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Abstract
Russellian physicalism is becoming increasingly popular because it promises to 
deliver what everybody wants, realism and physicalism about consciousness. But 
Russellian physicalists are not the first to swear on “the promise”, standard Type-
B physicalism is a less fanciful view that also claims to give everything and take 
nothing. In this paper, I argue that our hopes should not be placed on Russellian 
physicalism because, unlike Type-B physicalism, it cannot explain how phenomenal 
concepts can reveal the nature of phenomenal properties without weakening its 
physicalist credentials. The revelation challenge shows that Russellian physicalism 
is either committed to an anti-realist and self-defeating view of phenomenal con-
cepts or it is physically unacceptable.

Keywords Consciousness · Russellian physicalism · Type-B physicalism · 
Phenomenal concepts · Revelation · Mind/body problem

It is hard to see how pain could be a brain state. Partly because physical facts don’t 
look like the kind of fact that could entail nor explain phenomenal facts and partly 
because painfulness does not seem like a property of soggy grey matter. These prob-
lem intuitions1 suggest dualism, but dualists have a hard time integrating conscious-
ness with the physical world and accommodating the causal efficacy of conscious 
states. This conundrum has pushed philosophers to abandon their posts and embrace 
Russellian monism (RM), a view that occupies a middle ground between dualism 
and physicalism and promises to avoid their shortcomings. However, the desert-

1  The “problem intuition” terminology was introduced by Chalmers (2018) when discussing the “meta-
problem” of consciousness.
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ers of standard forms of physicalism and dualism have struggled to fight under the 
same banner. Those who cannot give up the view that consciousness is fundamental 
embrace a panpsychist version of RM (Strawson, 2006; Mørch, 2014; Chalmers, 
2015; Goff 2017, 2019) and those who cannot accept that consciousness is funda-
mental embrace a panprotopsychist or physicalist version (Stoljar, 2001, 2006; Pere-
boom, 2011; McClelland, 2013: Coleman 2015; Montero, 2015; Morris, 2016; Alter 
& Nagasawa, 2012; Brown, 2017, 2021).23 RM may not bridge the central physical-
ist/non-physicalist divide in the philosophy of mind, but, for all that, one of the ver-
sions of RM may be right about consciousness (Kind, 2015).

This paper will concern Russellian physicalism (RP), a view forged under oath: 
“unlike standard physicalists we, RPs, take consciousness very seriously and we will 
integrate all of your “dualist” intuitions within a physicalist framework. Furthermore, 
unlike, dualism, we promise you a metaphysics of mind which is smoothly natural 
and does not lead to a disjointed ontology”. To increase the lure of their physicalism 
even further, Russellians, along with anti-physicalists, insist that standard physical-
ism is a form of illusionism. But this grouping of all standard forms of physicalism 
as consciousness-deniers is mistaken. The orthodox physicalist is a realist who takes 
consciousness just as seriously as any. In fact, Type-B physicalism, the most popular 
form of physicalism, also pledges to deliver “the promise”. Type-Bs share the “dual-
ist” problem intuitions and, like Russellians, they promise to accommodate these 
intuitions within a physicalist framework. Does this mean that physicalists have two 
ways of reconciling with realism about consciousness? Unfortunately no, I will argue 
that there is just one way of defending physicalist realism and it is not the Russellian 
way.

My argument will be familiar to anyone who rejects the standard versions of 
physicalism by reflecting on their phenomenal concepts (as I am sure many Russel-
lians do).4 Indeed, it has been argued that Type-B physicalism cannot accommodate 
the knowledge afforded by our phenomenal concepts (Levine, 2006; Nida-Rümelin, 
2007; Chalmers, 2006). Goff (2011) provides one of the clearest expositions of the 
problem. Our phenomenal concepts, he says, reveal the nature of phenomenal prop-
erties and this is incompatible with Type-B physicalism. I will focus on this formula-

2  As I will explain in Sect. 1, all versions of RM appeal to intrinsic properties to explain consciousness. 
Panprotosychists say that while intrinsic properties are not fully mental they are specifically apt to ground 
consciousness. Sometimes panprotopsychism is formulated as a version of physicalism (Montero, 2015). 
However, Morris (2016) and Brown (2017) have argued that physicalism is incompatible with the experi-
ence specific fundamental protophenomenal properties postulated by panprotopsychism. A full-blooded 
Russellian physicalism requires that fundamental intrinsic properties are equally apt to ground both phe-
nomenal and non-phenomenal properties. Alter and Coleman (2020) respond that intrinsic properties 
need not be individuated by their grounding roles and, accordingly, that some versions of panprotopsy-
chism should count as physicalist. I believe that the issues raised in this paper cut through this dispute. If 
it turns out that there is some version of panprotopsychism that scapes the revelation challenge and we 
decide to call it physicalism, this will be a terminological decision that is not in conflict with the substan-
tive claims of this paper.

3  There is also a neutral version of RM which argues that intrinsic properties are neither mental nor physi-
cal. However, some argue that there is no theoretical space for this view (Kind, 2015).

4  In general, phenomenal realists reject a-priori (type-A) physicalism because it is committed to an unpal-
atable functional view of our phenomenal concepts.
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tion of the revelation challenge and show that although it is a surmountable difficulty 
for Type-Bs, the argument, applied to RP, is deeply problematic.

This is the plan: Section one briefly explains Russellian and Type-B physicalism. 
Section two presents Goff’s argument against Type-B physicalism and shows that it 
is more problematic for RP. The revelation challenge, or so I argue, gives rise to a 
dilemma according to which the RP is either committed to a self-defeating anti-realist 
account of phenomenal concepts or it is physically unacceptable. Section 3 consid-
ers two ways of resisting horn B of the dilemma and argues that they fail. Section 4 
explores whether the tenets of RP may, nonetheless, earn their explanatory keep in a 
hybrid version of a-posteriori physicalism and argues that they do not.

1 Russellian physicalism, Type-B physicalism and problem intuitions

We have the problem intuition, prompted by the zombie argument and the Mary 
thought experiment, that no amount of physical information could entail nor explain 
phenomenal consciousness. We also have the problem intuition that phenomenal 
properties are not physical properties. These problem intuitions, according to the 
dualist, arise precisely because there is a problem, phenomenal properties are onto-
logically distinct from physical properties. As mentioned in the introduction, both 
Russellians and Type-B physicalists agree with the intuitions but reject the ontologi-
cal conclusion. How do they do this? Let’s start with RP.

In “The Analysis of Matter” (1927), Russell pointed out that science, for all of 
its success, is confined to describing the world dispositionally, structurally or rela-
tionally. This is so because we know about the properties of the world through the 
way that they affect us, either immediately, as in perception, or indirectly, via our 
measuring instruments. And, thus, science can only grasp and characterise proper-
ties in terms of what they do. Mass, for example, is characterised by its tendency 
to resist acceleration. But something more, said Russell, is needed to give reality 
its concrete nature. Where we have relational/dispositional structure, there must be 
some underlying intrinsic properties that ground it.5 All versions of RM claim that 
there is a single class of inscrutable intrinsic properties at the fundamental level of 
reality which are the common base of everything else, of the chair in which I now sit 
and of my experience while writing this sentence. RP, in particular, defends that such 
inscrutable intrinsic properties are purely physical. And while it may seem that more 
physical properties cannot help with the hard problem, according to RP, postulating 
intrinsic properties that constitute consciousness can explain our problem intuitions. 
Indeed, the physical facts that we are familiar with do not entail nor explain phe-
nomenal facts because they hide consciousness-relevant facts, they are silent on the 
intrinsic aspect of the physical. Similarly, we are reluctant to accept that phenomenal 
properties are properties of soggy grey matter because we underestimate the physical 
due to our ignorance of the full nature of our brains (Strawson, 2019).

5  In the literature, intrinsic and categorical are used interchangeably. The difference between these notions 
is not important for the arguments in this paper (see Alter & Nagasawa 2012).
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In contrast, Type-B physicalists accommodate our problem intuitions within a 
physicalist framework by appealing to the nature of phenomenal concepts. The phe-
nomenal concept strategy (PCS) argues that phenomenal concepts are isolated from 
physical/functional concepts and that this explains why there are gaps between the 
physical and the phenomenal even if there is no ontological gap. Different accounts 
of phenomenal concepts appeal to different features of our concepts to explain cogni-
tive isolation. On Balog’s (2012) constitutional account, phenomenal concepts are 
constituted by instances of the experiences they pick out. The concept “RED*” is 
constituted by the reddish phenomenology produced by previous experiences of red. 
Which is just to say that the same physical property that is (or grounds) the experi-
ence constitutes the concept that refers to that experience. In virtue of this constitu-
tional fact, phenomenal concepts refer without descriptions to a given experience 
by presenting or involving the experience itself. In contrast, our non-experiential 
concepts refer via a descriptive mode of presentation because, as mentioned above, 
we know about the outside world through the way that it affects us. Inevitably, then, 
our criteria for a property being instantiated will involve some description of what 
it does. The concept “water”, for example, is tied to the description of a colourless 
liquid that freezes at certain temperatures and covers the ocean. Now, given these cri-
teria for what it takes to be water, we can see that H2O satisfies it. But we cannot see 
what physical state satisfies the criteria of being an experience of red because under 
a phenomenal concept we think of red experiences in terms of what it is like to have 
them and not in terms of something that could be specified by a physical characteri-
sation of, say, a functional role. Our phenomenal concepts are, therefore, cognitively 
isolated from physical concepts and this explains why physical facts cannot entail 
phenomenal facts. Furthermore, if our thinking in phenomenal terms is isolated from 
our thinking in physical terms, then no wonder why we feel as if phenomenal prop-
erties, conceived under phenomenal characterisations, cannot be properties of brain 
states, conceived under physical characterisation.

Simply put, according to RP we cannot see that C-fiber firings is pain because our 
physical concept “C-fiber firings” does not reveal its intrinsic nature. And accord-
ing to Type-Bs, we cannot see that C-fiber firings is pain because our phenomenal 
concept “PAIN*” does not reveal its physical nature (Goff, 2015). As a consequence, 
RPs are committed to the view that if we had a transparent account of the physical 
that includes all facts about the intrinsic nature of the physical, the identity of pain 
and C-fiber would be a-priori (Goff & Coleman, 2020, p. 313). But Type-B physical-
ists maintain that even if we had a complete and transparent account of the physical, 
the identity of pain and C-fiber would be a-posteriori (Chalmers, 2003, 2015). This 
difference will be crucial to understand the available responses for each brand of 
physicalism to Goff’s argument, to which I now turn.
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2 The revelation challenge against Type-B and Russellian 
physicalism

Through introspection, we can form concepts, phenomenal concepts, that refer to our 
experiences in terms of what it is like to have them. And there is something very sub-
stantive to be learned by attending to such concepts. When you deploy your concept 
of pain and carefully introspect “painfulness” you thereby know how pain feels. And 
if you know how pain feels then you know part of what the experience of pain is. In 
other words, the essence of pain, or what it would take for someone to be in pain, is 
revealed by attending to our phenomenal concepts. This is the revelation thesis.6 It 
forms the basis of strong arguments against physicalism and it is one of the pillars 
of realism about consciousness. Indeed, if revelation is false and introspection does 
not tell us anything about what it is for something to be pain, then it is hard to see 
on what grounds one could build the hard problem and challenge non-phenomenal 
physicalism. It would be exclusively up to science to tell us what pain really consists 
of (Goff, 2018). For the realist, then, our phenomenal concepts reveal some essential 
properties of our experiences. Both Type-Bs and RPs are committed to realism and 
therefore they are also committed to revelation.7 This commitment, however, makes 
these views susceptible to Goff’s revelation challenge, which he formulates against 
Type-B physicalism.

Goff pressures Type-Bs to construct phenomenal concepts as belonging to one of 
the three following categories: Transparent: the concept reveals all of the essential 
properties of its referent (it reveals everything of what it is for X to fall under the 
concept). Translucent: the concept reveals part (but not all) of the essential proper-
ties of its referent (it reveals something of what it is for X to fall under the concept. 
Opaque: The concept reveals none of the essential properties of its referent (it reveals 
nothing of what it is for X to fall under the concept). He then claims that Type-Bs can-
not accept that our phenomenal concepts are transparent. If our concepts reveal all of 
the essential properties of its referent and our conscious states have a physical nature 
then we would have access to such nature via introspection. But by the own lights of 
Type-Bs, when we introspect the feeling of pain nothing tells us that to be in pain is 
to instantiate C-fiber firing (otherwise it would be a-priori that phenomenal concepts 

6  There are some physicalists who will not want to embrace phenomenal concepts. However, the revela-
tion challenge can get off the ground just as easily by appealing to introspection (Chalmers, 2015) or 
more generally to a claim about the essence of phenomenal properties (Liu, 2021). Thus, while I stick to 
phenomenal concepts for the sake of clarity, the argument applies to any physicalist who wants to accom-
modate revelation within a physicalist framework, even if they reject the technical notion of phenomenal 
concepts.

7  Although I have insisted that all realists and thus all type-B physicalists should accept revelation, 
there are a few type-Bs who allow that consciousness exists but argue that our phenomenal concepts 
are opaque. They carry no substantive information about the nature of their referent (Papineau, 2002). 
Knowing how an experience of pain feels, they say, tells us nothing about what an experience of pain is. 
I think Goff (2011) is right to think that this is an implausible view of phenomenal concepts. Moreover, 
as mentioned above, I think it concedes too much ground to illusionism and undercuts the motivation of 
the realist program. However, I can not rule out that something worth calling realism may be compatible 
with the denial of revelation. To clarify then, in this paper, by “realists” I mean strong realists who want 
to accommodate revelation within a physicalist framework.

1 3

1833



M. Botin

refer to physical properties). He also argues that type-Bs cannot accept that our con-
cepts are translucent. “Some but not all” of the properties of a wholly physical state, 
says Goff, are themselves physical. And, thus, if our phenomenal concept “pain” 
reveals any such properties, it would reveal physical properties. But again, Type-Bs 
argue that we find no recognisably physical properties in introspection. To uphold 
their brand of a-posteriori physicalism, type-Bs must deny that phenomenal concepts 
reveal that to be in pain is to insatiate a physical property. The only option available 
for type-Bs, says Goff, is that our phenomenal concepts are opaque, revealing noth-
ing of what it is for someone to feel pain. But if phenomenal realists reject illusionism 
by reflecting on their mental concepts they ought to reject Type-B physicalism too 
because, as mentioned above, no realist should accept that our phenomenal concepts 
are opaque. Thus, if physicalism wants to deliver on “the promise” of reconciling 
with realism they ought to look beyond type-B physicalism.

Fortunately, I think Goff is wrong to conclude that revelation commits Type-Bs 
to opaque phenomenal concepts. They can respond to the argument by claiming that 
our phenomenal concepts reveal physical properties of a wholly physical state but 
not under a physical characterisation. This is intelligible because, as explained above, 
Type-Bs maintain that we know about the nature of consciousness in two conceptu-
ally distinct and isolated ways. And, thus, even when the referent of a phenomenal 
concept is a physical state, introspection will hide that this is so. Insofar as there is 
a physically acceptable explanation of the conceptual isolation, Type-Bs can main-
tain that our phenomenal concepts are translucent. They reveal the essence of our 
phenomenal states but only under a phenomenal characterisation. To be sure, this 
phenomenal characterisation reveals something crucial. In knowing “what is like” to 
undergo a given experience we grasp part of what having such an experience consists 
of, in terms of further phenomenal concepts. But we fail to learn other essential infor-
mation, introspection does not reveal that the experience really is a physical state. 
Goff (2011) sets this response aside, challenging Type-Bs to “put some meat on the 
bone” to make it intelligible. I believe that the challenge has been met (Diaz-Leon, 
2014; Elpidorou, 2016; Trogdon, 2017). However, I will not repeat the arguments 
here. My aim is merely to highlight that there is a plausible Type-B answer to the 
revelation challenge which avoids the undesirable commitment to opaque phenom-
enal concepts. As I will now show, it is hard to see how RP can escape the challenge.

RP claims that to have an experience is to instantiate a set of purely physical intrin-
sic properties arranged in the right kind of physical high-level state. If RP is true and 
reflecting on our phenomenal concepts reveals all the essential properties of their 
referents, then our phenomenal concepts should reveal that to have an experience is 
to instantiate purely physical intrinsic properties arranged in a physical high-level 
state. However, when we reflect on pain nothing tells us that it is a state of C-fiber 
firings grounded in a set of fundamental intrinsic properties. Thus, RP must reject 
that our phenomenal concepts are transparent. A Russellian may reply that when we 
reflect on our phenomenal concepts what gets revealed are non-fundamental intrinsic 
properties which are grounded on physical fundamental intrinsic properties arranged 
in a high-level physical state, although this latter grounding fact is hidden from our 
introspective guise. But, again, the problem is that any property of a purely physical 
state must be physical. Our phenomenal concepts, however, do not reveal non-fun-
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damental intrinsic properties as physical. Our phenomenal concept of pain does not 
reveal that what it is for someone to feel pain is to instantiate any recognisably physi-
cal property at all and, thus, RP can’t claim that our concepts are translucent. Lastly, 
the Russellian cannot even hold that our phenomenal concepts are opaque. First, 
because, as explained above, opaque phenomenal concepts are at odds with phe-
nomenal realism and phenomenal realism is the motivating force of RP. And second, 
because if our concepts are opaque, then even if we had a complete and transparent 
account of the physical, one that uncovers the intrinsic properties of the physical, the 
identity of pain and C-fiber stimulation + (+ inscrutable intrinsic properties) would 
not be a-priori due to the opaqueness of phenomenal concepts. Thus, RPs appeal to 
our ignorance of intrinsic physical properties to explain why we find zombies con-
ceivable and so on would be explanatory redundant. And surely we should restrain 
from making unnecessary fundamental posits.

A Russellian could respond along the lines of Type-B physicalists. They could 
accept that our phenomenal concepts do not reveal phenomenal properties under 
physical characterisations, but insist that insofar as the grounding claim obtains 
these properties a physical through and through. Unfortunately, this strategy is ruled 
out by their commitment to a-priori entailment (given an account of the intrinsic 
nature of the physical). RP cannot make sense of their being two conceptually dis-
tinct and unconnected ways of characterising the essence of our phenomenal states 
because there can be no a-priori entailment between two conceptually distinct ways 
of thinking. Recall that type-Bs think that our phenomenal concepts are isolated from 
physical/functional concepts because they “hide” their more fundamental physical 
nature. They carry no “fine-grained” information that could be specified by a physical 
description. RPs agree that the physical facts that we are familiar with do not entail 
phenomenal facts. But they argue that adding facts about intrinsic properties will 
entail such facts. Now, for this to work, RPs have to deny that our phenomenal con-
cepts are cognitively isolated from physical concepts+ (where “+” adds concepts for 
intrinsic physical properties) and so they also have to deny that our phenomenal con-
cepts are hiding the more fundamental nature of such intrinsic properties. Instead, our 
phenomenal concepts must be illuminating such nature by carrying some content that 
can be specified under a physical characterisation and that will allow physical charac-
terisations of intrinsic properties to sustain the a-priori entailment. But the problem is 
that our phenomenal concepts do not reveal any “fine-grained” physical information 
because they lack content that can be specified by physical characterisations. Under 
phenomenal concepts we think of our experiences in terms of how they feel, that is, 
under phenomenal/qualitative modes of presentation. And so only qualitative charac-
terisations of intrinsic properties can latch onto and entail such concepts.8

In short, if physical concepts+ (where “+” adds concepts for intrinsic physical 
properties) and phenomenal concepts are a-priori connected then both concepts must 
have recognisably similar modes of presentation.9 Our phenomenal concepts have a 

8  See Pereboom (2011) for a different defence of this point.
9  While the assumption that non-qualitative concepts cannot entail qualitative concepts is in part moti-
vated by intuition, it is also held by key figures on both sides of the debate (Chalmers, 2015; Pereboom, 
2019; Brown, 2019; Cutter 2019). Thus, I do not think it is dialectically problematic.
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phenomenal/qualitative mode of presentation and thus only qualitative characterisa-
tions of intrinsic properties can help the entailment. But this is incompatible with 
physicalism because it would mean that the intrinsic properties of the physical are 
like the properties we find in introspection. And the only properties of this sort are 
either phenomenal or protophenomenal.10

Against this, an anonymous reviewer raised an important worry: “Computer digits 
consisting of 0s and 1s are very different from the graphics I see on my screen, but 
there is certainly some a-priori connection between them”. Fortunately, a closer look 
shows that the example does not challenge but rather elucidates the argument above. 
Indeed, I grant that 0 and 1 s are very different to how we experience the icons on 
the computer screen. But one thing is to say that 0 and 1 s are very different to what 
the icons look to us and another is to say that they are really different to what the 
icons are. For the analogy to work against my account, the relevant claim has to be 
that 0 and 1s are very different to what the icons on the screen really are. But then it 
seems false. If someone knows what an icon is, then they know that it is a pattern of 
light reflectance on a screen. Thus, they also know about its underlying “patternny” 
nature. 0 and 1 s share this “patternny” nature and so we have no problem seeing how 
they could realize patterns of light reflectance. But if the concepts we use to think 
about the icons were to completely hide such “patternny” nature and present the 
icons as something radically different, say as simple unstructured properties, then the 
information about underlying patterns would not entail facts about the icons. These 
concepts would be isolated because they would carry no “patternny” information for 
“patternny” concepts to latch onto. In other words, 0 and 1 s and icons are presented 
under a similar mode of presentation, as patterns, so the a-priori entailment is not 
problematic.10

Note that I am not assuming that phenomenal concepts reveal phenomenal proper-
ties as non-physical. Rather the claim is that they do not reveal phenomenal proper-
ties as physical. This is compatible with such properties being physical insofar as 
there is a physically acceptable explanation of how this is so. And the problem is that 
while Type-Bs have a ready explanation, RPs need an alternative that is compatible 
with their commitment to a-priori entailment.

To this end, a defender of RP may insist that our phenomenal concepts do reveal 
physical properties, but we fail to conceptualise them as such due to our limited 
(structural) conception of the physical. After all, we are completely ignorant of the 
nature of the intrinsic properties of matter and, for all we know, these properties may 
be akin to phenomenal properties (McClelland, 2013). But for this to work, we would 
have to find a notion of physical property that is akin to the properties we find when 

10  Perhaps there is some alternative mechanism that allows subjects to see a-priori that two concepts are 
coreferential (I thank Esa-Diaz Leon for bringing this up). Some claim that intuitions, although they are 
not inferential, are a form of a-priori rational insight or “intellectual seeing” that something is necessarily 
true. It seems unlikely, however, that this sort of insight will happen when the mode of presentation of the 
two concepts is radically distinct. Indeed, some have argued that radically distinct modes of presentation 
lead to the opposite insight. They say that it is the radically distinct mode of presentation of phenomenal 
and non-phenomenal concepts that underlies the intuition of distinctiveness. That is, the intuition that phe-
nomenal and physical concepts cannot be coreferential (“use-mention fallacy (Tye, 1999; Papineau, 2002) 
or “primitive quality attribution” (Pereboom, 2011)).
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reflecting on our phenomenal concepts but that is, at the same time, recognisably 
physical, to deserve being kept in a physicalist version of RM. This runs into a seem-
ingly unavoidable dilemma:

 ● If intrinsic properties are recognisably physical (somewhat similar to standard 
physical properties) then introspection does not reveal any such property and 
RP would have to accept that our phenomenal concepts are opaque. But, for the 
reasons provided above, Russellians cannot accept that our phenomenal concepts 
are opaque.

 ● If intrinsic properties are like the properties we find in introspection, the Russel-
lian can accept that our phenomenal concepts are translucent but then there can 
be no physicalist version of RM.

One could think that much is riding on the notion of the physical being deployed 
to set up the dilemma since, on some understandings of physical property, horn B 
would fail to get off the ground. For example, a Russellian may appeal to Stoljar’s 
(2001) influential distinction between theory-based and object-based conception of 
the physical. According to the former, a property is physical if it is described by phys-
ical theory or is a-priori grounded on the properties that physical theory describes. 
According to the latter, a property is physical if it is required by an account of the 
intrinsic nature of paradigmatic physical objects or it is a property that is a priori 
grounded on the properties described by an account of the intrinsic nature of para-
digmatic physical objects (p. 396). On a theory-based conception of the physical, 
no version of RM counts as physicalist (since they appeal to inscrutable intrinsic 
properties which are not knowable by the natural sciences). But, since according to 
RP the properties required by an account of the intrinsic nature of chairs and tables 
are the same properties required by an account of the intrinsic nature of phenomenal 
states (Brown, 2017, 2021), on an object-based conception of the physical, any such 
property ought to count as physical even if they are akin to the properties we find in 
introspection.

Following this understanding of physical property, views such as Coleman’s 
panqualityism which argues that intrinsic properties are unexperienced qualities— 
“properties just like the qualia we experience, only without anyone experiencing 
them” (Coleman, 2017, p. 1), would escape the dilemma unscathed.11 However, I 

11  That being said, panqualityism has problems. Some will find the notion of unexperienced qualia inco-
herent. Panqualityism says that there are painful qualities without anyone experiencing them. But I strug-
gle to see what would make a property “painful” if it does not hurt. In my view, painfulness cannot exist 
detached from a subject. An anonymous reviewer suggested that perhaps we can understand panqualityism 
along the lines of phenomenal without access consciousness. But even Block (2007) acknowledges that 
experiences cannot float around unattached to a subject who is in some sense aware of those experiences, 
even if this awareness is not the full-blown cognitive access that underlies reporting (2007, p. 484). So 
although in Block’s view we can be in pain without noticing, it is still the case that the painfulness is felt 
by a subject. She is in some (minimal) sense aware of the pain. Otherwise, there would be no pain at all. 
Another problem is that of accounting for awareness. Panqualityist who, like Coleman, think that aware-
ness is a purely extrinsic structural property will face a zombie-awareness challenge. It is conceivable that 
a being who instantiates all of our physical properties, including the intrinsic unexperienced qualia, will 
lack awareness of them (Chalmers, 2015). Furthermore, if awareness is a purely extrinsic mechanism then 
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think most physicalists would deem panqualityism a form of physicalism in name 
only. It is for this reason that Coleman himself is reluctant to attribute the physical-
ist title to his view. He writes, “in another possible world I should have liked to call 
panqualityism plain physicalism”(2017, footnote 5). But he is quick to acknowledge 
that actual physicalists will judge panqualitycism as incompatible with physicalism. 
To do justice to the spirit of physicalism we need a further constraint on what gets 
to count as a physical property. The object-based conception of the physical is too 
liberal (Kind, 2015). One popular strategy is the so-called “via negativa”, which says 
that a property is physical if it is not identical nor grounded on something that is 
fundamentally mental (Papineau & Spurrett, 1999; Montero & Papineau, 2005). But 
given that our notion of the mental is derived from reflecting on our phenomenal con-
cepts, the dilemma as presented above would once again gain traction. For if intrinsic 
properties are like the properties we find in subjective experience the “via negativa” 
would render them non-physical.

Be it as it may, this is no place to settle on the right formulation of physicalism. If 
it turns out that we come to an understanding of physical properties whereby views 
such as panqualityism are accepted as versions of physicalism, I would be happy to 
restrict my conclusion to the claim that Russellian “physicalism” needs to posit un-
experienced qualia (or some other notion of intrinsic property closely related to phe-
nomenal properties) to make sense of the revelation challenge, for this will be cold 
comfort for those who not only want to retain the letter of physicalism but also its 
spirit. Spelling out what this amounts to is beyond the scope of this paper. But a key 
idea here is that the, for physicalists, the world was not created with a “special ingre-
dient” to bring about mentality (Montero, 2010). Panqualityism, however, suggests 
that properties that are especially apt to ground our experiences are a fundamental 
ingredient of the world. It seems that God thought: “Let’s make sure these funda-
mental properties give rise to consciousness by making them just like phenomenal 
properties”. For this reason, the RPs I have in mind distance themselves from any 
such view. They argue that no version of RP deserving of its physicalist credentials 
can accept that fundamental intrinsic properties have a special relation to phenom-
enal properties (Morris, 2016). In fact, horn B intentionally paraphrases Brown’s 
claim that “if fundamental categorical properties are like the properties we find in 
subjective experience, then they are non-physical” (2021, p. 11). Thus, for our pres-
ent purposes, I will assume that something like the “via negativa” is the right way 
to go, since this assumption is in no way question-begging. The dilemma meets the 
Russellian physicalist on her own terms. The difficulties of horn A arise due to RPs 
commitment to phenomenal realism and the difficulties of horn B arise due to RPs 
commitment to a “properly physical” version of RP.

Horn A, I believe, is a non-starter for the Russellian, since I cannot see a way of 
circumventing the self-defeating and anti-realist consequences of accepting opaque 
phenomenal concepts (discussed above). In the next section, however, I will con-
sider two ways in which RPs may try to resist horn B and argue that neither suc-
ceeds in avoiding the conclusion that RP is either committed to an anti-realist and 

how could it access inscrutable intrinsic properties which, by definition, are outside the grasp of structural 
systems? (See page 9).

1 3

1838



Russellian Physicalists get our phenomenal concepts wrong

self-defeating view of phenomenal concepts or it is physically unacceptable. Either 
way, RP fails to deliver on the promise of reconciling realism and physicalism about 
consciousness.

3 Two attempts to resist Horn-B

3.1 Brown’s response to the “panpsychist” challenge

The dilemma presented in the previous section is a close relative to other dilemmas 
that have recently appeared in the literature (Brown, 2017; Chan, 2021; Goff & Cole-
man, 2020).12 Although they all share the conclusion that RM is either implausible or 
physically unacceptable, these other construals, arrive at such a conclusion by focus-
ing on the physical concepts postulated by RP. The argument from revelation, in con-
trast, focuses on our phenomenal concepts. Nonetheless, one may wonder whether 
a solution to these other challenges may also help with the problem as construed in 
this paper.

Brown (2017, 2021) provides a powerful response to what he calls the “panpsy-
chist challenge”, according to which only phenomenal or protophenomenal intrin-
sic properties help explain consciousness. He claims that even if we lack a specific 
characterisation of intrinsic physical properties, we can construct a partial notion of 
such properties with intelligible explanatory content. This content, says Brown, is 
derived from introspectable features of phenomenal properties which are not related 
to standard physical properties but are not themselves mental. If we construct intrin-
sic physical properties as having these features or as having features that can a-priori 
entail these features (features that will be discussed in Sect. 4) we could explain the 
phenomenological features in question (and respond to the panpsychist challenge) 
and embrace horn B of the dilemma by allowing that our phenomenal concepts are 
translucent, revealing some essential features of phenomenal properties which are 
not mental and that can be entailed and explained by positing purely physical intrin-
sic properties.13

Unfortunately, the strategy will not work this time around because even if some 
of the features we find in introspection do not reveal themselves as mental nor physi-
cal, all that one needs for trouble is that some of the features revealed as essential 
are also not revealed as neutral nor plausibly physical (as they appear to be). When I 
reflect on my phenomenal concept “RED*”, the qualitative character of phenomenal 
red, the redness or red (which is part of what it would take for someone to instantiate 
phenomenal red) does not reveal itself as involving plausibly physical properties. 
That is, when I reflect on the “redness” there is no “fine-grained” information that 
could be specified under physical modes of presentation. But this should be the case 

12  Goff and Coleman (2020) do not construe the dilemma explicitly but point toward the seemingly 
unavoidable disjunct implicitly.
13  Brown is not the first to point out that some features of our experiences are not problematic for physi-
calists. Some argue that some introspectable features of our experiences are akin to standard physical 
properties. For example, Tononi and Koch (2015) argue that introspection reveals a functional structure 
of our experiences.
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if revelation is true and the experience of red is a wholly physical state (since any 
aspect of a wholly physical state is itself physical). Hence, RP, like any physicalist 
view, will need a story that explains why RED* presents the redness of red under a 
purely qualitative/phenomenal mode of presentation when, in fact, the redness of 
red is physical through and through. Or, put differently, a story as to how the redness 
of red turns out to be purely physical when it is not presented under a recognisably 
physical characterisation.

But now the problem discussed in the previous section reemerges. It seems very 
unlikely that any such a story will leave room for a-priori entailment because there 
can be no entailment between two radically distinct modes of presentation. So either 
RED* is characterising the redness of red as having a qualitative nature akin to the 
qualitative nature of intrinsic physical properties or it is characterising the redness of 
red as having a qualitative nature that is very different to the non-qualitative nature of 
intrinsic properties. If the former is true then the view betrays RPs commitments to 
an account of fundamental intrinsic properties that are not akin to phenomenal prop-
erties. As Brown insists, if intrinsic properties are anything like a bit of phenomenal 
colour, then physicalism is false (2021, p.11). And, if the latter is true, then RP col-
lapses into Type-B physicalism because there would be no a-priori entailment. And, 
as explained above, if there is no a-priori entailment even when we have a transparent 
account of the intrinsic nature of the physical, the Russellian appeal to our ignorance 
of intrinsic physical properties to explain problem intuitions would be explanatory 
redundant. And, again, we should restrain from making unnecessary fundamental 
posits.

If this is right, then the revelation challenge seems to create a deeper problem for 
RP than the “panpsychist challenge” and, as such, even if Brown’s strategy may help 
with the latter, it does not help with the former.

3.2 Pereboom’s minimal illusionism

As just explained, the problem with the response to the revelation challenge consid-
ered above is that even if some of the features of phenomenal properties revealed by 
introspection are non-problematic, the qualitative character of phenomenal red, the 
redness of red, causes trouble because it is not revealed as plausibly physical (as it 
appears to be). However, very recently, Pereboom (2021) has defended a version of 
RP which can escape the problems I raised against the “Brown-inspired” solution 
to our dilemma. Indeed, in Pereboom’s version of RP these problems never arise 
because introspection reveals phenomenal properties as having qualitative natures 
they do not actually have. Pereboom is a Russellian illusionist who denies that the 
redness of red is the real qualitative nature of phenomenal red. And dissolves the 
problem by denying the phenomenon that it concerns.14

14  Alternatively: while we can see how purely physical intrinsic properties can a-priori entail some of the 
features we find in introspection it seems that no purely physical properties could a-priori entail the redness 
of red. In denying that the redness of red is the real qualitative nature of phenomenal red, Pereboom can 
claim that while there is no a-priori entailment from P* (physical facts which include facts about intrinsic 
properties) to illusory qualitative natures there is an a-priori entailment from P* to the real qualitative 
nature of phenomenal properties.
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Initially, this proposal may seem to have no place in this paper. After all, we are 
not looking for the most plausible version of RP, we are looking for the most plau-
sible version of physicalist realism. And if Pereboom is right that RP requires some 
form of illusionism, then this paper reaches a sound conclusion: Type-B physicalism, 
and not RP, is the way to reconcile with realism about consciousness. But Pereboom 
insists that his illusionism is only minimal (2021, p. 189). He is not denying that 
phenomenal properties are real and he accepts that they have some of the features 
we think they have. In fact, he claims that introspection, for all its flaws, accurately 
reveals that these properties are absolutely intrinsic (not entirely dependent on more 
fundamental properties that are extrinsic) and causally efficacious (qua phenomenal) 
(2021, p.189). Furthermore, although Pereboom claims that the qualitative nature of 
phenomenal properties as presented in introspection is illusory, he allows that these 
properties really do have a real qualitative nature (which could be a-priori entailed by 
physical facts which include facts about intrinsic properties) but that is hidden from 
our introspective grasp. Our phenomenal concepts, on this view, are translucent, they 
reveal some of the essential features of phenomenal properties (features that RP can 
accommodate) but they also misrepresent other features as essential when they are 
in fact illusory (features that RP cannot accommodate). As such, the Russellian can 
embrace horn B of the dilemma while avoiding its anti-physicalist implication.

This is a suspiciously erratic view of the power of introspection. But the more 
pressing question for our purposes is whether this form of illusionism is minimal 
enough to appease the realist and earn its keep in a physical realist theory of con-
sciousness. And, unfortunately, I think the answer is no. Illusionism is often met 
with an incredulous stare not because it is hard to accept that it is true but because it 
is hard to understand how it could be true. Thus, to gain an advantage over standard 
illusionism, minimal illusionism, even if it is hard to accept, cannot be hard to see 
how it could be true. Standard illusionism is hard to understand because it is very 
difficult to picture what it would mean to not be in pain even though my recently vac-
cinated arm appears to hurt badly. Plausibly, the difficulty arises because we cannot 
draw a reality/appearance distinction when it comes to consciousness. The illusion of 
a state that feels like pain seems enough to constitute the experience itself. Similarly, 
I admit to being unable to picture what it would mean that painfulness is not what 
pain really consists of, that pains are like something other than painful, that they have 
a qualitative essence that appears to be painfulness but that is something completely 
different. And again, the difficulty seems to arise because one cannot separate the 
illusion of the qualitative character of pain from its actual qualitative character. On 
the contrary, however, denying that phenomenal properties have the features that 
Pereboom defends is not puzzling at all. I can easily see what it would mean that 
phenomenal properties are not absolutely intrinsic or that they are not causally effi-
cacious qua phenomenal (although the latter is hard to accept). Pereboom’s attempt 
to soften the blow of his illusionism by appealing to these features fails because 
the realist’s incredulous stare does arise from their denial. Instead, it arises, at least 
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partially, from the denial of the features he actually denies, that painfulness is part of 
what pain is actually like.15

To bring the point home, notice that, if Pereboom is right, our phenomenal concepts 
only reveal essential features of consciousness as such, but tell us nothing about what 
makes a phenomenal state the particular phenomenal state that it is. For, presumably, 
phenomenal states are individuated by their qualitative character; it is the redness 
of red and the painfulness of pain that makes these phenomenal states the particular 
experiences that they are. On Pereboom’s account, although introspection can tell us 
that pleasure and pain are both real properties that are absolutely intrinsic and caus-
ally efficacious, it cannot distinguish one phenomenal state from the other because 
the real qualitative nature of these states is hidden. Surely, a realist must immediately 
balk at this suggestion. Indeed, realists think that our phenomenal concepts are able 
to capture the differences and similarities between our phenomenal states (Schroer, 
2010). We think we know that phenomenal red is more similar to phenomenal orange 
than it is to phenomenal green, but if Pereboom is right, we do not know, for all of 
this substantive knowledge is illusory. According to him, we do not know the real 
qualitative nature of these phenomenal states and thus, for all introspection shows, 
phenomenal red may be more akin to phenomenal green than to phenomenal orange. 
Actually, for all introspection shows, the real qualitative nature of phenomenal red 
may be more akin to the real qualitative nature of pain than to the real qualitative 
nature of phenomenal orange! This is surely a story that no realist should accept and, 
thus, Russellian illusionism should be met with the same resistance as standard illu-
sionism for this form of “minimal” illusionism is not minimal at all.

Philosophy has a way of repeating itself. Traditional a-priori physicalism was soon 
frustrated because physical facts are not the kind of fact to entail and explain a phe-
nomenal fact. Nowadays, most physicalists deny the entailment either by arguing 
that there are no phenomenal facts at all (illusionist) or by appealing to the cogni-
tive isolation of phenomenal concepts (Type-Bs). The revelation challenge pushes 
a-priori RPs to the same disjunction. Our phenomenal concepts reveal some essen-
tial aspects of phenomenal states that are not recognisably physical. Like traditional 
a-priori physicalists, RPs must either say that these features are physical features that 
are not presented under a characterisation that illuminates their physical nature (but 
give up on a-priori entailment) or deny that these features exist (and embrace a form 
of illusionism). Like Pereboom, his Russellian comrades ought to concede one way 
or the other, for otherwise, their project may soon be frustrated as well. But unlike 
Pereboom, RPs need not choose the more radical option. Indeed, giving up on a-pri-
ori entailment does not mean that the tenets of RP cannot figure in our best physicalist 
realist theory of consciousness. In the following section, I will consider whether RP 
can go hybrid and combine with a-posteriori physicalism.

15  Pereboom recognises that his proposal, like standard illusionism, gives rise to the illusionist meta-
problem (Kammerer, 2018), which is the problem of explaining away its apparent implausibility. Pere-
boom (2021) provides an answer to the problem. But my task here is not to evaluate whether or not it 
succeeds. What matters is that his illusionism faces the same “implausibility” problem as standard illusion-
ism because it is just as strong and seemingly implausible. Therefore, even if he successfully answers the 
illusionist meta-problem, this will be no help for the realist.
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4 Going hybrid: A-posteriori Russellian physicalism?

Initially, this hybrid proposal may seem a non-starter. Traditionally, the metaphysics 
of consciousness has focused on the question of whether the lack of a-priori entail-
ment from physical to phenomenal facts provides a good argument against physi-
calism and, accordingly, the theoretical landscape is carved such that the different 
positions in the literature are individuated by the way they explain (or explain away) 
the problem intuitions (Zombies, qualia inversions, Mary…) that establish the impos-
sibility of entailment (Chalmers, 2003). RP is individuated by the explanation of 
problem intuitions in terms of our ignorance of the full nature of the physical. RP 
responds to the zombie argument by saying that we can only conceive of a structur-
ally identical world and that such conceivings tell us nothing of what is possible in a 
world that is truly physically identical to ours. But once they give up on the a-priori 
entailment this response no longer suffices, for zombies would remain conceivable 
regardless of whether or not we are ignorant of intrinsic properties. RP would then 
need some “phenomenal concept strategy-like” story to explain the lack of derivabil-
ity and so, in the end, there would be no separate space for RP and no explanatory 
work for the tenets of their theory.

But recently the debate has moved away from the question of derivability (Schroer, 
2010; Levin, 2019). And rightly so, because the hard problem is not exhausted by 
derivability intuitions. It also involves positive characterisations of consciousness 
seemingly at odds with physicalism (Chalmers, 2018; Papineau, 2019). If the appeal 
to intrinsic properties can explain, in a way that is compatible with physicalism, some 
of the features we attribute to consciousness, the tenets of RP would earn their explan-
atory keep and we would have reasons to accept a hybrid version of physicalism that 
involves insights from Type-Bs (to explain lack of derivability and respond to the 
revelation challenge) and RP (to explain positive characterisations of consciousness).

As mentioned above, Brown (2017, 2021), has argued that purely physical intrin-
sic properties can explain important introspectable features of phenomenal proper-
ties. Physical intrinsic properties, he says, can account for the fact that phenomenal 
properties are described as (1) having an intrinsic character (2) that is knowable 
only from the first-person perspective and (3) which cannot be reduced by scientific 
analysis. The Russellian explanation of these features is the following: the intrinsic 
properties postulated by RP, give high-level physical properties their intrinsic “is-
ness”, concreteness, or inner being (2017, p.42). Since intrinsic properties are, well, 
intrinsic, anything constituted by them will have an intrinsic aspect as well. Such 
intrinsic aspect is determined by the particular distribution of intrinsic properties. 
When intrinsic properties are arranged such that they constitute the right kind of 
high-level property, say, a given neural or cognitive property, we get a high-level 
property whose “inner being” or intrinsic aspect is phenomenal. This also explains 
why the intrinsic aspect of phenomenal properties is hidden from scientific inquiry. 
Such intrinsic aspect is determined by intrinsic properties that are, by definition, 
closed to science. To access the intrinsic aspect of high-level physical properties, says 
Brown, one has to be the being that possesses the property itself. In other words, one 
is directly acquainted with the intrinsic aspect or the relevant property by instantiat-
ing the property itself.
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In this way, RP helps us understand how soggy grey matter could have an intrinsic 
aspect or “inner being”. Of course, this may be somewhat unsatisfying, for nothing 
really explains why it has the particular “what it is like” aspect that it has. But, nev-
ertheless, the appeal to these properties, even if we lack a substantive understanding 
of their nature, allows for an explanation of the aforementioned hallmark features 
of phenomenal properties. Furthermore, Brown, like Pereboom (2014), thinks that 
introspection reveals that phenomenal properties are not only intrinsic but absolutely 
intrinsic. That is, phenomenal properties do not entirely depend on more fundamen-
tal properties that are extrinsic/structural (2021, p.5). If phenomenal properties are 
indeed absolutely intrinsic then the Russellian is also in a privileged position to 
account for such a feature, for the intrinsic properties they postulate are absolutely 
intrinsic too.16

Unfortunately, Type-Bs do not need the tenets of RP to explain (or explain away) 
ineffability, irreducibility and intrinsicness/absolute intrinsicness. Appealing to the 
PCS, they can easily explain ineffability. On the constitutional account of phenom-
enal concepts introduced above, these concepts work by presenting or involving the 
experience itself and, therefore, one cannot possess these concepts from the third-
person perspective without having undergone the relevant experience. Similarly, 
cognitive isolation accounts for irreducibility. We cannot bridge the epistemic gap 
because our phenomenal concepts are isolated from, and cannot be entailed by, physi-
cal concepts. With regard to these two features, RP is, therefore, unnecessary.

It comes down to whether RP can explain the apparent intrinsicness of phenom-
enal properties. In this regard, I have two short comments to make. First, in my view, 
all that we learn from introspection is that the “what is likeness” of pain is essential 
to being in pain. And I see no reason why this essential feature of pain cannot be 
fully grounded on structural properties. Brown and Pereboom think that introspection 
also reveals that phenomenal properties are absolutely intrinsic. But again, as far as 
I can tell from introspection, it is surely an open question whether these properties 
are or not absolutely intrinsic. For while I agree that phenomenal properties are not 
presented as grounded on structural properties (at all), I deny that they are presented 
asnotentirely grounded on structural properties. We need some extra justification to 
move from the former to the latter.17 Introspection alone cannot tell us whether a 
property is or not dependent on some other property, and if it did, all metaphysi-
cians would be out of a job.18 Second, as mentioned above, according to Brown, the 
relationship between the subject and the intrinsic aspect of consciousness is one of 

16  Above I mentioned that Pereboom claims that RP can preserve the causal efficacy of phenomenal prop-
erties qua phenomenal. But I will not be commenting on this feature. First, others have argued that RP 
faces serious causal exclusion problems (Howell, 2015; Chan, 2021). Second, even if RP can overcome 
these difficulties (Alter & Coleman, 2021; Brown, 2021), doing so is not an advantage of Russellians 
over standard physicalists. Even if some non-reductive version of physicalism may face causal exclusion 
problems (Kim, 1998), reductive type-B physicalism can easily secure the casual efficacy qua phenom-
enal (if pain is C-fiber firings and C-fiber firings cause avoidance behaviour then pain causes avoidance 
behaviour).
17  Otherwise, as Diaz-Leon (2020) points out, we are at risk of fallacious reasoning akin to that motivated 
by the “headless woman” illusion, where we move from not seeing that the woman has a head to perceiv-
ing her as headless when in reality her head is hidden under a magician artefact.
18  See Stoljar (2015) for a similar but more in-depth exchange on this issue.
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acquaintance, we access or are aware of the otherwise hidden nature of high-level 
physical properties merely by being. But acquaintance is just as mysterious and prob-
lematic as the very features of phenomenology it aims to explain. In a recent paper 
against panpsychism, Frankish (2021) challenges panpsychist to explain “how could 
simply being something be sufficient for anything remotely like awareness?” (p. 66). 
This challenge can be raised against RP as well. Indeed, how can the cognitive mech-
anism of introspection be aware of, or be sensitive to, the nature of intrinsic proper-
ties when, according to RP, only their effects, and not what they are in themselves, are 
physically registrable? We, like any conceivable physical system, have only access to 
(and can only be affected by) what matter does, for, quoting Frankish one last time, 
“evolution could no more design such mechanisms than a human engineer could” 
(2021, p.67). Thus, appealing to inscrutable intrinsic properties to explain how high-
level physical properties could have an essential qualitative nature creates a deeper 
problem than it can solve for we have no physically acceptable explanation as to how 
we come to know about such nature.

In short, type-Bs do not need any of the tenets of RP to explain the aforemen-
tioned features of consciousness. Nonetheless, I am sympathetic to this sort of hybrid 
approach. Elsewhere I argue that there are problem intuitions that type-Bs, appealing 
to the PCS, cannot explain (Botin, 2022). Perhaps RP can help with these intuitions. 
But until we get a convincing argument for the need to appeal to intrinsic properties, 
we should restrain from making unnecessary fundamental posits.

5 Conclusion

RP is becoming increasingly popular because it promises to deliver what everybody 
wants, realism and physicalism about consciousness. But RP is not the first to swear 
on “the promise”, standard type-B physicalism is a less fanciful view that also claims 
to give everything and take nothing. In this paper, I have argued that our hopes should 
not be placed on RP because, unlike type-B physicalism, it cannot defeat the charge 
from revelation without weakening its physicalist or realist credentials. RM is either 
committed to an anti-realist and self-defeating view of phenomenal concepts or it is 
physically unacceptable.

Furthermore, I have argued that standard type-B physicalism does not need any 
of the tenets of RP to explain hallmark features of consciousness. The urge to make 
controversial fundamental posits stems, ironically, from the very mistake Russel-
lians warn us against, namely, that of underestimating the physical. Standard physical 
properties are, in my view, perfectly apt to account for our conscious experiences.
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