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Biological theories of consciousness are theories which identify phenomenal properties 
with biological properties — typically, neural properties of some sort. Let’s consider three 
arguments against such theories.

1. MULTIPLE REALIZABILITY ARGUMENTS

The classical argument (due to, among others, Putnam and Fodor) against such theories 
is the multiple realizability argument, which argues, in effect, that neural properties of 
this sort are never going to give us necessary conditions for the relevant phenomenal 
properties. The argument, then, is:

∀N ∀P (N is a neural property & P is a phenomenal property ♢∃x (Px & ¬Nx))

—————————————
∀N ∀P N≠P

The premise is defended on the basis of the possibility of creatures which are made of, 
e.g., silicone, and have no neurons, and yet feel pain.

Some replies to this argument:
• We can relativize the relevant mental properties to types of organisms, and reduce these 

relativized mental properties. (Lewis)
• The argument faces a dilemma. On the one hand, apparent multiple realizations may 

not be: apparent quite different physical systems might still have physical properties in 
common. But on the other hand, if we really make the creatures different enough to 
guarantee that we have multiple realizations, should we really be so sure that each is 
instantiating the same mental property? (Shapiro and others)

Phenomenal properties seem like the best case for the multiple realizability argument, 
since we seem to have a ready test for sameness of phenomenal properties.

Complication: what if we deny Distinctness/Distinguishability? We then seem to lose our 
‘test.’ Is it unprincipled to distinguish between indiscriminiable phenomenal properties 
without an argument from the distinctness of the relevant representational properties?



2. AN ARGUMENT FROM PHENOMENAL EXTERNALISM

Suppose that externalism about perceptual content pushes us toward phenomenal 
externalism. This seems to entail the falsity of biological theories, since those theories are 
internalist.

Reply 1: back to the schmenomenal properties!

Reply 2: even the friend of externalism about perceptual content + the thesis that 
phenomenal properties are identical to certain representational properties can be an 
internalist about phenomenal character. (Remember the ‘propositional function’ move.) 
So we would need an independent argument for phenomenal externalism — and its not 
clear where it is going to come from, if not from the truth of some functionalist theory.

3. SEPARATION ARGUMENTS

Pautz gives the following argument against biological theories:
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Note also that my target is not internalism about phenomenal 
consciousness, which I formulate (following Lewis, Jackson and others) as 
kind of holistic sufficiency claim to the effect that total neural duplicates 
(duplicates with respect to the state of the peripheral input-output systems as 
well as more central brain states) that live under the same laws of nature have 
the same experiences. Such duplicates will not only agree in neural states; 
they will also agree in behavioral dispositions and in many functional 
respects. So internalism can be accepted by functionalists like Lewis and 
Jackson and Shoemaker. Nothing in what I will say in what follows cast 
doubt on this claim. Again, my target is the only claim that every individual 
experience property is necessarily identical with an individual internal 
neural property that is both sufficient and necessary for the experience 
property.    

I will focus throughout on R. My Leibniz’s Law argument-template is as 
follows:  

 
1 Experience property R has externally-directed property P necessarily 
2 No neural property N has externally-directed property P necessarily  
3 Therefore R is not identical with any neural property N 
 

2 The First Premise 
I will argue that premise 1 holds for four values of ‘P’. My case is based on 
four externally-directed intuitions concerning space.  

Some preliminary remarks. First, I regard these intuitions as sacrosanct. 
But I realize that many will say that the appeal to intuition is just a prima 
facie starting point. The intuitions must be tested against various bizarre 
scenarios: inversion scenarios, brains in vats, swampmen, Brad Thompson’s 
double earth case, and so on. I believe that the intuitions easily withstand 
consideration of such scenarios. However, rather than get bogged down in a 
discussion of such cases at the start, I will in the present section merely 
introduce the intuitions, saving general objections about such cases for the 
objection-reply section §4. (I will, however, address some more specific 
objections that might occur to the reader in foot-notes.)  

A second preliminary point. It might be wondered why I focus on four 
externally-directed intuitions, if just one would do. I focus on more than 
one externally-directed intuition because it will make answering the 
argument difficult for the biological theorist. He would have to find, for each 
of the intuitions, a good reason to reject that intuition. This is a tall order to 
fill, since the intuitions are importantly different. Further, the intuitions are 
also interesting in their own right. They not only show that the biological 
theories are mistaken; each yields a unique desideratum that any alternative 
theory of phenomenal consciousness will have to accommodate. After 
developing in the argument, in §6, I will address the issue of what such a 
theory might look like.   
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

properties are necessarily co-extensive with input-output functional properties that reach outside the head. 
Therefore his theory of experience delivers different verdicts than biological theories in certain possible cases. 
In fact, Lewis claimed that gerunds like ‘having R’ (as distinct from names like ‘the experience as of a red 
and round thing’) can be taken, “at least on one good disambiguation”, as rigid designators of such 
functional properties as opposed to neural properties (Lewis 1994). Since Lewis’s theory of experience was 
functionalist, it is invulnerable to my argument from the externally-directed properties of experience.!

The ‘experience properties’ he’s talking about are what we have been calling phenomenal 
properties. Hence we’ve already seen that there is good reason to believe that (1) is true.

The main focus, then, should be on (2). Pautz defends (2) using cases like this:
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Should these convince the biological theorist?

Remember that the biological theorist does not have to identify the experience property 
with a ‘very local’ neural property which is only instantiated when the relevant 
experience property is. R can also include other neural properties which are instantiated 
even when the experience property isn’t. Hence for something to instantiate N, it might 
have to be a lot like a brain. Given this, does Case 3 support (2)?

Pautz says that saying that the simple system does represent the world in just the same 
way as we represent it when we have the relevant experience property would be to adopt 
a “magical theory of intentionality”, which left the relevant representational properties 
unexplained and mysterious. Is this convincing?

Pautz does suggest that if we go for a “big state” view according to which N contains 
comparatively global neural properties, we will face the problem that one will be able to 
instantiate the relevant experience property without being in state N. But this sounds a 
bit like the original multiple realizability argument, and it’s not completely obvious why, 
if we’re not convinced by that argument, we should be convinced here.
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to roundness when he has N. For instance, he is not aware of a 
round sense datum or visual field region (Peacocke); nor does he 
bear a primitive ‘sensory representation relation’ to a content 
involving roundness.   
 
Case 2: Blurg. Blurg is the lone creature in some world. He has the 
general capacity for belief. Further, he has N. Whereas in the case of 
Slug N plays no interesting functional role, in the case of Blurg it 
does play any interesting functional role, only one quite different 
from the role it plays in actual humans, due to different wiring: it is 
apt to be caused by bodily damage and apt to cause avoidance-
behavior. So when Blurg has N he bears no interesting physical or 
functional relations to roundness. In fact, we may suppose he never 
does so. Imagine that the physical facts of the case are the only facts.  

 
Case 3: the simple system. Imagine that we excise all the 
neuroanatomy from an individual’s brain except what is necessary 
for the tokening of N, where N is the (local or global) neural 
property that the identity theorist would identify R with. Now 
imagine that, in a world containing no sentient species, this simple 
system forms by chance. In this world, N has no evolutionary 
history and the system does not belong to the species homo sapiens 
or any other species. Therefore, in this world, it does not have the 
function of indicating round objects, and it does not play any 
functional role among the members of any species. Imagine that the 
physical facts of the case are the only facts..19 

 
Now recall (from §1) that the biological theorist will probably not say that R 
is necessarily identical with some very local neural property. Instead, he 
might say that R is necessarily identical with some more global neural 
property N involving activity in the visual cortex, re-entrant processing, and 
perhaps a bit of surrounding neural machinery. That means that these cases 
might be somewhat ungainly; but they are metaphysically possible, and this 
is all I need.  

It is worth emphasizing that I am not supposing that in these cases N is 
apt to be caused by round object and apt to cause round-appropriate 
behavior, but fails to do so because of a statistical fluke (to use a distinction 
in Shoemaker 1981); rather, I am supposing that N is not even apt to play this 
causal role.   

The separation argument for premise 2 of the externally-directed 
argument is (schematically) now as follows: 
 

1 For any possible case C, if N has externally-directed property P with respect 
to a round thing at viewer-relative distance d and place p in case C, then 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 Notice that I stipulated that both Slug and Blurg have the general capacity for belief. That is because the 
grounding property and the justification property are conditional properties of N of the form: if a believer 
has N, then the believer is such that p. Therefore, to show that N does not possess these properties 
necessarily, I must show that there are possible cases in which a believer has N, but in which the believer is 
not such that p. The cases of Slug and Blurg are such cases. By contrast, the externality property and the 
matching property are not defined in terms of believers. Therefore cases in which a strange non-believing 
system has N would suffice to show that N does not possess these properties necessarily.!
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