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At this point, some are tempted to give up, holding that we will never have a theory 

of conscious experience. I think this pessimism is premature. This is not the place 

to give up; it is the place where things get interesting. When simple methods of 

explanation are ruled out, we need to investigate the alternatives. Given that 

reductive explanation fails, nonreductive explanation is the natural choice.  

Although a remarkable number of phenomena have turned out to be explicable 

wholly in terms of entities simpler than themselves, this is not universal. In physics, 

it occasionally happens that an entity has to be taken as fundamental. Fundamental 

entities are not explained in terms of anything simpler. Instead, one takes them as 

basic and gives a theory of how they relate to everything else in the world. For 

example, in the nineteenth century it turned out that electromagnetic processes 

could not be explained in terms of the wholly mechanical processes that previous 

physical theories appealed to, so Maxwell1 and others introduced electromagnetic 

charge and electromagnetic forces as new fundamental components of a physical 

theory. To explain electromagnetism, the ontology of physics had to be expanded. 

New basic properties and basic laws were needed to give a satisfactory account of 

the phenomena.  

Other features that physical theory takes as fundamental include mass and space-

time. No attempt is made to explain these features in terms of anything simpler. But 

this does not rule out the possibility of a theory of mass or of space-time. There is 

an intricate theory of how these features interrelate, and of the basic laws they enter 

into. These basic principles are used to explain many familiar phenomena 

concerning mass, space, and time at a higher level.  

I suggest that a theory of consciousness should take experience as fundamental. We 

know that a theory of consciousness requires the addition of something fundamental 

to our ontology, as everything in physical theory is compatible with the absence of 

consciousness. We might add some entirely new nonphysical feature, from which 

experience can be derived, but it is hard to see what such a feature would be like. 

More likely, we will take experience itself as a fundamental feature of the world, 

alongside mass, charge, and space-time. If we take experience as fundamental, then 

we can go about the business of constructing a theory of experience.  

                                                      
1 James Clerk Maxwell (1831–1879), Scottish physicist.  
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Where there is a fundamental property, there are fundamental laws. A nonreductive 

theory of experience will add new principles to the furniture of the basic laws of 

nature. These basic principles will ultimately carry the explanatory burden in a 

theory of consciousness. Just as we explain familiar high-level phenomena 

involving mass in terms of more basic principles involving mass and other entities, 

we might explain familiar phenomena involving experience in terms of more basic 

principles involving experience and other entities.  

In particular, a nonreductive theory of experience will specify basic principles 

telling us how experience depends on physical features of the world. These 

psychophysical principles will not interfere with physical laws, as it seems that 

physical laws already form a closed system. Rather, they will be a supplement to a 

physical theory. A physical theory gives a theory of physical processes, and a 

psychophysical theory tells us how those processes give rise to experience. We 

know that experience depends on physical processes, but we also know that this 

dependence cannot be derived from physical laws alone. The new basic principles 

postulated by a nonreductive theory give us the extra ingredient that we need to 

build an explanatory bridge.  

Of course, by taking experience as fundamental, there is a sense in which this 

approach does not tell us why there is experience in the first place. But this is the 

same for any fundamental theory. Nothing in physics tells us why there is matter in 

the first place, but we do not count this against theories of matter. Certain features 

of the world need to be taken as fundamental by any scientific theory. A theory of 

matter can still explain all sorts of facts about matter by showing how they are 

consequences of the basic laws. The same goes for a theory of experience.  

This position qualifies as a variety of dualism, the view that the mind is not wholly 

physical, as it postulates basic mental properties over and above the properties 

invoked by physics. But it is a version of dualism that is entirely compatible with 

the scientific view of the world. Nothing in this approach contradicts anything in 

physical theory; we simply need to add further bridging principles to explain how 

experience arises from physical processes. There is nothing particularly spiritual or 

mystical about this theory—its overall shape is like that of a physical theory, with 

a few fundamental properties connected by fundamental laws. It expands the class 

of primitive properties, to be sure, but Maxwell did the same thing. Indeed, the 

overall structure of this position is entirely naturalistic, allowing that ultimately the 

universe comes down to a network of basic entities obeying simple laws, and 

allowing that there may ultimately be a theory of consciousness cast in terms of 

such laws. If the position is to have a name, a good choice might be naturalistic 

dualism. 


