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Abstract     The central problem in cognitive science is explaining how the brain produces 

consciousness. Many contend that consciousness is physical, and that therefore this causal 

process can be explained by only studying the brain, while others object that consciousness is not 

physical, and that therefore any physicalist account will necessarily fail to include the most 

important component of this causal process: consciousness. I argue that this debate, as it is 

currently constructed, is irresolvable because we do not yet have a definitive understanding of 

the physical, and that underlying it, is a methodological debate concerning whether or not this 

causal process can be explained by solely using third-person methods. In support of the anti-

physicalists, I argue that consciousness cannot be directly observed from a third-person 

perspective, and that it can only be directly observed from a first-person perspective. While one 

cannot directly perceive other minds, it is only rational, I contend, to believe that individuals who 

possess brains similar to one’s own also possess experiences similar to one’s own. Furthermore, I 

argue that this perspectival distinction proves that in order to develop an explanation of this 

causal process, it is necessary for third-person methods to be used in conjunction with rigorous 

first-person methods. Specifically, I contend that how experiences are structured ought to be 

studied in relation to their correlating neurological structures, for by identifying such structural 

correlations, a more intuitive understanding of why particular brain states produce particular 

experiences can begin to develop.  

Keywords    Consciousness; mind-body problem; methodology; third-person methods; first-

person methods; explanatory gap; epistemological gap; hard problem of consciousness; 

physicalism; solipsism; Hempel’s dilemma.  
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 The central question in cognitive science is: “How does something purely physical 

produce consciousness?” As David Chalmers writes, “if any problem qualifies as the problem of 

consciousness, it is this one” (The Character of Consciousness 5). Galen Strawson even goes so 

far as to claim that “it is really all there is to the mind-body problem: nothing else that we are 

inclined to think of as mental raises any really deep philosophical difficulty” (44). Surrounding 

this question is an ontological debate concerning whether or not consciousness is physical or 

reducible to the physical. Naturally, physicalists argue that consciousness is physical or reducible 

to the physical, and that therefore an explanation of this causal process can be developed by 

solely studying the physical—by studying, for example, behaviour, physical events, neurological 

processes, and so forth (Armstrong; Consciousness Explained; Feyerabend; Harman; “On the 

Absence of Phenomenology;” “Quining Qualia;” Ryle). Contrarily, anti-physicalists argue that 

consciousness is neither physical nor reducible to the physical—that consciousness, for example, 

is something other than behaviour, physical events, neurological processes, and so forth—and 

that therefore any physicalist account will inevitably fail to explain this causal process 

(Descartes; “Epiphenomenal Qualia;” Feser; McGinn; Mind: A Brief Introduction; The 

Character of Consciousness; The Conscious Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory; The 

Rediscovery of the Mind; The View From Nowhere; Thompson; Varela; Varela et al; “What Is It 

Like to Be a Bat?” “What Mary Didn’t Know”). This ontological debate, however, is a red 

herring, and beneath it lies an epistemological gap wherein the method necessary for the 

development of an explanation of this causal process resides.  

 Specifically, my argument in this paper will proceed as follows. Firstly, I will argue that 

this ontological debate is currently irresolvable because it is impossible to determine whether or 
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not consciousness is physical or reducible to the physical since we do not yet have a definitive 

understanding of the physical. Secondly, I will argue that this ontological debate is in fact a 

methodological debate concerning whether or not the aforementioned causal process can be 

explained solely through the use of third-person methods. Before I reveal this underlying 

methodological debate, I must first explain what is causing it: an epistemological gap between 

the third-person perspective and the first-person perspective. Specifically, I will argue that 

consciousness cannot be observed from a third-person perspective because it is inherently 

experienced from a first-person perspective. I will then argue that the main physicalist theories of 

consciousness all incorrectly contend that consciousness can be explained solely from a third-

person perspective, while the main objections to these theories all correctly demonstrate that 

third-person explanations necessarily leave out the first-person nature of consciousness. While 

this epistemological gap does leave open the possibility of a form of solipsism—since, according 

to this gap, no one can directly perceive another mind—I will prove that such a conclusion is 

absurdly improbable. Furthermore, this epistemological gap, I will argue, proves that in order to 

explain this causal process, third-person methods must be used in conjunction with rigorous first-

person methods. To demonstrate that such a methodological combination is possible, I will first 

argue that it is possible to develop a rigorous first-person method by studying the structure of 

human experience. Secondly, I will demonstrate that identifying such experiential structures in 

relation to their neurological correlates is an example of how first-person methods and third-

person methods can be used together to develop a more intuitive understanding of this causal 

process. In short, in this paper I will argue that one of the central problems of cognitive science 

ought to be the epistemological gap between the third-person perspective and the first-person 
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perspective, for the unification of their respective methods is necessary for the development of 

an explanation of how the brain produces consciousness. 

 Before I begin my argument, it is first necessary to explain the nature of scientific 

explanation. Generally speaking, scientists attempt to explain how particular aspects of the world 

work, and the most important way in which they do this is by formulating theoretical models of 

real-world explicanda (Understanding Scientific Reasoning 19-24). Specifically, theoretical 

models are conceptual structures that are formulated so as to linguistically represent processes or 

objects in the world, just as maps represent particular areas of land (Understanding Scientific 

Reasoning 24). However, like maps, theoretical models are necessarily incomplete and thus 

partially inaccurate since they cannot represent every feature of their corresponding process or 

object, and since every representation is necessarily different from what it is representing; 

indeed, if it was identical, then it would not be a representation (Understanding Scientific 

Reasoning 24). Theoretical models are nevertheless evaluated according to a correspondence 

theory of truth; a theoretical model explains a process or object in the world to the extent that it 

accurately represents that process or object (Understanding Scientific Reasoning 25). There are 

two fundamental steps in this evaluation process. Firstly, one must determine to what extent the 

predictions (concerning the relevant process or object) that can be logically derived from the 

model and relevant experimental setups agree with the data that can be reliably obtained via 

direct or indirect observations or experiments on the relevant process or object (Understanding 

Scientific Reasoning 31). In other words, by knowing the model and the relevant experimental 

setups, one must be able to predict what information an observation or experiment on that 

model’s corresponding area of the world will produce (Understanding Scientific Reasoning 
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28-30). Secondly, the proposed model must be more plausible than any competing model; that is 

to say, it must produce the most comprehensive and detailed predictions of the relevant data 

(Understanding Scientific Reasoning 34). Undoubtedly, the comprehensive explanation for how 

the brain produces consciousness will take the form of a theoretical model. But what this 

theoretical model ought to represent—that is to say, whether the aspects in the world relevant to 

this causal process are all physical, or physical and non-physical —is still widely debated. 

 This ontological debate, however, is currently a red herring, for it is irresolvable since the 

ontological nature of the physical is currently unknown. Indeed, the two dominant definitions of 

the physical—firstly, that whatever is physical is theoretically reducible to the current laws and 

known particles of physics; and secondly, that whatever is physical is theoretically reducible to 

the completed physics of the future (Montero 187; Tiehen 542; Crane and Mellor 69; Armstrong 

86; “What Mary Didn’t Know” 291)—are ultimately incoherent. As Carl Hempel demonstrated, 

these two definitions result in the following dilemma (which is commonly referred to as 

“Hempel’s Dilemma”): if the physical is defined by current physics (as per the first definition), 

then this definition is likely false because physics is undoubtedly incomplete as well as partially 

inaccurate; and if the physical is defined by a future, completed physics (as per the second 

definition), then this definition is ultimately empty, for we cannot foresee the fundamental laws 

of a completed physics nor the fundamental particles that such laws will govern (Hempel 194-5).  

 In regards to the first horn of this dilemma, current physics is undoubtedly incomplete 

(Hempel 195), meaning it will undergo significant changes before it is complete, and that it is 

thus currently, if only partially, false. For example, there are various disagreements about how 

the counterintuitive findings of quantum mechanics—one of the main theories in modern physics
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—ought to be interpreted. As Steven Weinberg, a Nobel Laureate in Physics, recently admitted, 

“there is now in my opinion no entirely satisfactory interpretation of quantum mechanics” (2). 

Furthermore, as Jessica Wilson contends, “current physics is, strictly speaking, false” because the 

two dominant theories in modern physics—“the Standard Model and GR [i.e. general 

relativity]”— “are inconsistent” (65); they are, in other words, two incompatible paradigms, and 

this is widely acknowledged in the field (Greene 333-5; Wilson 65). And yet, many physicists 

insist that a theory that unifies these two theories, and even a completed physics, is near on the 

horizon. However, in regards to the second insistence, the history of science cautions us against 

such high optimism: “toward the end of the nineteenth century, just before the relativity 

revolution, Lord Kelvin remarked that all that is left for physics is the filling in of the next 

decimal place; then, in the early part of” the last “century Max Born supposedly claimed that 

physics would be over in six months” (Montero 188-189). And in regards to the first insistence, 

such theoretical conflicts do not always lead to new theories that unify the previous conflicting 

ones; rather, such conflicts often lead to fundamentally new paradigms. For example, 

thermodynamics, as Thomas Kuhn notes, “was born from the collision of two existing 

nineteenth-century physical theories” which were thereafter abandoned (67). Indeed, such 

paradigm shifts are characteristic of scientific progress in general. 

 As many historians have noted, science is not a wholly cumulative endeavour; it is not 

simply a linear progression wherein particular discoveries, studies, and inventions are 

accumulated and amalgamated into a permanent and ever-growing conception of reality (Kuhn 

2). Rather, the main way in which science progresses is through large-scale paradigm shifts 

wherein one time-honoured theory (or model) is replaced by another that is wholly incompatible 
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with it (Kuhn 6). For example, Copernican heliocentrism usurped Ptolemaic astronomy (Kuhn 

66), and “the physics of Einstein and Heisenberg differs radically from that of Galileo and 

Newton” (Feser 54). Since physics is currently incomplete and inconsistent, then it is highly 

likely that it will undergo at least one more paradigm shift, and perhaps numerous other ones, 

before it is complete. This likelihood means that current physics is likely false—or, in other 

words, that it is not the most accurate theoretical model of reality at its most fundamental level—

and by extension, that the first definition of the physical is likely false. The first definition thus 

leads to a stalemate: physicalists cannot definitively prove that consciousness is physical by 

arguing that consciousness is physical according to a conception of the physical that is likely to 

be false, nor can anti-physicalists definitively prove the opposite. Due to these problems in 

current physics, most physicalists stake their flag on the second definition of the physical, on a 

completed, ideal physics, rather than the physics of today. However, the second definition is even 

more precarious than the first.  

 The second definition of the physical—that it is whatever a completed physics will 

purport it to be—is a promissory ontology that is currently indeterminate (Hempel 195). Since 

physics is currently incomplete and inconsistent, and thus liable to undergo one or more 

paradigm shift prior to its completion, even into paradigms that are currently inconceivable, then 

it is impossible to know what the completed physics of the future will be. This obscurity leads to 

a stalemate that is nearly identical to the previous one: physicalists cannot definitively prove that 

consciousness is physical by arguing that consciousness is physical according to an 

inconceivable conception of the physical, nor can anti-physicalists definitively prove the 

opposite. Moreover, since this ontology is essentially unverifiable—an inconceivable conception 
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of the physical surely cannot be tested—it thereby runs afoul of the scientific method. One may 

object that this second definition of the physical is at least partially conceivable because certain a 

priori restrictions can be placed on what the physical can be. For example, many hold, as current 

physics does, that the physical is necessarily non-mental—that it consists of “intrinsically 

colourless, tasteless, odourless[, and meaningless] particles” (Feser 76). However, the history of 

science strongly cautions one against defining the physical in such an a priori manner.  

 Indeed, these two definitions of the physical were formulated to be fluid and open 

precisely because a priori definitions of the physical have historically failed (Crane and Mellor 

69). For example, during the twentieth century, physicalism emerged out of materialism (Ney 

1033)—the monist doctrine which holds that everything that exists is material. Drawing upon 

definitions formulated by Descartes, Locke, and Leibniz, materialism traditionally defined matter 

a priori as being a “solid, inert,” and extended substance capable of interacting 

“deterministically and only on contact” (Crane and Mellor 69). As physics progressed, however, 

it gradually disproved these a priori definitions of matter. For example, current physics reveals 

that most atoms, as well as the electrons and nuclei contained in them, are not inert; instead, most 

of them are perpetually moving. And, as Alyssa Ney explains, “Bohr’s theory of the atom as a 

tiny, dense nucleus surrounded by mostly empty space challenged the idea that every material 

substance was solid,” while “the discovery of electrons and other point particles suggested that 

matter was not essentially extended” (1034). Furthermore, quantum mechanics shows that there 

are subatomic particles that interact “indeterministically and arguably sometimes at a 

distance” (Crane and Mellor 69). Since the progression of physics is not limited by any a priori 

restrictions on what the physical is—restrictions that are not also applicable to consciousness—
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then one cannot claim a priori that the physical and consciousness either are or are not the same 

substance. As Montero puts it, “the claim that physics will never incorporate the mind could turn 

out to be just as mistaken as Leibniz’s claim that physics would never accept action at a 

distance” (192). Conversely, the claim that physics will inevitably incorporate the mind could 

also turn out to be just as mistaken. Since the two main definitions of the physical are partially 

false and indeterminate, respectively, then it is currently impossible to definitively determine 

whether or not consciousness is physical or reducible to the physical. Thus, physicalists cannot 

definitively claim that a comprehensive model of the aforementioned causal process will only 

represent physical aspects of the world, nor can anti-physicalists claim that such a theoretical 

model will represent both physical and non-physical aspects of the world. And yet, this 

irresolvable ontological debate dominates current philosophy of mind. As John Searle explains, 

in agreement with Chalmers and Strawson, “contrary to surface appearances, there really has 

been only one major topic of discussion in the philosophy of mind for the past fifty years or so, 

and that is the mind-body problem” (The Rediscovery of the Mind 29). But at the heart of this 

stalemate lies the main obstacle in regards to the study of consciousness: an epistemological gap 

between the third-person perspective and the first-person perspective.  

 Before I demonstrate how this epistemological gap underlies this debate, I will first 

demonstrate that such a gap exists. This epistemological gap is between our two perspectival 

modes, which are fundamentally different. Essentially, the third-person perspective involves 

perceiving that which exists independently of one’s consciousness (Choifer 333; Mind: A Brief 

Introduction 94-95). For example, one perceives other people’s bodies from a third-person 

perspective since other people’s bodies do not existentially depend upon one perceiving them. 
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However, one’s perception also necessarily exists from a distinct point of view. As Searle 

contends, consciousness “exists only as experienced by a human or animal subject and in that 

sense it exists only from a first-person point of view” (Mind: A Brief Introduction 94). 

Specifically, one always perceives a particular portion of the world (or a particular subjective 

phenomenon), from a particular position in space (or from a particular angle), through particular 

sensory faculties, in accordance with particular beliefs, and so forth. Therefore, whenever one 

experiences anything, one experiences that thing from a first-person perspective. Any third-

person perspective therefore always existentially supervenes upon a first-person perspective, 

though the former necessarily involves perceiving objects that exist beyond one’s first-person 

perspective, while the latter perspectival mode involves experiencing the qualitative character of 

one’s own consciousness. Thus, the third-person perspective corresponds to objectivity, while the 

first-person perspective corresponds to subjectivity.  

 Indeed, since the third-person perspective always involves perceiving something the 

existence and nature of which can be verified by various other conscious beings, then it is the 

perspective wherein objectivity is achieved. The first-person perspective, on the other hand, is 

the perspective wherein subjective truths concerning, to borrow Thomas Nagel’s phrase, “what it 

is like to be” a particular conscious organism at a particular moment in time and in a particular 

position in space are obtained (“What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” 436). For example, statements 

such as “This building is fifty feet tall” or “2 + 2 = 4” are objective since they refer to something 

that exists beyond at least one individual’s perspective, and their truth value can be objectively 

determined by other conscious organisms. However, statements such as “I think M.C. Escher’s 

Lithographs are more beautiful than Johannes Vermeer’s paintings” are more subjective since 
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they refer primarily to the particular qualitative experiences that a particular individual has in 

relation to a collection of external stimuli. Therefore, the truth values of such statements can only 

be determined by having the experiences of the individual who made the statement; in other 

words, by inhabiting that individual’s experiential point of view. It is important to note that 

though they are in opposition to each other, the two perspectival modes occupy opposing ends of 

a potentially unlimited epistemic spectrum.  

 As Nagel explains, “a view or form of thought is more objective [i.e. from a third-person 

perspective] than another if it relies less on the specifics of the individual’s makeup and position 

in the world, or on the character of the particular type of creature” that that individual is (The 

View from Nowhere 5). In other words, the third-person perspective is not fixed; rather, it is any 

perspective that involves perceiving what can be verified by at least more than one first-person 

perspective. Thus, it is always possible to abstract from a larger and more diverse range of first-

person perspectives, and thereby obtain truths that are more objective as well as a more objective 

conception of reality (The View from Nowhere 5). Indeed, our most objective conception of 

reality—physics—is entirely devoid of the qualitative experiences that are unique to any 

individual or species. Instead, physics attempts to outline the fundamental structure of the 

universe which every organism necessarily interacts with. As Bertrand Russell writes, “the aim 

of physics, consciously or unconsciously, has always been to discover what we may call the 

causal skeleton of the world” (613). For example, while the universe is coloured differently to 

different species, each species still interacts with the same structural features fundamental to any 

given environment, and physics describes the fundamental nature of this shared structure. While 

these two perspectival modes can be conceived of as occupying either side in our entire 
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epistemological spectrum, the most important distinction between them in regards to the study of 

consciousness is revealed in our inability to directly perceive another organism’s consciousness.   

 It is an empirical fact that consciousness cannot be directly perceived through third-

person observation because consciousness is only experienced from a first-person point of view. 

As Colin McGinn stresses, “the property of consciousness (or specific conscious states) is not an 

observable or perceptible property of the brain” (356-357). To elaborate, one cannot directly 

perceive either the pain or the joy of another conscious organism, just as one cannot directly 

perceive or even imagine, as Nagel so forcefully demonstrates, “what it is like to be” a 

microchiroptera bat—a creature who primarily perceives the external world via echolocation. 

Though echolocation is “clearly a form of perception, [it] is not similar in its operation to any 

sense that we possess,” and thus, “there is no reason to suppose that it is subjectively like 

anything we can experience or imagine” (“What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” 438). Similarly, as 

alluded to earlier, a vast array of colour vision exists in our phylogenetic tree. While human 

colour vision is trichromatic—meaning that every colour we experience varies in intensity along 

the following three dimensions: hue, saturation, and brightness—the colour vision of certain 

species of fish and diurnal birds is tetrachromatic—meaning that every colour experience varies 

in intensity along four dimensions (Varela et al. 158-181). And, as Varela et al. explain, “a four-

dimensional colour space is fundamentally different from a three-dimensional one: strictly 

speaking, the two colour spaces are incommensurable, for there is no way to map the kinds of 

distinctions available in four dimensions into the kinds of distinctions available in three 

dimensions” (The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience 182). No matter 

how much one learns about the neurological functions involved in echolocation or tetrachromatic 
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colour vision, one will not be able to know the qualitative character of such sensory capacities. 

Indeed, the former sort of knowledge is objective and obtained via a third-person perspective, 

while the latter sort of knowledge is subjective and obtained only via a first-person perspective. 

In other words, there is an epistemological gap between the third-person perspective and the 

first-person perspective, but this epistemological gap does not necessarily indicate an ontological 

distinction between consciousness and the physical.  

 As demonstrated earlier, this ontological debate is in a stalemate since a reliable 

definition of the physical currently does not exist. This epistemological gap therefore does not 

reveal an ontological distinction between consciousness and the physical; instead, it reveals an 

inherent characteristic of consciousness: that consciousness has a first-person ontology. One may 

object that, contrarily, the physical does not have a first-person ontology, but again, this cannot 

be definitively proven since we do not yet know what the physical is. And yet, beneath this 

ontological stalemate lies a potential methodological path forward. Indeed, the debate is not even 

fundamentally concerned with whether or not consciousness is physical or reducible to the 

physical. Rather, the physicalists argue that the causal process in question can be explained by 

conducting research solely with third-person methods, while anti-physicalists argue that such a 

strategy will inherently fail since the effect of this causal process—consciousness—can only be 

directly observed from a first-person perspective.  

 To elaborate, the main physicalist theories of consciousness are fundamentally third-

person theories of consciousness. While each theory claims that consciousness is physical in 

some form, since we do not yet know what the physical is, such claims are untenable. But 

underlying each theory’s ontological claim is the methodological claim that this causal process, 
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and consciousness itself, can be explained from a third-person perspective. For example, logical 

behaviourism attempted to observe and explain conscious states from a third-person perspective 

by observing and explaining the behaviours associated with such states (The Rediscovery of the 

Mind 33-35). In support of their third-person methodology, proponents of this theory argued 

“that there are no such [mentalistic] items to refer to, except insofar as they exist in the form of 

behaviour” (The Rediscovery of the Mind 33). While taking a closer look, type physicalist 

theories also attempted to explain consciousness from a third-person perspective, but instead of 

behaviour, they attempted to observe and explain consciousness by observing and explaining the 

brain events correlated with consciousness (The Rediscovery of the Mind 35-40). In support of 

their third-person methodology, proponents of such theories argued that “mental phenomena 

were nothing but states of the brain and the central nervous system” (The Rediscovery of the 

Mind 36). While taking a slightly different third-person approach, the most dominant physicalist 

theories today—functionalist theories—attempt to observe and explain conscious states from a 

third-person perspective by observing and explaining the neurological functions correlated with 

conscious states (The Rediscovery of the Mind 40-43). In support of their third-person 

methodology, proponents of such theories argue that explaining this causal process is simply a 

matter of explaining neurological functions. And the most radical physicalist theory—eliminative 

materialism—explicitly argues that neurological functions are all that needs to be explained 

because consciousness does not even exist (The Rediscovery of the Mind 48). In short, each 

theory contends that consciousness is simply that which can be observed from a third-person 

perspective, and that therefore third-person methods will be sufficient for the development of an 

explanation of this causal process. However, each third-person theory necessarily fails to account 
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for this causal process in a rigorous manner because the effect of this causal process—

consciousness—is always left out since consciousness cannot be observed from a third-person 

perspective.  

 While it is commonly assumed that the main objections to such physicalist theories—the 

inverted spectrum argument, the philosophical zombie argument, and the knowledge gap 

argument—demonstrate that consciousness is neither physical nor reducible to the physical, they 

instead highlight the epistemological gap between the third-person perspective and the first-

person perspective, and suggest that a combined methodology is required in order to explain how 

the brain produces consciousness. To demonstrate this, I will first outline each thought 

experiment in its anti-physicalist form.  

 The inverted spectrum argument goes as follows. One can conceive of an individual who 

is physically and functionally indistinguishable from oneself, but who perceives green where one 

perceives red (Feser 86). Such an individual is both logically and metaphysically possible (The 

Conscious Mind 100). Indeed, as David Chalmers notes, “nothing in the neurophysiology 

dictates that one sort of processing should be accompanied by red experiences rather than by 

yellow experiences” (The Conscious Mind 100). Therefore, proponents of this thought 

experiment contend, physicalist accounts of consciousness are necessarily false since they would 

be unable to identify, let alone explain, such a qualitative difference (Feser 87). In other words, 

such physicalist accounts do not state logically sufficient physical conditions for having 

particular qualitative experiences, which means that physical facts do not logically entail 

subjective facts. Therefore, consciousness is ontologically distinct from the physical, meaning 

they are two wholly different categories of being.  
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 The philosophical zombie argument goes one step further, and it goes as follows. One can 

conceive of an individual (either composed of organic neurons or silicon chips) who is physically 

and functionally indistinguishable from oneself, but who completely lacks consciousness. Such 

an individual is both logically and metaphysically possible. Specifically, as Chalmers notes, “it is 

unlikely that (such) zombies are naturally possible” (The Conscious Mind 96); however, “all that 

matters here is that the idea that such a system lacks conscious experience is coherent” (The 

Conscious Mind 97). Proponents of this thought experiment contend that since such a system is 

coherent, then “behaviourist and functionalist analyses [of consciousness] are mistaken” because 

“they do not state logically sufficient conditions,” for not just having particular qualitative 

experiences, but for having a mind itself (Mind: A Brief Introduction 65). In other words, 

physical facts do not logically entail subjective facts. Therefore, it is not contradictory nor 

counter-intuitive to argue that consciousness and the body are ontologically distinct; that is to 

say, that the former has an immaterial, first-person ontology, while the latter has a physical 

ontology marked by behavioural and neurological functions.  

 While the knowledge gap argument is slightly different in form from the previous two, it 

supports the same conclusion. Frank Jackson offers the most popular formulation of this 

argument, which goes as follows. Mary, a brilliant neuroscientist, has spent her entire life 

covered in black and white clothing, studying the nature of colour from within a black and white 

laboratory. She knows, as Jackson writes, “all the physical information there is to obtain about 

what goes on” in the brain when one perceives colour (“Epiphenomenal Qualia” 130). 

Specifically, she knows “everything in completed physics, chemistry, and neurophysiology, and 

all there is to know about the causal and relational facts consequent upon all this, including of 
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course functional roles” (“What Mary Didn’t Know” 291). One day, she leaves her colourless 

room, and finally perceives colour. The conclusion is that while Mary knew all of the physical 

facts about colour, she did not know nor could she deduce from her knowledge of the physical 

what it was like to experience colour (“Epiphenomenal Qualia” 130). Therefore, proponents of 

this thought experiment contend, physicalist accounts do not state logically sufficient conditions 

for having consciousness, because physical facts do not logically entail subjective facts 

(“Epiphenomenal Qualia” 130). Thus, consciousness is ontologically distinct from the physical. 

All three thought experiments, however, ultimately fail to prove that such an ontological 

distinction exists.  

 The main premise in each thought experiment asks for a complete conception of a 

particular area of the physical. If the first dominant definition of the physical is used, then each 

main premise is likely false, but if the second dominant definition of the physical is used, then 

each main premise is utterly inconceivable. To clarify, inserting the first definition of the 

physical certainly makes each argument logically valid—current physics does claim, as noted 

earlier, that the universe is fundamentally composed of “intrinsically colourless, tasteless, 

odourless[, and meaningless] particles” (Feser 76). However, as Hempel’s first horn 

demonstrates, current physics is both incomplete and inconsistent, and thus likely false, meaning 

each main premise, and by extension, each argument, is potentially false. As Daniel Dennett 

contends, “perhaps they [the proponents of the knowledge gap argument] imagine that she knows 

everything that anyone knows today about the neurophysiology of colour. But that’s just a drop 

in the bucket, and it’s not surprising that Mary would learn something if that were all she 

knew” (Consciousness Explained 399). However, inserting the second definition of the physical 
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makes each main premise, and by extension, each argument, untenable. Since one cannot 

conceive of what a completed physics will include, one cannot know a priori that imagining an 

individual physically and functionally indistinguishable from oneself does not include imagining 

an individual with identical qualitative experiences (as per the first two thought experiments), 

nor can one know a priori that imagining all of the physical facts concerning colour vision does 

not include imagining all of the subjective facts concerning colour vision (as per the last thought 

experiment). To borrow a phrase from Dennett, each thought experiment is guilty of “mistaking a 

failure of imagination for an insight into necessity” (Consciousness Explained 401). In short, 

each anti-physicalist argument is ill-founded insofar as each claims that consciousness is 

ontologically distinct from the physical. But underlying each weak metaphysical argument is a 

strong argument for the existence of the aforementioned epistemological gap. 

 Each thought experiment correctly highlights that there is an epistemological gap 

between the third-person perspective and the first-person perspective. Indeed, the conceivability 

and thus logical possibility of each scenario does not depend upon one’s ability to accurately 

conceive of a specific area of the physical. Instead, each scenario is conceivable because one 

cannot directly perceive another individual’s consciousness since consciousness is always 

experienced from a first-person perspective. It is certainly easy to conceive of an individual from 

the third-person who is physically and functionally indistinguishable from one oneself, but 

whose colour vision is inverted or who lacks consciousness all-together because one can never 

directly perceive the consciousness of another being. Likewise, it is easy to conceive of an 

individual who fully understands all of the third-person knowledge that currently exists or will 

exist concerning colour vision, but who does not understand what it is like to experience colour 
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vision from the first-person perspective. As Chalmers admits, in regards to all three thought 

experiments, “the main intuition at work is that there is something to be explained—some 

phenomenon associated with first-person experience that presents a problem not presented by 

observation of cognition from the third-person point of view” (The Conscious Mind 110). Thus, 

each thought experiment does not demonstrate that consciousness is ontologically distinct from 

the physical; rather, each one demonstrates that there is an epistemological gap between the 

third-person perspective and the first-person perspective, and that therefore a theoretical model 

of the aforementioned causal process cannot be developed solely nor predominantly through 

third-person methods. But, a skeptic may counter, since one can never directly perceive another 

organism’s consciousness, then one must be epistemologically solipsistic in regards to the 

existence of other minds. 

 This solipsistic position, however, is absurdly improbable in relation to its alternative. 

While it is impossible to check if other organisms are conscious, it is therefore equally 

impossible to check if other organisms are not conscious. And though these competing 

conclusions are equally impossible to prove, they are not equally probable. Clearly, the 

solipsistic conclusion is only a possibility, for it necessarily lacks any evidential support. 

Contrarily, there is very strong evidence in support of the existence of other minds. This evidence 

begins with the indubitable fact that oneself is conscious, which is arguably summarized in 

Descartes’ cogito ergo sum (17). As Searle posits:  

“[it] looks like a formal argument with ‘I think’ as premise and ‘I exist’ as 

conclusion, but I believe that Descartes intended it also to record a kind 

of inner inspection of the existence and the contents of the mind. I cannot 
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be mistaken about the existence of my own consciousness, hence I cannot 

be mistaken about my own existence, because it is my essence to be a 

conscious (that is, thinking) being, a mind” (Mind: A Brief Introduction 

10)  

The skeptic may object that one must also be a skeptic in regards to the existence of one’s own 

consciousness; perhaps it only seems as if one is conscious. Dennett, for example, argues that 

“there is no such thing [as] phenomenology . . . There seems to be phenomenology . . . but it does 

not follow from this undeniable, universally attested fact that there really is 

phenomenology” (Consciousness Explained 366). But this denial is a complete contradiction: to 

seem to experience something is to experience something, or in other words, “for there to seem 

to be rich phenomenology . . . just is for there to be such phenomenology” (Strawson 52). And 

certainly, one’s own consciousness exists in a causal relationship with one’s own body. 

Therefore, it is absurdly improbable that only one’s own body produces consciousness—that 

organisms who are so neurologically similar to oneself are not consciousness—just as “it is 

unlikely that [philosophical] zombies are naturally possible” (The Conscious Mind 96). In short, 

one cannot empirically prove that other minds exist by directly perceiving them, but it is only 

rational to posit that they do indeed exist.  

 We are now left with an epistemological gap between the third-person perspective and the 

first-person perspective. We know that consciousness and the brain exist in an intimate causal 

relationship, but are currently without a comprehensive understanding of this causal relationship. 

Since consciousness can be studied only from a first-person perspective, and since the brain can 

be studied only from a third-person perspective, then in order to understand this causal 
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relationship—in other words, in order to develop a theoretical model that accurately maps onto 

both the brain and consciousness—methods from both perspectival modes must be given equal 

priority; they must be combined in order to form a new method. Before demonstrating how these 

two opposing methods can be used in a mutually informative manner, I will first demonstrate 

that a rigorous first-person method is possible.  

 Since it is absurdly probable that organisms who are neurological similar to oneself are 

conscious, then it is absurdly probable that these other forms of consciousness are marked by 

experiences that are at least fundamentally similar to one’s own, though from a slightly different 

perspective. If our first-person perspectives were not fundamentally similar, then we would not 

be able to communicate, nor would we be able to interact with the world and each other in 

similar ways, and yet we evidently do. That our experiences are at least fundamentally similar is 

thus a transcendent precondition (in a Kantian sense) for how human affairs currently operate, if 

other humans are indeed conscious. It is also important to note that this experiential similarity is 

what allows for empathy. Though we cannot directly perceive the minds of other humans, since 

our experiences are fundamentally similar, then we can at least imagine what it would be like to 

exist from another human’s perspective. Since consciousness is fundamentally similar for homo 

sapiens, then it is possible for there to be an objective, first-person description of human 

experience. But what are these fundamental experiential similarities?  

 While we are likely capable of experiencing the same qualitative features (for example, it 

is highly likely that similar visual systems can produce similar experiences of colour), it is 

difficult to imagine how qualitative features could be expressed in an objective manner. It 

certainly seems impossible to describe the visual experience of red or the auditory experience of 
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middle C in objective terms. However, “structural features of perception,” as Nagel posits, 

“might be more accessible to objective description” (“What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” 449). As 

physics describes the fundamental structure of the universe, by using a rigorous first-person 

method, we may be able to develop theoretical models that describe the fundamental structure of 

human consciousness. While such descriptions would necessarily be based in first-person 

observations, these observations could be validated by various first-person perspectives. Thus, by 

describing the structure of human experience, we may be able to account for subjective 

experiential truths in an objective manner; in other words, we may be able to traverse, if only 

partially, the epistemological gap between the subjective and the objective in regards to 

knowledge concerning experience.  

 But of course, many believe that an objective account of consciousness is inherently 

impossible (Consciousness Explained 44; The Rediscovery of the Mind 97). For example, Searle 

contends that attempting to formulate a first-person method is ultimately futile because 

consciousness cannot even observe itself (The Rediscovery of the Mind 97). As he writes, “the 

very fact of subjectivity . . . makes such an observation impossible . . . Because where conscious 

subjectivity is concerned, there is no distinction between the observer and the thing observed . . . 

Any introspection I have of my own conscious state is itself that conscious state” (The 

Rediscovery of the Mind 97). In other words, consciousness cannot step back and observe itself 

because every conscious experience is constituted by the object of that experience. And yet, 

Searle’s anti-phenomenological conclusion contradicts the premise that he uses to support it—

that every conscious state is constituted by an observer and an object of observation—for this 

premise is itself a phenomenological report. If it objectively describes an inherent structure of 
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human experience, then it does not follow that objective observations of experience are 

impossible. Furthermore, as Varela et al. note, “despite his disclaimer about introspection, that is 

precisely what he [Searle] does” in The Rediscovery of the Mind in a chapter aptly titled, “The 

Structure of Consciousness: An Introduction” (“Neurophenomenology: A Methodological 

Remedy for the Hard Problem” 339). In this chapter, Searle outlines a dozen inherent structural 

features of human consciousness, including intentionality, sentience, unity, finite modalities, and 

so forth (127-149). Thus, objective descriptions of the structure of human experience are 

certainly possible. Since experiential structures are currently the only features of experience that 

can be described objectively, then they are currently the key to traversing the epistemological 

gap between a third-person understanding of the brain and a first-person understanding of 

experience. As Varela contends in his proposal for neurophenomenology—one of the first 

theories to combine first-person methods and third-person methods—“we need to turn to a 

systematic exploration of the only link between mind and consciousness that seems both obvious 

and natural: the structure of human experience itself” (“Neurophenomenology: A Methodological 

Remedy for the Hard Problem” 330).  

 Indeed, by identifying experiential structures and their correlating neurological structures, 

a more intuitive understanding of the causal connection between the brain and consciousness can 

begin to develop. As Chalmers explains, while it is a central fact that consciousness is structured 

in particular ways, “it is also a central fact that, to each of these [experiential] structural features, 

there is a corresponding feature in the information-processing structure of” neurological 

mechanisms (The Character of  Consciousness 21), and these structural correlates often cohere 

with one another. Colour vision is a prime example of such a structural coherence between 
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consciousness and the brain. While the first-person perspective reveals that every experience of 

colour varies in intensity along the three aforementioned dimensions of hue, saturation, and 

brightness, the third-person perspective reveals that the neurological structure causing this 

phenomenological structure is similar in form. Indeed, when electromagnetic waveforms 

impinge upon the retina, “waveforms of light are discriminated and analyzed along three 

different axes” (The Character of Consciousness 21). Furthermore, the first-person perspective 

reveals that every emotional experience varies in intensity, while the third-person perspective 

reveals that these variations “correspond directly to a structural property of processing: where 

there is greater intensity, we find a greater effect on later processes” (The Character of  

Consciousness 22). A more particular example of this structural coherence occurs during 

binocular rivalry—when each eye perceives a different image, resulting in a visual oscillation 

between the two—and the neurological processes causing this experience. In a recent 

experiment, which used both first-person and third-person methods, Diego Cosmelli et al. 

discovered that the “patterns of distributed brain synchronous activity . . . correlate with the 

spontaneous flow of perceptual dominance during binocular rivalry” (128). In other words, while 

experiencing binocular rivalry, the subjects who participated in the experiment reported that their 

“experience[s] had an inherent ebb and flow like the rise and fall of ocean waves” (Thompson 

29). The researchers discovered that this temporal phenomenological structure was being 

mirrored by the movement of the distributed underlying neurological mechanisms (Cosmelli et 

al. 128). As Evan Thompson explains, when binocular vision occurs, “in both the perceptual 

experience and the brain activity, there’s a rhythm of distinct moments that alternate repeatedly 

but never exactly in the same way. Waves of conscious perception correspond to waves of 
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synchronous oscillations in the brain” (33). All of these structural correlations demonstrate that 

first-person methods and third-person methods can be used in a mutually informative manner. 

And though these correlations do not reveal how consciousness arises from the brain, they at 

least provide insight into why consciousness is structured in the particular ways that it is, and 

such insight marks a significant step in the development of a comprehensive model of this causal 

process. 

 To conclude, one of the central goals of cognitive science ought to be the unification of 

the only two forms of cognitive inquiry that we possess: first-person methods and third-person 

methods. The longstanding centre of the philosophy of mind—the ontological debate concerning 

whether or not consciousness is physical or reducible to the physical—is currently irresolvable 

since we do not yet know what the physical is. But underneath this stalemate is an 

epistemological gap between the third-person perspective and the first-person perspective; 

indeed, the ontological debate, in its current form, is fundamentally concerned with our two 

perspectival modes, and relatedly, what the correct method for the study of consciousness ought 

to be. While physicalists implicitly and incorrectly contend that this causal process can be 

explained purely from a third-person perspective, anti-physicalists demonstrate that 

consciousness can only be observed from a first-person perspective, and that therefore any purely 

third-person account will necessarily fail to explain this causal process. Though this 

epistemological gap appears to result in a form of solipsism, it is far more probable that 

organisms who are neurological similar to oneself are also conscious and in a manner 

fundamentally similar to oneself. This experiential similarity means that an objective, first-

person inquiry into the nature of human consciousness is possible; however, this inquiry ought to 



Barton !27

be limited to the structures of human experience since they are the only experiential phenomena 

that can be described in objective terms. Furthermore, it has been discovered that many 

experiential structures cohere with their correlating neurological structures, and such discoveries 

demonstrate that a more logical understanding of the causal relationship between consciousness 

and the brain can be obtained by simultaneously investigating both sides of this causal 

relationship. Indeed, due to the epistemological gap, such a methodological combination between 

third-person and first-person methods is absolutely necessary for the development of a 

theoretical model that explains how the brain produces consciousness.  
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