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Preserving the Normative Significance of Sentience

Abstract:

According to an orthodox view, the capacity for conscious experience (sentience) is relevant to
the distribution of moral status and value. However, physicalism about consciousness might
threaten the normative relevance of sentience. According to the indeterminacy argument,
sentience is metaphysically indeterminate while indeterminacy of sentience is incompatible
with its normative relevance. According to the introspective argument (by Frangois Kammerer),
the unreliability of our conscious introspection undercuts the justification for belief in the
normative relevance of consciousness.

I defend the normative relevance of sentience against these objections. First, [ demonstrate that
physicalists only have to concede a limited amount of indeterminacy of sentience. This
moderate indeterminacy is in harmony with the role of sentience in determining moral status.
Second, I argue that physicalism gives us no reason to expect that introspection is unreliable

with respect to the normative relevance of consciousness.

1. Introduction
According to the orthodox view, consciousness is normatively significant. In general terms, this
means that what we ought to do depends on the distribution of consciousness in the world. The
normative significance of consciousness encompasses specific mental representations, global
states and creatures. That is, it seems that our obligations are sensitive to differences in whether
specific mental episodes are consciously experienced or not, whether a human is in a globally
conscious state rather than being, for instance, in a coma, and whether particular animal species
have the capacity for conscious experience. To pick an especially salient example, we seem to
have a pro tanto obligation to remove the pain and suffering of others. However, if a cognitive
process is either individually not conscious or belongs to a being which is not capable of having
conscious experiences (suppose it belongs to a non-sentient species or a human in a state like
coma), then it is questionable whether it can constitute pain or suffering. If there is such a thing
as non-conscious pain or suffering, then this unconscious state seems at least to be less
normatively significant than its conscious counterpart.

However, in recent years, the orthodox view has attracted criticism. According to its
opponents, consciousness is irrelevant to our ethical obligations (Carruthers 2020; Kammerer
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2019; Kammerer 2022). Instead, we have to look to other kinds of properties to ascertain what
we ought to do. These alternative properties may, for instance, be the presence of strong
preferences or some form of psychological sophistication, as long as they are understood in a
way which does not implicitly presuppose conscious experience. This paper aims to defend the
orthodox view against the most important recent objections. I claim that — although properties
other than conscious experience may be normatively relevant as well — consciousness ought to
play an indispensable and central role in our ethical deliberation.

In section 2, I will explain the orthodox view further, distinguish distinct varieties of it
and outline its appeal. In section 3, I will present considerations against this view. I will focus
particularly on two objections which have been forcefully advocated by Kammerer (2022).
According to Kammerer, illusionism or reductionism about consciousness create problems for
the orthodox view. In particular, reductionism seems to entail that consciousness is
ontologically indeterminate and both positions undercut introspective justifications for the

orthodox view. Section 4 contains replies to both objections in turn. Section 5 concludes.

2. The normative relevance of sentience

2.1 Varieties of sentientism

This section will begin with laying some terminological groundwork. I define sentience as the
capacity to have conscious experiences. The notion of consciousness at stake is ‘phenomenal’
consciousness. It concerns how mental states are subjectively experienced from a first-person
perspective respectively “what it’s like” (Nagel 1974) to be in a certain mental state. As a first
approximation, sentientism is the view that consciousness — and derivatively sentience — is
normatively relevant.! The literature contains different ways to spell out the normative
relevance of consciousness.

For this reason, we can distinguish different versions of sentientism. First, authors differ
in whether they treat sentience as the capacity for conscious experience in general (as I define
it), or specifically for valenced conscious experience, i.e., experiences that feel good or bad,
like pain, fear, joy or relief (Birch et al. 2021). Thus, we can introduce narrow sentientism as
the view that only valenced conscious experiences are normatively relevant and wide
sentientism as the claim that some non-valenced conscious experiences are normatively relevant

as well. I remain neutral between those two views.?

! Note that sentientism does not imply that every conscious state is normatively relevant, but only the weaker
claim that some conscious states are normatively relevant in virtue of their particular phenomenal character,
i.e., how they feel. For a criticism of the stronger view, see Lee (2018).

2 For a discussion of narrow and wide sentientism (as defined here), see Chalmers (2022).



Furthermore, we need to make the notion of normative relevance more precise. In the
literature, two conceptions of what consciousness is relevant for are most prominent: moral
status (Jaworska and Tannenbaum 2021; Shevlin 2020; Singer 2011) and intrinsic value
(Kammerer 2019; Kriegel 2019). A creature possesses moral status iff it matters morally for its
own sake. A creature with moral status can be wronged, i.e., actions can be wrong because they
violate its interests as opposed to someone else’s. Similarly, a situation contains intrinsic value
iff it is good or bad for its own sake, i.e., independently of its (especially causal) relations to
other situations. Hence, we can stipulate status sentientism to be the thesis that consciousness
intrinsically contributes to moral status and value sentientism to be the view that consciousness
intrinsically contributes to intrinsic value. Again, I do not choose sides between these positions.
In what follows, I will frame objections to sentientism either as objections to value or to status
sentientism, depending on which framing is more typical in the literature. However, all
objections to be mentioned apply to both versions of sentientism.

The notion of intrinsic contribution captures that consciousness is relevant to moral
status or intrinsic value in a non-instrumental way, i.e., not because it is related to some other
third property. Different theorists can flesh this notion out by positing their favorite relations of
ontological dependency, for example grounding or constitution, as explanations of the intrinsic
contribution of consciousness to moral status or value.

As a final piece of terminological clarification, I add the distinction between strong
sentientism and weak sentientism. Strong sentientism is the view that only consciousness is
normatively relevant such that other properties do not possess normative relevance whereas
weak sentientism does not commit to this further claim. As you may have come to expect by
now, I do not make a claim regarding the truth of strong sentientism. The task of motivating
weak sentientism is rather modest. All I need to do is to support the contention that there are

some cases where consciousness is normatively relevant.

2.2 The appeal of sentientism

Why should one believe in the normative significance of consciousness? First of all, the view
is widely shared by experts and the broader public alike. With few but important exceptions,
almost all experts believe in sentientism. Indeed, most think that consciousness is very
significant for ethics. Notably, the objections to sentientism we will mention later stem mostly
from philosophers of mind. Ethicists almost unanimously accept weak sentientism (e.g.,
Jaworska and Tannenbaum 2021; Kagan 2019; Nussbaum 2007; Singer 2011). Laws regarding

the treatment of patients with post-comatose disorders and of animals also reflect the assumed



relation between moral rights and sentience (Browning and Birch 2022; Browning and Veit
2022). Nevertheless, even if sentientism is widely accepted, one should ask whether there
actually are reasons that warrant this (near) consensus.

There are three main avenues to justify sentientism: via introspection, via general
theoretical considerations and via the method of cases. First, when we are in pain, this
experience seems to immediately strike us as bad (Kammerer 2022; Muehlhauser 2017). Some
think that one directly introspects the pain’s badness. This is underscored by the observation
that it is hard to conceive of the pain not as something bad.® As will become crucial later,

Kammerer (2022) especially emphasizes this point:

There appears to be no need for careful reflection on elaborated moral laws, ethical principles, or
contractual agreements, to know that this (focusing on our current pain) is bad because of the way

it feels, and hence that, when someone else feels the same thing, it is also bad.

So, arguably sentientism is an obvious datum of introspection.

Second, there are some general theoretical considerations which favor sentientism.
Valenced conscious experience seems conceptually entangled with values and moral status.
Violating someone’s interests without a good reason seems to wrong that being. For having
one’s interests frustrated is bad for one. If this is true, having interests is sufficient for
possessing a moral status. In addition, it seems plausible that some valenced conscious
experiences suffice for the possession of interests. A being which consciously feels pain seems
to have a vested interest in the disappearance of that pain experience. If this is true, then certain
conscious experiences are sufficient for the possession of moral status.

In addition, the truth of many plausible ethical beliefs can be explained by sentientism.
There are (at least) pro tanto obligations to refrain from hurting someone, to anaesthetize
patients subjected to (otherwise painful) surgery and to treat people with respect. If sentientism
is true, then this arguably explains why these obligations hold: Hurting humans, consciously
experienced surgery or treating other humans without respect arguably tends to increase long-
run suffering and thus — if value sentientism is true — makes the world worse.

Third, the method of cases is the typical way to determine whether particular states are
intrinsically valuable. Using this method, we have to construct various fictional scenarios to
consult our intuitions about them. More precisely, we should imaginatively contrast two

situations which are almost identical, only that one contains conscious experiences or conscious

3 | thank an anonymous Reviewer for pointing out that some forms of pain may not be introspected as
something bad, e.g., pain for masochists or pain asymbolics (Grahek 2001). This observation may be a
challenge for the view that all conscious experiences are normatively relevant. However, it does not undermine
the view that some conscious experiences are normatively relevant which is all sentientism (as defined here)
entails.



beings while the states and beings in the contrasting situation are fully unconscious (Kriegel
2019; Levy 2014). If these two situations differ in perceived intrinsic value, then the value
difference has to obtain in virtue of the consciousness difference. In this case, we can conclude
that consciousness intrinsically contributes to intrinsic value.

Employing this method clearly suggests that consciousness is normatively relevant. To
mention some examples: While it is very bad when someone experiences excruciating
conscious pain, unconscious pain processing causing reflexive pain behavior is not nearly as
bad.* Torturing animals is at least partially bad because animals feel (conscious) pain in
response. If torture would not cause pain experience, it would not nearly be as bad. Being
subject to an invasive operation is, abstracting from its potentially damaging instrumental
effects, less bad when one is anaesthetized such as not to feel pain. This is, after all, a paramount
reason why we use anesthesia. Finally, it is intrinsically bad when locked-in patients feel
unhappy, while no such concerns apply in the case of comatose patients.

To summarize, introspection, theoretical considerations and particular cases converge
in their support for sentientism. For this reason, (at least) weak sentientism seems to be on pretty
solid grounds. In the next section, we will encounter two important arguments against
sentientism. Subsequently, we will evaluate whether they are strong enough to warrant a

rejection of sentientism.

3. Objections to sentientism

3.1 The indeterminacy objection

In this section, I will introduce the two objections to sentientism which will occupy us for the
remainder of the paper.®> The indeterminacy objection (Kammerer 2022) to sentientism is based
on the claim that, for many beings and mental states, there is no fact of the matter whether they
are conscious. Focusing on the consciousness of beings, rather than states, and moral status,

rather than value, it can be characterized schematically as follows:

P1: For a wide range of beings, it is metaphysically indeterminate whether they are sentient.

4 Both kinds of pain may be similarly bad instrumentally, for instance if they cause a trauma, but in terms of
their contribution to intrinsic value, there is a sharp contrast.

5 Other objections to sentientism are based on the illusionist theory of consciousness (Kammerer 2019) or the
epistemic inaccessibility of sentience (Danaher 2020; Gunkel 2019; Shevlin 2020). For a response to the former
argument, see Dung (2022a), and to the latter, see Dung (2022b).



P2: If sentientism is true and — for a wide range of beings — it is metaphysically indeterminate
whether they are sentient, then — for a wide range of beings — it is metaphysically indeterminate
whether they have moral status.

P3: It is not the case that — for a wide range of beings — it is metaphysically indeterminate

whether they have moral status.

C: Sentientism is not true.

Let’s discuss the three premises in order. Arguments to the effect that sentience may be
metaphysically indeterminate in some sense have been presented by a wide range of authors
(Birch 2022; Carruthers 2020; Cutter 2017; Hall 2022; Papineau 2002; Tye 2021). That being
said, these arguments are based on metaphysical and semantic presuppositions which differ
from and sometimes conflict with each other. In addition, they are presented with varied aims
in mind and reach different kinds of conclusions regarding the extent to which consciousness
is indeterminate.® For this reason, I will first stick to Kammerer’s presentation of the argument
for P1 since he uses it in the context that interests us: a general attack on sentientism.
Kammerer starts with assuming that reductive materialism implies that the conception
associated with our concept of consciousness is, to some extent, illusory.” For — to the extent
that this conception is anchored in our introspection of conscious states — it plausibly depicts
consciousness as intrinsic, immediately known and irreducible to physical or functional
properties. All these putative properties of consciousness are denied by reductive physicalists.
Given this, the conception that introspection attaches to our concept of consciousness — which
characterizes consciousness as essentially non-physical — cannot pick out a (unique) referent.
To fix the reference of our consciousness concept, we must instead posit that the concept refers
to the physical-functional property (e.g., broadcasting in a global workspace, having certain
kinds of higher-order representations etc.) which actually covaries most systematically with the
introspective application of our concept. This physical property is what constitutes

consciousness in humans.

5 Importantly, many of the authors mentioned don’t ultimately hold that consciousness is indeterminate. In
particular, some use the argument that indeterminacy of consciousness follows from certain assumptions as
reductio against one of these assumptions.

7 More precisely, Kammerer starts out by talking about the illusory nature of our (presumably sub-personal)
introspective representations of conscious states, not our concepts. However, since his argument ultimately
relies on the truth-conditions of consciousness ascriptions and thus on features of our (personal-level) concept
of consciousness, | prefer this way of setting up the argument.



However, following Carruthers (2020), Kammerer emphasizes that the physical
property constituting consciousness in humans will never be exactly shared by animals and
machines. Suppose consciousness is, in humans, constituted by global broadcasting of
information (Baars 1988; Carruthers 2020; Mashour et al. 2020).28 Various animals have
cognitive mechanisms which resemble human global broadcasting to various degrees and in
multi-facetted, cross-cutting ways. Our introspective representations cannot decide whether the
broadcasting mechanisms in, say, rabbits are similar enough to human broadcasting to count as
conscious. Since rabbits plausibly do not have introspective representations of their broadcast
contents, it is not clear which fact could determine which cognitive processes in rabbits are
sufficiently similar to human broadcasting to constitute consciousness and which are not.
Crucially, this indeterminacy does not indicate limitations of our knowledge of animal
consciousness. Instead, there is no fact of the matter, since nothing fixes whether the human
concept of consciousness refers to rabbit broadcasting processes or not.

Similar to Birch (2020), Kammerer considers that global broadcasting might be a natural
kind, i.e., a division in nature which is independent from our practices of conceptual
classification. Such kinds are posited to be referentially magnetic, such that our consciousness
concept might determinately refer to whatever property is a member of the general kind global
broadcasting.® However, Kammerer retorts that there would be too many natural kinds which
exert this referential magnetism on our consciousness concept to make its reference
determinate. In particular, adapting an argument by Birch (2022) and Papineau (2002), he
claims that the reference would be indeterminate between the functional kind global
broadcasting and the specific neural process which implements — and is always co-instantiated
with — this functional kind in humans. This would mean, for instance, that it is indeterminate
whether artificial systems which instantiate global broadcasting but do not have a brain are
conscious. The same might apply to bird brains which are functionally complex but do not
contain a cortex (Birch 2022). Hence, there would be many types of animals and machines for
which it would be metaphysically indeterminate whether they are conscious. The analysis of
the remaining premises of the indeterminacy argument will be briefer.

P2 is true if ‘sentientism’ is understood as ‘strong sentientism’. If sentience is the only

property that is relevant for whether beings have moral status and the sentience of an animal is

8 Since Carruthers (2020) endorses the global workspace theory of consciousness, this is the only example he
focuses on.

% Crucially, this kind is assumed to have coarse-grained identity conditions, such that, e.g., rabbits and humans
could instantiate the same kind, despite manifold differences in their detailed psychological and neural
makeup.



indeterminate, then its moral status is indeterminate as well. Weak sentientists can allow that
further properties contribute to the determination of moral status. They might say that — in
beings whose sentience is indeterminate — other properties gain primacy in fixing moral status
such that moral status comes out as determinate, nonetheless. However, if the metaphysical
indeterminacy of sentience is as widespread as the arguments in favor of P1 attempt to show,
namely if on most controversial discussions regarding sentience in animals or Al there is no
fact of the matter, and if sentience is irrelevant to the moral status of these beings, then the
normative contribution of sentience would be very limited. The resulting very weak form of
sentientism is something that proponents of sentientism might want to avoid.

Finally, P3 states that moral status is determinate or that cases of indeterminacy are at
least rare. The main argument for this claim rests on the link between moral status and ethical
deliberation. We care about the distribution of moral status because, in many situations, our
ethical obligations depend on which of the beings affected by the decision possess moral status.
If moral status is indeterminate, then ethical facts turn out to be indeterminate as well. The
orthodox response to this conundrum is to make a terminological stipulation which settles per
convention when we treat beings as sentient and therefore as possessors of moral status. Yet,
since there is no independent fact of the matter, this terminological decision is essentially
arbitrary such that our ethical obligations become arbitrary as well. At least if one shares the
inclinations of an ethical realist, this consequence is unacceptable.®

Instead of conferring determinate moral status per convention, Birch (2022) examines
which subjective norms for decision-making might obtain in the explicit condition of
indeterminacy of moral status. While I cannot recapitulate Birch’s reasoning here, he discovers
that all available options seem to be unsatisfactory. They all downplay the ethical significance
of indeterminacy: Either the difference between having a determinate moral status and having
an indeterminate moral status or the difference between determinately not having a moral status
and having an indeterminate moral status is levelled in a problematic manner.

In conclusion, there seem to be strong arguments for all three premises of the
indeterminacy objection. Even if P2 is not strictly speaking correct, since one may hold on to a
very restricted version of sentientism, the indeterminacy objection nevertheless implies that the
role of sentience in fixing moral status — and the normative significance of sentience more

generally — is small. Next, we will encounter the second objection to sentientism.

1070 be clear, as it is frequently defined, ethical realism may be logically consistent with the metaphysical
indeterminacy of many, although not of all, ethical facts. That being said, the intuitions animating realist views
are in tension with the admission that many ethical decisions can be settled purely conventionally.



3.2 The introspective objection

The introspective objection, developed by Kammerer (2022), is as follows:

P1: Reductive physicalism and illusionism both (individually) entail that beliefs about
consciousness which are claimed to be justified by introspection are actually unjustified.

P2: Our belief that phenomenal consciousness grounds moral standing is claimed to be justified

by introspection.

C: Our belief that phenomenal consciousness grounds intrinsic value is unjustified.

As can be seen from Pl, the introspective argument shares the starting point of the
indeterminacy objection. Reductive physicalism and illusionism both imply that our
introspective grasp of conscious experience — which portrays it as fundamentally non-physical
and irreducible — heavily misleads us. If our introspection of consciousness deceives us in this
case, we arguably cannot trust it in further cases. I will not challenge this premise here.?

The reasoning in favor of P2 has already been presented last section. According to
Kammerer, the plausibility of sentientism is based first and foremost on our immediate
introspection of the goodness or badness of our conscious experiences. Kammerer grants that
there may be non-introspective justifications of sentientism. However, even in this case, the
overall justification of sentientism would be weakened extremely once introspective rationales

are undermined. He claims (Kammerer 2022):

Our impression that phenomenal consciousness has some significant intrinsic value at best becomes
on a par with other impressions we might have about other valuable things, which means that we
should treat it with great caution and consider it highly defeasible (think about Greeks and slavery,

Kant and masturbation, etc.)

That is, given that we cannot rely on an introspective justification for sentientism, we should
treat it as on a par with other questionable ethical views. There may be some highly defeasible
reasons in favor of sentientism and it may ultimately turn out to be correct, but its epistemic

status is not much different from culturally influenced prejudices.

1 However, the premise does rely on some controversial assumptions. In particular, certain solutions to the
meta-problem of consciousness (Chalmers 2018), i.e., the problem of explaining why it seems like there is a
special and unique problem of explaining consciousness in physical terms, might rule out this objection. For
instance, if our intuitions that consciousness is irreducible are mostly caused by contingent cultural and socio-
historical factors (Rosenthal 2019), then one may argue that there are no analogous undermining factors
present in respect to our intuition that consciousness grounds intrinsic value. Thus, one may say that we can
trust this latter intuition more.
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This relates to a difference between the indeterminacy and the introspective objection:
While the indeterminacy objection concludes that sentientism is false, the introspective
objection merely undercuts the justification for sentientism. It concludes that sentientism is not
(sufficiently) justified, not that it is false. Nevertheless, if Kammerer is correct and
sentientism’s epistemic standing is comparable to the justification beliefs like the permissibility
of slavery enjoyed, sentientism would be in deep trouble.

In this section, we have encountered two objections to sentientism. The first is based on
the putative indeterminacy of consciousness, the second on the illusory nature of our
introspection of it. Prima facie, the indeterminacy and the introspective objection both have

some appeal. That being said, in the next section, I aim to refute both objections.

4. Rebutting the objections

4.1 Varieties of physicalism and moderate indeterminacy

In this sub-section, I present my counterargument to the indeterminacy objection. My reply is
based on two theses: First, the arguments supplied above demonstrate only a modest, not a
widespread indeterminacy of sentience. Cases of indeterminate sentience are conceivable, but
— if some are actually realized — they are few and far between. Second, even opponents of
sentientism should be prepared to admit a modest amount of indeterminacy regarding moral
status and value.

The indeterminacy objection is based on the fact that three claims are incompatible:
sentience is metaphysically indeterminate, moral status is determinate and sentience determines
moral status. I will discuss the first two claims to show that the extent to which sentience is
indeterminate fits well with the extent of moral indeterminacy we should expect independently.
Let’s start with the indeterminacy of sentience. Kammerer conjoins arguments by Birch and
Carruthers to make the case that the indeterminacy of sentience concerns a wide range of
animals and machines. As seen last section, Kammerer’s argument depends on the claim that a
unique reference of the term consciousness cannot be established by treating consciousness,
viz. the physical process underlying it, as a natural kind. Given the argument he ascribes to
Birch, the reference of our consciousness concept would nevertheless be indeterminate between
a broad functional kind — like global broadcasting — and the concrete neuroscientific kind which
implements it. For consciousness correlates equally well with both putative natural kinds in
humans. Since there are many animal species and possible future Al systems which instantiate
the functional kind but not the specific neuroscientific kind, there would be widespread

indeterminacy of sentience.
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However, Kammerer’s argument neglects that Birch’s (2022) argument explicitly rests
on a specific version of physicalism, namely “type-B” physicalism (Chalmers 2003).22 Type-B
physicalism is characterized by Chalmers as a view which acknowledges that there is an
“epistemic gap” between consciousness and the physical world such that, e.g., zombies are
conceivable, but denies an ontological gap. Thus, it is a moderate position which concedes that
phenomenal consciousness cannot be understood in physical terms in the way ordinary
properties can, while its ultimate nature is physical, nonetheless.

This is curious since the views of consciousness Kammerer is attracted to seem not to
be moderate at all, but radically physicalist: Either they reject the existence of phenomenal
consciousness outright (and thereby repudiate any epistemic gap in understanding the sort of
consciousness we do have) or take a reductive stance.’® That being said, Kammerer’s (2022)
view is compatible with type-B physicalism, since he understands ‘reduction’ in a
metaphysical, not in an epistemic sense.’* Yet, this does not change that one can disarm the
indeterminacy objection by opting for a different kind of physicalism.

Let’s look at why specifically type-B physicalism is necessary for Birch’s argument.
The reason is that Birch’s argument relies on the type-B physicalist claim that either (i) the
conception associated with our consciousness concept is largely false or (ii) there is no
conception attached to our consciousness concept (Birch 2022; Papineau 2002; Tye 2008).
Type-B physicalists endorse this claim because they posit an epistemic gap between our grasp
of consciousness and our understanding of the physical world. Thus, they need to hold that we
don’t conceive of consciousness in physical terms. Yet, they are physicalists which commits
them to the view that consciousness is physical. Thus, on type-B physicalism, our conception
of consciousness is either largely false, uninformative or there is no descriptive conception
attached to our consciousness concept.

With ordinary non-phenomenal concepts, the referent of a concept may partially be
determined as being the kind of entity which satisfies the conception associated with the
concept. But since type-B physicalists hold that either our consciousness concept does not come

with a conception of consciousness or the part of the conception which is true is not very

2 1n Chalmers’ seminal paper, this view is called ‘type-B materialism’.

13 Type-A physicalism is not inconsistent with Kammerer’s (2022) view that “phenomenal consciousness
(introspectively) seems to have properties that it does not have in reality”. While type-A physicalists hold that
our concept of consciousness is functional, they can nevertheless allow that introspection deceives us about
the nature of consciousness (making it seem non-functional). This is because they hold that our concept of
consciousness is formed independently of introspection.

14 Metaphysically, property F reduces to the more fundamental property G iff there obtains a sufficiently close
relation of ontological dependency between F and G, like identity or constitution. Epistemically, F reduces to G
iff complete knowledge of all G-facts is (for an ideal reasoner) sufficient to come to know all F-facts.
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informative, this conception cannot contribute substantially to fixing the reference of our
consciousness concept. Then, Birch’s argument succeeds. Given that the occurrence of this
concept covaries with at least one neuroscientific and one functional kind*® and introspection
and deference to experts (Birch 2022) cannot determine the reference either, there is no fact
which can establish a determinate reference for our consciousness concept.

The alternative to type-B physicalism — type-A physicalism — rejects an epistemic gap
between consciousness and the physical world. According to type-A physicalists, we conceive
of consciousness as a certain kind of physical or functional property (e.g., Dennett 1991; Lewis
1966). According to this view, there is no principled difference in the epistemic relation
between the physical world and consciousness on the one hand and between the physical world
and other high-level entities like organisms, thoughts or economies. For example, functional
truths like the following may compose our conception of consciousness:

a) When a being reports the presence of an object, it is usually conscious of the object.

b) When a being’s cognitive architecture is organized as a mere look-up table, it is not conscious
(Negro 2020).

c) Having a brain as complex and interconnected as the human brain is normally sufficient for

consciousness.

Many subtle ideas about the connection between consciousness and behavioral properties,
cognitive architecture and neural mechanism may be part of our conception of consciousness.
This conception can then help narrow down the candidate referents of our consciousness
concept. For instance, if our conception of consciousness includes many claims consistent with
functionalism, then a broad functional mechanism will turn out to be the referent of our concept.
If, on the other hand, the conception links consciousness to specific neural properties, then a
neural process may win out as the referent.

Crucially, even if a statement is part of our conception of consciousness, it does not
need to be part of the proper concept. For instance, even if b (from above) belongs to our
conception of consciousness, it is not necessarily the case that cognitive systems implementing
a look-up table cannot be conscious. This is the case because the conception can serve as a mere
reference-fixer which is contingently associated with the concept.

To see this, compare how the reference of natural kind terms like water is determined

(Putnam 1975). A conception — something akin to “a transparent, odorless, liquid which freezes

15 This way of putting the argument assumes that functional kinds exist (pace Buckner 2014). However,
arguably, there are also multiple non-functional kinds which correlate with our concept of consciousness.
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at 0 degree Celsius” — serves to pick out a class of potential referents but the concept water then
refers to whatever shares the underlying chemical structure — H20 — of most objects in this
class. Ultimately, the concept of water refers to some objects which do not satisfy the
conception, as long as they belong to the natural kind which is formed by the chemical structure
H20. Similarly, the concept of consciousness may refer to a natural kind whose members do
not all fully satisfy the associated conception.

While conceptions may play a role in fixing the reference of natural kind concepts, it is
even more plausible that they are vital for determining the reference of other classes of concepts.
Arguably, often concepts just refer to whatever satisfies the associated conception (Lycan
2019). Therefore, if our concept of consciousness does not differ much from more mundane
concepts, conceptions contribute to reference determination. If conceptions contribute to
reference determination, then it does not follow from the argument above that the reference of
our consciousness concept is indeterminate. Hence, if sentientists are not type-B physicalists,
they don’t have to fear the indeterminacy objection.®

I have shown that type-A physicalism does not entail widespread indeterminacy of
consciousness. Nevertheless, both views are compatible. Is there any reason to expect that, in
practice, the view that our consciousness concept is associated with a reference-fixing
conception will not be associated with widespread indeterminacy? Yes, on at least two views
of how the reference of our consciousness concept is fixed. First, we said that the functional
conception could serve as a contingent reference-fixer, as with natural kind terms (e.g. water).
Since natural kinds “cut nature at the joints”, their instances are mainly determinate (Birch
2022). Thus, reference will be determinate. Second, the correct conceptual analysis of our
consciousness concept may determine its reference. This analysis will be based on how we
actually use the concept consciousness. Since both the folk and the philosophers’ conception
seem to suggest that consciousness is not widely indeterminate, the default expectation is that
consciousness will come out as determinate in this conceptual analysis.

Let us discuss to possible replies by proponents of the indeterminacy objection. First,
they might insist that type-B physicalism is a more plausible view than type-A physicalism. If
so, my reply to the indeterminacy objection fails. I cannot negotiate this complex metaphysical

debate here, but let’s view things from a detached perspective: The indeterminacy objection

16 The easiest way to see that type-A physicalist views of consciousness (at least) do not entail indeterminacy of
consciousness is that — according to type-A physicalism — our concept of consciousness may work the same way
as other concepts of high-level properties, mental or otherwise. If one does not believe that life,
photosynthesis, memory and income are radically metaphysically indeterminate, then one is not committed to
radical metaphysical indeterminacy of sentience either.
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shows that type-B physicalism, the normative relevance of sentience and the (predominant)
determinacy of moral status are mutually inconsistent. Something has to give. As the objection
presupposes, the view that moral status is mostly determinate is indispensable, unless we accept
serious ethical problems. As explained earlier, the normative relevance of consciousness is
normally even seen as self-evident, except by researchers engaging with the objections
discussed in this paper, and a central ingredient in the accounts of moral status of virtually all
ethicists. Thus, there are strong reasons to retain commitment to sentientism, if possible. By
contrast, type-B physicalism is — despite its virtues — a very contentious view. Given that there
are alternative physicalist views in good standing which avoid widespread indeterminacy of
moral status and the rejection of sentientism, it seems currently advisable to reject type-B
physicalism.

Second, Kammerer (2022) also alludes to a different line of support for premise P1 of
the indeterminacy objection. Namely, if physicalism is true, it seems that consciousness is
vague, i.e., admits of borderline cases.'” In respect to every broadly physical or functional, high-
level property it seems clear that there are borderline cases of the instantiation of this property
(Cutter 2017; Tye 2021). For instance, the functional and biological features which characterize
global broadcasting, e.g. information integration, number and complexity of consumer systems
or number and length of long-range pyramidal neurons, all admit of variation on a continuous
scale. Thus, some area on this scale covers borderline cases where a being is neither
determinately conscious nor determinately unconscious.

However, there is no reason to think that these borderline cases of consciousness are
extremely widespread. The relevant physical property might be delineated quite, although not
perfectly, sharply. Furthermore, as Birch (2022) notes, the claim that few or no actual species
are borderline cases of instantiating the relevant properties is “implicit in the idea that
neurobiological and cognitive kinds are natural kinds that ‘carve nature at the joints’ with most
cases between the joints”. If a theory of consciousness would identify consciousness with a
property which admits of exceedingly many borderline cases, we would need to refine the
theory such as to refer to a kind which better captures the actual divisions within cognition.

In virtue of the familiar reasoning of the indeterminacy argument, limited indeterminacy
of sentience plausibly translates into limited indeterminacy of moral status. Is limited
indeterminacy of moral status a problem for sentientists? No, sentientists have two good replies

available. First, in ethics, the existence of moral vagueness is widely (Constantinescu 2014;

17 According to Antony (2006), every view according to which the physical correlate of consciousness does not
belong to fundamental physics — including dualist theories — entails that consciousness is vague.
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Dougherty 2017; Schoenfield 2016), although not universally (Dworkin 2011), presupposed for
independent reasons. In general, there is no obvious compelling reason why an ethical realist
should reject indeterminacy of ethical statements, if he accepts that there is empirical
vagueness. At the same time, Sorites-like considerations — known from descriptive contexts —
suggest the presence of borderline cases of the applicability of fundamental ethical predicates.
For instance, suppose I ought to donate $10 to charity every month. Also, I ought to give $10.01,
$10.02 etc. It is not the case that I ought to give a million dollar to charity every month.
However, there is a nearly continuous transition from the one supposed obligation to the other.
Plausibly, a difference in donation of $0,01 cannot change a determinate moral obligation to
donate to the determinate absence of a moral obligation to donate. Thus, there will be an amount
of dollars for which it is indeterminate whether one ought to donate that much (Constantinescu
2014).

Second, and more clearly, any competing account of moral status implies the presence
of borderline cases. For there is no plausible account of moral status according to which moral
status is entirely directly grounded in properties of fundamental physics.’® Yet, given
physicalism, any imaginable ground of moral status which is not a fundamental physical
property admits of borderline cases. No matter whether one sees moral status as grounded in
the possession of preferences (Shevlin 2020), rationality and the capacity for reflection or
something else: Given physicalism, this ground is ultimately a broadly physical property (e.g.,
a neuroscientific kind), which is indeterminate in the same way the possible candidate processes
underlying sentience are indeterminate. In conclusion, borderline cases of sentience do not
threaten sentientism because (i) there are independent reasons to accept borderline cases of
moral status and (ii) any putative ground of moral status consistent with physicalism admits of
borderline cases of moral status.

Let’s recap why the indeterminacy objection fails. The original objection is not sound
because it presupposes type-B physicalism. This allows sentientists to adopt type-A
physicalism and to subsequently claim that the conception associated with our concept of
consciousness helps to make the latter’s reference determinate. Thus, sentientists can hold that
there is no widespread indeterminacy of sentience. While one should grant the existence of
borderline cases of sentience, borderline cases of moral status are consistent with sentientism.
Now that the indeterminacy objection has been defused, we will tackle the introspective

objection.

18 A sentientist view according to which consciousness is identical to a fundamental physical property might be
the exception.
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4.2 Reliable and unreliable introspection

According to the introspective objection, sentientism is not justified because belief in
sentientism is mainly supported by introspection while illusionism and reductive physicalism
demonstrate that we cannot trust our introspection of conscious states. Non-introspective
sources of justification, it is claimed, do not suffice to grant sentientism a privileged epistemic
status relative to other once prevalent prejudices, like the permissibility of slavery.

My counterargument targets P1, i.e., the premise that illusionism and reductive
physicalism undermine the evidential value of introspection when it comes to beliefs about
consciousness. The introspective objection is based on the assumption that introspection of
conscious states is unreliable. However, things are not that clear-cut. According to the
physicalist views at issue, introspection portrays consciousness as intrinsic, immediately known
and irreducible to physical or functional properties: all properties which consciousness is denied
having. However, physicalists do grant that humans know things like when they are in pain,
what they are consciously seeing etc. If people have this knowledge, they must have it via
introspection. So there seem to be “good” and “bad” types of cases: Types of cases where
introspection systematically deceives us and types where it is very reliable. To find out whether
introspection of value belongs to the good or the bad type, we have to ascertain what members
of the bad type have in common.

It seems like all members of the bad type encapsulate a common core of dualist
intuitions: in showing consciousness as intrinsic, immediately knowable and irreducible,
introspection depicts consciousness as something which is not a typical functional or physical
property. By contrast, introspectively acquired beliefs like “I am in pain” and “I am currently
seeing a red tomato” are metaphysically neutral. They are not in tension with the belief that
consciousness is a functional or physical property.

What about the introspectively acquired belief that consciousness is normatively
relevant? Prima facie, this belief is compatible with holding that consciousness is reducible to
physical properties. For there is no contradiction involved in thinking that the same property is
purely physical and intrinsically valuable. However, even if the claim that consciousness is
intrinsically valuable is compatible with different accounts of its metaphysical nature, a
proponent of the introspective objection may hold that the normative relevance of
consciousness is not justified without anti-physicalism. She may elaborate as follows: We only
have the intuition that conscious pain is bad because our introspection conceives of it as a non-

functional process. If we would regard consciousness as a purely functional process, e.g. a
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process of making contents in the brain globally available (Dehaene 2014; Mashour et al. 2020),
why would it be valuable? There is nothing about consciousness, conceived in third-person
terms, which seems normatively relevant. Thus, introspection of consciousness as normatively
relevant, and its justificatory role, does stem from introspecting it as irreducible.

I disagree. I submit that the justificatory role introspection has for the normative
relevance of consciousness does not depend on the problematic kind of introspection which
portrays consciousness as non-physical. Introspection of consciousness as valuable does not
depend on the introspection of consciousness as non-physical. As Kammerer (2022) explains,
when introspecting conscious pain, for instance, we seem to recognize that this (kind of state)
is bad because it feels bad. Similarly, Muehlhauser (2017) argues that our intuitions about the
value of experience stem from demonstrative judgements. According to him, when my foot
hurts (say), my intuitive judgement about the pain is roughly of the form “Whatever this is, this
is really bad” (Dung 2022a). If our introspection picks out the value of consciousness
demonstratively, then it is neutral regarding its metaphysical status. In particular, it is neutral
between whether consciousness is a physical property or not. Thus, introspection of
consciousness as normatively relevant does not depend on anti-physicalist introspection. For
this reason, physicalist views do not undermine the justification of the view that consciousness

is normatively relevant.

5. Conclusion

There appear to be multiple strong reasons to think that sentience is normatively relevant,
namely general theoretical considerations, introspection and the consideration of particular
relevant cases. Neither arguments based on the putative metaphysical indeterminacy of
sentience nor doubts about the reliability of our introspective access to consciousness severely
undermine sentientism. The first argument presupposes type-B physicalism. If one opts for
type-A physicalism instead, then one has to accommodate only a modest indeterminacy of
consciousness, which does not threaten sentientism. The second argument exaggerates the
degree to which introspection of consciousness is untrustworthy: No version of physicalism
undermines the reliability of introspective judgements about the normative relevance of
consciousness. In conclusion, sentientism should remain the default view on the grounds of

value and moral status.
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