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The matter of Mr Rollin’s dog 
 

I wrote the first version of this before I finished my thesis because I was worried 
I might get run over by a bus and no-one would know what I’d been doing. This 
version is basically the same, with a few revisions. Here we go. 

 
It starts with asking whether science can tell us if dogs feel pain. In order to 

answer this sort of question meaningfully though, it turns out we need to turn our 
ideas about reality inside out. Sort of. Sounds portentous but it’s actually pretty 
straightforward. 

 
Okay. Where to start? Hmmm. Here’s a story told by Bernard Rollin in his book 

The Unheeded Cry: “In February 1985, I was told by a United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) inspector that he had recently inspected a medical school under 
the Animal Welfare Act and, in passing, had inquired about the pain dogs were 
feeling in a particular experiment. To his amazement, the researcher responded by 
answering him that ‘Dogs don’t feel pain – their nervous system is not sufficiently 
developed.’” 

 
That seems a bit of a startling thought to most people. Though I’ve also found 

that some people are just fine with it. So do dogs experience pain? Has the researcher 
made a scientific mistake? If not … is she right? Asking this leads us on to a broader 
question: which of the myriad creatures and things around us do have experiences of 
their own? 
 

Seriously, this is a question which people hardly ever ask themselves. Here’s a 
list of creatures, sorted in a rough order of complexity-of-brain, you might say. (Don’t 
take it too seriously, it’s not intended to be anything definitive.) Would you say that 
everything on the list has some sort of consciousness, i.e. does it have any sort of 
subjective experience of its own? Could each of these creatures feel pain, for 
example? If not everything on the list, where would you (roughly) draw the cut-off 
line? 

• Chimpanzee 
• Dog 
• Chicken 
• Lizard 
• Snake 
• Goldfish 
• Crab 
• Prawn 
• Spider 
• Ant 
• Barnacle 
• Jellyfish 
• Earthworm 
• Coral polyp 
• Bacterium 



 
So where would you draw the line? Don’t worry, there’s no right or wrong 

answer. Not one that anyone can prove anyway. Go ahead, give it a go. 
 
A pretty large percentage of readers have read this far without even trying the 

task. They just thought something like “Okay, let’s say I’ve made a choice, and now 
I’ll move on and see how I feel about it later.” But let me say: the rest of this will 
make more sense if you take 30 seconds now to go back, look at the list and decide 
what you think is a plausible answer. You don’t have to tell anyone. Just think it in 
your own personal head. Please go back. 
 

Some people will have raised an eyebrow of objection as they looked at the list. 
“Hang on!” they’ll say, “You’re just anthropomorphising! That’s all wrong!” To 
anthopomorphise, as I’m sure you know, is to attribute human characteristics to non-
human things. Like thinking that your car has moods, or saying that a house is sad to 
see its occupants leave, or believing that your dog is wondering what it’s going to do 
tomorrow. If you say, “The lizard got nervous and ran away” or “My dog is feeling 
guilty”, you’re anthropomorphising because it’s unlikely that lizards feel anything as 
complex as nervousness, or dogs feel anything as complex as guilt. You’re attributing 
human characteristics to animals.  

 
But it doesn’t follow from this that dogs and lizards don’t experience anything 

at all. Dogs might not feel human-style guilt but they may well experience more basic 
things like pain, hunger, visual and auditory experiences. Lizards likewise. Attributing 
human experience to a lizard is anthropomorphising; attributing lizard experience to a 
lizard is not. The question is, is there such a thing as lizard experience? And if there 
is, what is it like? 

 
Looking back at the list, most people are fairly comfortable with saying that the 

top few creatures have some measure of consciousness, down to about the lizard. At 
the snake/goldfish level they start to get a bit iffy, but are willing to give the benefit of 
the doubt. At about the jellyfish level, they start to think there probably isn’t any 
consciousness at all, and few people think bacteria have any of their own experiences. 

 
There are some significant exceptions to this. One person I asked declared 

categorically that all living things have some measure of consciousness. “Even 
carrots?” I asked. “Yes,” she said. “Mould?” I ventured further. “Yes,” she said. She 
wasn’t a fool either, she had an MBA and went on to become a product manager at a 
very large software company. Another person I asked thought it was quite possible 
(though she didn’t insist that it was so) that nothing on the list had any subjective 
experience of its own at all In fact, she wasn’t really sure if human babies, before they 
learn to use language, had any conscious experiences. These are two fairly extreme 
positions, but they’re not outrageously or obviously wrong. You can find quite 
respectable academic philosophers who will support each of these positions. 

 
Anyhoo, so what does science have to say about all this? Like all scientific 

questions, there are a range of views but it’s fair to say that the scientific orthodoxy is 
this: none of the creatures on the list have any measure of “subjective conscious 
experience”. Neither do human babies. Neither do human adults. There is no such 
thing as “subjective conscious experience”. It doesn’t exist. In other words, the 



researcher in the Rollin’s Dog example is right in saying that dogs don’t feel pain. 
According to the scientific orthodoxy, they don’t. Neither do chimpanzees, cats or 
rabbits. Or you. 

 
Why is this? Because basically there’s no real scientific evidence that 

consciousness exists – there’s nothing we can point to or measure that enables us to 
say, “There it is, that’s consciousness.” Sure there’s behaviour and functions. We can 
see that the dogs is squirming and yelping (behaviour). And we can investigate how 
its brain is physically processing information from its sensory receptors to help it 
avoid harmful stimuli (functions). But there are just behaviour and functions. Like the 
researcher in the Rollin’s Dog example, they don’t necessarily mean there is 
experience or consciousness going on. After all crabs and worms and spiders can do 
things that look like they’re in pain, but it doesn’t mean that they are. Just because 
cockroaches respond to light doesn’t mean they have any visual experience of light, 
whatever their behaviour. There’s no publicly-available evidence that says that, over 
and above these behaviours and functions, there’s also consciousness. And being 
good scientists who obey Ockham’s Razor, we don’t believe in things that there’s no 
evidence for. 

 
For a fuller description of this argument, see my website at 

www.unmaterialism.net. Though at time of writing, I have to expand on this yet, if 
you’re really interested go there and send me an email. Otherwise, let’s move on to 
the next bit. 

 
 

The case for consciousness 
 

Righty. If someone tells you they have pain in their tooth and you ask “How do 
you know there’s a pain in your tooth?” they’re liable to look at you like you’re crazy. 
And rightly so. You don’t have to find out you’ve got a pain, you just know it directly. 
But this illustrates an important point: if we want to find our conscious experiences, 
we don’t go looking for them out in the world, we don’t go looking for public 
evidence of them. We just have them – we are just having experiences of pain, visual 
sensations, sounds, smells, tactile sensations and the like. We know directly and 
immediately that we are having them. In philosophy circles, this is called knowledge 
by “direct acquaintance”. It’s this first-person experience which is evidence for 
consciousness. In fact, first-person experience is consciousness. 

 
So we know we’re conscious by direct experience. But accepting that idea leads 

us to a further interesting point. When we think about what these “directly-
acquainted” experiences are about, we see that some of them are about the world 
around us: we have visual experiences of the sun in the sky, tactile experiences of 
rough and smooth surfaces, olfactory experiences of weird or pleasant smells. In fact, 
when you think about it, everything that you observe about the world around you is 
part of your conscious experience of the world. When you say “I can see the sun in 
the sky”, what you mean is, “I am having a conscious experience of seeing the sun in 
the sky”. When you say “I can feel the cold water rushing over my toes”, what you 
mean is “I am having a conscious experience of cold water rushing over my toes.” 

 



Now if you think about this carefully you realise that what normally call the 
“physical world” is really your set of conscious experiences, in the sense that your 
knowledge of it comes to you through your conscious experience of it. You don’t 
perceive the world around you independently of your conscious experiences; rather 
you perceive the world around you by having conscious experiences. What you think 
of as the outside world – the world which includes things which are warm or cold, 
hard or soft, yellow or something else, fragrant or smelly – all of this is really just 
your particular set of conscious experiences. How the world really is, independently 
of your experience of it, is something we will discuss shortly. 

 
Now this idea extends into the scientific lab also. Some of these conscious 

experiences we’re having – visual and auditory experiences for example – are our 
scientific observations. When a scientist looks at a dial and sees that it says “5 units”, 
then she is having a conscious experience of seeing a dial reading 5 units. Our 
scientific observations are constituted of conscious experiences. This means that our 
knowledge of consciousness has a special relationship to scientific observation which 
other areas of scientific knowledge don’t have. I’ll come back to this point later. 

 
It might seem at this point as if I am advocating a position of solipsism – the 

belief that nothing exists outside one’s own mind, a belief which most people cannot 
really take seriously. The “problem of the external world” is an oldie-but-a-goodie in 
philosophy circles i.e. does the world still exist when I’m not perceiving it? For a bit 
more info on the role this problem has played historically in this whole debate, please 
see the “Argument > A short history” section on my website www.unmaterialism.net. 
However, this is not what I’m advocating. We can acknowledge that the world we 
perceive is the world as consciously experienced without denying that there is external 
world that exists independently of that experience. What is up for grabs however is 
the nature and form of that external world. 

 
How does that work? What does that even mean? Well, the easiest way to 

explain is to turn the universe outside in. Let’s do that now. 
 
Here are two scenarios for your consideration; one which is completely ordinary 

and one which is not. The first and ordinary scenario is to think about dreams. You’ve 
had dreams before presumably, and in those dreams you’ve had subjective 
experiences of a “physical world” – blue sky, yellow house, green fields, big white 
polar bears. When you’re having these dreams, nothing in your brain adopts those 
actual forms – nothing turns blue or green or yellow, nothing becomes “house-
shaped”, there are no little miniature polar bear roaring noises made by your brain. 
Rather, the brain just represents those things in another way. By a particular 
arrangement of brain cells and molecular signals, the experience of blue is generated. 
By another arrangement, an experience of a polar bear occurs. In other words, the 
thing which causes and gives rise to your subjective experiences, does not itself have 
the same form as those experiences. 

 
Instead, all that it has is an informational correspondence with them. I’ll explain 

that in a bit more detail in the next scenario, but the main thing to recognise is that by 
accepting the idea that our brains cause our dream experiences, we accept the idea 
that the thing which causes the experience doesn’t necessarily have the same form as 
the experience. Some people might already see where I’m heading with this, and if so, 



good luck to you, you’re very clever. Your universe has already turned outside in. But 
before we lay all the cards on the table, let’s consider the second scenario. 

 
This is a bit more science-fictioney and requires a bit more of an imaginative 

leap. Imagine that you have a very fast, very big computer. On this computer you run 
a simulation of a room – and the room is, say, 3 metres by 4 metres, has red walls, a 
sofa, a TV, a little table with a vase and some flowers. So far, so simple. In this room 
you also run a simulation of an actual person. Let’s call her “Simone” after a character 
in a science-fiction movie which, to be honest, was not very popular. In fact I haven’t 
even seen it. I think Al Pacino was in it. Anyway, doesn’t matter. 

 
Our Simone is such an advanced simulation of a person that she can have 

conversations and pretty much talk about anything an actual person talks about. You 
can actually converse with her via a webcam and microphone, and she sees and hears 
you via her TV. Some people at this point will simply say that this is impossible, that 
no computer simulation could ever be so complicated as to be just like a real person. 
It doesn’t really matter if you think it’s possible or not at this point, just for the sake 
of the metaphor, imagine that it is. 

 
The first question is, what would it be like to be Simone, living in that room? 

Well we have every reason to believe that it would be just like it would be for you or 
me living in that room. She’d perceive the room just as we would - red walls, green 
sofa, TV, vase, all that stuff. We have as much evidence that she is fully conscious of 
her surroundings, and perceives them in that way, as we have that anyone else we 
meet is fully conscious of their surroundings. This is a science-fiction scenario of 
course, but there are a considerable number of academic philosophers who believe 
that this is indeed possible. If the brain is just a sort of “meat computer” which runs 
the “software” of the mind, then this same software could be replicated to run on a 
“silicon computer” instead. And if it does all the same stuff – laughs, cries, shrieks in 
pain, scratches itself, talks about its feelings, tells you that it really is having 
conscious experiences, etc, etc, etc – then we have just as much reason to believe that 
it really is having conscious experiences as we have that other people are having 
conscious experiences. 

 
Now imagine that you’ve got the Virtual Simone software running. She’s 

walking around the room, watching TV, reading the newspaper, watering the plant, 
that sort of thing. While the program is still running, you unplug the keyboard, the 
mouse and the monitor. Now you’ve just got a computer box in front of you, with a 
bunch of active computer chips and discs inside it performing calculations, but there’s 
no output that you can see. But Simone is still going on “in there” – she’s still reading 
the newspaper, sitting on the sofa, etc. Now here we have another instance of 
something like the dream scenario we talked about earlier. Simone is having a series 
of conscious experiences (red walls, soft sofa, itchy leg, feeling of vague 
unhappiness). From our perspective outside the computer box (remember there’s no 
monitor screen) there’s no red walls, no sofa, no legs. What there is, is a mathematical 
program which is being executed on a physical computer. The physical computer does 
contain within it physical things which encode or represent Simone’s world. The 
variables which constitute the calculation are encoded onto the disc or computer chip 
in magnetic or electrical pulses. There is a set of magnetic pulses which represent the 
numbers 3, 4 and 2 for instance, which are the dimensions of the room (3m x 4m x 



2m). There are sets of magnetic pulses which represent the size of the sofa, the colour 
of the walls, the height of the plant on the table. In other words, although there is no 
actual room, sofa, table or tv, there is a calculation being run on a machine which 
physically encodes the required variables, and there is a set of conscious experiences 
happening. There is also an informational correspondence between the computer 
program and the experiences which Simone has. That is, there is a similarity of 
structure in the variables which are encoded in magnetic pulses (e.g. those which 
govern the size of Simone’s room) and the room which she experiences (a room 
which is 3 x 4 x 2). But, just as in the dream scenario, there is no similarity of form.  
If we opened the computer box up and looked inside, and looked at its component 
parts, we wouldn’t find a little room and some red paint and a little person. It’s the 
computer program’s informational structure which governs Simone’s experiences, not 
its actual form. 

 
So this is a second example – not so ordinary, and more of a metaphor rather 

than a real case -  of the point I was making earlier. Subjective conscious experience 
can arise from something which has no resemblance of form, but which has only an 
informational correspondence to the experiences themselves. 

 
So far, so good. Take a pause for breath. Here comes the tricky part. 
 
Tricky part starts now. If we accept that point (about informational 

correspondence) then this idea follows: we do not know the form of the structure 
which is causing us to have all these subjective conscious experiences. We can 
assume that the “external world structure” has some informational correspondence to 
the world we experience. But we don’t know any more than that. What we normally 
think of as the “physical world” is really just the “consciously experienced world”, 
and what causes us to have these conscious experiences is unknown to us. Just as 
Simone would not be able to access the physical workings of the computer which 
creates her even if she knew she was only a virtual person, so we cannot get access to 
the real external world. It’s just like the fact that you cannot observe the brain which 
is creating your dream when you’re actually having the dream, even if you know 
you’re dreaming. 

 
This then is our epistemic situation. We know that we are having conscious 

experiences of the world. But we don’t know, and cannot find out, what is causing 
those conscious experiences. We can only assume that whatever it is, it has an 
informational correspondence with the experiences we’re having. If it didn’t, it would 
be meaningless to say it has any causal connection to what we experience. 

 
This is a somewhat startling world view. At least, it should be, I’d be surprised 

if you weren’t a bit startled by it. What we’re saying is that there is no physical world. 
There are only subjective conscious experiences (i.e. everything we perceive) and the 
unknown substratum which gives rise to them. What we normally think of as “out 
there” (physical objects, buildings, continents, planets, galaxies, blah blah blah) are 
really only part of the conscious experiences which are generated by … something 
else. What we thought was “out there in the world” is really “in our experiences in 
here” – the universe is turned outside-in. What was out, is in. And what is really out, 
we don’t know about. 

 



This might sound a bit kooky. Why would anyone bother to believe such a crazy 
notion? The answer is simply that reason leads us that way. It might sound like a 
startling new idea. I wish it was, and I wish I could be hailed as a great philosopher 
who had introduced a new and incredible way of understanding the universe we 
perceive to be the world. But in fact, Kant said all this back in 1783. Not long after 
Captain Cook sailed to Australia and the American colonists declared independence, 
and just before the French revoluted, the very, very clever Immanuel Kant, living in a 
little town in Prussia, figured all this out. 

 
Well sort of. Kant said something similar anyway. He wasn’t real clear about 

what he meant, perhaps because he didn’t have computers or “Virtual People” 
metaphors to draw upon. There are many differing interpretations of what Kant said. 
But he did divide the world up into the “phenomenal” (i.e. our conscious experiences) 
and the “noumenal” (i.e. the external structure which causes those experiences but 
which is unknown to us). Which is pretty close to what I’m describing here. 
Arguments have been raised against Kant’s position, but I think it can be adapted to 
overcome them. In any case, Kant’s views on reality never seemed to cross-over into 
mainstream science, though they were hugely influential in philosophy circles. One 
exception to this, strangely enough, is Einstein, who knew Kant’s work well. For 
more explanation of Kant’s role in the history of all this, please see the “Argument > 
A short history” section of my site www.unmaterialism.net.1 

 
 

Yeah whatever. What has all this got to do with the science of consciousness? 
 
Good question. Before I can answer it though, the first question we have to 

answer is, if we had a scientific theory of consciousness, what would it look like and 
what would it tell us? How would we recognise one, if we saw one? 

 
Well, a scientific theory of consciousness should basically consist of a bunch of 

empirically tested rules or ideas about which creatures and things are conscious and 
which ones aren’t. It should also be able tell us something about what the nature of 
the various subjective experiences is like. In other words, it should not only be able to 
tell us whether Rollins’ dog is feeling pain, but also, to some extent, what the 
subjective experience of pain feels like for a dog (assuming there is any conscious 
experience there at all). Like all other scientific theories, these ideas should be 
testable by appealing to publicly-available, empirical evidence and observation. 
That’s a fairly general characterisation of the basic standards of what a scientific 
theory needs to live up to, but it’s pretty widely accepted. 

 
Now you might be able to see where the problem is already. Many people have 

been critical of contemporary so-called “scientific theories of consciousness” on the 
grounds that the subject matter is unobservable and unmeasurable. We can’t get 
proper evidence either for or against any particular theory because the evidence is, by 
its nature, private and only available to one person. And as we have seen, the 
scientific orthodox view is to take this lack of scientific evidence at face value and 
declare that consciousness doesn’t exist. (Which is only fair really. Scientists can’t go 
                                                
1 Not just Kant. It’s also related to the idealist views of Berkeley and Hume, and phenomenalists like 
J.S.Mill (of “On Liberty” fame), Ernst Mach (of speed-of-sound fame), Rudolf Carnap (who’s not 
famous for anything else) and arguably Bertrand Russell (just generally famous). 



around saying “We only believe in things for which there’s good empirical evidence, 
not any of these silly superstitious fairies/magic powers/fortune telling/religious 
dogmas, etc etc.”, and then go and say “Oh, but we do believe consciousness exists. 
That’s different.” That would be hypocritical.) 

 
However, now that we are armed with our new “outside-in” view of the world, 

we can see a different relationship between conscious experience and scientific 
observation: for each of us, our observations consist of conscious experiences. We 
don’t need to go looking for empirical evidence of conscious experiences – the 
empirical evidence consists of conscious experiences. 

 
This is where usual search for a science of consciousness goes wrong. 

Traditionally, scientists have gone looking for empirical evidence of this thing called 
“consciousness”, not found it, and so declared that it doesn’t exist. More recently 
however a bunch of philosophers (spear-headed by the redoubtable David Chalmers 
from whom I once received a personal email, and so like to refer to as “my mate 
Dave”) have decided to count our direct acquaintance with our own consciousnesses 
as empirical evidence. In other words, they’re prepared to say “If someone reports 
that they’re having a subjective conscious experience then I’m prepared to believe 
them, goddamn it.” I think this is fine in itself but – and here’s where their mistake 
occurs – they then go the extra step of saying that these reports can be counted as 
evidence alongside our observations of the world, as if it’s the same sort of thing. “I 
observe the world around me,” they say, “And I observe that I am having conscious 
experiences. Let’s count all these as scientific observations.” 

 
But this ain’t so. Think about your own experience of the world. You don’t 

perceive the world around you, and also separately perceive your conscious 
experiences. Your perceptions of the world around you are themselves conscious 
experiences. So it doesn’t really make any sense to ask: “How does this physical 
world which I perceive around me, give rise to these conscious experiences that I’m 
having?”  The “physical world” is only a set of conscious experiences. The thing 
which is causing the experiences is not the “physical world you perceive around you” 
– it’s the substratum which you cannot perceive. 

 
Do you believe that? I kind of reckon you probably don’t. It takes a while to 

adjust to it. Like a couple months really. But let it sink in, you’ll start to absorb it after 
a while.2 If you let it roll around in your mind for a few days and then find that you 
still don’t think it’s true, then drop me a line. I’m interested to hear your response. 
(Really, I am.) 

 

                                                
2 It helps to keep the dreaming scenario and Virtual Simone in mind. In the dreaming scenario – 

the dream-brain you have inside your dream is not the thing which is causing the experiences you’re 
having. (Actually it isn’t clear that you even have a dream brain unless you dream specifically about 
having brain surgery or being attacked by brain-eating zombies or something.) In the Virtual Simone 
scenario – the brain which she perceives herself as having (let’s say that, firstly, the simulation is very 
detailed and includes the simulation of all her internal organs and, secondly, she has a brain scanner in 
her room as well) – is not the structure which is causing her experiences of the world around her. It is 
the computer which is doing that. 
 



So, what’s next? Well, everything. When I said earlier that you don’t need to go 
looking for empirical evidence of consciousness because empirical evidence consists 
of consciousness, what that means is your empirical evidence consists of your 
consciousness. But what about everyone else? As I mentioned earlier, science requires 
publicly available evidence – evidence which is available to everybody. Which means 
that in order for one of your experiences (or “one aspect of your experience 
manifold”, if you prefer) to qualify as a scientific observation, you have to know that 
other people are experiencing it too. That’s what “publicly available” means now, in 
this outside-in worldview. But how can you know that other people are having the 
same experience?  Wasn’t that the problem we started with? Wasn’t that what we 
were trying to work out at the beginning – which things have their own experiences 
and which don’t? 

 
Yes, is the answer, yes it was. But notice what’s changed here. Initially we were 

asking that question and thinking that we should be able to find a scientific answer, 
using scientific methods, techniques and observations. Now however we’re asking 
that question as part of trying to define what a scientific observation is. We’re now 
seeing the question for what it really is and how it really relates to science – it’s not a 
question we can approach using science, it’s a question which we must answer in 
order to start doing science. We’ll come back to this point a bit later. 

 
For the moment, let’s look at the pragmatics of this question. Most of us believe 

that other people are having conscious experiences of their own. On what basis do we 
believe this? Simple: they tell us. We say something like “Do you see that 
chick’s/bloke’s arse over there?” and they say something like “Yes, by golly I do and 
it’s a work of art.” And that’s enough for us. We believe each other to be having 
conscious experiences because of what they say. This is a perfectly reasonable 
method of deciding, it’s called the Argument from Analogy3. It’s the practical method 
by which we decide that others are having their own conscious experiences. 

 
According to the most widely-accepted and well-regarded approach to scientific 

evidence (an approach called “naturalised epistemology”), this is the same method we 
use for deciding on whether an observation has been publicly made. In other words, 
we can say something has been publicly observed because everyone who was present 
verbally agreed that they observed it. Now “naturalised epistemology” is a very 
different worldview to the “outside-in” worldview.4 However, this method which 
naturalised epistemologists use is just as available to we “outside-inners” as it is to 
them. We can justifiably declare that we all experienced/observed a thing, if we all 
verbally agree that we did. We use the same method of deciding on “public” or 
“intersubjective” observations as working scientists and naturalised epistemological 
philosophers.5 

                                                
3 Actually there are a few arguments against the Argument from Analogy but, in my humble opinion, 
they’re a load of old bollocks so I won’t worry about them here. 
4 I do have a more impressive name for this conception of the universe: “phenomenal 
representationalism”. But for our purposes, “outside-in worldview” does just as well. 
5 I tend to say “public” or “ intersubjective” observation. Nobody who is seriously interested in 
epistemology or philosophy of science would be so gauche as to say an observation is “objective”. 
There is a whole world of philosophy behind this. Suffice to say for the moment that, although I agree 
that no observation is “objective”, I am nonetheless not a post-modernist, I don’t believe that all 
knowledge is “socially determined”, I think there is an external world beyond our human experience 



Once again, we should note how we are using the Argument from Analogy. We 
are using it to a) decide which creatures/things around us have their own conscious 
experiences and b) to establish what a scientific observation is. In other words, the 
question we started with – which creatures/things have their own conscious 
experiences – is something which we have already answered when we start to do 
scientific things. In order to do science, we need to define what a “scientific 
observation” is, and in doing so we find we have already answered the question of 
what creatures/things have their own conscious experiences. The question, in other 
words, is not a scientific question; it’s part of the philosophical framework which 
makes science possible. In this sense, it is like the philosophical question of “Is there 
really an external world beyond my experience, or is all this just a dream?”. It’s not a 
question which science can answer. It’s a question which you give a philosophical 
justification for (or more likely you just assume an answer without giving a 
justification) before you can start doing science. 

 
This still only gives us part of the answer. We’ve fairly arbitrarily decided that 

verbal agreement is sufficient evidence that we are all having conscious experiences. 
But what about all those cases that can’t make this sort of agreement? Like animals. 
Are we saying that their behaviours and functions and utterances aren’t sufficient 
evidence? Are we saying that what they do is not sufficiently analogous to what I do 
for me to attribute them with their own experiences? 

 
I’m not saying this, no. I personally do attribute conscious experience to most 

animals. I’m actually a vegetarian of sorts, albeit a bad one. (I once got caught eating 
sausages at a barbecue because I forgot I was a vegetarian. I hadn’t been doing it very 
long at that stage. I do tend to backslide quite a bit though because animals are lovely. 
To eat, I mean.) So, for me, what animals do is sufficiently analogous. However what 
I am saying is that this process of noticing my own directly-acquainted experiences, 
and attributing similar ones to the apparent “other bodies” which occur within those 
experiences is not part of scientific process. It’s not a scientific finding and it’s not 
something which can be investigated using scientific processes. It’s a type of 
philosophical knowledge which is different to, and prior to, scientific knowledge. 

 
As to whether you think animals have their own experiences, and which ones in 

particular and what those experiences are like … well that’s something you and I can 
argue over til the end of time. But we can’t scientifically investigate it. It’s just 
limitation on our knowledge that we have to live with. But at least we’ll always have 
something to talk about. 

 
Oh, one other thing – the “outside-in” worldview also fits in well with what is 

sometimes called “the new physics” i.e. quantum physics, relativity, stuff like that. 
This is quite cool but I couldn’t find a smooth way to work it into the explanation so 
far. If you’re interested in this, and I recommend it, please see the “Argument > 
Unmaterialism and new physics” section of my site www.unmaterialism.net. 
 
So there you go. That’s it really. There’s nothing more to see here. Move along 
please. 

                                                                                                                                       
which partly determines the content of scientific knowledge. And when it comes to the Sokal Hoax, I 
am very much on the side of Alan Sokal and, quite frankly, I wish I’d thought of it. 


