
        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    

        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    


        
    




        

        
    Skip to main content

    

    
    
        
            
                
                    
                        [image: SpringerLink]
                    
                
            
        


        
            
                
    
        Log in
    


            
        
    


    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            
                        Menu
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            Find a journal
                        
                    
                        
                            Publish with us
                        
                    
                        
                            Track your research
                        
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                Search
                            
                        

                    
                    
                        
 
  
   
  Cart
 


                    
                

            

        
    




    
        
    
        
            
                
                    
    
        
            	
                        Home




	
                        Synthese

	
                        Article

Revelation and physicalism


                    	
                            Published: 03 March 2016
                        


                    	
                            Volume 194, pages 2345–2366, (2017)
                        
	
                            Cite this article
                        



                    
                        
                        
                    

                
                
                    
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                [image: ]
                            
                            Synthese
                        
                        
                            
                                Aims and scope
                                
                            
                        
                        
                            
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            
                        
                    
                

            
        
    


        
            
                

                

                
                    
                        	Kelly Trogdon1 


                        
    

                        
                            	
            
                
            475 Accesses

        
	
            
                
            12 Citations

        
	
            Explore all metrics 
                
            

        


                        

                        
    
    

    
    


                        
                    
                


                
                    Abstract
According to experiential revelation, phenomenal concepts reveal the nature of the phenomenal properties they refer to. Some see experiential revelation as posing a direct challenge to physicalism. The basic idea is this: given experiential revelation, were phenomenal properties physical/functional in nature they would be presented as such when you think of them under phenomenal concepts, but phenomenal concepts don’t present their referents in this way. I argue that, while this argument on a plausible reconstruction fails, the thesis of experiential revelation nevertheless indirectly challenges physicalism. In particular, it potentially undermines the so-called phenomenal concept strategy, a key defense maneuver of the physicalist for responding to dualist arguments concerning experience. The moral is that issues concerning revelation do indeed pose a problem for physicalism, but not for the reasons you might think.
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                    Notes
	The ‘thus-and-so’ locution here is a placeholder either for a demonstrative or a demonstrative-free description—I leave the matter open. I treat future instances of the locution in the same way.


	
                              Strike* is an indiscriminately necessary property—every entity has the property necessarily. But, while Socrates, for example, has strike* necessarily, he doesn’t have it essentially—it’s not part of what it is to be Socrates that if there are employees behaving in thus-and-so way then there is a strike in virtue of this fact. While something has a property necessarily provided that it has that property essentially, from the fact that something has a property necessarily it doesn’t follow that it has that property essentially (Fine 1994).


	
                              Phenomenal red and the property feeling like thus-and-so are distinct, as the former is a property of states while the latter is a property of subjects with states. The same distinction applies to other phenomenal properties.


	Here’s how Horgan and Tienson put the idea: “...if indeed phenomenal properties, when conceived under phenomenal concepts, not only are conceived otherwise than as physical-functional properties but also are conceived as they are in themselves, then surely phenomenal properties must be otherwise than physical-functional properties” (2001, p. 311).


	
Chalmers (2003) is naturally read as claiming that phenomenal concepts provide full essential characterizations of their referents. I read Horgan and Tienson (2001) and Goff (2011, 2015) as staying neutral on whether these characterizations are full or merely partial, and Nida-Rümelin (2007) and Schroer (2010) as claiming that they’re merely partial in nature.


	Arnauld offers a similar critique of Descartes’ real distinction argument. Arnauld imagines that, while you might clearly and distinctively understand that a particular triangle is right-angled, you might wrongly think that the Pythagorean theorem doesn’t apply to it. In this case you would wrongly think that the applicability of the theorem falls outside of the triangle’s nature. By analogy, while Descartes clearly and distinctively understands his nature to be something that thinks, he might be wrong in thinking that nothing else belongs to his nature apart from the fact he’s a thinking thing—perhaps the fact that he’s an extended thing also belongs to his nature. Thanks to Martin Hann for pointing me to Arnauld’s discussion.


	This isn’t to say, however, that the predicate ‘being Bob’s actual favorite property’ and ‘being blue’ rigidly designate the same property—the property designated by the former is a second-order property while the property designated by the latter isn’t.


	Diaz-Leon would add a caveat: knowing \({<}\hbox {p}{>}\) counts as knowing part of the nature phenomenal red provided that \({<}\hbox {p}{>}\) plays a role in determining the content of phenomenal red. Why the caveat? Well, suppose that bill’s actual favorite property refers to phenomenal red* and let \({<}\hbox {p}^{*}{>}\) represent the fact that phenomenal red has phenomenal red* essentially, where this proposition is structured by phenomenal red and bill’s actual favrorite property. Both Goff and Diaz-Leon seem to agree in this case that if you know \({<}\hbox {p}^{*}{>}\) you don’t thereby know part of the nature of phenomenal red. Diaz-Leon suggests that the reason why is that \({<}\hbox {p}^{*}{>}\) doesn’t play a role in determining the content of phenomenal red for you. The same considerations apply, mutatis mutandis, to \({<}\hbox {q}{>}\) and knowing part of the nature of \(P_{1}\). This proposal strikes me as plausible, but I gloss over it above.


	See Balog (2009) for further discussion of this aspect of PCS.


	For a discussion of acquaintance understood as a primitive cognitive relation and how this relates to PCS, see Levine (2007).


	It’s potentially misleading to speak of the phenomenal concept strategy, as there are different ways of understanding the strategy’s goal as well as just what we’re allowed to appeal to in trying to achieve the goal. A relatively unambitious conception of the goal is this: our job is just to explain why phenomenal and physical/functional concepts are conceptually isolated (Diaz-Leon 2010). A relatively ambitious conception is this: our job includes explaining not only what I call our epistemic/semantic situation but also why we have the experiential knowledge that we do (Chalmers 2007). A relatively restrictive take on what we’re allowed to appeal to is this: we must work with topic-neutral characterizations of both phenomenal concepts and our epistemic/semantic situation, where a characterization is topic-neutral when it’s free of experiential terminology (Chalmers 2007). A relatively unrestrictive take is this: we’re allowed to appeal to the idea that phenomenal properties are by their nature connected to particular feelings. My discussion of PCS in this paper addresses a particular approach to the strategy’s goals and assumptions, one that falls in between the takes just described and hews closely to Balog’s description of the strategy.


	If a property has the property being a physical/functional property then the former has the latter essentially. And a concept provides a physical/functional characterization of its referent just in case it represents its referent as being a physical/functional property. Hence, if a concept provides a physical/functional characterization of its referent then it provides an essential characterization of its referent. Returning to (ii) from above, it follows that (ii) is true only if the physical/functional concept that refers to P doesn’t provide a physical/functional characterization of its referent. (Note that the truth of (ii) is compatible with the idea that you’re disposed to infer that the property in question is a physical/functional property—what’s required is just that this disposition isn’t meaning-constitutive with respect to the concept.) I assume that certain physical/functional concepts don’t provide essential characterizations of their referents such as neuron (more on neuron shortly). If this is right then there are physical/functional concepts that don’t provide physical/functional characterizations of their referents either.


	This proposal is close to what Balog (2012b) proposes. While she rejects experiential revelation, she claims that phenomenal concepts seem to provide essential characterizations of their referents, and this appearance of essential characterization explains certain features of our epistemic/semantic situation. We will return to Balog on PCS shortly. For an attempt to implement PCS in a way that doesn’t appeal to experiential revelation (either the idea that the thesis is true or that it merely seems true), see (Papineau 2002, Chap. 6).


	Thanks to Martin Hann for helpful discussion here.


	Why can’t the advocate of PCS just say that the referent of phenomenal red has some essential property and the concept characterizes its referent as having this property? The problem is that this isn’t an explanation of experiential revelation but merely a statement of it.


	A related proposal: phenomenal red characterizes its referent as being (among other things) a property that stands in this relation (the relation of being phenomenally more similar to __ than __) to that property (phenomenal orange) and this property (phenomenal green). While the notion of phenomenal similarity in this case doesn’t figure into the content of phenomenal red, the proposal nevertheless appeals to the idea that phenomenal red has an experiential nature.


	
Schroer (2010) proposes that, while the characterizations that phenomenal concepts like phenomenal red provide of their referents are substantive, more specific phenomenal concepts like determinate warmth provide relatively thin characterizations of their referents. His version of the thick demonstrative view is intended to apply only to phenomenal concepts that provide substantive characterizations of their referents. Whether or not the characterization that determinate warmth provides of its referent is substantive in the relevant sense (see Veillet forthcoming for a discussion of just what the relevant sense of the term might be), what’s important for our purposes is that determinate warmth provides an essential rather than non-essential characterization of its referent.





References
	Balog, K. (2009). Phenomenal concepts. In B. P. McLaughlin (Ed.), Oxford handbook in the philosophy of mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Balog, K. (2012a). Acquaintance and the mind-body problem. In C. S. Hill & S. Gozzano (Eds.), New perspectives on type identity: The mental and the physical. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Balog, K. (2012b). In defense of the phenomenal concept strategy. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 84, 1–23.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Block, N. (2007). Max black’s objection to mind-body identity. In T. Alter & S. Walter (Eds.), Phenomenal concepts and phenomenal knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Block, N. (1986). Advertisement for a semantics for psychology. Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 10, 615–678.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Chalmers, D. (2003). The content and epistemology of phenomenal belief. In Q. Smith & A. Jokic (Eds.), Consciousness: New essays. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Chalmers, D. (2007). Phenomenal concepts and the explanatory gap. In T. Alter & S. Walter (Eds.), Phenomenal concepts and phenomenal knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Dasgupta, S. (2014). The possibility of physicalism. Journal of Philosophy, 111, 557–592.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Diaz-Leon, E. (2010). Can phenomenal concepts explain the epistemic gap? Mind, 119, 933–951.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Diaz-Leon, E. (2014). Do a posteriori physicalists get our phenomenal concepts wrong? Ratio, 27, 1–16.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Elpidorou, A. (Forthcoming). A posteriori physicalism and introspection. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly.

	Fine, K. (1994). Essence and modality. Philosophical Perspectives, 8, 1–16.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fodor, J. (2008). LOT 2. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gertler, B. (2011). Self-Knowledge. New York: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gertler, B. (2012). Renewed acquaintance. In D. Smithies & D. Stoljar (Eds.), Introspection and consciousness. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Goff, P. (2011). A posteriori physicalists get our phenomenal concepts wrong. Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 89, 191–209.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Goff, P. (2015). Real acquaintance and physicalism. In P. Coates & S. Coleman (Eds.), Phenomenal qualities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Horgan, T., & Tienson, J. (2001). Deconstructing new wave materialism. In C. Gillett & B. Loewer (Eds.), Physicalism and its discontents. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Levin, J. (2002). Is conceptual analysis needed for the reduction of qualitative states? Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 64, 571–591.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Levin, J. (2007). What is a phenomenal concept? In T. Alter & S. Walter (Eds.), Phenomenal concepts and phenomenal knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Levine, J. (2007). Phenomenal concepts and the materialist constraint. In T. Alter & S. Walter (Eds.), Phenomenal concepts and phenomenal knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Loar, B. (1997). Phenomenal states. In N. Block (Ed.), The nature of consciousness. Cambridge: MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	McLaughlin, B. (2001). In defense of new wave materialism: A response to horgan and tienson. In C. Gillet & B. Loewer (Eds.), Physicalism and its discontents. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Nida-Rümelin, M. (2007). Grasping phenomenal properties. In T. Alter & S. Walter (Eds.), Phenomenal concepts and phenomenal knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Papineau, D. (2002). Thinking about consciousness. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Peacocke, C. (1992). A study of concepts. Cambridge: MIT press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Schroer, R. (2010). Where’s the beef? Phenomenal concepts as both demonstrative and substantial. The Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 88, 505–522.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Veillet, B. (Forthcoming). The cognitive significance of phenomenal knowledge. Philosophical Studies.


Download references




Acknowledgments
I presented versions of this paper at the Philosophy of Mind Workshop at Virginia Tech (April 2015), the Southern Society for Philosophy and Psychology (April 2015), and (via Skype) the Victoria University of Wellington (May 2013). I wish to thank my audience members and particularly Martin Hann—my commentator at the SSPP—for helpful feedback. Special thanks to Nathan Adams, Louise Antony, Stuart Brock, Sam Cowling, Tim Fuller, Brie Gertler, Philip Goff, Ben Jantzen, Daniel Kraemer, Joseph Levine, Tristram McPherson, Gregory Novack, Ted Parent, Nathan Rockwood, and two anonymous referees for their help.


Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Department of Philosophy, Virginia Tech, 223 Major Williams Hall, 220 Stanger Street, Blacksburg, VA, 24061, USA
Kelly Trogdon


Authors	Kelly TrogdonView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Kelly Trogdon.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Trogdon, K. Revelation and physicalism.
                    Synthese 194, 2345–2366 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-016-1055-7
Download citation
	Received: 11 June 2015

	Accepted: 18 February 2016

	Published: 03 March 2016

	Issue Date: July 2017

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-016-1055-7


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Phenomenal concepts
	Phenomenal properties
	Physicalism
	Revelation
	Essence
	The phenomenal concept strategy








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					54.144.67.40
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    