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According to Levine, there exists an explanatory gap between physicakpescand
consciousness. Why? What are the main philosophical positions regarding the gap?
Do you think that any of these positions is better argued for than gtiz\ihich one

or why not?
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The Explanatory Gap

1 Introduction

In [1:paral] Joseph Levine (1999) begins by reminding usMbg&rialism in the
philosophy of mind is the thesis that the ultimate nature of the mpiysscal,

there is no sharp discontinuity in nature between the mental and the nonmental.
Antimaterialists assert that, on the contrary, mental phenomena ageediffin

kind from physical phenomena.

Levine first introduced the terexplanatory gapn 1983 when objecting to
Kripke’s antimaterialist assertion. In [2:p354] he wrote:

... | don't believe thiKripke’s] intuition supports the meta-physical thesis
Kripke defends—namely, that pyscho-physical identity statements nfialstebe
Rather, | think it supports a closely related epistemological theasmely, that
psycho-physical identity statements leave a significant explanatory gagsaad,
corollary, that we don't have any way of determining exactly which psvcho-

phvsical identity statements are true.
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Summing up théletaphysical Implication& [1:4™ heading; paral] Levine
reaches

The formerfthe explanatory ga@ttempts to establish a more modest,
epistemological thesis, to the effect that mental properties canmodpleaned in
terms of physical properties, though they nonetheless might be metaphysical
reducible to physical properties.

Thus, Levine’sxplanatory gapvas not intended as an objection to materialism,
although he recognised antimaterialists would interpratthat way. It doesn’t
rule out psycho-physical identity but it does show hoviatikt it is to provide a

satisfactory explanation.

In [1:4" heading; para4] Levine continues:

The general idea is that the ultimate metaphysical nature of realibyeimg the
nature of the mind itself-is independent of our cognitive accetsSo,ithe
guestion now is how this materialist move concerning the limasrofognitive
access can be applied to the specific argument about the proper inteqomedéti

gappy identities.

He concludes [1®2heading; para9]:

The explanatory gap argument doesn't demonstrate a gap in nature, but a gap in
our understanding of nature. Of course a plausible explanation for there being a
gap in our understanding of nature is that there is a genuine gap in nature. But
so long as we have countervailing reasons for doubting the latter, wedave t

look elsewhere for an explanation of the former.
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| buy that. As a physicalist (and an erstwhile physieisatural philosopherit
seems more likely that we struggle to understand how qualiahgssically
realised than that they are realised by some supernstingthnce and that

physical causal closure is wrong.

In this essay | will consider some of the main viewgarding the explanatory
gap and comment on them from my own perspective. | tlagsified them
under the heading3eny the gapAccept the gapClose the gapMy conclusion

is thatClose the gajis best, but that it may not be easy.

2 Deny the gap

This is quite easy to do if you are serious about psychseigdlyidentity because
identity is a brutish thing. If two things are identitt&n eachust isthe other.
There is no causal relationship (neither is caused by beg)@nd supervenience
is not necessary (neither is supervenient on the dbeeguse eaghst isthe

other.

David Papineau puts it very well in [§‘.$1eading; paral]:

If conscious properties are identical to material properties, thayltkere is no
mystery of why material properties "give rise" to conscious proggerfldis is
because identities need no explaining. If the "two" properties are luarethe
material property doesn't "give rise" to the conscious property s-the

conscious property. And if it is, then there is no mystenhgfitws what it is.

His thesis is thaidentities need no explainingve do not normally askhy is

water HO ?or Why is Tony Curtis Bernie Schwartftffey are the same person]
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. Once the identity is discovered no explanatiareisessary, although before
that time it may be (e.§Vhy are Tony Curtis and Bernie Schwartz never seen

together?).

TheWhy is A, B1dentity question is not the same as askiigy does A (or B)
have the properties that it hasa®d indeed that question might have been
instrumental in discovering the identity itself. Thesabs on the difficulty of
establishing the physical identity of qualia because quaiaever defined in
physical (or even functional terms). But | digress, s¢eng. Papineau) would

simply say that there is no explanatory gap becaussitide need no explaining.

Another important issue with psycho-physical identity ether we are talking
about type identity or token identity. For two things tabwially identical they
must both be particular instances (or tokens), coacestlisations of some
abstract type. It follows that the identical tokens tnlngsco-extensive in space
(and time), because eajist isthe other. Both (Type and Token) identity
theories of mind say that each token of a mental gadentical to a token of a
physical state. That might identify my toothache noay)svith the physical
state of my body now (including some stimulated C-Kbmaybe) but it doesn’t
say anything very general about pain (or what my toothasdis fike).

Type identity theory goes further, it claims that evelen of a mental type is
identical to a physical token of the same physical typethdt sense the mental
and physical types are identical. Thus type identity ikEomight claim that
pain is identical to C-Fibre stimulation, which seerks &n impressive result.

But that rules out multiple realisation and strugglesxolain how pain ‘feels
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like’ it does. Token identity theory, on the other dhais more versatile. It seeks
to say that while every token of a certain mental igpéentical to a physical
token of bodily state, the physical tokens may notflibedosame physical type.
This accommodates multiple realisability, which is seey if dogs may feel
pain, or even if we may feel pain in the absence &ftite Stimulation (which
seems quite likely to me, e.g. the pain of bereaveméh) if qualia of a single
type could be realised physically in different waystidat is it that
characterises the single mental type (e.g. pain)? tineswe can’t say that pain
just isa particular physical state because we have elevatedgpaimental type,

not just a mental token, and admitted multiple rehiigg.

So, while | agree thatlentities need no explainirigcan see that is not sufficient
to deny the explanatory gap, because we are seekingléonelipw mentatypes
are realised materially in general, and we have bapebtched the surface on
how that is done. No doubt very eminent neurophysialegito are world
experts on C-Fibre Stimulation have made good prograsthére is much to

discover yet and jumping to conclusions on scant evidergehold the job up.

There is a second, quite different, technique for denyingabpe as advocated by
Dennet et al. That is simply to deny that qualia fireperties of conscious
experienckexist at all. In hiQuining Qualiaessay (1998) Dennet [4'6

heading; final sentence] reacl®s contrary to what seems obvious at first blush,
there simply are no qualia at alDennet’s essay is very good and in it he seeks

to systematically examine all the claims for qualipr@gerties of conscious
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experienceand show that actuallyonscious experience has no properties that

are special in any of the ways qualia have been supposed to be special

If qualia do not exist then the explanatory gap goes awaubedhere is nothing
to explain. But despite Dennet’s erudite analysis |tfeag his attempt to make it
[4:1% heading; para5] .uncomfortable for anyone to talk of qualia--or "raw
feels" or "phenomenal properties” or "subjective and intrinsic propertiesther
qualitative character" of experience--with the standard presumption that they
and everyone else, knows what on earth they are talking abdoatund to fail.
From my own experience (where else?) | can recognisg¢aighenomena that
seem to be what are referred to as qualia, includingepgon of colours; bodily
sensations (e.g. pain); felt reactions or passionmotiens; felt moods etc — as

listed in our DACE class.

So, embarassed as we might be to talk about feelinga/¢heannot define well
in physical (or functional) terms, | don’t think wencdismiss qualia. In fact
Dennet explicitly doesot deny thattonscious experience has propertesjust
wants to make it clear that qualia have secialproperties, in some hard-to-
define way.l am almost with him on that and agree with him wHethigk) he
suggests that qualia properties (like all mental phenonmeusi) be realised by
virtue of material properties of the physical phenomeiia which they are

identical.

3 Accept the gap

In his introduction to discussion on the explanatory gagd>@halmers [5:

paral] asserts th&hysical explanations have had extraordinary success
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elsewhere in sciencand thaiGiven this track record one might well expect that

a physical explanation of consciousness is on its taycontinues [5: para2]:

But some have argued that any purely physical explanation of consciousness will
be incomplete. Neurophysiology will very likely yield a systencatirelation

between states of the brain and states of consciousness, but vabrieiation

be a complete explanation? It has often been suggested that no physical account
tells us why there should be states of subjective experience rebieediperience

of colors, pains, emotions, and other phenomenological aspects of our mental
lives. Given any physical account, one can asktiatprocess should yield
consciousness; and many have suggested that a physical theory alone cannot

answer this question.

Chalmers [5:Levine paragraph] says that Joseph Léhinks that the gap may
be uncloseable, but that consciousness may be physical all the same, That is

there is an epistemological gap, but no ontological gap.

Similarly, in Thinking about Consciousng$s pl], David Papineau begins:

Consciousness is widely regarded as an intractable mystery. As se@nstest
thinking about it, we find ourselves pulled in two quite opposite dire¢tamts

there can seem no good way of resolving the conflict.

On the one hand, it seems clear that consciousness must be a normékipart o
material world. Conscious states clearly affect our bodily movemBuatsurely

anything that so produces material effects must itself be a mat&tel s

On the other hand, it seems absurd to identify conscious states witieiate

states. Conscious states involve awareness, feelings, thetsttlyjet
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experience. How could mere matter on its own account for the mioécl

subjective feelings?

In the face of this dilemma, many contemporary thinkers counsel deBpayr
conclude that we lack the intellectual wherewithal to understand
consciousness. [6: p2] Why not just accept that having a subjective feeling is
being in a material state? What would you expect it to feel like ia that
material state? Like nothing? Whiyrhat's what it is like to be in that material

State.

This sounds a bit likemergentisnas Kim[7: p223] explains it iRhenomena;

Consciousness: The "Explanatory Gap" and the "Hard Probtem"

That the explanatory gap cannot be filled, or that the hard problem cannot be
solved, is the central doctrine of emergentism. Psychoneural aboret are
among the ultimate unexplainable brute facts, and ... accept them with "natural

piety" — stop asking why and just be grateful that consciousness has émerge

Kim is using David Chalmers' phradee hard problento mean the one that
involves qualitative states of consciousness (pkdia) which resist functional
characterisation as opposecdcetmsyfunctional concepts like memory. A
functional definition of memory might be feasible Ihotwv to develop a

functional description of first-person experiences pké and fear etc?

Finally, Colin McGinn [8:p182] has describ&bgnitive Closure

We are suffering from what | called "cognitive closure" with respetite mind-
body problem. Just as a dog cannot be expected to solve the problemsof spac

and time and the speed of light, that it took a brain like Einsttarsslve, so
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maybe the human species cannot be expected to understand how the universe
contains mind and matter in combination. Isn't it really a preposterous
overconfidence on our part to think that our species--so recent, so cartfisge
limited in many ways--can nevertheless unlock every secie oBtural world?

As Socrates always maintained, it is the wise man who knows higrawance.

In these four accounts we are encouraged to accept ¢hexplanatory gap
cannot be closed although the problem may be entirelieemdogical. For
completeness we should consider the possibility ofrdmla@gical solution,
appealing to some kind of super-natural dualism (at leas®lain the apparent
inefficacy of physicalism. In my view this route inevitabhises more problems
than it solves because it conflicts horribly with eteiryg | have come to accept
about physical deterministic laws and causal closupphenomenalism doesn’t
seem to help either, if qualia were some kind of epipheenal side-effects then
we must accept that all thopeoperties of conscious experierae

inefficacious, which I don’t. | refer to my ‘old friendDonald Davidson [9:p207]

when he says:

| start from the assumption that both the causal dependence, and the
anomalousness, of mental events are undeniable facts. My aim igtadcef

explain, in the face of apparent difficulties, how this can be. Inessgmpathy

with Kant when he saydf is as impossible for the subtlest philosophy as for the
commonest reasoning to argue freedom away. Philosophy must therefore assume
that no true contradiction will be found between freedom and natural necessity
the same human actions, for it cannot give up the idea of nature any more than

that of freedom
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Davidson is drawing an analogy between his problem ohmlaog the apparent
efficacy of menta&nd physical events events, with Kant’s problem of
reconciling free will and determination. Both Davidson Kaat were
determined to succeed. Davidson’s solution was his forrmfeductive
physicalism including hi®rinciple of the Anomalism of the Mentahd no
psycho-physical laws. In his view mental events alieasfious by virtue of the
physical deterministic properties of their material ceyparts. It still seems like

guite a neat trick to me, who needs overdetermination?

What does all this amount to? Should we just acceptpnatory gap on
principle, that qualia etc must be realised materlaltywe can never understand
how? | conducted my own thought experiment, trying to dravanalogy
between self-examination of the eye by itself andutihderstanding of
consciousness by the human mind. | asked myself the guesti an eye see
inside itself ?At first the answer would seem to be no, then howeaicome to
understand consciousness ? Then, for the sake of argunmyented the auto-
opthalmoscope and began to see a way forward. Giveigtigools and
technigues (and a whole lot of research and developtiEngye can see inside
itself and, ditto, given time and perseverence we can toogeplain
consciousness and qualia and all that difficult stu#t’d_not accept the

explanatory gap just yet.

4 Close the gap

Some think this is easy, but | have my doubts about tHatvever | am
enthusiastic about narrowing the gap at least. Goingtisabavid Papineau in

[6:p1], he does become more optimistic:
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For myself, | think that all this gloom is quite misplaced. We dwm®t any fancy
new concepts to understand consciousness. For there isn't anything really
mysterious about it in the first place.

... [6:p3]

This book is an attempt to understand this dualist compulsion, and free us from
its grip. A successful materialism must explain the compellingionuhat the
mind is ontologically distinct from the material world. This anti-matist
intuition comes so naturally to us that we are unlikely to become pesoade
materialism simply by arguments. We can rehearse the considerati@veur,
and show that the counter-arguments are not compelling. But as long as the
contrary intuition remains, this all seems like a trick. Thetsinbe a flaw in the
argument, we feel, because it is obvious that conscious states aratagaimn

states.

So a successful materialism must identify the source of this comttaityon. It
needs to explain why materialism should seem so obviously fatss,iifdeed

true.

Going back to David Chalmers in [5: Van Gulick paragraphgays that Robert
Van Gulickholds that there is a prima facie explanatory gap, but that it may
eventually be closed. To close the explanatory gap, we need to revise our
concepts, in a way that we cannot yet anticipate. With such a revisinay ino
longer seem internally consistent to suppose that any physical processat@uld

place without consciousness.

Van Gulick takes issue with Chalmers over the latteonceivability arguments

to show the nonmateriality of mind, particularly Chals\@ther world of
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molecule-for-molecule duplicates (zombies) who areviery respect identical to

humans — except that they lack consciousness:

[10:6" paragraphPualists since Descartes have tried to use conceivability
arguments to show the nonmateriality of mind. Descartes claimed ticatlte
clearly and distinctly imagine his conscious mind continuing to exikeitotal
absence of his physical body. He thus concluded that the two could not be one
and same. In recent years imagined zombie cases have been called upgrato pl

similar argumentative role.

| don’t have much time for this because | am a monistgtis no ‘other
substance’ which realises consciousness. For meti@nrof zombies is a non-
starter, but it's good to see Van Gulick take ChalmersVan Gulick likens
Chalmers to a mid-nineteenth-century vitalist who, mistakexncluded that
because he could conceive of creatures which could natcheqe it must be
logically possible that such creatures exist and thexd¢fe ability to reproduce
does not logically supervene on a creature's physical steudthe vitalist’s
notions were ill conceived [10:2para]because he had not the slightest grasp of
what we now know to be the biochemical basis of that process, of heticge
information can be coded by sequences of DNA and Rif#&h leads Van
Gulick to askAre the concepts used by Chalmers and the neodualist more

adequate than the vitalist's?

Van Gulick reaches [10:#3para]:Recall the vitalist's concept of reproduction,
which failed to include the idea of information transfer. Givenrthempleteness

of the vitalist's concept it is not surprising that he could not seerépreduction
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might be a fully material process. The situation, | believe is coabamith
respect to the neodualist's concept of consciousness. Here too our current
understanding of consciousness qua consciousness is far too incomplete to be

able to say with any confidence how it might or might not be physicaliyed.

To his credit, Chalmer’s included Van Gulick’s paperha éxplanatory gap
session which he chaired at the Tuscon conferdrmeards a science of
consciouseneq4999) [11], and to his credit Van Gulick acknowledged that the

modernfunctionalist has his own modest embarrassments.

| have considered just a few of the main views and cdarated on those which
do not imply the existence of an ontological gap, bechasenot a dualist. In
the end | am minded to adopt the position implied by Dasgjoiri®au’s great title
Thinking about Consciousnes$he very fact that we can think about
consciousness offers hope for the future and I thinkvésgihe lie to cognitive
closure. Philosophy of mind has come quite a long way slaceesian dualism

but there is clearly a very long way to go. Natur&rsce will help.
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