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There’s a near-by possible world where I’m a physical chemist who knows why 

a spark added to hydrogen and oxygen atoms in the right proportion yields a 
neutrally charged but highly polarized substance with relatively low viscosity. In that 
world, I also know about the surface tension properties of that substance, and with 
this information in hand, I have an answer to the question: why water is wet. But 
alas, in the actual world I’m a philosopher, and that means I think that there’s more 
to the story. I don’t just want to know why my cat gets wet when she gets in the 
shower—that’s the question that can be answered by physical chemistry—I want to 
know why I feel wet when my piña colada and I get caught in the rain.  

As a philosopher, I might \wonder about the sort of question that I would know 
how to answer were I wearing my cognitive science hat. Although little work has 
been done on the psychology and neurophysiology of the feeling of wetness,1 we 
know that there is some physiological story to be told about the sensation of wetness. 
Armed with functionalism and token identities, I might push for a physicalist story 
about mental states. However, there is a deeper and more pernicious question that I 
have to be concerned with as a philosopher. As Joe Levine (1983) points out, even if 
we knew the complete story regarding the neurophysiology of wetness, there would 
remain an ‘explanatory gap’.2 The point here is that even after the 
neurophysiological modeling is complete, a residual question remains: why is this 
neurophysiological state an experience of wetness rather than an experience of 
stickiness or even no experience at all? This sort of question is quite troubling. In 
fact, it appears that any materialist account of wet sensations is open to this sort of 
question and it also seems unclear how a materialist would go about answering this 
question. If there is no viable bridge across these troubled waters, this might even 
suggest that the physical facts don’t fix the mental facts. Unsurprisingly, dualists 
such as Chalmers (1995) and Jackson (Chalmers and Jackson 2001) have used this 
explanatory gap to make serious waves for materialism. As Chalmers (1995) puts it, 
any account of the physical cum functional properties of a critter will fail to explain 
why said properties are ‘accompanied by’ an experience of a certain sort; since all 
that the materialist can offer is a story about the physical cum functional properties 
of a critter, the materialist can’t bridge this explanatory gap. Dualism purportedly 
follows.  

                                                 
1 In fact, I’m not sure that any work has actually been done on the subject. A look through PSYCHinfo 
turned up no results pertaining to the physiology of wet sensations, and a look on Google brought up 
things that, well, were beyond the scope of this paper. 
 
2 As Levine puts the point, “What is left unexplained by the discovery of C-fiber firing is why pain should 
feel the way it does! For there seems to be nothing about C-fiber firing which makes it naturally ‘fit’ the 
phenomenal properties of pain, any more than it would fit some other set of phenomenal properties” 
Levine (1983, 357). 

I don’t buy it, and I’m in good company. Dennett (1996), for example, denies 
the existence of an explanatory gap, claiming that positing a ontological gap between 
mental states and physical states is akin to a person who upholds vitalism in biology 
asking how ‘life’ could be realized on the basis of biological processes.3 Moreover, 
Polger (2004 and Polger and Sufka forthcoming) argues that if we were really clear 
about the identity conditions for sensations and brain states, the gap would 
disappear.4 I’m inclined to agree with Dennett and Polger that there is no 
metaphysical gap. However, I do think that the apparent gap needs to be explained 
away rather than just dismissed. Enough with the preliminaries: On to the solution! 

First off, we have to recognize that there are qualia. Following Bill Lycan 
(2001), I intend the term qualia to denote the introspectable phenomenal features that 
characteristically inhere in sensory experiences (e.g., the color of an after-image, the 
pitch of a sound, and the smell of a rotten egg). Keeping these qualitative states in 
mind, let’s consider one sort of experience we’ve all had: getting caught in the rain. 
Suppose you’re walking home from the office when a thunderstorm hits and you get 
soaked. There are phenomenal features of this experience that could be attended to. 
However, the problem is that qualia are purportedly ineffable. We don’t seem to 
have the linguistic capacity to articulate the intrinsic character of this experience. 
Perhaps we can make sense of soaked-qualia by way of analogies to other sorts of 
wet experiences, or, perhaps a more talented poet than I could articulate some 
metaphor for the qualitative character of the experience of being soaked that would 
point towards some of the intrinsic features of this wet experience. However, by and 
large, there is nothing more to say about the phenomenal feel of this wet experience 
above and beyond what can be said through ostension: it feels like this! This 
ineffability seems quite puzzling on an unreflective materialist account of the mind, 
and it is this ineffability I take to be the first thing we must explain if we are to 
explain the apparent explanatory gap. 

To help with this explanation, I’ll borrow an argument from Polger (2004). 
Polger argues that we don’t really have a clear idea about how to discriminate types 
of mental states. The primary reason for this is that we typically don’t attend to the 
subtleties of our experiences in a way that’s sufficient for spelling out the requisite 
identity conditions. While it is clear that we don’t really know how to individuate all 
the different sorts of wet experiences that we might have, it does seem to be the case 
that there are a variety of different sorts of experiences that can be cataloged under 
the heading ‘wet experiences’. For example, my experience of wetness when my cat 

                                                 
3 Dennett (1996, 6) actually thinks it’s worse than this, for in a parallel fashion, the proponent of cutism 
would wonder how cuteness could be realized on mere physical properties; after all cuteness must not be a 
functional property since we can all imagine someone who isn't actually cute but who nevertheless 
functions as though she were. 
 
4 Lycan (forthcoming) demurs, arguing that there really is a gap, but that it’s no embarrassment to the 
materialist since it’s just the result of the ineffability of phenomenal information (which in turn is 
explained by the fact that phenomenal facts are articulable only in the semantics of introspectorese). 
Lycan also notes that the phenomena is not confined to consciousness (citing the phenomena of 
pronominal modes of presentation), making the gap seem much less problematic for the materialist. 
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shakes her fur at me after playing in the water, though it is a sort of wet feeling, is 
quite a distinct from the feeling of wetness that I feel after being caught in the rain 
with my piña colada. Moreover, the sort of wetness I feel when I take a shower, wash 
my hands, spill some water on my shirt, run through the sprinklers, or go swimming 
all seem to be distinct sorts of feelings of wetness. This suggests that what needs to 
be done is a cataloging of all of the phenomena that fall under the heading of ‘feeling 
wet’. Once this introspective/phenomenal project is completed, it remains for the 
identifications between particular wet sensations and particular neural structures to 
be carried out. 

However, things aren’t so clear on this point either. Polger is also right to note 
that our current techniques for studying human neurophysiology are insufficient for 
determining, in most cases, precisely what the state of activity is in a brain or 
precisely what sort of activity is relevant to a particular behavioral state. As I’ve 
already noted, we don’t have an account of the physiology of wetness—it just hasn’t 
been studied yet. Given this dearth of knowledge regarding the functional 
architecture of wet states, we have no way to individuate brain states that might 
potentially be identified with wet sensations. 

We might, then, spell out a speculative account of the likely sorts of brain states 
that could realize wet sensations. Noting that the relevant identities will be posited 
between very particular sorts of wet experiences and incredibly complicated 
neurophysiological structures. And noting that differences in wet feelings seem to be 
related differences in pressure and temprature, we might think that the 
neurophysiological story will be likely to be told in terms of:  1) thermoreceptors, 
hair receptors, and Merkel receptors, 2) the transmission of electrochemical signals 
through the spinal cord, medulla, thalamus, and somatosensory cortex, 3) the 
particular activity of neurons and neurotransmitters, and finally, 4) the attentional 
and working memory structures (likely prefrontal and hippocampal) that make the 
output of these lower-level sensory systems available for introspective activity.  

Needless to say, the story will be incredibly complicated. However, once we 
have this story figured out, and once we know what it would take to replicate such a 
state by way of electrochemical stimulations to the relevant neural architecture, we’ll 
find that a particular sort of neural stimulations and the effect of getting caught in the 
rain give rise to the same subjective phenomenal experiences (in humans). We’ll also 
learn that from a third person perspective, there is no difference in the behavioral 
dispositions of a person who has actually gotten wet and the person who is being 
neurally stimulated in the right way to give rise to the relevant sort of experience. 
While there will never be any more proof than this that the qualitative state and the 
neurophysiological state are identical, it will seem to us that this identity is the best 
explanation for the correlation. 

Supposing that some such story comes out to be true for our qualitative states, 
we will have an a posteriori identification of a mental state and a physical state. At 
this point, Polger claims that there will be nothing more to say about the explanatory 
gap—it will just disappear. Identities do not (pace Jackson and Chalmers) call for 

explanation.5 If the brain state is identical to the introspectable phenomenal feature 
of our experience that’s all there is to say about the experience and the materialist 
wins the day.  

If only things were this easy! 
I find this position quite promising as a way to bridge the epistemic gap between 

experience and neurophysiology, though it strikes me that Polger has been altogether 
too willing to make sensation easily effable by way of introspection and 
phenomenological report—this might work, though I’m not going to hold my breath. 
More importantly, however, the mere positing of low level identities doesn’t do a 
very good job of explaining the sort of gap that we thought that there was. I’m 
inclined to think that even if we had this data, even if all of these identities came 
through, there would remain an important question that won’t have been explained. 
With neurophysiology and identities in hand, we might still wonder why a particular 
wet experience felt like other wet experiences rather than like sticky experiences, or 
bored experiences, or ticklish experiences. It thus appears that by adopting Polger’s 
strategy we open up another gap. We’re now left with the question: Why does this 
wet experience feel like other wet experiences? 

This sort of question, however, poses no problem for materialism once we 
examine the relevant sorts of identities. The remaining explanatory gap rests on a 
question about the relations between experiences that have been classified as 
belonging to the same type from the standpoint of phenomenological investigation. 
So, in answer to the question, why do the sort of wetness I feel when I take a shower, 
wash my hands, spill some water on my shirt, run through the sprinklers, or go 
swimming all feel similarly (even if distinct in some respects noticeable on careful 
introspection) wet, my claim here is that there will be much overlap in the 
neurophysiological states that we’ve found to be identical to the relevant qualia. This 
fact, however, begs for explanation. Three options suggest themselves at this point. 
First, there may be some sort of selectionist story to be told about the sensation of 
wetness—in which case we should expect to find structural similarities across 
sensations of wetness because the relevant neural architecture was selected for. 
Second, it might be the case that sensation of wetness has been exapted from some 
lower level sensations (e.g., the ability to discriminate changes in pressure on the 
skin, to discriminate changes in temperature, and the movement of hair follicles) 
each of which has been selected for some particular purpose—in which case we 
should expect to find structural similarities across sensations of wetness because the 
relevant underlying neural architecture was selected for. Finally, it might be the case 
that sensation of wetness is a spandrel realized because of the design constraints on 
lower level sensations (e.g., the ability to discriminate changes in pressure on the 
skin, to discriminate changes in temperature, and the movement of hair follicles) 
each of which has been selected for some particular purpose—where, once again, we 
should expect to find structural similarities across sensations of wetness because the 
relevant underlying neural architecture was selected for. In any case, it seems as 

                                                 
5 I’ll take it as established that identities do not call for explanation though I can’t argue for this claim 
here. For arguments against the Jackson-Chalmers line, cf., Lycan 2003. 
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though it is highly likely that the neural architecture underlying similarities in 
phenomenology is likely itself to be similar. 

One more worry now suggests itself. What happens if we find that there are 
some sorts of states that are similar at the level of neurophysiology but not at the 
level of phenomenology or that are similar at the level of phenomenology but not at 
the level of neurophysiology? It strikes me that we have a couple of options at this 
point. First off, it seems to me that we might be willing to revise the catalog of types 
of experiences that was provided by engaging in careful introspection. After all, if 
introspection is anything like perception of any other sort, it’s going to be fallible. 
Barring some theory driven commitment to the infallibility of introspection, there 
seems no reason why we would not be willing to revise our understanding of our 
phenomenology. There might, however, be some reason why we might not want to 
revise our understanding of our phenomenology (e.g., if there are two states that 
seem closely related even in the absence of intensive introspective training). In this 
case, there is another incredibly viable option. Given that the similarities are just 
that, similarities, we can revise the metric used for comparing similarities such that 
they respect the phenomenological classification. Such revision often takes place in 
scientific inquiry. For example, were we merely to compare the genomes of 
chickadees and titmice, we’d find that there were some titmice who were more 
closely related to some chickadees than they were to other titmice and vice versa. 
However, when we attend to the genetic structures resulting in the expression of 
particular morphological traits, we find that there is sufficient similarity allowing for 
the conventional classification of these species without disregarding the genetic 
facts. In the same way, we would be sure to attend to the components of the 
neurophysiology of a particular sort of sensation that were tied to the sorts of inputs 
(i.e., stimuli) and outputs (i.e., sensations) that are particularly important for the 
sensory state in question. It strikes me as a pragmatic choice at this point which way 
we go. 

If all has gone well at this point, I’ve shown how the explanatory gap could be 
dissolved. I’ve engaged in a strategy of divide and conquer. If we knew the relevant 
identities and we knew the relevant relations between the identities, then we would 
have everything that we need to be able to exhaustively describe the qualia and 
bridge the explanatory gap. That would be the end of the story! Sadly, however, it’s 
incredibly unlikely that people will spend the requisite time to be trained to make the 
necessary discriminations at the phenomenal level. Moreover, I doubt that the 
currently available neuroscientific methods are sufficiently fine grained (both 
temporally and spatially) to spell out the neurological states that are identical to these 
phenomenological states. That means that for now, there remains a serious epistemic 
gap—and nothing’s changing any time soon.  
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