»
" L‘: Shenalkht
Shenakht is a persian word which means knowledge

Print ISSN: 2008-7322 Online ISSN: 2588-7203

The Constitutive Nature of Phenomenal Concepts and the Limits of
Externalism

Mohammad Ali Yousofipour DX

! Institute for Research in Fundamental Sciences (IPM). Email: mayousofipour@gmail.com

Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: The Phenomenal Concep_t St_rategy (PCS) is a central response to the

Research Article Knowledge Argument. Still, it faces the challenge of social externalism,
which holds that phenomenal concepts—such as the concept of arthritis

Article history: in Tyler Burge’s thought experiment—can be acquired without

Received: 23 November 2025

A i experience and merely through deference to a linguistic community. This
ccepted: 20 January 2026 . . L.
Published: 17 May 2026 paper argues that the analogy is flawed. After surveying and criticizing
mastery-based responses and showing their dialectical dead ends, the
Keywords: paper adopts a different approach. Drawing on Li Zhang’s (2024) analysis,

phenomenal concept strategy, it argues that synthetic physicalism faces a dilemma in explaining the
pure phenomenal concepts,

social externalism, constitutive direct reference of phenomenal concepts: either a demonstrative

approach, demonstrative (indexical) approach or a constitutive approach. By rejecting the

approach demonstrative approach—using Zhang’s arguments (the case of visual
agnosia) and David Chalmers’ distinction between indexical phenomenal
concepts and pure phenomenal concepts—the constitutive approach is
established as the only plausible option. In the final section, employing
Chalmers’ (2003) precise taxonomy, it is shown that Burge-style
externalism applies only to relational and standing phenomenal concepts,
but fails with respect to pure phenomenal concepts, whose nature is
constituted by experience. This conclusion, while acknowledging the
social dimensions of phenomenal language, vindicates the experiential
requirement for the core of phenomenal concepts.

Cite this article: Yousofipour, M, A.(2026) The Constitutive Nature of Phenomenal Concepts and the Limits
of Externalism. Shenakht, 19 (91/1), 33-51.
http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2026.242606.1385

Copyright © The Author(s). This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Published

by Shahid Beheshti University.
o hitp://doi.org/10.48308/ki.2026.242606.1385



http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2026.243025.1396
mailto:mayousofipour@gmail.com
http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2026.242606.1385
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-9441-1420

Shenakht, University of shahid Beheshti, Volume 19, 2026. pp. 33-51 34

Extended Abstract

Frank Jackson’s Knowledge Argument has long stood as a central challenge to physicalism
within the philosophy of mind. The argument presents the case of Mary, a brilliant
neuroscientist confined to a black-and-white room, who possesses complete knowledge of
human color vision but has never experienced color herself. The intuition that Mary learns
something new upon her release—specifically, “what it is like” to see red—suggests that
physical facts do not exhaust all facts about the universe, thereby threatening the physicalist
worldview. In response, physicalists have developed the Phenomenal Concept Strategy
(PCS), which concedes that while Mary acquires new knowledge, this acquisition does not
correspond to a new non-physical fact. Instead, PCS argues that Mary gains a new
“phenomenal concept” of a physical property she was already acquainted with under a
theoretical guise. Central to this strategy is the “Experience Condition,” the stipulation that
possessing a phenomenal concept is impossible without having the relevant phenomenal
experience. However, this foundational premise has faced a formidable challenge from the
doctrine of Social Externalism. Critics such as Derek Ball and Michael Tye have argued that
phenomenal concepts, like other concepts, can be acquired through social deference rather
than through direct experience. This article critically examines the externalist challenge,
evaluates the inadequacies of the “Concept Mastery” defense, and ultimately proposes a
solution grounded in a “Constitutive” account of phenomenal concepts, drawing on the
taxonomies provided by David Chalmers and recent analyses by Li Zhong.

The article begins by reconstructing the conflict between the Phenomenal Concept
Strategy and Social Externalism. The externalist critique draws heavily on Burge’s anti-
individualism, famously illustrated by the thought experiment regarding the concept of
“arthritis.” In Burge’s example, a patient believes arthritis has afflicted his thigh—a medical
impossibility—, yet he is still credited with possessing the concept of “arthritis” because his
usage is deferential to the expert community. Ball and Tye apply this logic to the case of
Mary. They argue that even within her black-and-white room, Mary is part of a linguistic
community that uses color terms. Through her study of the science of vision and her linguistic
interactions, she can use the term “red” to refer to the phenomenal quality of redness, just as
the patient uses “arthritis” to refer to the condition. If Mary can possess the concept of
phenomenal redness via social deference before her release, then the Experience Condition
is false. Consequently, if she already possesses the concept, her release does not involve the
acquisition of a new concept, and the standard PCS explanation for her epistemic progress
collapses. This leads to a dilemma: either accept that Mary learns a new fact (refuting
physicalism) or accept that she learns nothing (denying the powerful intuition of the thought
experiment).

To salvage the physicalist defense, some proponents have adopted the “Concept
Mastery” strategy, as advanced by philosophers such as Torin Alter and Gabriel Rabin. This
approach accepts the externalist premise that Mary might possess the concept of redness in
the room (in a deferential, partial sense), but argues that she lacks mastery of it. According
to this view, the “Experience Condition” should be reinterpreted as a condition for mastery
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rather than mere possession. However, this article argues that the distinction between
possession and mastery is insufficient to resolve the crisis. The “Mastery Defense” faces two
critical objections: the “Motley Objection” and the “Backfiring Objection.” The former,
articulated by Ball, suggests that “mastery” is an arbitrary collection of cognitive skills (such
as recognition or inference) rather than a natural kind, making it an inadequate explanation
for the profound epistemic gap Mary experiences. The latter, the Backfiring Objection, is
even more damaging; if the gap is explained merely by Mary’s lack of cognitive skill
(mastery), then the inability to deduce phenomenal truths from physical truths is a flaw in
Mary, not a feature of the metaphysics of mind. This path eventually leads to what Rabin
calls the “Pincer Argument,” which suggests that a theoretically “mastered” Mary (one who
possesses both the concept and the requisite cognitive skills) should be able to deduce the
phenomenal nature of redness from physical facts if physicalism is true. If she cannot, the
gap remains ontological. Thus, the article concludes that the move to “mastery” is a
dialectical dead end.

Having rejected the Mastery Defense, the article pivots to a metaphysical and semantic
analysis of phenomenal concepts to restore the Experience Condition. The core of the
argument rests on the specific mechanism by which phenomenal concepts refer to their
objects. Relying on Li Zhong’s 2024 analysis, the author posits that physicalism must choose
between two models of direct reference: the “Demonstrative Approach” and the
“Constitutive Approach.” The Demonstrative Approach views phenomenal concepts as
mental pointings (e.g., “this quality”’). However, this approach is critiqued as inadequate.
Following the arguments of Chalmers and Zhong, the text illustrates that mere demonstrative
pointing lacks the cognitive significance inherent in phenomenal concepts. For instance, the
judgment “this quality is red” is cognitively substantive, whereas “this is this” is trivial.
Furthermore, evidence from visual agnosia and blindsight suggests that one can have a causal
connection to a quality (a form of pointing) without having the phenomenal experience or
the corresponding concept. Therefore, a purely demonstrative account fails to capture the
“cognitive presence” of the experience within the concept itself.

Consequently, the article champions the “Constitutive Approach” (also known as the
Constitutional or Phenomenal Approach), supported by Loar, Papineau, and Chalmers. In
this view, the phenomenal experience is not merely the referent of the concept; it is a
constituent part of the concept’s mode of presentation. The concept is not a neutral pointer
to an experience; the experience acts as the very ink with which the mental concept is written.
Under this framework, the relationship between the concept and the experience is internal
and necessary. One cannot possess the concept “phenomenal red” in this specific, constitutive
sense without having the experience, because the experience is the vehicle of the concept’s
content. This theoretical move provides a robust metaphysical grounding for the Experience
Condition, insulating it from the standard externalist critiques that apply to non-phenomenal,
conventional concepts.

The final section of the article synthesizes these findings by applying David Chalmers’
(2003) taxonomy of phenomenal concepts to definitively dissolve the externalist objection.
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Chalmers distinguishes between “Relational Phenomenal Concepts” and “Pure Phenomenal
Concepts.” Relational concepts are defined by their external connections—for example, “the
quality that my community calls red” (community-centered) or “the quality that typically
causes this state in me” (individual-centered). The article concedes that Ball and Tye are
correct regarding relational concepts. Mary, in her room, can indeed possess the relational
concept of red (“the color everyone else sees”). In this sense, social externalism holds true;
the meaning is determined by the linguistic community. However, the crucial insight is that
the “Concept of Red” is not a monolith. When Mary first sees red, she acquires a Pure
Phenomenal Concept.

Pure Phenomenal Concepts are distinct because they pick out the quality “as it is in
itself,” mediated directly by the experience acting as the mode of presentation. Unlike the
concept of “arthritis,” which is constituted by social definitions and causal chains permitting
deference, a Pure Phenomenal Concept is constituted by the subjective feel itself. One cannot
defer the “feeling” of red to a community expert. The community can define the word “red,”
but it cannot supply the mode of presentation for the pure concept, because that mode is the
first-person experience. The article demonstrates that the externalist analogy fails here: a
blind person can defer to the community to use the word “red” correctly in sentences
(possessing the relational concept), but they cannot “borrow” the sighted person’s visual
experience to form the pure concept. The structure of a pure phenomenal concept is intrinsic
and self-presenting, immune to the proxy mechanisms of social externalism.

In conclusion, the article vindicates the Phenomenal Concept Strategy by refining the
target of the debate. The intuition that Mary learns something new is justified because she
acquires a Pure Phenomenal Concept—a specific type of mental representation where the
experience itself serves as the mode of presentation. This acquisition is impossible without
the experience, thereby upholding the Experience Condition. The externalist challenge is
successful only against relational concepts, which Mary indeed possesses in the room, but it
fails to touch the core phenomenal concepts that are central to the hard problem of
consciousness. By adopting the Constitutive Approach and distinguishing between relational
and pure concepts, the physicalist can accept the social dimensions of language while
maintaining that the subjective core of phenomenal concepts remains inextricably tied to
first-person experience, thus neutralizing the threat posed by the Knowledge Argument
without succumbing to dualism.
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