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On Leaving Out What It’s Like

Joseph Levine

Among the reasons for doubting the adequacy of 
physicalist theories of the mind is the charge that 
such theories must “leave out” the qualitative, 
conscious side of mental life. One problem with 
evaluating this objection to physicalism is that it 
is not clear just what physicalist theories are being 
charged with. What is it for a theory to “leave 
out” a phenomenon? My project in this chapter is 
threefold: First, I want to clarify the anti-physi- 
calist charge of “leaving out” qualia, distinguish­
ing between a metaphysical and an epistemological 
reading of the objection. Second, I will argue that 
standard anti-physicalist conceivability argu­
ments fail to show that physicalist theories “leave 
out” qualia in the metaphysical sense. But, third, 
I will also argue that these conceivability argu­
ments do serve to establish that physicalist theo­
ries “leave out” qualia in the epistemological 
sense, because they reveal our inability to explain 
qualitative character in terms of the physical 
properties of sensory states. The existence of this 
“explanatory gap” constitutes a deep inadequacy 
in physicalist theories of the mind.1

The Metaphysical Reading

To begin, let us focus on the metaphysical reading 
of the phrase “leave out.” In this sense, to say that 
a theory leaves out a certain phenomenon is to 
say that there are objects, events or properties 
to which the descriptive apparatus of the theory 
cannot refer. For instance, on Descartes’s view, 
since the mind is composed of a non-physical, 
unextended substance, there is no way to use the 
predicates that apply to extended objects to refer 
to the mind. Property dualist views are similar 
in this respect. For a property dualist, there is no 
way of constructing descriptions using physical 
predicates2 that apply to mental properties.

At least since Descartes, anti-physicalist argu­
ments have taken roughly the following form. It
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is alleged that certain situations are imaginable, 
conceivable etc., and then a metaphysical con­
clusion is drawn. So, Descartes claims that from 
the fact that he can coherently conceive of the 
situation in which his body does not exist—for 
example, he may be deceived by an evil demon— 
and from the fact that he cannot conceive of the 
situation in which his mind does not exist (i.e., 
consistent with his having his current experi­
ences), it follows that his body and his mind are 
not identical.

A look at the current state of the debate shows 
that anti-physicalist arguments have not ad­
vanced significantly beyond Descartes’s. In par­
ticular, I want to focus on the two most 
prominent contemporary anti-physicalist argu­
ments, those of Saul Kripke (1980) and Frank 
Jackson (1982).

Kripke’s Argument

Kripke argues that there is an important asym­
metry between purported mental-physical iden­
tity statements and those that derive from other 
scientific reductions. In both cases, if the identity 
statements are true, they are necessarily true. 
Also, in both cases, the identity statements in­
volved appear contingent.3 The asymmetry arises 
when we attempt to explain away their apparent 
contingency. Whereas the apparent contingency 
of other scientific identity statements can be ex­
plained away adequately, this cannot be done for 
mental-physical identity statements.

Suppose we compare a standard scientific 
identity statement like (1) below to a mental- 
physical identity statement like (2) below:

1. Water =  H20
2. Pain =  the firing of C-fibers

Since neither statement is known a priori, they are 
both imaginably false. Yet, if they are true, they
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are necessarily true—they are not even possibly 
false. How do we reconcile the apparent con­
tingency with the actual necessity? According to 
Kripke, this is easy to do in the case of (1). When 
we think we are imagining a situation in which 
water is not H20 , in fact we are imagining a sit­
uation in which some substance which behaves 
superficially like water—but is not water—is not 
H20 . On the other hand, a similar account will 
not work to explain the apparent contingency of 
(2), for to imagine a situation in which one is ex­
periencing a state superficially like pain just is to 
imagine a situation in which one is experiencing 
pain. Conscious mental states are unlike external 
objects in that the standard distinction between 
how they appear and how they really are does not 
apply.

Many responses to Kripke’s argument have 
appeared over the years. Early on it was pointed 
out that materialism does not entail the sort of 
type-type reductionism of the mental to the phys­
ical that is manifested in statements like (2). 
Rather, mental states are higher-order functional 
states, which can be realized, at least in principle, 
in a wide variety of physical systems. Hence, it is 
quite consistent with materialism that it is possi­
ble for one to experience pain and yet have no 
C-fibers whatever to fire.

However, functionalism itself has come under 
attack from Cartesian-style objections, particu­
larly the inverted and absent qualia hypotheses.4 
The essence of these objections is that it seems 
perfectly imaginable that there could be creatures 
functionally alike who nevertheless differed in the 
qualitative character of their experiences; or, even 
worse, that there could be a creature functionally 
like ourselves who had no qualitative experiences 
at all. One line of response to either or both of 
these objections is to retreat to a physiological 
reductionist view with respect to qualia. That 
is, instead of identifying qualia with functional 
states, we identify them with the neurophysio­
logical states that play the relevant functional roles 
in human beings, which would explain the pos­
sibility of both inverted and absent qualia.5 Of

course, this just brings us back to where we 
started.

I favor another strategy in response to Kripke’s 
argument. Suppose he’s right that we can coher­
ently imagine feeling pain without having C- 
fibers firing. What’s more, suppose he’s right that 
this coherently imagined scenario cannot be ex­
plained away in the manner in which we explain 
away imagining that water is not H20 . Still, what 
is imaginable is an epistemological matter, and 
therefore what imagining pain without C-fibers 
does is establish the epistemological possibility 
that pain is not identical with the firing of C- 
fibers. It takes another argument to get from 
the epistemological possibility that pain is not 
the firing of C-fibers to the metaphysical possi­
bility, which is what you need to show that pain 
isn’t in fact identical to the firing of C-fibers.6

Kripke, following Descartes, seems to rely on 
the idea that when you have a really “clear and 
distinct” idea you have access to how things are, 
metaphysically speaking. If one believes in this 
sort of access to metaphysical facts, it then makes 
sense to use the Kripke test, by which I mean the 
test that determines whether the imagined sce­
nario can be explained away appropriately, to 
determine whether one has hold of a genuine 
metaphysical possibility or not. So, in the water/ 
H20  case, Kripke shows that, as it were, when 
your idea is made properly clear and distinct, you 
see that what you are really entertaining is the 
thought that something that behaves like water 
is not H20 . Notice that the situation satisfying 
this description is indeed metaphysically possible. 
Since the same move doesn’t work for the pain/ 
C-fibers case, we conclude that there is a meta­
physically possible world in which pain isn’t the 
firing of C-fibers.

But suppose we reject the Cartesian model 
of epistemic access to metaphysical reality alto­
gether. One’s ideas can be as clear and distinct as 
you like, and nevertheless not correspond to what 
is in fact possible. The world is structured in a 
certain way, and there is no guarantee that our 
ideas will correspond appropriately. If one fol-
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lows this line of thought, then the distinction 
Kripke points out between the pain/C-fibers case 
and the water/H2 0  case turns out to be irrelevant 
to the question of what is or is not metaphysically 
possible. Thus, for all we know, pain just is the 
firing of C-fibers or, if functionalism is right, the 
realization of a certain functional state.

Early identity theorists, in their response to 
Cartesian conceivability arguments, protested 
that they only intended their theory to be empiri­
cal, and therefore it was not subject to objec­
tions from what was conceivable or not.7 Kripke 
correctly pointed out the error of that sort of 
response. Empirical or not, if they were making 
identity claims, then a consequence of their 
theory is that it is not possible for some mental 
state not to be identical to its physical or 
functional correlate. But the basis of Kripke’s 
objection lies in a strict distinction between meta­
physical and epistemological possibility. Once 
we appreciate that distinction, the physicalist can 
return to her original ploy, i.e., to say that meta­
physical consequences cannot be drawn from 
considerations of what is merely conceivable. 
Thus, without an argument to the effect that what 
is metaphysically possible is epistemologically 
accessible, the Cartesian argument fails.

Jackson’s Argument

A similar problem—that is, a reliance on the 
Cartesian model of epistemic access to meta­
physical reality or, in other words, using epis- 
temoloical premises to support a metaphysical 
conclusion—seems to infect Frank Jackson’s 
well-known “knowledge argument” against ma­
terialism. Jackson takes the thesis of physicalism 
to be the claim that “all (correct) information is 
physical information” (Jackson 1982, p. 127). of 
course, his use of the notion of information here is 
already fraught with ambiguity as between mat­
ters epistemological and metaphysical, a point to 
which I will return shortly. His argument against 
physicalism revolves around examples like the 
following:

Mary is a brilliant scientist who is . . .  forced to inves­
tigate the world from a black and white room via a 
black and white television monitor. She specializes in 
the neurophysiology of vision and acquires . . .  all the 
physical information there is to obtain about what goes 
on when we see ripe tomatoes, or the sky, and use terms 
like “red,” “blue,” and so on__

What will happen when Mary is released from her 
black and white room or is given a color television 
monitor? Will she learn anything or not? It seems just 
obvious that she will learn something about the world 
and our visual experience of it. But then it is inescapable 
that her previous knowledge was incomplete. But she 
had all the physical information. Ergo there is more to 
have than that, and Physicalism is false. (Jackson 1982, 
p. 130)

There have been a number of replies to Jackson 
in the literature, and the sort of reply I am most 
interested in is exemplified by Horgan (1984). 
Horgan argues that Jackson is equivocating on 
the notion of “physical information.” In one 
sense this might mean information expressed in 
terms used in the physical sciences. In another 
sense it might mean information about physical 
facts, processes, etc. It is only in the second sense 
that any reasonable physicalist is committed to 
the claim that all information is physical in­
formation. Of course, in this sense, the thesis 
could be better put by just saying that all token 
events and processes are physical events and pro­
cesses—by which one means something like, they 
have a true description in the terms of the physical 
sciences. (Actually, I think any interesting doc­
trine of physicalism is committed to more than 
this, though it’s difficult to pin down exactly how 
much more. At any rate, it doesn’t affect the 
present point.) But no plausible version of physi­
calism is committed to the claim that all in­
formation is physical information in the first 
sense: in the sense that it is expressed in (or trans­
latable into) the terms of the physical sciences.

What Mary’s case shows, argues Horgan, is 
that there is information Mary acquires after 
leaving the room that isn’t physical information 
in the first sense, but not that it isn’t physical 
information in the second sense. Certainly, she
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may think something like,“Oh, so this is what red 
looks like.” Her experience of learning something 
new shows that she now knows something she 
didn’t know before. She now knows what it’s like 
to see red, which she didn’t know before. But it 
doesn’t follow that her new information isn’t 
physical information in the second sense: that is, 
that it isn’t information about a physical event 
or process. On the contrary, the case of Mary 
typifies the phenomenon of there being several 
distinguishable ways to gain epistemic access 
to the same fact. One cannot infer from a variety 
of modes of access to a variety of facts being 
accessed.

A similar emphasis on the distinction between 
the epistemology and the metaphysics of the 
matter underlies the following sort of reply to 
Jackson. What the case of Mary shows is that one 
can know which physical (or functional) descrip­
tion a mental state satisfies without knowing what 
it’s like to occupy that state. But of course! After 
all, in order to know what it’s like to occupy a 
state one has actually to occupy it! All Mary’s 
newly acquired knowledge amounts to is her new 
experience, which is indeed new, since she didn’t 
have those experiences until leaving the room. 
So it remains perfectly possible that what she 
leams is what it’s like to occupy a certain physico- 
functional state. There is no threat to physicalism 
here.

Two Metaphysical Anti-Physicalist Replies

The common thread in the responses to both 
Kripke and Jackson is that their thought experi­
ments demonstrate only an epistemological di­
vide between different modes of access to what 
may, for all we know, be the very same phenom­
enon. On the one hand, we have certain physico- 
functional descriptions of certain states occupied 
by psychological subjects. On the other hand, 
we have whatever descriptions are derived from 
one’s first-hand experience of these states. If these 
thought experiments show that physicalism leaves

something out, it can’t be in the sense that there 
are facts that physicalistic descriptions fail to pick 
out, since we have no argument to show that the 
two sorts of descriptions just cited do not refer to 
the same facts.

I will briefly consider two replies on behalf of 
the metaphysical anti-physicalist. First, perhaps 
Cartesian conceivability arguments can’t demon­
strate that qualia aren’t physical states or pro­
cesses, but they at least throw the burden of 
argument back onto the physicalist to show why 
we should think they are physical states or pro­
cesses. The physicalist strategy presented above 
only opens a space for the physicalist hypothesis, 
but it doesn’t give us any reason to believe it.

Fair enough. That’s all it was intended to ac­
complish. The main burden of the physicalist 
argument is borne by considerations of causal 
interaction. If qualia aren’t physical processes (or 
realized in physical processes), then it becomes 
very difficult to understand how they can play a 
causal role in both the production of behavior 
and the fixation of perceptual belief. Jackson 
himself admits the cogency of this argument, 
and therefore bites the bullet by endorsing 
epiphenomenalism. Those who don’t find that 
bullet particularly appetizing must either show 
how the requisite mental-physical causal relations 
are possible on a dualist account or endorse 
physicalism.

The second reply on behalf of the metaphysical 
anti-physicalist goes like this.8 Take some iden­
tity statement that is not epistemologically neces­
sary, like (3) below:

3. The Morning Star =  the Evening Star.

Though one might accept Kripke’s claim that (3) 
is necessarily true if true at all, still one has to ex­
plain its apparent contingency. The way we do 
this is to say that what is contingent is that the 
very same heavenly body should appear where 
Venus does in the morning and also where it does 
in the evening. Notice that our explanation of the 
apparent contingency of (3) adverted to a real
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distinction between two of Venus’s properties: 
namely, appearing at a certain heavenly location 
in the morning and appearing at a certain heav­
enly location in the evening. That is, we can ex­
plain the epistemological state of conceiving of 
the Morning Star and the Evening Star as two 
distinct objects, despite their identity, by refer­
ence to two distinct properties through which we 
have epistemic access to the one object.

Suppose one grants that the absent qualia ar­
gument does indeed establish at least the epis­
temological possibility that a qualitative state and 
a functional state are distinct, even though they 
are in fact identical. In order to explain how it is 
possible to conceive of this one state as two dis­
tinct states, we must assume that there are (at 
least) two “modes of presentation” under which 
we apprehend this one state. Let us call them 
the “first-person mode of presentation” and the 
“third-person mode of presentation.” But now 
we seem committed to the claim that there are at 
least two distinct properties of the state corre­
sponding to the two modes of access, akin to the 
two spatiotemporal properties of Venus by which 
we gain epistemic access to it in the morning and 
in the evening. If so, this shows that qualitative 
character, the property by which we identify a 
conscious state in the first-person mode of access, 
is distinct from the property of playing a certain 
functional role, the property by which we identify 
that conscious state in the third-person mode 
of access. So, we seem to be back to deriving a 
metaphysical conclusion from an epistemological 
premise, namely, that the property of having a 
certain qualitative character is distinct from the 
property of playing a certain functional role (or 
being in a certain neurophysiological state).9

The physicatlist, however, can reply as follows. 
Certainly whenever we conceive of a single object 
in two distinct ways—sufficiently distinct ways, 
in fact, that we believe we are conceiving of 
two distinct objects—the object in question must 
possess (at least) two distinct properties that cor­
respond to these different modes of presentation.

But whether or not we now have a problem for 
physicalism depends on which two district prop­
erties we find ourselves committed to. This re­
quires some elaboration.

What the physicalist needs to maintain is that 
having a certain qualitative character is a physical 
or functional property. This reduction of qual­
itative character is necessary in order to account 
for the causal role that qualia play in the fixation 
of perceptual belief and the production of be­
havior. So, if the argument above could establish 
that having a certain qualitative character is a 
property distinct from a mental state’s physical 
and functional properties, that would be the sort 
of metaphysical conclusion the anti-physicalist is 
after.

However, the argument above does not in fact 
establish the non-identity of having a certain 
qualitative character and any of a state’s physical 
or functional properties. The argument begins 
with the premise that there must be two properties 
of the one state, providing two epistemic paths by 
which the subject conceives of that state, in order 
to account for the fact that it is epistemologically 
possible for someone to experience qualitative 
character without occupying the relevant phys- 
ico-functional state. We can accept this premise 
and yet refuse to grant the conclusion—that hav­
ing a certain qualitative character is irreducible to 
a state’s physico-functional properties—by find- ^  
ing two other properties to provide the requisite '  
epistemic paths. For instance, we can account for 
the conceivability of experiencing a certain quale 
without occupying the relevant physico-func­
tional state by noting that the two relational 
properties, being thought of under the description 
“what I am now consciously experiencing” and 
being thought of under the description “the state 
that normally causes [such-and-such behavioral 
effects],” are not identical. However, there is no 
reason for the physicalist to claim that these 
two properties are identical, and therefore the 
argument above fails to mount a challenge to 
physicalism.
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The Epistemological Reading

I have argued that on a metaphysical reading of 
“leave something out,” Cartesian conceivability 
arguments cannot establish that physicalist theo­
ries of mind leave something out. However, there 
is also an epistemological sense of “leave some­
thing out,” and it is in this sense that con­
ceivability arguments, being epistemological in 
nature, can reveal a deep inadequacy in physical­
ist theories of mind.

For a physicalist theory to be successful, it is not 
only necessary that it provide a physical descrip­
tion for mental states and properties, but also that 
it provide an explanation of these states and 
properties. In particular, we want an explanation 
of why when we occupy certain physico-func- 
tional states we experience qualitative character 
of the sort we do. It’s not enough for these pur­
poses to explain the contribution of qualitative 
states to the production of behavior, or the 
fixation of perceptual belief; this is a job that 
a physicalist theory can presumably accomplish. 
(At least there is no reason stemming from con­
ceivability arguments to suppose that it cannot.) 
Rather, what is at issue is the ability to explain 
qualitative character itself; why it is like what it is 
like to see red or feel pain.

Conceivability arguments serve to demonstrate 
the inability of physicalist theories to provide just 
this sort of explanation of qualitative character. 
To see this, consider again the disanalogy Kripke 
draws between statements (1) and (2) above. 
Kripke bases his argument on the fact that both 
statements appear contingent, and then distin­
guishes between them by pointing out that the 
apparent contingency of (1), but not of (2), can be 
explained away. My strategy is quite different. I 
see the disanalogy between the water/H2 0  case 
and the pain/C-fibers case in the fact that there is 
an apparent necessity that flows from the reduc­
tion of water to H2O, a kind of necessity that is 
missing from the reduction of pain to the firing of 
C-fibers.

The necessity I have in mind is best exemplified 
by considering statement (1'):

1'. The substance that manifests [such-and-such 
macro properties of water] is H2O.

On Kripke’s view, (1') is in fact contingent, and it 
is the contingency of (1') that explains the appar­
ent contingency of (1). So, on his view, (1') and (2) 
are on a par. Yet, it seems to me that there is an 
important difference between them. If we con­
sider the apparent contingency that attaches to 
(2), we notice that it works in both directions: it is 
equally conceivable that there should exist a pain 
without the firing of C-fibers, and the firing of 
C-fibers without pain. However, the apparent 
contingency of (1') only works in one direction. 
While it is conceivable that something other than 
H20  should manifest the superficial macro prop­
erties of water, as Kripke suggests, it is not con­
ceivable, I contend, that H2O should fail to 
manifest these properties (assuming, of course, 
that we keep the rest of chemistry constant).

This difference between the two cases reflects 
an important epistemological difference between 
the purported reductions of water to H2O and 
pain to the firing of C-fibers: namely, that the 
chemical theory of water explains what needs 
to be explained, whereas a physicalist theory of 
qualia still “leaves something out.” It is because 
the qualitative character itself is left unexplained 
by the physicalist or functionalist theory that 
it remains conceivable that a creature should 
occupy the relevant physical or functional state 
and yet not experience qualitative character.

The basic idea is that a reduction should ex­
plain what is reduced, and the way we tell 
whether this has been accomplished is to see 
whether the phenomenon to be reduced is epis­
temologically necessitated by the reducing phe­
nomenon, that is, whether we can see why, given 
the facts cited in the reduction, things must be the 
way they seem on the surface. I claim that we 
have this with the chemical theory of water but 
not with a physical or functional theory of qualia.
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The robustness of the absent and inverted qualia 
intuitions is testimony to this lack of explanatory 
import.

Let me make the contrast between the reduc­
tion of water to H20  and a physico-functional 
reduction of qualia more vivid. What is explained 
by the theory that water is H20? Well, as an in­
stance of something that’s explained by the re­
duction of water to H20 , let’s take its boiling 
point at sea level. The story goes something like 
this. Molecules of H20  move about at various 
speeds. Some fast-moving molecules that happen 
to be near the surface of the liquid have sufficient 
kinetic energy to escape the intermolecular at­
tractive forces that keep the liquid intact. These 
molecules enter the atmosphere. That’s evapo­
ration. The precise value of the intermolecular 
attractive forces of H20  molecules determines the 
vapor pressure of liquid masses of H20 , the pres­
sure exerted by molecules attempting to escape 
into saturated air. As the average kinetic energy 
of the molecules increases, so does the vapor 
pressure. When the vapor pressure reaches the 
point where it is equal to atmospheric pressure, 
large bubbles form within the liquid and burst 
forth at the liquid’s surface. The water boils.

I claim that given a sufficiently rich elaboration 
of the story above, it is inconceivable that H20  
should not boil at 212°F at sea level (assuming, 
again, that we keep the rest of the chemical world 
constant). But now contrast this situation with 
a physical or functional reduction of some con­
scious sensory state. No matter how rich the in­
formation processing or the neurophysiological 
story gets, it still seems quite coherent to imagine 
that all that should be going on without there 
being anything it’s like to undergo the states in 
question. Yet, if the physical or functional story 
really explained the qualitative character, it 
would not be so clearly imaginable that the qualia 
should be missing. For, we would say to ourselves 
something like the following:

Suppose creature X  satisfies functional (or physical) 
description F. I understand—from my functional (or

physical) theory of consciousness—what it is about 
instantiating F  that is responsible for its being a 
conscious experience. So how could X  occupy a state 
with those very features and yet not be having a 
conscious experience?

One might object at this point that my position 
presumes something like the deductive-nomo- 
logical account of explanation, an account that is 
certainly controversial.10 In fact, I quite openly 
endorse the view that explanations involve show­
ing how the explanandum follows from the ex- 
planans. I believe that the deductive-nomological 
model, in analyzing explanation in terms of 
exhibiting a necessary connection between ex- 
planans and explanandum, is certainly on the 
right track.

I am not committed, however, to the view that 
all explanations take the form of the “covering 
law” model described by Hempel (1965) in his 
classic account of explanation. For instance, 
Robert Cummins (1983) has argued that some 
explanations take the form of “property theo­
ries,” in which the instantiation of one sort of 
property is explained by reference to the in­
stantiation of some other properties. So we might, 
for example, explain a certain psychological 
capacity by reference to the physico-functional 
mechanisms that underlie it. In such cases we are 
not explaining one event by citing initial con­
ditions and subsuming it under a law, so it does 
not quite fit the traditional deductive-nomo­
logical model.

I have no problem with Cummins’s objection 
to the covering law model. Yet even in his exam­
ple—explaining how a psychological capacity is 
instantiated by reference to the underlying mech­
anisms—the element of necessity is there, even if 
there is no subsumption under laws. For it is clear 
that if citing the relevant underlying mechanisms 
really does explain how the psychological capacity 
in question is instantiated, then it would be in­
conceivable that some creature should possess 
these mechanisms and yet lack the capacity. If 
not, if we could conceive of a situation in which 
a creature possessed the relevant underlying
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mechanisms and yet didn’t possess the capacity 
in question, then I would claim that we haven’t 
adequately explained the presence of the capacity 
by reference to those mechanisms. For we are 
still left wondering what distinguishes the actual 
situation, in which the creature possesses the 
capacity, from those conceivable situations in 
which it (he/she) does not.

The Conceptual Basis of the Explanatory Gap

I have argued that there is an important difference 
between the identification of water with H2O, on 
the one hand, and the identification of qualitative 
character with a physico-functional property on 
the other. In the former case the identification 
affords a deeper understanding of what water is 
by explaining its behavior. Whereas, in the case 
of qualia, the subjective character of qualitative 
experience is left unexplained, and therefore we 
are left with an incomplete understanding of 
that experience. The basis of my argument for the 
existence of this explanatory gap was the conceiv- 
ability of a creature’s instantiating the physico- 
functional property in question while not under­
going an experience with the qualitative character 
in question, or any qualitative character at all.

In order fully to appreciate the nature and 
scope of the problem, however, it is necessary to 
explore in more detail the basis of the explanatory 
adequacy of theoretical reductions such as that of 
water to H2O, as well as the difference between 
these cases and the case of qualitative character. I 
can only being that project here, with the follow­
ing admittedly sketchy account. We will see that 
an adequate account must confront deep prob­
lems in the theory of conceptual content, thus 
drawing a connection between the issue of inten- 
tionality and the issue of consciousness.

Explanation and Reduction

To begin with, it seems clear that theoretical re­
duction is justified principally on the basis of its

explanatory power. For instance, what justifies 
the claim that water is H20  anyway? Well, we 
might say that we find a preponderance of H20  
molecules in our lakes and oceans, but of course 
that can’t be the whole story. First of all, given all 
the impurities in most samples of water, this may 
not be true. Second, if we found that everything in 
the world had a lot of H20  in it—suppose H20  
were as ubiquitous as protons—we wouldn’t 
identify water with H20 . Rather, we justify the 
claim that water is H20  by tracing the causal re­
sponsibility for, and the explicability of, the vari­
ous superficial properties by which we identify 
water—its liquidity at room temperature, its 
freezing and boiling points, and so forth—to
h 2o .

But suppose someone pressed further, asking 
why being causally responsible for this particular 
syndrome of superficial properties should be so 
crucial.11 Well, we would say, what else could it 
take to count as water? But the source of this 
“what else” is obscure. In fact, I think we have to 
recognize an a priori element in our justification. 
That is, what justifies us in basing the identi­
fication of water with H20  on the causal respon­
sibility of H20  for the typical behavior of water is 
the fact that our very concept of water is of a 
substance that plays such-and-such a causal role. 
To adopt Kripke’s terminology, we might say 
that our pretheoretic concept of water is charac- 
terizable in terms of a “reference-fixing” descrip­
tion that roughly carves out a causal role. When 
we find the structure that in this world occupies \ 
that role, then we have the referent our concept.

But now how is it that we get an explanation of 
these superficial properties from the chemical 
theory? Remember, explanation is supposed to 
involve a deductive relation between explanans 
and explanandum. The problem is that chemical 
theory and folk theory don’t have an identical 
vocabulary, so somewhere one is going to have to 
introduce bridge principles. For instance, suppose 
I want to explain why water boils, or freezes, at 
the temperatures it does. In order to get an ex­
planation of these facts, we need a definition of 
“boiling” and “freezing” that brings these terms
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into the proprietary vocabularies of the theories 
appealed to in the explanation.

Well, the obvious way to obtain the requisite 
bridge principles is to provide theoretical reduc­
tions of these properties as well.12 To take 
another example, we say that one of water’s 
superficial properties is that it is colorless. But 
being colorless is not a chemical property, so be­
fore we can explain why water is colorless in 
terms of the molecular structure of water and the 
way that such structures interact with light waves, 
we need to reduce colorlessness to a property like 
having a particular spectral reflectance function. 
Of course, the justification for this reduction will, 
like the reduction of water to H2O, have to be 
justified on grounds of explanatory enrichment as 
well. That is, there are certain central phenomena 
we associate with color, by means of which we 
pick it out, such that explaining those phenomena 
is a principal criterion for our acceptance of a 
theoretical reduction of color.

The picture of theoretical reduction and ex­
planation that emerges is of roughly the following 
form. Our concepts of substances and properties 
like water and liquidity can be thought of as 
representations of nodes in a network of causal 
relations, each node itself capable of further re­
duction to yet another network, until we get down 
to the fundamental causal determinants of na­
ture. We get bottom-up necessity, and thereby 
explanatory force, from the identification of the 
macroproperties with the microproperties be­
cause the network of causal relations constitutive 
of the micro level realizes the network of causal 
relations constitutive of the macro level. Any 
concept that can be analyzed in this way will yield 
to explanatory reduction.

Notice that on this view explanatory reduction 
is, in a way, a two-stage process. Stage 1 involves 
the (relatively? quasi?) a priori process of working 
the concept of the property to be reduced “into 
shape” for reduction by identifying the causal 
role for which we are seeking the underlying 
mechanisms. Stage 2 involves the empirical work 
of discovering just what those underlying mecha­
nisms, are.13

A Digression about Concepts

In order to clarify the sense in which it is incon­
ceivable that something should be H2O and not 
be water, I have had to slip into talking about 
concepts; even worse, talking about analyzing the 
contents of concepts. This is unfortunate for my 
position, since the whole topic of concepts is filled 
with controversy, and I do not yet see how to 
construct a theory of conceptual content that will 
do the work, briefly outlined above, that needs to 
be done. Let me briefly indicate where the prob­
lems lie.

In the literature on concepts and contents, var­
ious distinctions have emerged which are useful to 
our concerns here. First of all, we can distinguish 
between a concept’s14 “narrow content” and its 
“broad content.” 15 A concept’s broad content is 
its satisfaction conditions. This is the referential 
component of its content. The notion of narrow 
content is meant to capture that aspect of its con­
tent that is psychologically significant and inde­
pendent of facts external to the subject. With 
regard to the famous Twin Earth example, nar­
row content is what my concept of water and my 
twin’s concept of water have in common.

It is, of course, controversial whether or not 
it is narrow content that is relevant to the 
individuation of psychological states, or even 
whether there is such a thing as narrow content. 
However, I believe there is something psycholog­
ically significant that I and my twin have in com­
mon when we entertain the concept of water and, 
moreover, it is this aspect of our concept that 
seems relevant to the question of explanatory re­
duction. In will not defend this claim here, I will 
just presume it.

So, how do we characterize the narrow content 
of our concept of water? On one view, the 
“functional role” view,16 narrow content is de­
termined by the cluster of beliefs involving the 
concept of water that determine the inferential 
relations among them. On this view, to analyze 
the concept of water is just to present those cen­
tral beliefs. Our concept of water is the concept of
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a substance tha t.. . ,  where statements about the 
typical behavior of water fill in the blank. On a 
functional role view, then, to say that our concept 
of water can be analyzed as the concept of a 
causal niche is just to say that the beliefs which go 
into the blank all involve the causal role of water.

Thus a functional role view of narrow content 
seems quite amenable to my needs. However, 
there are real problems with this view. In partic­
ular, there is the problem of holism. That is, if you 
change any element of the description of causal 
relations definitive of the concept, you change the 
concept. Now, in the course of scientific inves­
tigation, we can expect to revise our beliefs about 
these causal connections as we learn more about 
the phenomenon under investigation. If such 
changes counted as changing the concept, then it 
wouldn’t be water we were learning about when 
we discovered that water was H2O. This would 
seem to be an intolerable consequence.

There are three ways one might deal with this 
problem. First, just bite the bullet and admit 
that our concepts are hopelessly holistic. Second, 
attempt to distinguish those elements of the func­
tional role that are essential to the concept from 
those that are accidental, so that only changes 
in the essential elements constitute changes in 
concept. Third, find a different theory of narrow 
content.

One might argue that biting the bullet is not as 
bad as it seems on the grounds that we are only 
talking about narrow content. So long as we are 
atomistic about reference, we can still make sense 
of the claim that two theories contain conflicting 
claims about water, since they are talking about 
the very same thing. However, what we are look­
ing for here is a notion of conceptual content 
suitable for grounding the explanatory relation, 
and this is clearly a matter of narrow content. 
Unless we can build stability into the notions, it 
is unclear how to make sense of the idea that the 
chemical theory of water explains why water be­
haves the way it does.

The second sort of strategy has a sad history, 
and I do not see how to make it work. For any

element of the functional role you pick as essen­
tial, there always seems to be a story you can tell 
in which that element is missing and yet it seems 
intuitively right to claim that the subject still has 
the concept in question. As for a different theory 
of narrow content, the only one I know, that de­
parts radically from the functional role theory, is 
Fodor’s (1987) theory of narrow content as a 
function from contexts to broad contents. It is not 
at all clear to me how the notion of a conceptual 
content as the specification of a causal niche 
could be made to work on this view.

To sum up, there seems to be a need for a 
theory of conceptual content that both grounds 
explanatory reductions on the basis of some sort 
of functional/causal analysis of the requisite con­
cepts, and yet does not entail holism. I do not 
have such a theory, and so must content myself 
with merely characterizing this desideratum on a 
theory yet to be developed.

Qualia Again

If we apply the same model of explanatory value 
to the theoretical reduction of qualia as we used 
for the reduction of water, then we need to look 
for a property that is being reduced and then 
a property, or set of properties, by which the to- 
be-reduced property is normally picked out. Of 
course, this raises a problem. When it comes to 
something like the qualitative character of a sen­
sation of red, what other property could we point 
to to play the role of the reference-fixer? We seem 
to pick out this property by itself. The distinction 
between the property to be reduced and the 
properties by which we normally pick it out, or 
its superficial manifestation, seems to collapse. 
(Obviously this is connected to Kripke’s point 
about the appearance/reality distinction not get­
ting a hold in this case.)

There are, of course, other properties of qualia 
that we can expect a theoretical reduction to 
explain; namely, those properties associated 
with their causal role in mediating environmen-
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tal stimuli and behavior. It is precisely on the 
grounds that a particular physico-functional 
property can explain the “behavior” of qualita­
tive states that we would endorse an identification 
between a particular quale and that property. 
Furthermore, if that were all there were to our 
concept of qualitative character—as the ana­
lytical functionalist maintains—then there would 
be no difference between the theoretical reduction 
of water and of qualia with respect to explanatory 
success. But the very fact that one can conceive of 
a state playing that role and yet not constituting a 
qualitative experience shows, or at least so I have 
argued, that causal role is not all there is to our 
concept of qualitative character.

What seems to be responsible for the explana­
tory gap, then, is the fact that our concepts of 
qualitative character do not represent, at least 
in terms of their psychological contents, causal 
roles. Reduction is explanatory when by reducing 
an object or property we reveal the mechanisms 
by which the causal role constitutive of that ob­
ject or property is realized. Moreover, this seems 
to be the only way that a reduction could be ex­
planatory. Thus, to the extent that there is an 
element in our concept of qualitative character 
that is not captured by features of its causal role, 
to that extent it will escape the explanatory net of 
a physicalistic reduction.

Conclusion

I will conclude by drawing out another conse­
quence of this discussion of the explanatory gap. 
It is customary to attack the mind-body problem 
by a divide-and-conquer strategy. On the one 
hand, there is the problem of intentionality. How 
can mere matter support meaning; how can a bit 
of matter be about something? On the other hand, 
there is the problem of consciousness, or, to be 
more specific, the problem of qualitative charac­
ter. How can there be something it is like to be 
a mere physical system? By separating the two 
questions, it is hoped that significant progress can 
be made on both.

Certainly in recent years we have come to have 
a deeper understanding of the issues surrounding 
the question of intentionality, and this progress 
has been largely the result of divorcing the ques­
tion of intentionality from the question of con­
sciousness.17 However, if I am right, there may 
be more of a connection between the problem 
of qualitative character and the problem of in­
tentionality than it is fashionable now to suppose. 
It is not that one needs to be capable of experi­
encing qualia in order to bear intentional states, 
as Searle would have it. Rather, since the problem 
of qualitative character turns out to be primarily 
epistemological, the source of which is to be 
found in the peculiar nature of our cognitive rep­
resentations of qualitative character, a theory of 
intentional content ought to explain what makes 
these representations so uniquely resistant to in­
corporation into the explanatory net of physical 
science.18 Thus the problem of qualia threatens to 
enlarge into the problem of the mind generally.
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Notes

1. See Levine (1983) where I first argued for the ex­
istence of an explanatory gap.
2. Of course, it is a non-trivial question to decide which 
predicates count as “physical” predicates, but for pres­
ent purposes we need not attempt a precise explication 
of the notion.
3. As Kripke (1980, p. 154) puts it, there is a “certain 
obvious element of contingency” about such theoretical 
identity statements.



Joseph Levine 554

4. For extensive discussion of the absent and inverted 
gualia hypotheses, see Block and Fodor (1972); Block 
(1978, 1980); Horgan (1984); Shoemaker (1984, chs. 9, 
14, and 15); Conee (1985); Levine (1989).
5. For various versions of this position, see Block 
(1978, 1980), Horgan (1984), and Shoemarker (1984).
6. Given that Kripke is largely responsible for drawing 
the philosophical world’s attention to the distinction 
between epistemological possibility and metaphysical 
possibility, it might seem odd to accuse him of confusing 
the two in this case. I diagnose his mistake as follows. 
Since he believes that any state which appears painful 
is thereby a pain, he infers that there is no appearance/ 
reality distinction with respect to pain, and therefore 
epistemological and metaphysical possibility collapse 
in this case. But even if he’s right that any state that 
appears to be a pain is a pain, he still has to justify 
the premise that it’s possible for one to suffer even 
apparent pain without having one’s C-fibers firing, and 
he can’t do that, I contend, merely by noting that it 
seems possible.
7. See, for instance, Smart’s (1959) reply to his “Ob­
jection 2.”
8. This objection was suggested to me by a discussion 
in White (1986). The analogy to the Morning Star- 
Evening Star case is his.
9. As White expicitly acknowledges, a precursor of this 
objection can be found in Smart’s (1959) famous 
“Objection 3.”
10. For the classic presentation of the deductive- 
nomological model of explanation, see Hempel (1965, 
ch. 12).
11. Of course, it’s possible to imagine situations in 
which we would accept a theory of water that never­
theless left many of its superficial properties un­
explained. However, unless the theory explained at least 
some of these properties, it would be hard to say why we 
consider this a theory of water.
12. In some cases, for instance, with properties such as 
liquidity and mass, it might be better to think of their 
theoretical articulations in physical and chemical theory 
more as a matter of incorporating and refining folk the­
oretic concepts than as a matter of reducing them. But 
this is not an idea I can pursue here.
13. To a certain extent my argument here is similar 
to Alan Sidelle’s (1989) defense of conventionalism, 
though I don’t believe our positions coincide completely.

14. Some readers might find my speaking of a concept’s 
content, as opposed to a term's content confusing. I am 
interested in the nature of our thoughts, not with their 
expression in natural language. For present purposes, 
we can think of a concept as a term in whatever 
internal, mental language is employed in our cognitive 
processing.
15. For the source of this distinction, see Putnam 
(1975). For further discussion of its significance for 
psychology, see Fodor (1987, ch. 3) and Burge (1986).
16. See Block (1986) for a defense of the functional role 
view.
17. For a dissenting opinion on the question of divorc­
ing intentionality from consciousness, see Searle (1989).
18. See Rey (chapter 12) and Van Gulick (chapter 7) in 
Davies and Humphries for suggestive approaches to just 
this problem.
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