David J. Chalmers

5.5 Type-B Materialism'®

According to type-B materialism, there is an epistemic gap between the physical
and phenomenal domains, but there is no ontological gap. According to this
view, zombies and the like are conceivable, but they are not metaphysically
possible. On this view, Mary is ignorant of some phenomenal truths from inside
her room, but nevertheless these truths concern an underlying physical reality
(when she leaves the room, she learns old facts in a new way). And on this view,
while there is a hard problem distinct from the easy problems, it does not corre-
spond to a distinct ontological domain.

The most common form of type-B materialism holds that phenomenal states
can be identified with certain physical or functional states. This identity is held to
be analogous in certain respects (although perhaps not in all respects) with the
identity between water and H,O, or between genes and DNA.'® These identities
are not derived through conceptual analysis, but are discovered empirically: the
concept water is different from the concept H,O, but they are found to refer to
the same thing in nature. On the type-B view, something similar applies to
consciousness: the concept of consciousness is distinct from any physical or func-
tional concepts, but we may discover empirically that these refer to the same
thing in nature. In this way, we can explain why there is an epistemic gap
between the physical and phenomenal domains, while denying any ontological
gap. This yields the attractive possibility that we can acknowledge the deep
epistemic problems of consciousness while retaining a materialist worldview.

Although such a view is attractive, it faces immediate difficulties. These difficult-
ies stem from the fact that the character of the epistemic gap with consciousness
seems to differ from that of epistemic gaps in other domains. For a start, there do
not seem to be analogs of the epistemic arguments above in the cases of water,
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genes, and so on. To explain genes, we merely have to explain why systems
function a certain way in transmitting hereditary characteristics; to explain water,
we have to explain why a substance has a certain objective structure and behavior.
Given a complete physical description of the world, Mary would be able to
deduce all the relevant truths about water and about genes, by deducing which
systems have the appropriate structure and function. Finally, it seems that we
cannot coherently conceive of a world physically identical to our own, in which
there is no water, or in which there are no genes. So there is no epistemic gap
between the complete physical truth about the world and the truth about water
and genes that is analogous to the epistemic gap with consciousness.

(Except, perhaps, for epistemic gaps that derive from the epistemic gap for
consciousness. For example, perhaps Mary could not deduce or explain the per-
ceptual appearance of water from the physical truth about the world. But this
would just be another instance of the problem we are concerned with, and so
cannot help the type-B materialist.)

So it seems that there is something unique about the case of consciousness. We
can put this by saying that while the identity between genes and DNA is empir-
ical, it is not epistemically primitive: the identity is itself deducible from the
complete physical truth about the world. By contrast, the type-B materialist must
hold that the identification between consciousness and physical or functional
states is epistemically primitive: the identity is not deducible from the complete
physical truth. (If it were deducible, type-A materialism would be true instead.)
So the identity between consciousness and a physical state will be a sort of
primitive principle in one’s theory of the world.

Here, one might suggest that something has gone wrong. Elsewhere, the only
sort of place that one finds this sort of primitive principle is in the fundamental
laws of physics. Indeed, it is often held that this sort of primitiveness — the
inability to be deduced from more basic principles — is the mark of a fundamental
law of nature. In effect, the type-B materialist recognizes a principle that has the
epistemic status of a fundamental law, but gives it the ontological status of an
identity. An opponent will hold that this move is more akin to theft than to
honest toil: elsewhere, identifications are grounded in explanations, and primitive
principles are acknowledged as fundamental laws.

It is natural to suggest that the same should apply here. If one acknowledges
the epistemically primitive connection between physical states and consciousness
as a fundamental law, it will follow that consciousness is distinct from any physical
property, since fundamental laws always connect distinct properties. So the usual
standard will lead to one of the non-reductive views discussed in the second half
of this chapter. By contrast, the type-B materialist takes an observed connection
between physical and phenomenal states, unexplainable in more basic terms, and
suggests that it is an identity. This suggestion is made largely in order to preserve
a prior commitment to materialism. Unless there is an independent case for
primitive identities, the suggestion will seem at best ad hoc and mysterious, and
at worst incoherent.
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A type-B materialist might respond in various ways. First, some (e.g., Papineau
1993) suggest that identities do not need to be explained, so are always primitive.
But we have seen that identities in other domains can at least be deduced from
more basic truths, and so are not primitive in the relevant sense. Secondly, some
(e.g., Block and Stalnaker 1999) suggest that even truths involving water and
genes cannot be deduced from underlying physical truths. This matter is too
complex to go into here (see Chalmers and Jackson 2001 for a response'”), but
one can note that the epistemic arguments outlined at the beginning suggest a
very strong disanalogy between consciousness and other cases. Thirdly, some
(e.g., Loar 1990,/1997) acknowledge that identities involving consciousness are
unlike other identities by being epistemically primitive, but seek to explain this
uniqueness by appealing to unique features of the concept of consciousness. This
response is perhaps the most interesting, and I will return to it.

There is another line that a type-B materialist can take. One can first note that
an identity between consciousness and physical states is not strictly required for a
materialist position. Rather, one can plausibly hold that materialism about con-
sciousness simply requires that physical states necessitate phenomenal states, in
that it is metaphysically impossible for the physical states to be present while the
phenomenal states are absent or different. That is, materialism requires that
entailments P>Q be necessary, where P is the complete physical truth about the
world and Q is an arbitrary phenomenal truth.

At this point, a type-B materialist can naturally appeal to the work of Kripke
(1980), which suggests that some truths are necessarily true without being a
priori. For example, Kripke suggests that “water is H,O” is necessary — true in all
possible worlds — but not knowable a priori. Here, a type-B materialist can
suggest that PDQ may be a Kripkean a posteriori necessity, like “water is H,O”
(though it should be noted that Kripke himself denies this claim). If so, then we
would expect there to be an epistemic gap, since there is no a priori entailment
from P to Q, but at the same time there will be no ontological gap. In this way,
Kripke’s work can seem to be just what the type-B materialist needs.

Here, some of the issues that arose previously arise again. One can argue that
in other domains, necessities are not epistemically primitive. The necessary con-
nection between water and H,O may be a posteriori, but it can itself be deduced
from a complete physical description of the world (one can deduce that water is
identical to H,O, from which it follows that water is necessarily H,O). The same
applies to the other necessities that Kripke discusses. By contrast, the type-B
materialist must hold that the connection between physical states and conscious-
ness is epistemically primitive, in that it cannot be deduced from the complete
physical truth about the world. Again, one can suggest that this sort of primitive
necessary connection is mysterious and ad hoc, and that the connection should
instead be viewed as a fundamental law of nature.

I will discuss further problems with these necessities in the next section. But
here, it is worth noting that there is a sense in which any type-B materialist
position gives up on reductive explanation. Even if type-B materialism is true, we

114




Consciousness and its Place in Nature

cannot give consciousness the same sort of explanation that we give genes and
the like, in purely physical terms. Rather, our explanation will always require
explanatorily primitive principles to bridge the gap from the physical to the
phenomenal. The explanatory structure of a theory of consciousness, on such a
view, will be very much unlike that of a materialist theory in other domains, and
very much like the explanatory structure of the non-reductive theories described
below. By labeling these principles identities or necessities rather than laws, the
view may preserve the letter of materialism; but by requiring primitive bridging
principles, it sacrifices much of materialism’s spirit.
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