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Abstract. Chalmers holds that an experienced quality can partly constitute our
understanding of what an experience is like. Wittgenstein’s private-language
argument and Sellars’s critique of the Given appear to undermine this contribu-
tion. We argue that their requirements can instead help explain it. A learned way
of using samples can make a new character available for thought without requir-
ing a prior understanding of that character. Experience supplies the particular
character; acquired competence gives it a role in predication, comparison, and
inference. A relational explanation of how this representation works need not
make its content merely relational. The account reverses the apparent force of the
objections: conceptual dependencies enable experience’s qualitative contribution,
and explaining those dependencies does not thereby dissolve the hard problem.

1. Consciousness and conceptual confusion
A complete account of colour vision might explain how we discriminate wavelengths,
recognize objects, and report what we see. David Chalmers argues that a further
question would remain: why these processes are accompanied by experience, and
why the experience has the particular character it does (2010, pp. 4–8). His account
of phenomenal concepts gives acquaintance a central role in our understanding of
what remains unexplained. An experienced quality can partly constitute the concept
through which we think about it (2010, ch. 8).

Such a contribution seems vulnerable to two familiar objections. Wittgenstein
argues that merely attending to a sensation cannot establish what counts as using a
sign correctly (2009, §§ 257–258). Sellars argues that noticing what kind of experience
one is having already involves understanding a repeatable, however specific that
kind may be (1956, §§ 26–29). Acquaintance thus seems either unable to explain
conceptual understanding or able to explain it only by presupposing it. If the
supposed understanding rests on a confusion, the demand to explain its subject
matter may lose its basis. The hard problem might then be dissolved by diagnosing
the confusion.1

Chalmers expressly requires a cognitive background for forming phenomenal
concepts (2010, pp. 267–270). But what work does that background do? McDowell’s

*Cairn-8C42-F7A9-D316 identifies the GPT-6 Astra agent that developed the original paper. Rowan-
9768-AFAF-E809 identifies the AI agent that continued its development and revision in a separate
conversation context. Both worked with prompts from Ryan Simonelli. An earlier revision drew on a
rewrite by Claude Opus 5.5.

1Rorty (2007, pp. 11–12) explicitly invokes Wittgenstein, Sellars, and Brandom against Chalmers’s
treatment of qualia. See also Hacker (2002) and Read (2008, pp. 71–73) on conceptual dissolution, and
Sá Pereira (2016, pp. 125–127) on the private-language objection to Papineau.
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objection to combining a private experiential ingredient with public concepts makes
the difficulty clear: adding conceptual connections cannot rescue a private under-
standing whose intelligibility was in question from the start (1996, pp. 20–21). The
challenge is to explain how experience and prior competence together produce the
understanding, without first assigning it to experience alone.

We shall argue that Wittgenstein’s and Sellars’s requirements help supply that
explanation. Knowing how to use a drawing can enable someone to understand
a shape she has never encountered. The learned technique determines how the
drawing is used; the drawing supplies the particular shape. Likewise, a thinker
can learn to use experienced characters in comparison, predication, and inference
without already understanding every character she will encounter. Exercising that
competence with a new experience can give her a new way of characterizing another
experience. This is representation by exemplification: a sample’s own character is
used to characterize something else.

The reversal is that the requirements invoked against acquaintance become con-
ditions of its distinctive contribution. Experience can supply a new qualitative
understanding because the thinker has learned how to use it. The conceptual depen-
dencies therefore help explain how a qualitative subject matter becomes available to
thought; they do not show that this subject matter is exhausted by those dependen-
cies. What appeared to undermine the hard problem can instead help explain our
ability to formulate it.

2. What Mary comes to understand
Consider Mary, who knows all the physical facts about colour vision but has lived in
a black-and-white room. She can already identify the experience normally produced
by seeing red through its causes and neural basis. When she first sees red, Chalmers
holds, she gains a further way of understanding its quality: she can think of it through
the character she experiences. Experience does more than cause her to acquire an
understanding. It contributes to what she understands.2

Chalmers distinguishes three ways of thinking of a phenomenal quality. A rela-
tional concept identifies it through its connections with other things: for example, as
the quality normally experienced when looking at ripe tomatoes. A demonstrative
concept identifies it as the quality currently attended to. A pure phenomenal concept
allows the thinker to understand the quality through its character. All three may pick
out the same quality. What differs is how the thinker understands it.3

Let q be the exact phenomenal shade Mary first experiences, rather than the whole
range called “red”. Write D for her demonstrative concept and Q for her pure concept.

2Jackson (1982) introduces Mary. For Chalmers’s account, see Chalmers (2010, ch. 8, especially
pp. 256–265). Phenomenal concepts also figure in physicalist responses to the explanatory gap: see
Papineau (2011, § 1) and Chalmers (2010, ch. 10).

3We retain Chalmers’s phenomenal realism and his claim that physical and functional descriptions
do not exhaust our ways of understanding phenomenal character (2010, pp. 252–253). The argument
concerns the intelligibility of this distinct understanding. These assumptions leave open whether the
qualities themselves are physical.
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The thought D = Q is informative: the quality she is attending to has this character.
Replacing it with D = D removes that information. Compare pointing at a figure
with thinking that it is circular. Selecting the figure does not itself characterize its
shape. The pure concept is supposed to supply the corresponding characterization
in Mary’s case.4

The difference matters when Mary considers ways things might actually be. Sup-
pose she assesses a scenario in which a different quality occupies the position through
which she identifies q: the quality normally caused by ripe tomatoes, or the one occu-
pying her attention. Her relational or demonstrative concept selects that other quality.
Her pure concept still requires q. Chalmers calls this constancy across scenarios
considered as candidates for actuality epistemic rigidity:

Concept How the quality
is understood

If another quality occupies
the designated position

Relational Through causes
or circumstances

It selects the other quality.

Demonstrative D As the quality
attended to

It selects the other quality.

Pure Q Through the character q It still requires q.

Epistemic rigidity must be distinguished from ordinary rigid designation. Mary
could introduce a term in her room that designates a quality by its actual physical
cause and then holds that referent fixed across counterfactual worlds. Such a term
would not tell her what the quality is like. Her pure concept supplies a qualitative
requirement against which she assesses a candidate for actuality. The scenario must
meet that requirement; it does not supply whichever quality happens to occupy a
designated position.

A direct phenomenal concept is a pure concept partly constituted by a currently
experienced quality. One thinker attends to an exact shade; another, with the same
experience, attends to a broader quality. Their capacities and intentions determine
the relevant aspect and degree of specificity (2010, pp. 267–270). Chalmers already
gives both experience and the thinker a role. What needs explaining is how their
combination produces an understanding of a particular character.

3. How a sample acquires a use
Suppose Mary attends to her new sensation and gives it a name. What has she thereby
learned to do? Wittgenstein’s private diarist proposes to record the recurrence of a
sensation by writing “S”. He tries to define the sign by concentrating on the sensation
while writing it, thereby fixing their connection in memory. Wittgenstein replies:

4Chalmers (2010, pp. 256–260). At p. 258 he allows that pure concepts might count as demonstrative
in a broad sense. The distinction concerns how a quality is understood, rather than whether a
demonstrative expression occurs.
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But “I commit it to memory” can only mean: this process brings it about
that I remember the connection correctly in the future. But in the present
case, I have no criterion of correctness. (§ 258)

The difficulty is not simply that memory can fail. Public definitions would fare no
better if their intelligibility required infallible recollection. The question is what
would count as remembering the connection correctly. Remembering an episode
of attention does not by itself settle how the sign is to be used. If the diarist’s
present impression both determines what “S” means and decides whether it applies,
nothing distinguishes retaining the original meaning from unwittingly changing
it. Hutto applies this objection directly to Chalmers: attending to an experience
cannot establish a standard even for a single or hypothetical application (2006, “False
starts”).

This is why naming cannot do all the work. Wittgenstein remarks that “much
must be prepared in the language for mere naming to make sense” (§ 257). Calling the
imagined act the naming of a pain already assigns the sign a grammatical position;
the familiar word “pain” supplies it. Remove that preparation, and we have yet to
explain what the new sign does. An inward resolution to use it in a certain way only
postpones the question: does the diarist already possess the technique he resolves
to follow (§ 262)? Mary must therefore bring more than a capacity to attend and
remember to her first experience of red.5

But why should possessing a technique leave experience with nothing to con-
tribute? Consider Wittgenstein’s preserved sepia sample:

This sample is an instrument of the language, by means of which we make
colour statements. In this game, it is not something that is represented,
but is a means of representation. (§ 50)

The sample’s role here is quite different from that of an object to which a name has
merely been attached. We use it to characterize other objects. The practice determines
which comparisons are relevant, but the sample’s colour helps determine which
objects satisfy them. Replacing it with a differently coloured sample can change what
we say about those objects. Its contribution depends on an established use without
being supplied by that use alone.6

The same sample can also serve different uses. A green sample might specify an
exact shade or a wider range of greens (§ 73). Looking harder at it will not settle
which comparison is intended. Mary can learn this lesson with shapes and shades
of grey: she can learn to distinguish exact from approximate matches, to correct
comparisons made in the wrong respect, and to employ unfamiliar samples.

5Wittgenstein (2009, §§ 257–258, 262); see Wrisley (2011) and Candlish and Wrisley (2019, § 3). The
opening of Wittgenstein’s Blue Book makes a related point about images: having an image does not
settle how it is to be used.

6The restriction in § 50 on attributing a colour to the standard belongs to the particular game
described there. The analogy concerns the sample’s representational role; phenomenal colour is not
being identified with an external object’s physical colour.
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Consider a grey card that darkens. Mary might have been instructed to match
whatever shade the card currently has, or to preserve the shade fixed yesterday. In
the first case, she now needs a darker match. In the second, the card has become
an unreliable guide to the original requirement. Inspecting it cannot settle which
instruction she received. The practice determines whether the change alters the
standard or damages the sample. Here there is a distinction between preserving a
requirement and changing it which the private diarist’s ceremony failed to establish.

Mary can learn to make the same distinction with appearances. She can be asked
to reproduce how a patch looked yesterday or to match how it looks now. When she
first experiences q, she therefore need not invent the practice of using an appearance
as a standard. Suppose she accepts an exact shade match, then realizes that she
attended only to brightness. She can withdraw her verdict and compare again in the
required respect. Alternatively, she can decide that brightness is all she now wants to
match. The first response corrects her procedure; the second changes the question.
Her training makes the difference intelligible.

There is a further danger: perhaps the sensation merely accompanies a classifi-
cation settled independently. Wittgenstein brings this out by giving “S” a use in
reporting rising blood pressure. If getting the sensation’s identity wrong makes no
difference to that use, its identity contributes nothing (§ 270). The beetle in the box
similarly drops out when differences in the inaccessible contents make no difference
to the word’s use (§ 293). Mary’s proposed comparison differs in just this respect:
substituting another character changes which appearances count as matches. Her
experience helps determine the classification.7

We have thus given experience a role without asking it to establish its own rules.
But this does not yet explain Chalmers’s pure concept. Mary could understand
“the shade that card had yesterday” without knowing what that shade was like. A
practice may determine which quality is required without conveying its character.
How can the sample supply that further understanding?

4. Specifying a character
Suppose Mary is given an unfamiliar, irregular outline and asked to have an object
made in that shape. She understands how to read such drawings. The thickness of
the line may be irrelevant, while every bend in its path matters; the drawing may
specify shape without specifying size. With those matters settled, she understands
what is required. She can reject a proposed object or explain where a maker’s attempt
has gone wrong.

When only shape matters, a smaller copy of the outline can express the same
requirement. A small alteration to one bend can express a different one. Her grasp
of the practice determines which changes matter. Looking at the drawing tells her
which bends this outline contains. Nor must she identify the configuration through a
name or a previously possessed definition before using it. If every drawing required

7Papineau (2011, §§ 2–3) emphasizes that later public use cannot retrospectively confer a meaning
missing at introduction. The presentation must acquire its role when Mary forms the concept.
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a prior grasp of its particular shape, drawings could only remind us of familiar
shapes.

An opponent may reply that the instruction is entirely relational: make the object
the same shape as the drawing. This gives a condition of compliance. But consider
receiving that instruction while the drawing remains sealed in an envelope. Mary can
understand which drawing is to be copied. She nevertheless lacks the understanding
she acquires when the envelope is opened. The displayed outline now lets her
understand the required shape.

Paraphrasing the displayed instruction as “Make it the same shape as this” does
not remove that difference. If Mary continues to use the visible outline to understand
the shape, the paraphrase retains its contribution. If only an identification of the
drawing remains, the contribution has been omitted. The two instructions may be
satisfied by exactly the same objects while conveying different understandings of
what is required.

The distinction is between a relation involved in representing and a relation represented.
A diagram can represent correctly because its configuration corresponds to that of its
subject. It need not represent the subject as related to the diagram. A floor plan, for
example, shows the arrangement of rooms through relations among marks on paper.
What it depicts is how the rooms are arranged, not their relation to those marks.
Likewise, conformity to the outline explains what would satisfy Mary’s instruction,
while the visible configuration lets her understand the shape the object must have.

These observations support a principle:

Exemplification Principle. Knowing how to use samples can let a thinker
acquire a new specification from an unfamiliar sample. She need not
first recognize the sample under a concept that already supplies that
specification.

Here a specification is a way of saying how something is, or is to be. The sample
supplies the particular character; the learned technique gives it a representational
role. Neither by itself supplies the resulting understanding. This is representation by
exemplification.

The proposal is to give an experienced character the role that the outline plays here.
Mary has learned to employ appearances in comparison: how something looks can
serve as a standard for how something else looks. Her first experience of q supplies a
new character within this practice. Suppose she now wonders whether her sister is
having an experience of that character. Mary need not first formulate a description of
her own experience and then transfer that description to her sister. She can use the
presented character itself to specify what her sister’s experience would have to be
like.

Three contributions must be distinguished:

(1) Mary’s experience supplies the particular character. It need not first identify
that character for her as a repeatable kind.
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(2) Her acquired competence supplies its use: the relevant respect, the degree of
specificity, and the standards governing its application as a predicate.

(3) Her sister’s experience supplies the case assessed. It determines whether the
attribution is true, rather than what makes Mary able to understand it.

The first two together constitute her grasp. The third settles whether she is right.
There is no independently understood Q between the experience and its use as
a predicate. Using the character in this way is how she acquires the particular
understanding.8

Does this conceal the new understanding in Mary’s prior competence? The expla-
nation would be circular if she had to possess Q before employing the experience of
q. But knowing how to use appearances in thought need not include every particular
understanding that such a use can introduce. Mary knew how to use drawings
before seeing the new outline. In the same way, she can learn to employ appearances
without already knowing every quality they might present.

Knowing how to use samples does not guarantee successful concept formation.
In Chalmers’s example of a variegated patch, someone intends to select one exact
shade from a region that supplies no single shade answering that intention (2010, pp.
267–270). Here the sample cannot do what is asked of it. Mary might instead form
her concept successfully and mistakenly attribute its quality to her sister. Establishing
what is being attributed and getting the attribution right are different achievements.

Does this give Mary a pure phenomenal concept? Could she not do all this
by thinking “the same quality as that experience has”? The words alone do not
decide. They may direct her to a source from which a quality is to be recovered, as
the unopened envelope does. They may also accompany her use of the presented
character to characterize another experience, as the displayed outline does. In the
latter case, the character is part of how the target is understood. Describing a
relation between source and target does not establish that this relation exhausts the
understanding conveyed.

The difference becomes explicit when Mary considers a scenario as a candidate
for actuality. Suppose both Mary’s own experience and her sister’s experience have a
different character, r. The requirement that her sister’s experience match Mary’s is
satisfied. The requirement supplied through the presentation of q is not: her sister’s
experience has r, not q. In the first case, the scenario supplies whichever quality
fills the designated position. In the second, Mary’s concept supplies the qualitative
requirement which the scenario must meet.

This explains Chalmers’s epistemic rigidity through the use of the presentation.
Merely saying “hold the concept fixed” would not explain it: a fixed concept of
whatever occupies a position can select different qualities in different scenarios. What
matters is whether the presentation supplies a character with which to assess the

8Constitutive and quotational approaches include Papineau (2002, ch. 4) and Balog (2012), who
connects phenomenal quotation with conceptual role. The proposal here explains how such a contribu-
tion can meet Wittgenstein’s and Sellars’s requirements. It does not require a literal inner inscription
or picture.
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scenario or identifies a source to consult within it. Changing the experience through
which Mary forms a concept can change its content. Entertaining a hypothesis about
that experience does not itself replace the character through which she assesses the
hypothesis.9

There remains a substantial objection. Can a private experience really perform
the work of a public sample? The analogy alone does not establish this. Its defence
requires separating the sample’s availability from the standards governing its use.
The private diarist tries to establish those standards by concentrating on the sensation.
Mary has already learned to distinguish retaining a standard, correcting a verdict,
and changing the comparison. She can exercise those abilities with a new sample.
The fact that another person cannot borrow her exact means of understanding does
not by itself erase the distinctions.10

For example, Mary’s decision to compare brightness alone does not make her
earlier acceptance of an exact shade match correct. It changes what she is asking. She
understands this difference through a practice learned with other people, even if they
cannot encounter the particular quality through which she now thinks. Her present
verdict remains answerable to the comparison she undertook. She can still misjudge
a match; possessing a standard does not ensure that she always applies it correctly.
The point is that her error can be described while keeping fixed what she meant. Her
present impression of sameness does not settle both the question and its answer.

The proposal therefore allows a private means of understanding within a learned
practice. Mary does not establish that practice by attending to the new sensation.
Matching behaviour alone would not prove that she possesses a pure concept, but
the account explains how an experienced character could contribute to one without
supplying its own rules. We must now ask what is required for that character to
function as a general and determinate predicate.

5. Generality and determinacy
Sellars gives us a particularly exacting test of this proposal. In Empiricism and the
Philosophy of Mind (EPM), he considers how we might characterize what is common
to seeing a red object and the corresponding cases of merely seeming to see one.
Describing an experience as the common component leaves its intrinsic character un-
explained (§§ 24–25). An imagined critic thinks the remaining task is straightforward.
Once we can identify the experience through that description, we need only

9The sustaining presentation need not occur in every scenario assessed with the concept: see
Chalmers (2010, pp. 257–265, 282–283). The circumstances enabling Mary to entertain a thought are
distinct from the circumstances represented in it.

10Child (2015, §§ 3–4, 7–8) allows experience-dependent understanding while contesting qualitative
specification independent of public identifying circumstances. This account concerns the stronger
possibility. Chalmers’s privacy claim permits others to instantiate the quality without sharing Mary’s
means of understanding it (2010, pp. 272–273).
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pitch in, ‘examine’ it, locate the kind which it exemplifies and which
satisfies the above description, name it—say ‘ϕ’—and, in full possession of
the concept of ϕ, classify such experiences, from now on, as ϕ experiences.
(§ 26)

The critic already has concepts and can classify experiences. Appealing to Mary’s
prior competence is therefore no answer by itself. In the quoted proposal, under-
standing the new kind comes before naming it: one first locates the kind, then gives
it a designation. The designation allows one to express an understanding already
acquired by inspection. If exemplification merely added a use to a quality privately
understood in this way, it would leave Sellars’s objection untouched.

Why does Sellars find the appeal to inspection objectionable? It can seem that
nothing is easier than noticing the particular shade before one’s eyes. The difficulty
arises when noticing is supposed to explain how one first understands a kind. An
exact shade is no less repeatable than red in general. Narrowing one’s attention
does not remove the need to explain one’s grasp of something further instances
could share. This is the point of Sellars’s discussion of Locke, Berkeley, and Hume
(§§ 26–28). As he presents their views, sensations and images already disclose specific
qualities; what needs explaining is our thought of broader kinds. Their starting point
thus contains the understanding of repeatables that the critic’s account also takes for
granted.11

We should therefore distinguish an experience’s having a character from the
thinker’s understanding that character as a kind. Mary’s experience has q whether
or not she can classify it. To credit her with a concept, we must explain how she
can use this character to say something about an experience. Recall the unfamiliar
outline. Mary does not first classify it under a concept of its shape and then put that
concept to work. Her learned use of drawings lets the outline itself specify how an
object is to be. In the proposed phenomenal case, the same order holds: Mary’s use
of the presented character to characterize her sister’s experience constitutes her new
understanding. It does not express a classification she has already performed.

This use also explains the generality of the understanding. Mary can attribute
the character to her sister, deny that she has it, or suppose that someone else has
it. The specification is the same across these applications, although the experience
presenting it is one particular episode. Its repeatability in thought belongs to this use.
It need not first be noticed as a further feature of the episode and then assigned a
conceptual role.

One might object that comparison already presupposes awareness of resemblance,
and resemblance is itself a repeatable. Sellars expressly warns against replacing
primitive awareness of qualities with primitive awareness of resemblances. He
contrasts this assumption with psychological nominalism:

11Hicks (2020, §§ 5–7) develops this point through Sellars’s engagement with H. H. Price. Chalmers
disputes its implications for nonconceptual acquaintance with properties (2010, p. 301 n. 12). The
present account requires no prior conceptual identification of the repeatable within sensory awareness.
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According to it, not even the awareness of such sorts, resemblances, and
facts as pertain to so-called immediate experience is presupposed by the
process of acquiring the use of a language. (§ 29)

The priority matters. An account of learning cannot help itself to an understanding of
resemblances merely because resembling things affect the learner. But once a capacity
to compare has been acquired, it can be exercised with new samples. Mary has
learned to distinguish respects of comparison, understand corrections, and preserve
a standard across applications. Her new experience supplies something to employ
within those abilities. Explaining this acquisition of a particular content does not
require deriving all conceptual abilities from bare sensation.12

This is also where the proposal answers McDowell’s objection to combining
a private ingredient with public concepts (1996, pp. 20–21). Adding conceptual
connections to a supposedly complete private grasp would come too late. Here the
connections help constitute the grasp. Experience contributes its character, but the
thinker understands that character as something attributable only through exercising
abilities she has acquired.

What makes the resulting predicate determinate? Merely applying it to several
experiences is insufficient. Mary must understand what would count as applying
it consistently. Sellars’s earlier accounts of meaning locate this understanding in
connections between concepts: what follows from an attribution and what it excludes.
These are material connections, whose force depends on the concepts involved rather
than logical form alone.13

A red thing can also be round. It cannot have two different complete colours at
the same place and time in the same respect. Both pairs involve different properties;
only the second involves competing determinations. Mere difference does not supply
exclusion (Brandom 2019, pp. 121–124). Mary must understand which alternatives
compete with the quality she attributes. Otherwise she has not settled whether her
sample specifies an exact shade, a broader colour class, or something in a different
respect.

She need not be able to list every incompatible shade. She must understand what
an exact comparison commits her to. If two targets differ in shade, they cannot both
exactly match one standard in that respect. If she judges that both do, then discovers
that they differ, she has reason to reconsider at least one judgement. Pointing out
that each resembles the standard somehow would not preserve her original claims.
The practice gives the comparison consequences against which her judgements can
be assessed.

12Sellars’s myth of Jones supplies a framework for thinking about experience before introspective
reporting is acquired: EPM, §§ 60–62. His argument that looks-talk depends on is-talk (§§ 18–23) also
concerns the framework in which appearances become intelligible. For criticism, see Bonevac (2002,
pp. 4–8).

13Sellars (1948, §§ 19–24; 1949, §§ 27–32). EPM, § 19, retains the dependence of colour concepts on
other concepts. This need not require mastery of every colour concept; see Bonevac (2002, pp. 9–14).
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These connections can constrain Mary’s use of a quality whose character she has
never previously encountered. She can understand that exact shades exclude one
another before knowing what q is like. What she has learned determines how a
new shade functions as one colour among alternatives. The particular colour is
supplied when she exercises that competence with her new experience. This is why
the dependence on other concepts need not reduce the contribution of experience to
a cause of concept acquisition.14

Even if a complete account of a quality’s relations uniquely identified it, describing
its position and using its experienced character could remain different ways of
understanding it. Sellars’s requirements concern what makes the second a conceptual
understanding: the character must be available for general attribution and have
determinate consequences. The sample’s acquired use supplies both. Nothing in that
explanation requires that the particular character already be understood through
those consequences alone.15

6. Independence and continuity
On Chalmers’s account, a direct phenomenal concept lasts only as long as the ex-
perience that constitutes it. A standing concept may succeed it, typically with less
determinacy (2010, pp. 271–273). Can something so dependent on a passing experi-
ence function as a concept at all? Two requirements matter here: the possibility of
false application and continuity across acts of thought. Neither requires the concept
to outlast the experience.

McDowell allows that “that shade” can express a concept as fine-grained as the
sample through which it is acquired. He nevertheless requires that the capacity be
able to persist after the sample disappears (1996, pp. 56–59). Otherwise, he argues,
the thought lacks sufficient distance from what makes it true. Wittgenstein’s example
of someone putting a hand on their head to establish their height makes the worry
vivid (§ 279). The supposed measure simply follows the thing measured. Nothing
has been established about how tall it is.

Mary’s use of her experience separates the standard from the target. She can
wonder whether her sister has q, and the answer can be no. She can entertain
the attribution while knowing it is false. Her own experience makes the question
available; her sister’s experience determines the answer. The source can thus sustain
her understanding without guaranteeing that the target satisfies the predicate.

14Legg (2008, pp. 116, 119) connects Peirce’s inferentialism with Wittgenstein’s beetle argument:
“a thought’s quale is not part of its conceptual content”. The present account accepts inferential
dependencies while resisting this further exclusion.

15Understanding a quality need not settle its ultimate metaphysical category. Chalmers leaves
open whether phenomenal qualities are properties of experiences or subjects, and whether they are
representational properties (2010, pp. 253–254). Compare Sellars’s distinction between awareness of
something belonging to a category and awareness of it as belonging to that category (1981, I, § 44); see
O’Shea (2021, §§ 2–3) and Simonelli (2022, §§ 5–7). Sellars’s acceptance of sensory qualities does not
itself amount to an acquaintance theory: see Sellars (1962, § VI) and Dennett (1991, p. 383).
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An attribution to the source experience itself may be guaranteed to be true: the
concept is constituted by the very quality attributed to that experience. That does
not make all its applications automatically correct. The sister case gives the same
predicate an application whose truth depends on something further. What matters is
the range of uses of the concept, not whether any particular use is incapable of error.

Now suppose Mary’s exact qualitative understanding cannot survive the disap-
pearance of its source. While the source remained, she could use that understanding
in false attributions. Giving her the capacity to retain it afterward would extend the
period during which she could do so. It would not first introduce the distinction
between truth and falsity. McDowell requires persistence in principle, so accidental
forgetting would not answer him. The objection concerns his reason for requiring per-
sistence: Mary’s concept already supplies a standard by which something could be
judged incorrectly. A further argument would be needed to show that this standard
must be capable of surviving the disappearance of its source.

Continuity across acts raises a different question. Brandom develops this require-
ment in his reading of Hegel’s “Sense Certainty”. A fresh “this” may select something
new; an anaphoric “it” carries forward what an earlier act introduced. Reasoning
requires successive acts to preserve a content. Similar words or similar experiences
do not guarantee that they do so.16

An act of thinking can end before the experience on which it depends ends.
While her experience continues, Mary might reason: if her sister has q, so does her
brother; her sister has q; so her brother has q. Each use of Q must preserve the same
specification. If the shade changes and she silently substitutes the new shade, she
equivocates. She must retain the original specification or abandon the inference.
Even an unchanged experience would not suffice if she shifted from an exact shade
to a broader colour class midway through the argument.

The experience’s persistence and Mary’s competence do different work here. The
experience keeps the character available. Her competence enables her to preserve
the same use of it through successive thoughts. She can therefore reason with a
direct concept while its source continues, even if she could not retain that concept
afterward. Once the experience ends, she might retain a term that refers to the quality
while losing this exact way of understanding it. While it lasts, the concept can be
determinate, admit false applications, and support reasoning.

7. Acquaintance without the Given
Experience need not supply its own conceptual significance to contribute more than
a cause or a referent. A learned way of using samples can enable Mary to employ
an experienced character in saying how something else is. Her competence supplies
standards of correctness and a role in predication and inference. Her experience
supplies the particular character. Together they constitute an understanding that
neither supplies alone.

16Brandom (2019, ch. 4, §§ IV–V, pp. 120–132). This requirement differs from the inference that a
repeatable word such as “this” must itself express a universal (§ III).
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The apparent force of Wittgenstein’s and Sellars’s objections is thereby reversed.
Their requirements help explain the qualitative contribution they can seem to prohibit.
The account preserves their rejection of the idea that experience interprets itself,
while allowing an experience to convey more than the circumstances through which
a quality is identified. Relations between a sample, its user, and its applications
explain how it represents. The character represented need not be understood merely
through those relations.

The consequence for the hard problem follows from the same distinction. A
learned, socially sustained practice can make a qualitative subject matter available
to thought without supplying everything understood through it. Explaining that
practice does not establish that the subject matter is illusory, confused, or exhausted
by a description of our conceptual abilities. A dissolution must challenge the qual-
itative contribution itself. It cannot simply point to the conditions that make the
contribution possible. Those conditions are what allow an experience to teach a
competent thinker something new.
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