I ntroduction

The Slugsand the Tiles

Imagine a mosaic completely constructed from two sorts of tiles, triangles and pieces of
pie. The mosaic may of course have many different shgpes in it, so long as those shgpes
are condructed from the basic ones: circles, figure-eights, hdf-moons rectangles,
rhombuses, and so on. Now imagine a popuktion of intelligent lugs who live on the
mosaic and are cognitively sophisticated but whose perceptud accessto it islimited (never
mind why) to two shgpe-deecting systems: thefirst scansthe mosaic and detects triangles,
the second scans it and detects circles. Given thar access to the mosaic, it would be
naural for these dugsto think tha, at least so far as thetiles of the mosaic are concerned,
it was condituted only by triangles and circlesN of course thisis amistake, butit would be
andura onein thestuation.

Now imaginefurther tha amongthese slugs there is a group of philosophers called
dugists who begin to wonde about the naure of the mosaic and to formulate a synopic
visonof wha it isand wha it islike. For reasonstha agan need not concern us, many of
thedugists take it tha the circle-detecting system cannottell them aboutthemosaic in its
mog fundamental nature, and in conequence tha circles mus not be fundanenta or
primitiveN thecircular, they say, supavenes on the non-circular. In paticular, the slugists
think, the basic element of the mosaic is the triangleN what the mosaic consists of, oneof
them says, is avast array of triangular tiles set out in a medium, with every othe shgpe
being a condruction from these. The sugists now face wha they call the problem of the
circle: the circle-detecting system tells them tha there are circles, and yet there is
appaently no place for circlesin amosaic completely condructed by triangles.

Why is there appaently no place for circlesin a mosaic completely congructed by
triangles? Some dugists insist that this is smply obvious but even they admit tha this
indstence is, as they putit, weak from a polemical point of view. So two distinct lines of
argument are presented to establish, as far as is possible, tha the circular does not

supavene on the non-circular. Thefirst argument proceedsfrom the premises, first, that it



is concelvable that there is a mosaic identical to the actud mosaic in al non-circular
respects, but for which circles are completely absent, and second, tha wha is conceivable
is possible. The second argument proceeds from a thoughtexperiment wherein a super-
dug is presumed to know everything non-circular about the mosaic but who is not
permitted to exercise her circle-deecting system. The supe-dug would never know
whether the mosaic contained any circles or not Both arguments condudetha circles are
something over and abovetherest of themosaic. As oneof the slugists putsit, circles are
a specia creationN when God was creating the mosaic, he created first the non-circular
aspects, and then he had to create thecirclesin a quite independent act of creation.

Different dugists respondto these arguments in different ways. Some respondtha
the circle-detecting system is not to be truged, and tha in fact there are no circles, or a
least no circles-as-we-traditiondly-conceive-them. Others agree tha circles are indeed
primitive items, and posulate laws linking them and triangles. A third group says tha
there mug be some sort of elusve and extremely non-obvious andysis of circles into
triangles. And a fourth says tha circles and triangles are necessarily conrected in a
manne tha isirreduably apoderiori or synthetic in nature.

For us who are ndthe dugs nor dugists it is clear tha al these responss are
mistaken, and the arguments tha give rise to them fallacious It is not posible tha there
be a duplicate mosaic in the sense we have defined. A mosaic exactly like the actud
mosaic in noncircular respects would be exactly like it both in terms of triangles and
pieces of pieN but such amosaic would also be exactly like the actud mosaic in terms of
circles. In other words circles are nota specia creation of God, and we stand in need of a
plaugble diagnoss of wha has gone wrong in arguments leading to the non
supeavenience of thecircular onthenoncircular.

Wha has gone wrong? The obvious and correct answer is that, in view of ther
perceptud limitation, the dugshave only a selective access to the mosaic. They think tha
the noncircular truths of the mosaic are completely a matter of triangles. In tha situaion
it is undestandable tha they find a mosaic without circles possible, and within the
confines of this deficit ther reasoning is impeccable; undestandable and impeccable, but

wrong.



The Epistemic View

The story of the dugsand thetilesN the slugs and dugists, thoughnot thetiles, are dueto
Jackson 1982; see aso chapter 5 bdowN allows us to introduce the main idea to be
debaed and defended in this book: the epistemic solution to the problem of consciousess,
or expeience, in philosophy of mind; more briefly, the epistemic view. The core of this
view is the hypothesis tha our epistemic position with respect to the empirical world is
andogousto tha of the dugsto the mosaic. If our epistemic postion is andogous the
correct respon to the problem of congiousexperience in philosophy of mindis likewise
andogousto the correct respong to the problem of thecircle.

Like the dugists, contemporary philosophes have formulated a synopic view of
what the empirical world is and wha it is like. For reasons we will come to, many
philosophes take it tha introgection cannot tell us about the world in its mog
fundamental naure, and in consquence tha experiences mug not be fundanental or
primitiveN the experiential, they say, supervenes on the non-experientia. In paticular,
many philosophes think, a complete account of the naure of the world could in prindple
be given in nonexperientid terms. Contemporary philosophy now faces a problem of
congiiousess, or congiious experience orN as | will usudly cal itN the problem of
experience: introgoection tells us tha there are conious experiences, and yet there is
appaently no place for experiencesin aworld that is fundanentally non-experiential.

Why is there appaently no place for experiences in a world tha is fundanentally
non-expeiential? Some ingst tha this is obvious but even they agree tha this is weak
from a polemical point of view. And so two distinct lines of argument are presented to
establish tha the expeientid does not supevene on the nonexperientia. The first
proceedsfrom the premises, first, thet it is conaeivable tha thereisaworld identical to the
actud world in al nonexperiential respects, but different from it in some experiential
respects, and second tha what is conaivable is posible. The second proceeds from a
thoughtexperiment wherein a supe-scientist is presumed to know everything about the
nonexperiential but has had norelevant experiences herself. The supe-scientist would not
know the whole truth about these experiences. Both arguments condude tha the
expeientia is something over and above the nonexperiential, a conduson incongstent



with the dominant world-view. The problem of experience is the problem of resolving, or
learning to live with, thisincongstency.

The problem is simple, but is remarkably persistent and difficult, and survives a
great many variationsin terminology, formulation and emphasis. How are we to solve it?
WEell, hereisan idea: our postionreally isandogousto tha of thedugs Then the mistake
in our thinking when confronted with the problem of experience would be andogousto
the mistake in thers when confronted with the problem of the circle. In paticular,
ignorance would explain two things why we find so persuasive the two arguments tha
lead us to suppo® tha the expeientia fails to supavene and why it is neverthdess
mistaken to follow them throughto their condudon. In shott, if our postionis andogous
to tha of the dugs the arguments that generate the problem of experience would be

mistaken, and the problem itself would be solved.

Thelgnorance Hypothesis

Of course, to suggest that our epistemic postion is andogousto that of the dugsis not to
suggest tha thetwo positionsare identical in every potential respect. Here are some ways
in which the example might be mideading: (i) thedugsare ignorant of what is intuitively
an element of the mosaic, and so of the world in which they live. Tharsis a basic-level
ignorance, as | will putit later on (see chapters 4 and 7). By contrast, our own ignorance
might well take a nontbasic form, i.e., we may beignorant of truthstha supavene onthe
basic truthsrather than being themselves basic truths (ii) Thetruthsof which thesugsare
ignoant are by themselves sufficient to account for al the truths about circles. By
contrastN see chapter 4N thetruths of which we are ignorant might accountfor experience
only in combinaion with other truths and in particular with truthswe already know. (iii)
The pie pieces are similar in oneway to circles and in another to triangles, and this might
suggest a certain form of (wha philosophes often call) a dud aspect theory. By contrast,
the postion | advance is pefectly congstent with a version of phydcalism. Findly, (iv)
the perceptud limitation of the dugswill beinterpreted by some as resulting in a cognitive
limitation, and hence as resulting in the slugs beng cognitively closedN in McGinn®
(1990) phraseN with respect to the truths in question, i.e., in its beng a biological



impossibility tha the slugs come to know these truths By contrastN see chapter 5N the
truths of which we areignorant may well turn outto be knowable from our point of view.

Instead of these aspects of the sluggDpostion, the salient thing for our purpossis
this. the ugsare ignorant of a type of truth which is not itself about circlesN pie pieces
are notcircles, after allN butwhich is neverthdess relevant to the nature of circles. So too,
if the epistemic view is correct, we are ignorant of a type of truth which is notitself atruth
about experience but which is relevant to the naure of expeiencesN in brief, a type of
expeience-relevant nonexperiential truth.

Suppo® we cal the hypohesis tha we are ignorant of a type of expeience-
relevant nonexperiential truth the ignorance hypothesis. Then we may formulate the
epistemic view as the conjundion of two theses. Thefirst is a condtiond thesis linking

theignotance hypotesis and the problem of experience:

E1l. If theignomance hypohesisistrue theproblem of experienceis solved.

Thesecondisthe categorical thesis aboutthe antecedent of this conditiond:

E2. Theignaance hypohesisistrue

The epistemic view may therefore be assessed for plaugbility at both points. We may ask
whether the connection between ignorance and the problem of experience is as E1 says.
And we may ask whether it isthe case, as E2 says, that we are ignorant in this way. In my
view, both questionscan be plaugbly answered in the affirmative, butit isimportant to see

first that they are different questions

The Plausibility of the First Part

The reasons for answering both questions in the affirmative will be our concern
throughout this book. However, to present the man ideas briefly, the cruda
consdeationsin the case of E1 are, first, tha the arguments that give rise to the problem
of experience are in oneform or another modd arguments and, second, tha ignorance has
an impact on modd arguments. By a @nodd argumentOl mean an argument whose starting



points are variousimaginable or conasivable cases, whos interim condusonsare various
claims aboutwhat is and is not possible, and whose find condusion are claims aboutthe
naure of the actuad world. Tha there is some connection between ignorance and modd
arguments is clear from examples. The dugsadvance modd arguments tha are frugrated
by ignorance. To the extent tha our epistemic pasition is andogousto thers, our modd
arguments would belikewise frudrated.

However, not only is the connection beween ignorance and modd arguments
intuitively clear, it also may be embedded and explained within an attractive framework of
ideas for thinking about modd arguments, a framework articulated by a nunber of
philosophes, induding in paticular Kripke and this fact has an important bearing on the
plaugbility of the epistemic view. In Naming and Necessity, Kripke suggested tha if we
are faced with a modd argument whose condusion we know or bdieve to be fase, the
argument might be disarmed by showing tha the proponent of the argument has confused
the propostion whose modd statusis unde discussion for a contrasting propostion that
is, in the context, unobpgctionale. Kripke himself thoughtthat this method of disarming
modd arguments could not be broughtto bear in the special case of arguments abou
expeience, a conduson which to a large degree sets up the contemporary debae: on the
one hand, many philosophes bdieve tha the arguments about experience mug be
disarmed; but on the other hand, the standad ways of disarming the arguments appaently
fall. As | will argue an attractive feature of the epistemic view is tha it avoids this
dilemma entirely. For Kripke® conduson presuppo®s the fasity of the ignorance
hypothesis. without the hypohesis, the situation seems, as Kripke implied, completely
impendrable; with the hypothess, the arguments are susceptible to a version of the

standad andysis heoutlined, and everything fallsinto place.

The Plausibility of the Second Part

So much for E1, thethesis aboutthe connection between theignorance hypothesis and the
problem of expeienceN what about E2, tha the hypohesis itself is true? Since the
ignotance hypotesis is contingent, it is unreasonable here to expect consderations of a
logical sort. And nor should oneexpect a proponent of the epistemic view to produc the
truths of which we are suppcsed to beignorant; obvioudy thisisruled out by the nature of



the case. However, wha can be done and what | attempt in wha follows, is to present
groundstha rendea the ignorance hypotesis plausble even if we cannot argue directly
that itistrue

Aswe will seein chapters 5-7, there are a number of different groundshere. Some
have ther source in very genera obervationsabout humans and ther place in theworld,
and aboutthe sort of philosophical problem that the problem of experienceis. Another has
its source in some metaphysical speculation that is due in large measure to Russell@
discussion in The Analysis of Matter and elsewhere. However, the mogs persuasive
consderation from my point of view emerges from the idea tha the intellectud situation
tha confronts us when we reflect on experience is not unprecedented, and the precedents
strongly suggest the epistemic view. One precedent is the discussion of linguistic
undestanding characteristic of the 17" century; another is the discussion about chemistry
central to the 19" and early 20" century. In these cases, philosophes advanced modd
arguments similar to those advanced today concerning experience. In these cases the
modd arguments were a symptom of ignomance; a naura inference is tha our own

situdionisasymptom of ignorance too.

Dialectical Considerations

In addition to these plausibility consderations in favor of the ignoance hypothesis, a
number of dialectical congderationswill figure prominently in our discussion. The first
arises from the fact that, while mog philosophes would presumably not deny tha we are
ignotant of the nature of consciousess in some sense or other, they would aso hold tha
thisignofance is not relevant to the distinctively philosophical aspects of theissue They
hold, or can be broughtto hold, tha philosophical problems are such tha they Gire solved,
not by giving new information, but by arranging wha we have always known(\ the
phrase is from Wittgenstein@ Philosophical Investigations Thisidea, or something like i,
is remarkably influentid in philosophy of mind, much more influential than the
Wittgendeinian appaatus within which it first found expression. For example, in The
View from Nowhere, Thomes Nagd holds that the origin of the problem is the contrast
between the objective and the subjective standponts. Similarly, in The Congious Mind,
David Chdmers holds that the origin of the problem is the contrast between truths tha



conarn (wha he calls) structure and fundion and those tha do not If eithe of these
postions is correct, the epistemic view is not smply wrong: it is quite disastroudy
misguided. For if these views are correct, the problem is conagptud, and as such would
persist throughthe acquisition of the type of knowledgel think is absent. But | will argue
in chgpter 8 tha these views are not correct, and tha the problem of experience is not
conaptud in origin but epistemic. Inded, in my view it is the misclassification of the
problem as conaeptud tha constitutes the greatest blodkage to progress on thetopic.

A different dialectical consderation is tha postions aternative to the epistemic
view are implaugble. Wha are these aternaives? The contemporary literature is
domnaed by four postions paallel to thos adoped by the dugsin respon® to the
problem of thecircleN | call them eiminaivism, primitivism, thea priori entailment view
and the a poderiori entailment view. Eliminativism says tha there are no experiences, or
at least no experiences-as-we-standardly-conaeive-them. Primitivism says tha experiences
are metaphyscaly distina from other things and podulate laws linking the experiential
andthenonexperientia. Theaprior entailment view saystha there mug be some sort of
elugve and extremely nonrobvious andysis of the experiential into the non-expeiential.
And the a posteriori entailment view says tha the experiential and non-experiential are
related by a relation of necessity that is irreduably a pogeriori or synthetic in naure.
These views are very different from one another, and raise all sorts of important and
interesting questions But | will arguein chgpters 9-11 that, to the extent tha they present
genuine dterndives to the epistemic viewN an issue which as we will see is
controversiaN they do not provide plausible solutionsto the problem of experience.

Different Versions of the Same View

While the epistemic view is not in the standard catalogue versions of it have certainly
been suggested before and in tha sense | claim no great origindity in advanang it. Wha
then is distinctive aboutthe present discusson? Some new elements, or at least elements
not set out elsawhere theway | do here, have already been mentionead: the spelling out of
the connection between ignorance and modd epistemology; the clam tha our present
situaion has important historical precedent; and the critique of postionswhich deny the
ignotance hypohesis, either as an account of the problem itself or as an account of a



solution to the problem. But there are three further features tha differentiate our own
conftributon from others.

Thefirst is an emphasis on the distinctive naure of the philosophical problem of
expeience. Philosopheswho appeal to ignorance are sometimes viewed as, and sometime
are, skeptical of thar subject. The postion adopied here is not skeptical in this sense; on
the contrary, thefirst part of the bookis a defense of a philosophical problem. In fact, the
difference between empirical and philosophical questions is important for our postion.
For suppo® the only interesting problem or problemsin the area were empirical. Then our
postion would hardly merit formulation; obvioudy we are empirically ignormnt with
respect to experience. On the other hand, if there are distinctively philosophical problems
in the area our postion is not only interesting, but is widdy hdd to be false. For many
contemporary philosophes, the solution to the philosophical questions of experience lies
not in ignaance of some relevant facts but rather in correcting a mistaken conception or
picture of experience, or else a mistaken conaegption or picture of our thoughtand talk
about experience. | think these suggestionsare unpesuasive, but it is important to see at
the outset tha they are different from our own. Indesd, from our point of view, the
problem is not a mistaken conception of experience so much as a mistaken conagption of
the problem of experience; in paticular, it isamistake to think of it as at root conagptual .

The seconddistinctive feature is an emphasis on the particularity of the problem of
expeaience. Many contemporary philosophes emphasize the similarity among the
problems they discuss. Problems about consiousexperience, the self, morality, moddity,
semantics, and probability are all presented as having a smilar structure, and even as
reflecting a single undelying problem, which has a Qalue case®) a Qrobavility caseGand
so on. Of course in one sense this is unobgctionable; onemay certainly learn something
abouta problem by comparing it to others, and we ourselves will do a certain anount of
compaing and contrasting in what follows. But the approach also tends to suppress the
differences among problems, and in conequence suppresses the possibility of the
epistemic view. For when one looks sideways at many othe philosophical problems, a
counterpat of the epistemic view is often implausible. If these other problems are a guide
to the expeience problem, the inevitable concluson is tha the epistemic view is
implaugble in this case too. But in my view this condudon is quite mistaken: the



implaugbility of the appeal to ignorance in other casesis evidence, not of thefalsity of the
epistemic view, but of the difference between the problem of expeience and othe
philosophical problems.

The third distinctive feature of our discussion has to do with the fact tha, in the
past, appeals to ignorance have been made within the context of relatively radical views
about the nature and content of the ignorance in question. For example, some view the
ignorance hypotesis as essentialy involving an appedl to new physcs or to quantum
theory or at least as involving a speculation aboutthe future course of science. Some view
our ignormance as a consequence of the scientific or intellectud paradigm that we are
currently in, and tha in coneequence we cannot remedy it withoutrevising the notion of
the material world or the notion of experience or both. Some view our ignorance as a
consquence of the cognttive structures that are part of our genetic endowment, and that as
such we are cognitively closed with respect to the solution to the problem. And some view
our ignorance as a conequence, not of historical or psychologica facts, but of thea priori
structure of empirical inquiry, as following from the fact (if it is a fact) tha empirical
inquiry does not acquant uswith the intringc naure of matter. Whaever the plaugbility
of these views conddered alone they will play no essentia role in the version of the
epistemic view defendad here. My view is tha a hypohesis about our current epistemic
gtudion is the best explandion for the distincively philosophical predicament we are
confronted with when we think about experience. No quantum mechanical theory of
congiousness follows from this, no speculations about the future course of science, and
nothing at al about the limits of thought regardless of whether those limits are of an
historical, psychological or apriori naure.

Theeffects of our emphasis on the uniqueness of the problem of experience, and of
divorcing the epistemic view from its radical context, will, | hope befelt throughoutour
discussion. But one effect should be stated immediately. The fact tha our view has
implaugble counterparts in other cases, and has often been assodated with radical views,
enocourages the impression tha a view of this kind is itself radica and implausble, and
this encourages the further impression that it might legitimately be set asideN if you
already think aview implausible, it does not take much persuasionto ignorit. | think this
greatly undeestimates the epistemic view. Not only is the view nat radical, it is the
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obviousand common sense position to adoptin the circumstancesN at any rate, so | hope
to have convinced you by the end of the book.

Outline of the Argument
So tha is the epistemic view, or at least an initial sketch of the view. How is our defense
of it to proceed?

Part | (chegpters 1-3) is concerned with the identification of the problem for which
the epistemic view is a solution. In chagpter 1, | identify the subject matter of the problem:
expeience as presented by the phenonmenal conception. According to this conagption,
expeiences are psychological events whos defining chaacteristic is tha thee is
something it is like to undego themN whose defining characteristic is ther phenonenal
character, as it sometimes put | argue that the phenomend conception is a minimal
conaeption in tha it is neutral on many aspects of experience tha are thoughtto be
philosophically puzling.

In chapter 2, | identify the problem to be discussed about this subject matter: the
logical problem. Thelogical problem is best presented as the conjundion of three theses
which are individudly plausible but jointly inconsstent: the thesis tha there are
expeientiad truths the thesis tha tha if there are expeientiad truths such truths are
entailed by nonexpeientia truths and thethesis tha if there are experiential truths such
truths are not entailed by nonexperiential truths | distinguish the logical problem from
two other problems with which it is apt to be confused, the empirical problem and the
traditiond mind-body problem.

In chepter 3, | discuss the skeptical chdlengethat it is mistaken to suppo® tha
there is a genuindy philosophical problem of experience at al. According to oneversion
of the chdlenge the problem should be rejected on methodobgical grounds it is
mistaken to reason from conceivability to possibility at all. My respon® is tha this
reasoning is ubiquitousin philosophy, and thusto the extent tha there is a problem here it
is everyone3 rather than mine. According to another version of the chadlenge the problem
should beregected on conaeptud grounds thethesis of physcalism certainly made sense
at a paticular moment in the history of science, but tha moment is long gone and
contemporary interpretations of it do not permit the questions typical of philosophy of
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mind to belegitimately raised. My respong is that physcalism and related conaepts play
an illudrative or inessential role, rather than an essential role, in thelogical problem, and
tha, once thisis appreciated, thebasis for skepticism evaporates.

Part |1 (chapters 4-8) sets out and defendsour solution to the problem. In chapter 4
| take up E1, the thesis tha if the ignaance hypothesis is true the logical problem is
solved. My defense of this thesis begins from the idea tha there are a nunber of
distinctive ways that a modal argument can go wrongN a nunber of standard mistakes, as
| cal them. The philosophical chdlenge presented by the modd arguments tha are
conditutive of thelogica problemistha it ishard to seein these cases tha we are making
any of these standad mistakes. On the other hand, if the ignotance hypohesis is true, it
becomes immediately plaugble to suppcse tha we are making one of (or a combinaion
of) these mistakes. This suggestsin turn that E1 istrue if theignorance hypohesisistrue,
thelogica problem is solved.

In chapters 5-7, | tun from E1 to E2, and discuss the case for bdieving the
ignorance hypothesis in the first place. Chapter 5 starts by emphasizing our ignorance in
gened, our ignorance of expeience in paticular, the way in which the assumption of
ignorance explains a philosophical predicament tha otherwise remains elusve, and the
way in which the ignaance hypotesis is suggested by the basic structure of the logical
problem. Chapter 6 takes up Russell@ idea tha reflection on the naure of scientific
inquiry prompts a verson of the ignaance hypothesis, an idea much discussed in
contemporary philosophy. Chapter 7 proceeds by pointing out that the epistemic view is
known to be correct for older philosophical problems which are structurally andogousto
thelogical problem, problems which conaern, notthe phenomend character of experience,
buttheintellectud character of thoughtand the chemical features of physcal objects.

In chapter 8, | respondto objections concentrating ontwo in particular. According
to the first, the epistemic view is mistaken because if the problem at issue is undestood
correctly, we are in posesson of the relevant truths according to the second, the
epistemic view is mistaken because it has arange of alarming side effects, some of which
have been suggested by proponats of the view themselves. These objections raise
important questions but | will suggest tha reflection on them strengthens rather than
weakens, our postion.
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Part Il (chapters 9-11) is concerned with aternatives to our postion, and with
securing the suggestion tha a comparative andysis favors the epistemic view. In chapter
9, | discuss a posteriori entailment, the view that the supevenience of the experiential on
the non-experientia is irredudbly a poderiori. The main problem for this view emerges
when we notice that the philosophe who did mog to make it prominent, Kripke also
conddered and rejected it. In my view, the lesson of Kripke® discussion on this point is
tha the mere idea of apoderiori entailment does not solve the problem of experience, and
therefore tha a proponent of the a pogeriori entailment view is obliged to add further
material. On the other hand, an examination of what this further material might be yields
the result tha either the a poderiori entailment view has no answer to the arguments, or
else collapses into the epistemic view.

In chgpter 10, | advance an andogous argument in the case of the a priori
entailment view. On the one hand, the mere idea of priori entailment will not answver the
argumentN you need to add further material. On the other hand, an examinaion of what
this further material might be yields the result tha either the a priori entailment view has
no ansver to thearguments, or else collapses into the epistemic view.

In chgpter 11,1 condudethe overall discussion by doing three things | review the
reasonsfor rgecting eliminaivism and primitivism; | criticize an indgpendent argument
for these views tha would, if successful, also undemine our own postionN this is an
argument founde on the idea, known as @evelationQ tha undestanding experience
meansknowingits essence; findly, | summarize and make explicit some general morals.
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