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THE CONCEIVABILITY ARGUMENT 
AND THE INTUITION OF DUALISM 

- Karol Polcyn - 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The standard assumption in the literature is that Kripke’s argument against 

the identity theory presupposes that an identity statement can be true a posteriori 

only if at least one of the concepts flanking the identity sign refers contingently 

(Chalmers [1996]; Garcia-Carpintero and Macia [2006]; Loar [1997, 2003]; Papineau 

[2002]). Mind-brain identities do not satisfy this criterion and therefore they can-

not be true. According to David Papineau (Papineau [2007a, 2007b]), however, this 

is a wrong picture of Kripke’s argument which results from conflating Kripke’s 

argument with the two-dimensional argument developed by Chalmers (Chalmers 

[1996, 2006a]) and Jackson (Jackson [1993, 1998]). While the a posteriority thesis 

mentioned above is crucial to the two-dimensional argument, it is not the basis of 

Kripke’s argument.1 According to Papineau, then, Kripke’s argument does not 

lead to the metaphysical conclusion that mind-brain identity is not true. Instead, 

the conclusion it supports is that we cannot believe mind-brain identity at some 

very intuitive level. As Papineau puts it, Kripke shows that we are all in the grip 

of an intuition of dualism. 

For Papineau the conclusion that we are in the grip of the intuition of dual-

ism is an important result. It shows that there isn’t any conceptual problem of un-

derstanding how mind-brain identities can be true even in the light of our theo-

retical evidence for their truth but only a psychological problem of disbelieving 

them. The alleged conceptual problem is known as the problem of the so-called 

explanatory gap.2 This problem is supposed to be independent of the two- 

-dimensional argument, so even if one thinks that the two-dimensional argument 

does not work, one still needs to come to grips with the problem of the explana-

tory gap and Papineau now offers a solution of that problem. The explanatory gap 

                                                 
1 The role this thesis plays in Kripke’s argument under its orthodox interpretation as well as in the 
two-dimensional argument will be clarified in the subsequent sections. 

2 See Levine [1983]. 



Karol Polcyn ◦ The Conceivability Argument and the Intuition of Dualism 

91 

is simply a manifestation of our intuitive conviction that dualism is true and there-

fore does not pose any conceptual difficulty for physicalism. 

Here I will argue that Papineau’s assumption that we are all in the grip of 

the intuition of dualism strengthens physicalism further by leading to the refuta-

tion of the entailment from conceivability to possibility (in short, CP) which is the 

key premise of the version of the two-dimensional argument developed by Chal-

mers. I will argue that if we can assume that the intuition of dualism is consistent 

with the truth of materialism, that intuition provides the best explanation of why 

our intuitions about the separability of mind and body in other possible worlds 

are unreliable. Contemporary physicalists, including Papineau himself, assume 

that they already have a good independent way of seeing why CP is unjustified. 

However, in my view, this previous criticism of CP is not successful. So therefore 

the new objection to CP that will emerge from Papineau’s interpretation of Kripke 

will bring an entirely new perspective to the current debate. 

I will discuss the weaknesses of this previous criticism of the two- 

-dimensional argument in section 4. In section 3 I will explain how the intuition of 

dualism undermines the entailment from conceivability to possibility and in sec-

tion 5 I will explain more specifically how the intuition of dualism undermines the 

dialectic of Chalmers’ version of the two-dimensional argument. But first let me 

give a brief summary of the orthodox interpretation of Kripke’s argument and the 

new interpretation suggested by Papineau. 

2. TWO INTERPRETATIONS OF KRIPKE’S ARGUMENT AGAINST THE IDENTITY THEORY 

On the standard interpretation, Kripke’s argument against materialism goes 

as follows: 

(1.) Mind-brain identity claim, if true, is necessary. 

(2.) The identity appears contingent. 

(3.) Unless this appearance can be explained away, mind-brain identity is 

possibly false. 

(4.) The appearance that mind-brain identity is contingent cannot be ex-

plained away. 

(5.) So the identity is not necessary and therefore not true. 

(1.) follows from the fact that the concepts of the corresponding mental states and 

physical states are rigid and (2.) is something that Kripke takes for granted. Con-

tingency is a matter of possible falsity combined with actual truth and so the claim 

that mind-brain identity appears contingent amounts to the claim that the identity 

appears possibly false even if we assume that it is true. However, one might also 
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think that mind-brain identity appears contingent in the sense that it appears pos-

sibly false even though conscious and physical states are perfectly correlated in the 

actual world and it is not entirely clear which of those two interpretations Kripke 

has in mind. In fact, he seems to speak of the appearance of contingency in both of 

those senses. I will come back to this issue later. The key point to emphasize here 

is that the appearance that mind-brain identity is contingent involves the appear-

ance that the identity is possibly false and that under the orthodox reading of 

Kripke’s argument explaining the appearance of mind-brain contingency away me-

ans for Kripke explaining away this appearance of the possible falsity of mind-

brain identity, that is, explaining how this appearance arises consistently with as-

suming that mind-brain identity is necessary. Thus (3.) can be read this way: 

unless the appearance of mind-brain contingency can be explained away, this ap-

pearance entails that mind-brain identity is possibly false and hence not true. 

Consider now the premise (4.). Kripke thinks that (4.) is true because he 

thinks that we could explain the apparently possible falsity of mind-brain identity 

away only if we could show that our impression of this possible falsity is a misrep-

resentation of what we really find conceivable. Kripke argues then that this cannot 

be done. Our impression of the possible falsity of mind-brain identity is not an 

illusion in this sense. 

It is not difficult to see that Kripke’s assumption that there is only possible 

model for explaining the appearance of mind-brain contingency away stems from 

assuming that conceivability entails possibility, that what is genuinely conceivable 

is always possible. Kripke does not endorse this entailment explicitly but that is 

the assumption that he is committed to by the acceptance of (4.). If conceivability 

entails possibility, then the conceivable falsity of mind-brain identity can be ex-

plained away in the sense of being shown to be consistent with assuming that the 

identity is necessary only if our impression of the conceivable falsity of mind-brain 

identity is a misinterpretation of what is, in fact, conceivable. 

Kripke assumes that the paradigm cases of intuitions of contingency that 

can be explained away are the intuitions that we have with respect to theoretical 

identities, such as the identity of water and H2O or the identity of heat and mo-

lecular motion. The appearance that those identities are contingent (and hence the 

appearance of their possible falsity) can be shown to be a result of misrepresenting 

what really appears possible. For example, the appearance that water might not 

have been H2O is really the appearance that watery stuff might not have been 

H2O. Similarly, the appearance that heat might not have been molecular motion is 

really the appearance that the sensation of heat might not have been caused by 
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molecular motion but some other phenomenon. However, there is no room for 

extending this kind of explanation to the mind-brain case, according to Kripke. 

The explanation of the appearance of contingency in the case of theoretical 

identities turns on the fact that natural kind terms, such as ‘water’ or ‘heat’, refer 

contingently. So, for example, ‘water’ has its reference fixed by some contingent 

properties of water, such as being liquid, colorless, drinkable (in short, watery 

properties), and this explains why the appearance that water might not have been 

H2O is an illusion – why we do not have the appearance that water might not have 

been H2O but rather the appearance that watery stuff might not have been H2O 

which we misrepresent as the former. However, this explanatory model does not 

work in the mind-brain case because phenomenal concepts do not refer contin-

gently. Thus there is no appearance of pain that would be contingently related to 

pain. Pain is what it appears to be. So we cannot assume that the appearance that 

pain might not have been c-fiber stimulation, say, results from misrepresenting the 

appearance that some pain appearing state might not have been c-fiber stimula-

tion. The two appearances come down to the same. So if the latter is not an illu-

sion, the former is not an illusion, either. 

In response to Kripke, physicalists typically reject the entailment from con-

ceivability to possibility (CP) that is crucial to Kripke’s argument.3 Even if Kripke 

is right that our intuition about the possible falsity of mind-brain identity is not an 

illusion in the sense of being a misrepresentation of what we find conceivable, 

physicalists argue that that intuition is not reliable as a guide to possibility or, at 

least, that it is not inconsistent with assuming that mind-brain identity is neces-

sary. However, according to a new interpretation of Kripke’s antimaterialist ar-

gument that has recently been offered by David Papineau, Kripke’s argument 

does not depend on CP and does not lead to the conclusion that mind-brain iden-

tity is false. According to Papineau, the challenge that Kripke’s argument raises is 

not so much to explain how the apparently possible falsity of mind-brain identity 

could be unreliable but rather to explain why mind-brain identity appears possi-

bly false even to committed physicalists who believe that the identity is true. In 

other words, the challenge is to explain how mind-brain identity can appear con-

tingent to begin with. With other identities, there is no corresponding sense of 

puzzlement. Thus there is no difficulty in understanding how one can think that 

water, say, might not have been H2O. Given that ‘water’ refers contingently, via 

properties that are only contingently true of H2O, the identity of water and H2O 

can appear possibly false even to someone who assumes that it is true. But the 

                                                 
3 The details of the standard critique of CP will be discussed in section 4. 
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concepts of conscious experiences do not refer contingently and hence no such 

corresponding explanation is available in the case of mind-brain identity. So, for 

example, if you believe that pain is c-fiber stimulation, you are committed to hold-

ing that the identity is necessary and there is no room for the appearance that 

some pain-appearing state might not have been c-fiber stimulation since pain is, 

again, identical with what it appears to be. However, the identity of pain and c-fiber 

stimulation does appear possibly false even to committed physicalists who are 

persuaded that the identity is true at a theoretical level and this calls out for ex-

planation. 

As Papineau points out, the rejection of CP that physicalists advocate in re-

sponse to Kripke’s orthodox argument does not remove the difficulty raised by 

this new challenge. Even if we assume that mind-brain identity is necessary de-

spite being conceivably false, this does not explain how the identity can appear 

possibly false to someone who believes that it is true. 

There is also another standard response to Kripke’s orthodox argument that 

does not work as a response to Kripke’s new argument. To see the point of this 

response notice first that in the light of Kripke’s analysis of theoretical identities 

and mind-brain identities CP has the following consequence: a statement of iden-

tity that is conceivably false is possibly false (and hence not necessary and not 

true) unless one of the concepts flanking the identity sign refers contingently (or 

has a descriptive content) (Levine [2001]; Yablo [2000]). And further, once we real-

ize that conceivable falsity is a feature of statements that are a posteriori (not true 

a priori), the thesis just mentioned comes down to the following: an identity state-

ment can be true a posteriori only if at least one of the concepts flanking the iden-

tity sign refers contingently. So this is the thesis that Kripke is committed to (Chal-

mers [1996]; Garcia-Carpintero and Macia [2006]; Loar [1997, 2003]; Papineau 

[2002]) and then the challenge he raises for physicalists can be interpreted as the 

challenge to explain how mind-brain identity statements can be true a posteriori 

assuming that both concepts flanking the identity sign in those statements refer 

directly and not contingently.4 Physicalists assume that there is a response to that 

challenge, too. We can explain how mind-brain identities can be true a posteriori 

even though the corresponding phenomenal and physical concepts refer directly.5 

So this is another standard response to Kripke’s orthodox argument. But this re-

sponse does not, again, remove the difficulty that is raised by Kripke according to 

                                                 
4 The a posteriority thesis mentioned here is the thesis that Kripke’s argument shares with the two-
dimensional argument developed by Chalmers and Jackson. So this thesis, according to Papineau, 
is the root of the conflation of those two arguments. 

5 See section 4 for the details of this response.  
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the new interpretation suggested by Papineau. To explain the a posteriority of 

mind-brain identities is to explain how one can be ignorant about their truth and 

to this extent find those identities conceivably false. But in response to Kripke’s 

new challenge we need an explanation of how mind-brain identities can appear 

possibly false to someone who believes they are true. So ignorance about the truth 

of mind-brain identities is now out of the question. 

Papineau argues that there is, in fact, no explanation of why mind-brain 

identity should appear contingent given that phenomenal concepts do not refer 

contingently. To illustrate this difficulty, Papineau appeals to proper names identi-

ties, such as the identity of Cicero and Tully. If you do not know that Cicero is Tul-

ly, you may think it is possible that they are two different people. But you cannot 

think this if you believe that Cicero is Tully. This is because ‘Cicero’ and ‘Tully’ 

refer directly and not descriptively. You cannot think that Cicero might have fa-

iled to be himself. Of course, there is room for the thought that Cicero might not 

have been Tully if one assumes that ‘Cicero’ and ‘Tully’ refer indirectly so that 

they have references fixed by such descriptions as ‘the greatest Roman orator’ and 

‘the greatest Roman statesman’. Obviously, the greatest Roman orator might not 

have been the greatest Roman statesman. But this does not help us see how mind-

brain identities could appear contingent since there is no descriptive reading of 

mind-brain identities. 

Now, the fact that we have no explanation of why mind-brain identity 

should appear contingent raises a difficulty for materialism because mind-brain 

identity does appear possibly false even to committed physicalists. Given that the 

identity appears contingent and given that we have no explanation of how this is 

possible physicalism turns out to be an unstable position. 

On Papineau’s interpretation, then, Kripke’s argument can be summarized 

as follows: 

(1.) An identity can appear contingent only if at least one of the concepts 

flanking the identity sign refers contingently. 

(2.) Phenomenal concepts do not refer contingently. 

(3.) So mind-brain identity cannot appear contingent. 

(4.) But mind-brain identity appears possibly false even to committed 

physicalists. 

(5.) So physicalism is not a stable position. 

Having proposed this new interpretation of Kripke, Papineau argues fur-

ther that there is a solution of the difficulty that Kripke’s argument raises. We 

simply have to admit that we do not believe mind-brain identity at some very intui-

tive level. This intuitive disbelief in the truth of mind-brain identity explains why 
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the identity appears possibly false while being perfectly consistent with our com-

mitment to physicalism at the theoretical level.6 

As I mentioned at the beginning, Papineau thinks that the intuition of dual-

ism generates the feeling that there is some troublesome explanatory gap and that 

once we realize that this feeling is simply a manifestation of the intuition of dual-

ism the problem of the explanatory gap disappears. Here I won’t be interested in 

the issue of the explanatory gap. Instead, I will argue that the intuition of dualism 

undermines another challenge to physicalism, namely the conceivability argument 

which infers from the conceivable distinctness of mind and body that the relation 

between them is not necessary. I will show that the fact that we are in the grip of 

the intuition of dualism explains why our modal intuitions about the separability 

of mind and body are unreliable. I will also argue that the previous attempts to 

explain this unreliability that have been offered in the literature are not successful. 

The entailment from conceivability to possibility may not be a premise (or 

the key premise) of Kripke’s antimaterialist argument if Papineau’s reading of that 

argument is right but it is the key premise of the two-dimensional argument aga-

inst physicalism developed by Chalmers. So if we can see what is wrong with that 

entailment, this will certainly be an important result. 

3. THE INTUITION OF DUALISM AND THE CONCEIVABILITY-POSSIBILITY PRINCIPLE 

How does the intuition of dualism undermine the entailment from conceiv-

ability to possibility that is crucial to the conceivability argument? Papineau him-

self suggests this in his new response, inspired by the new reading of Kripke, to 

the orthodox reading of Kripke’s argument. Before coming to his new interpreta-

tion of Kripke, Papineau assumed that the premise (4) in Kripke’s argument is 

false because CP is unjustified and CP is unjustified because we can explain the 

appearance of the possible falsity of mind-brain identity (and thereby the appear-

ance of its contingency) by appealing to conceptual differences between phe-

nomenal and physical concepts (Papineau [2002]). Now Papineau argues that 

there is yet another approach available. The appearance that mind-brain identity is 

possibly false amounts simply to the intuition of the actual falsity of this identity 

(Papineau [2007b]) and we can ‘explain it away’ in so far as we can show that there 

is an explanation of the intuition of dualism consistent with assuming that the intui-

tion is false. It remains to be seen what an adequate explanation of this intuition 

should be but it is reasonable to suppose that physicalists can succeed in finding 

                                                 
6 According to Papineau, this move is not ad hoc since there are plenty of other cases where our 
intuitive and theoretical beliefs conflict with each other.  
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such an explanation. Presumably there is an explanation of why the intuition 

arises even if it is false (Bloom [2004]; Melnyk [2003]; Papineau [1993, 2002, 2006]). 

I take it that this way of explaining the apparently possible falsity of mind-

brain identity away undermines the entailment from conceivability to possibility 

in the mind-brain case. If the appearance of the possible falsity of mind-brain iden-

tity results from the intuition of dualism, then this appearance does not entail pos-

sible falsity. By assumption, the intuition of dualism does not imply that mind- 

-brain identity is false and hence the intuition of dualism does not imply that 

mind-brain identity is possibly false, either. But if the intuition of dualism does not 

imply the possible falsity of mind-brain identity, then the appearance of the possi-

bly falsity of this identity that stems from the intuition of dualism cannot have this 

consequence, either. 

This objection to CP turns on the fact that phenomenal concepts do not refer 

contingently since this is the feature of phenomenal concepts that plays the key 

role in Papineau’s proof that we are in the grip of the intuition of dualism. As we 

saw, this is also the feature of phenomenal concepts that plays a prominent role in 

Kripke’s argument against materialism. Kripke’s point was that given that phe-

nomenal concepts do not refer contingently the appearance of mind-brain contin-

gency cannot be explained away consistently with CP so that, assuming that CP is 

true, this appearance is the evidence that mind-brain identity is possibly false. 

It is somewhat ironic to realize now that the very same feature of phenomenal con-

cepts undermines CP in the mind-body case. 

CP is the key premise not only in Kripke’s orthodox argument but also in 

the two-dimensional argument developed by Chalmers. So the objection to CP 

articulated here undermines the two-dimensional argument, too. When analyzed 

in two-dimensional terms, CP comes down to two claims: that secondary conceiv-

ability entails secondary possibility and that primary conceivability entails primary pos-

sibility, where primary conceivability and possibility are restricted to possible ac-

tual worlds and secondary conceivability and possibility to possible worlds un-

derstood counterfactually. In accordance with those two entailments, it is neither 

secondarily conceivable nor possible that water is not H2O but that is both primar-

ily conceivable and possible. The secondary inconceivability and impossibility of 

worlds in which water is not H2O follows form the rigidity of the term ‘water’. 

‘Water’ is understood as the term that picks out the same referent across all possi-

ble counterfactual worlds. At the same time, ‘water’ is semantically unstable in the 

sense that it picks out different kinds across different actual worlds and this ex-
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plains why it is conceivable and possible that water might not be H2O in other ac-

tual worlds.7 

When CP is employed in the two-dimensional argument it leads to the con-

clusion that there can be no a posteriori necessitation of the phenomenal by the 

physical due to the semantic stability of phenomenal concepts. The argument goes 

like this. A posteriori necessity is primarily conceivably false. So, assuming that 

primary conceivability entails primary possibility, a posteriori necessity must be 

primarily possibly false and hence primarily contingent. But this means that a pos-

teriori necessity must be semantically unstable.8 And since phenomenal concepts 

are stable, the connection between the phenomenal and the physical cannot be ne-

cessary and a posteriori. 

Now we can see that the key premise of this argument, the entailment from 

primary conceivability to primary possibility, is unjustified. That entailment is 

consistent with Kripkean a posteriori necessities because the natural kind terms, 

such as ‘water’ or ‘heat’, which are involved in those necessities, are unstable. 

However, the entailment turns out to be unjustified in the mind-brain case due to 

the fact that phenomenal concepts are stable. Given that phenomenal concepts are 

stable, mind-brain identity should not appear possibly false to someone who as-

sumes that it is true. That is, it should not appear possibly false even across possi-

ble actual worlds. So given that even committed physicalists have this appearance 

nonetheless, this appearance must be an effect of the intuition of dualism and the-

refore, for the reasons explained above, cannot entail possibility. 

It is again ironic to realize that the semantic stability of phenomenal con-

cepts that the two-dimensional argument relies on is the very feature of those con-

cepts that ultimately undermines that argument. 

4. PREVIOUS CRITICISM OF THE CONCEIVABILITY-POSSIBILITY PRINCIPLE 

The current literature assumes that we already have a good response to the 

two-dimensional argument because it assumes that we already have an explana-

tion of why CP is unjustified. This is also the view of David Papineau who is one 

of the leading defenders of materialism. According to Papineau, CP is unjustified 

because it has the unjustified consequence that a posteriority is due to descriptive 

                                                 
7 The notion of semantic instability is due to Bealer [2002]. 

8 This is a two-dimensional equivalent of the a posteriority thesis adopted by Kripke. This two-
dimensional version of the a posteriority thesis is also adopted by Jackson [1993, 1998]. However, 
Jackson, unlike Chalmers, does not motivate it by the intuition that conceivability entails possibil-
ity. Instead, he simply assumes that this thesis is supported by the two-dimensional analysis of a 
posteriori necessity. 
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content (Levine [2001]; Papineau [2002, 2006]).9 This is, indeed, the sort of criti-

cism that I mentioned earlier when I discussed Kripke’s argument against the 

identity theory. Apart from Papineau the key proponent of this criticism is Brain 

Loar (Loar [1997, 1999, 2003]). And the key point of this criticism is that we can 

explain how mind-brain necessity can be a posteriori consistently with assuming 

that phenomenal concepts have no descriptive content, namely, in terms of purely 

conceptual differences between phenomenal and physical concepts.10 

This approach is, indeed, one of the most influential criticisms of CP in the 

current literature. It appeals crucially to some special features of phenomenal con-

cepts that distinguish them from physical concepts and for this reason is a version 

of a strategy that is often referred to as the phenomenal concept strategy.11 I do not 

think, however, that this strategy offers a good criticism of the entailment from 

conceivability to possibility and this is what I will explain below. 

But first let me say a bit more about the strategy itself. The key point is that 

Loar and Papineau account for the a posteriori status of mind-brain necessities 

specifically by appealing to the fact the phenomenal properties picked out by phe-

nomenal concepts constitute their own modes of presentations. This is the unique 

feature of phenomenal concepts that explains their semantic stability and this is 

also the feature that explains why we intuitively assume that mind-brain identities 

cannot be true. Since phenomenal properties constitute their own modes of pres-

entations, we expect that they should present themselves as physical properties if 

they are physical. So given that phenomenal properties do not present themselves 

to us as physical properties, we assume that they cannot be physical. But Loar and 

Papineau argue in response that the expectation that we should be able to grasp 

the nature of phenomenal properties a priori is an illusion. There is no incoherence 

in the thought that even though phenomenal properties do not present themselves 

as physical properties, they are for all we know identical with physical properties. 

It may seem somewhat unclear in what sense phenomenal properties con-

stitute their own modes of presentations. But that may be clarified by Papineau’s 

suggestion that phenomenal concepts use the properties they pick out, that those 

properties are somehow built into phenomenal concepts themselves. According to 

                                                 
9 See also Levine [2001]. 

10 Among those who make this point is Hill [1997]. However, Hill makes this point independently 
of the question of the validity of CP. 

11 The phenomenal concept strategy appeals to the nature of phenomenal concepts in response to 
all sorts of antimaterialist arguments, including the knowledge argument and the argument from 
the explanatory gap. Here I am focusing on the version of the strategy that was developed in re-
sponse to the conceivability argument. 
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Papineau, then, we can without any incoherence suppose that the properties used 

by phenomenal concepts are a posteriori identical with physical properties.12 So 

this explains how mind-brain identity claims can be true a posteriori despite the 

fact that phenomenal concepts are semantically stable. 

Now, in response to the phenomenal concept strategy some philosophers 

argue that the problem with this strategy lies precisely in its appeal to the special 

features of phenomenal concepts. The problem is that it is far from obvious whet-

her those features can themselves be explained in physical terms. Thus it is argu-

able that phenomenal properties cannot constitute their own modes of presenta-

tions unless we assume that phenomenal concepts acquaint us directly with the in-

trinsic nature of their referents and the relation of direct acquaintance is hardly 

explicable in physical terms (Chalmers [2006b]; Levine [2006]). 

In my view, however, we can see that the strategy is problematic even re-

gardless of its dependence on the special nature of phenomenal concepts. It seems 

to me that the dialectic of this strategy is badly flawed. The strategy assumes that 

CP is unjustified because we can make sense of how mind-brain identities can be 

true a posteriori. But the assumption that we can make sense of how mind-brain 

identities can be true a posteriori is question-begging in response to CP. We can-

not assume that mind-brain identities can be true unless we already have an inde-

pendent argument against CP. This is simply because CP, if true, rules out the tru-

th of the assumption that mind-brain identities can be true. From this point of 

view, then, the details of Loar’s and Papineau’s account of mind-brain identities 

are irrelevant. Phenomenal concepts may use the properties they pick out, as Loar 

and Papineau point out, but if CP is true, the conceivable distinctness of those 

properties from physical properties will entail their possible distinctness from 

physical properties and hence the properties used by phenomenal concepts will 

not be identical with physical properties. So by assuming that the properties used 

by phenomenal concepts can be physical properties Loar and Papineau simply beg 

the question. 

Loar and Papineau seem to be led to this question-begging by the mistaken 

assumption that the main difficulty in understanding how mind-brain identities 

can be true lies in the intuition that phenomenal concepts should reveal the es-

sence of their referents given that they refer directly. Loar’s and Papineau’s ac-

count of mind-brain identities is meant primarily to explain that intuition away. 

However, from the point of view of the conceivability argument, what prevents us 

from understanding how mind-brain identities can be true is the intuition that 

                                                 
12 A similar idea has been articulated by Ned Block. See Block [2006]. 
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conceivability entails possibility which is independent of the intuition that phe-

nomenal reference should be epistemically transparent. Loar and Papineau fail to 

take this into account and that is why they beg the question. Their account of 

mind-brain identities may well explain away the intuition of transparency consid-

ered independently of the conceivability argument but it begs the question as 

a response to that argument. The proper response to that argument cannot depend 

on assuming that there is nothing incoherent about the truth of mind-brain identities. 

Loar argues that this assumption is ultimately justified by the intuitive dis-

tinction between concepts and properties. Concepts, unlike properties, are cogni-

tively individuated and this alone entitles us to assume that phenomenal and phy-

sical concepts can be the concepts of the same properties. There may be the resid-

ual difficulty of accounting for this coreference consistently with the semantic sta-

bility of phenomenal concepts but this difficulty does not undermine the key point 

that there can, in principle, be two ways of conceptualizing physical properties, 

the physical and the phenomenal.13 

I do not find this line of reasoning compelling. It may be, again, a good way 

of disarming the intuition of transparency considered independently of the con-

ceivability argument but it has no force against that argument. The problem is that 

the distinction between concepts and properties is consistent with the intuition 

that conceivability entails possibility and that entailment together with the seman-

tic stability of phenomenal concepts rule out the possibility that phenomenal con-

cepts pick out physical properties. Thus we cannot really appeal to the intuitive 

distinction between concepts and properties in response to CP. To assume in re-

sponse to CP that phenomenal and physical concepts can be the concepts of the 

same properties is, again, question-begging. 

                                                 
13 This line of reasoning is also explicit in Levine [2001]. Levine argues that we do not really under-
stand how mind-brain identities can be true because we do not really understand how phenomenal 
concepts can pick out physical properties directly. This is so for reasons that have nothing to do 
with the expectation of the transparency of essence that was mentioned earlier. The problem is that 
phenomenal concepts conceive of their referents under substantive modes of presentation and we 
do not seem to have a materialistically respectable way of explaining how they can do that. All 
materialistically respectable accounts of direct reference seem to leave no room for such substan-
tive modes of presentations. Papineau’s idea that phenomenal concepts use the properties they 
pick out can be interpreted as one possible response to this difficulty but, as I already pointed out, 
Levine argues that the use-mention feature of phenomenal concepts can hardly be explained in 
physical terms. Still, despite this difficulty of accounting for phenomenal reference Levine assumes 
that the intuitive distinction between concepts and properties justifies the claim that phenomenal 
and physical concepts can be the concepts of the same properties. This will then block the entail-
ment from conceivability to possibility since the identity of phenomenal and physical properties 
will be necessary despite being conceivably false. 
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I take it then that the phenomenal concept strategy falls short of showing 

that CP is unjustified in the mind-brain case. To avoid the charge of question-

begging, the criticism of CP cannot depend on assuming that mind-brain identities 

can be true. No such assumption, of course, is involved in the new objection to CP 

that emerges from Papineau’s interpretation of Kripke’s argument against the 

identity theory and for this reason this new objection seems to me much stronger 

than the criticism that comes from the phenomenal concept strategy. Of course, 

given that CP is unjustified, it follows that the a posteriority thesis (that a posteri-

ority is due to semantic instability), which is a consequence of CP, is unjustified, 

too. 

5. IS THE CONCEIVABILITY OF ZOMBIES A PRIORI? 

We have seen why CP is unjustified and without CP the two-dimensional 

conceivability argument against materialism collapses. But there is still one aspect 

of that argument that needs to be addressed. Whereas the semantic stability of 

‘consciousness’ implies that the primary conceivability of zombies should be de-

pendent on assuming whether or not psychophysical identity is true, Chalmers 

explicitly argues that the primary conceivability of zombies is a priori, that it does 

not depend on any a posteriori truths about the actual world and a posteriori iden-

tities, in particular. This is, indeed, the key assumption of Chalmers’ argument 

and this is the assumption that leads Chalmers astray. Let me then clarify this as-

pect of Chalmers’ reasoning. This will help us see better where Chalmers goes 

wrong. 

Chalmers’ justification of the assumption in question is based on the analy-

sis of Kripkean a posteriori necessities. This analysis reveals that a posteriori iden-

tities affect the secondary conceivability but not the primary one. Thus consider 

the statement ‘Water is not H2O’. Whether or not the statement ‘Water is not H2O’ 

is primarily conceivable does not depend on the fact that water is H2O. But whet-

her or not ‘Water is not H2O’ is secondarily conceivable does depend on whether 

or not water is H2O. Given that water is H2O, ‘Water is not H2O’ is not secondarily 

conceivable. This difference between the primary and secondary conceivabilities 

in the case of ‘Water is not H2O’ results from the fact that ‘water’ has different 

primary and secondary intensions, that is, functions that pick out the referent of 

‘water’ across possible actual worlds and possible counterfactual worlds, respec-

tively. The secondary intension of ‘water’ depends on the fact that water is H2O in 

the actual world. Given that this identity is true, ‘water’ picks out H2O in all pos-

sible counterfactual worlds. The primary intension of ‘water’, on the other hand, 

does not depend on the fact that water is H2O but is determined by the properties 
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that identify water or fix the reference of ‘water’ (watery properties). Thus the 

primary intension of ‘water’ picks out in all actual worlds any kind of stuff that is 

watery. 

Chalmers argues then by analogy that if we assume that the primary and 

secondary intensions of ‘consciousness’ are different, zombies will not be secon-

darily conceivable but will be conceivable primarily. If the secondary intension of 

‘consciousness’ is different from the primary intension, the property that ‘con-

sciousness’ picks out will be different from the property that identifies conscious-

ness across possible actual worlds, that is, the property of phenomenal feel. If con-

sciousness then turns out to be actually identical with some physical property, 

consciousness will be identical with that property in every counterfactually possi-

ble world and therefore zombies will not be secondarily conceivable. But, as 

Chalmers points out, this will not affect the primary conceivability of zombies. For 

the primary intension of ‘consciousness’ picks out in all possible actual worlds the 

property of phenomenal feel that is, by assumption, different from the actual ref-

erent of ‘consciousness’. Thus even if we assume on a posteriori grounds that con-

sciousness is physical, we are not committed to holding that the property of phe-

nomenal feel is physical and hence we can assume that there are other actual 

worlds which are like our world in all physical respects but in which nothing feels 

one way or another. Such worlds will be zombie worlds in the primary sense of 

zombies (or in the primary sense of consciousness). 

So, according to Chalmers, if the primary and secondary intensions of ‘con-

sciousness’ are different, the primary conceivability of zombies is a priori. And if 

the intensions in question are identical, Chalmers assumes that the primary con-

ceivability of zombies is a priori, too. For the primary conceivability of zombies is 

guaranteed by the fact that it is a priori conceivable that there are other actual 

worlds physically identical to our world but containing no phenomenal feel and 

such worlds are a priori conceivable regardless of whether or not the primary 

and secondary intensions of ‘consciousness’ are identical (regardless of whether 

the phenomenal feel fixes the reference of ‘consciousness’ or whether it is identical 

with the referent of ‘consciousness’). If those intensions are, in fact, identical, ar-

gues Chalmers, the secondary conceivability of zombies along with their primary 

conceivability will be a priori. 

It is clear though that Chalmers assumes too quickly that it is a priori con-

ceivable that there are other actual worlds physically identical to our world but 

containing no phenomenal feel. That is, indeed, a priori conceivable but in the 

light of Papineau’s analysis of our zombie worlds intuition this is something that 

should not be conceivable if we assume that the phenomenal feel itself is a posteri-
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ori identical with some physical property. This follows from the semantic stability 

of ‘the phenomenal feel’. The semantic stability of ‘the feeling of pain’ guarantees 

that ‘the feeling of pain’ will pick out the feeling of pain in all possible actual 

worlds. Thus if we assume that the feeling of pain is identical with some physical 

property P in our world, we are committed to holding that ‘the feeling of pain’ 

will pick out P in all actual worlds and then it should not be conceivable that the 

feeling of pain might not be P. So therefore to someone who assumes that the phe-

nomenal feel is physical it should not be conceivable that some other actual world 

physically identical to our world might not contain the property of phenomenal 

feel. 

This then creates a difficulty for Chalmers. The difficulty is that zombie 

worlds are conceivable even to committed physicalists who believe that the phe-

nomenal feel is physical, which appears to be inconsistent. Given their theoretical 

commitment, physicalists should not find zombie worlds conceivable. And if we 

now follow Papineau’s way of resolving this inconsistency, we will end up deny-

ing the key premise of Chalmers’ two-dimensional argument, that the conceivabil-

ity of zombies entails possibility. According to Papineau, in order to avoid the in-

consistency in question we have to assume that the identity of the phenomenal 

feel with P is something that physicalists (and anybody else) cannot believe at an 

intuitive level. This solution consists in assuming that the intuition of dualism ex-

plains why zombies are conceivable while at the same time leaving room for our 

commitment to the truth of the identity of the phenomenal feel with P at the theo-

retical level. However, for the reasons explicated earlier, the effect of this solution 

is breaking the entailment from the conceivability to the possibility of zombies. If 

the conceivability of worlds that resemble our world physically but contain no 

phenomenal feel follows from the intuition that the phenomenal feel cannot be 

a physical property, then we have no reason to believe that the conceivable worlds 

in question are possible. And without the entailment from the conceivability to the 

possibility of those worlds the two-dimensional argument does not get off the 

ground. 

Notice that this response to Chalmers does not, strictly speaking, depend on 

assuming that ‘consciousness’ is semantically stable but only that ‘the phenomenal 

feel’ is. If we assume that the primary and secondary intensions of ‘consciousness’ 

are different, the referent of ‘consciousness’ will be different from the property of 

phenomenal feel that identifies consciousness and hence ‘consciousness’ will be 

semantically unstable: it will pick out different kinds in different actual worlds. 

However, even in this scenario the ‘phenomenal feel’ will be semantically stable 
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and this alone will make the a priori status of the primary conceivability of zom-

bies problematic. 
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