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Explaining consciousness is one of the most challenging problems within the mind-

body debate. In this essay I am particularly interested in seeing how consciousness can 

be accounted for within the framework of physicalism, the doctrine that mental states are 

identical to brain states. To do this I will consider versions of one argument put forward by 

supporters of dualism, a contrary doctrine which holds that consciousness is not merely 

identical with physical brain activity. The argument suggests that if zombies are possible, 

i.e. beings who have exactly the same material constituents as human beings but lack 

consciousness, then the physical nature of consciousness is put into question. 

 

It is difficult to give a cogent definition of consciousness, but for all purposes of this 

essay it will be enough to treat consciousness as the collection of conscious mental states. 

Conscious mental states are a class of mental states which are accompanied by a sort of 

first-personal awareness of their occurrence. Some example are feeling embarrassment, 

being in pain, feeling thirsty, seeing red, desiring to leave a room, wanting an ice-cream. 

Not all mental states are conscious, such as those which trigger involuntary bodily 

movements, for example removing a hand from a hot stove.  

 

Thomas Nagel [Nagel, 1974] captures a common feature of conscious mental 

states in noticing that when someone is in a given conscious mental state, there is 

something it is like to be in that mental state. There is something it is like to be seeing red 

or being in pain. This feature is what makes it possible for us to recognise first-personally 

to be in that particular mental state when that mental state occurs, or to introspectively 

imagine what it is like to be in that mental state when it does not occur. I know what it is 

like to see red, even if I am not seeing red right now. 

 

The challenge for physicalism is to give an account of how such first-personal point 

of view on private mental states is possible, starting from the third-personal point of view 

that mental states just are physical states. 

 

One serious challenge to physicalism is found in the third lecture of Saul Kripke’s 

Naming and Necessity [Kripke, 1980]. Kripke’s argument, roughly rephrased, runs as 

follows: if it is true that mental states are equal to physical states, then this identity is 

necessary. However, it is possible to conceive of, say, C-fibres firing (the hypothetical 

material realization of pain in humans) without pain. Therefore if C-fibres and pain can 

come apart, the general identity is not necessarily true. Hence physicalism is false.  
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Note that this argument hinges crucially on the notion that conceivability of pain 

and C-fibres coming apart entails the possibility that they actually do in some possible 

world. This will require some close inspection. The rest of this essay is devoted to filling in 

the details of this argument and assessing whether it amounts to a definitive charge 

against physicalism. 

 

Kripke’s first and second lectures [Kripke, 1980] establish that identity claims which 

involve rigid designators on either side of the identity, are, if true, necessary a posteriori. A 

rigid designator is a noun which refers to the same object in every possible world. 

Examples are identity claims which involve proper names such as Cicero = Tully or 

scientific identities such as water = H2O. There is no possible world in which Cicero is not 

equal to Tully, as the two names refer to one and the same person. Cicero cannot possibly 

not be himself. Similarly, there is no possible world in which water is not H2O, as water and 

H2O are simply two distinct concepts which refer to the same material reality. In addition, 

these identities are a posteriori because they can only be established after some empirical 

evidence is produced, historical in the first case, scientific in the second. Sole a priori 

rational inspection of the isolated concepts of Cicero and Tully, water and H2O does not 

suffice to establish their identity. 

 

In his third lecture [Kripke, 1980] Kripke argues that very much the same holds if 

one accepts the identity between mental and physical states, e.g. pain = C-fibres firing, 

namely that pain and C-fibres cannot come apart in any possible world. However, Kripke 

thinks that pain and C-fibres seem to be able to come apart. Although it is the very 

essence of his identity theory to establish that all identity claims are necessary if true, 

Kripke emphasises that indeed it seems possible that in particular the identity between 

mental and physical states may not hold in some possible world. Many [e.g. Papineau, 

2002] give credit to Kripke’s intuition, confirming that it is manifestly possible [p 77] to 

conceive of beings, namely zombies, who have C-fibres but do not feel pain, and, by 

extension, share all our human material make up, yet lack consciousness. Papineau 

considers this conceivability a threat to physicalism and sets forth to show that physicalism 

is equipped with weapons for defence. 

 

It is worth pausing here for a moment. While I agree that it is possible to conceive 

of zombies, I do not think that a physicalist could consider this a genuine metaphysical 

possibility if he/she simultaneously accepts Kripke’s identity theory. I can conceive of 

logically impossible things such as two and two is five, but this conceivability does not turn 
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the logical impossibility into a possibility. Hence, conceivability of zombies alone should 

pose not threat at all to physicalism.  

 

Clearly, if zombies were indeed possible, then physicalism would be down, for if 

conscious mental states are not entailed in the bare physical arrangement of a zombie, 

then it is not the case that mental states = physical states. But if the attack to physicalism 

only amounts to suggest that zombies only seem possible whilst in fact they are not, then, 

in my view, such attack does nothing to undermine the actual identity of mind and brain 

states. Conceivability does not entail possibility, or at any rate, to seem possible is not to 

be possible.  

 

If the issues is truly merely apparent possibility, then the cure is psychological, not 

theoretical. If it is possible for a committed physicalist, even once he/she has endorsed the 

conclusion of the doctrine, to still believe that zombies seem possible, then it seems to me 

that this is just a matter of not having abandoned a dualist prejudice. This in itself is no 

threat to the doctrine.   

 

It is quite manifest that Kripke does not suggest that zombies are possible, only 

that they seem so. This view is endorsed by Papineau also [Papineau 2002, 2008]. 

However, Papineau does take Kripke’s suggestion so seriously that he goes to length in 

explaining why zombies appear so naturally possible even to the committed physicalist 

[Papineau 2008] and how a physicalist can defend his/her position in spite of the 

conceivability of zombies. 

 

So, is the apparent possibility of zombies a real threat to physicalism or not? To 

make some progress, it is worth examining in closer detail Papineau’s analysis. Papineau 

takes on board Kripke’s challenge to physicalists, i.e. to explain why zombies should seem 

so possible if it is true that there is nothing more than brain in a mind. Translated into 

Kripke’s original language, this is equivalent to explaining the appearance of contingencies 

in identity claims which are theoretically a posteriori necessary [Papineau, 2002 ch 3]. 

Why does pain = C-fibre firing appear contingent whilst it is actually necessary?  

 

Papineau clarifies that looking for analogies among scientific a posteriori necessary 

identities, such as heat = mean molecular motion, is of no use. True, there is a sense in 

which heat = mean molecular motion may seem contingent, but this is not pertinent to the 

appearance of contingency in pain = C-fibres firing. Let us see why.  
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This analysis requires to inspect how the terms on each side of the identity pick up 

their referents in the actual world. Heat picks out its referent via a description which 

contains, say, the property of heat of causing heat sensations in humans, whilst mean 

molecular motion picks out its referent via a scientific description which details the 

properties of mean molecular motion. The referent is the same object in both cases, but it 

is referred to in two distinct senses. In keeping with Kripke’s doctrine, there is no possible 

world in which heat fails to be mean molecular motion. Now, it should be noted that the 

property of causing heat sensations is contingent, as it is possible for humans to be 

insensitive to heat. Thus, heat picks out its referent via description which contains a 

contingent  property. This gives rise to appearance of contingency, for it may seem that 

heat is not mean molecular motion just in case the property of causing heat sensation is 

absent. But all this would cause is the impossibility for a human to feel heat, leaving 

completely untouched the identity of heat and mean molecular motion. 

 

This story cannot be run equally successfully for the pain = C-fibre firing identity. In 

this case, suppose pain picks out its referent (some material property) via a description 

which contains the contingent property of causing painful reactions in humans, whilst C-

fibres pick out the same material property via a scientific description. Now, because the 

property of causing painful reactions in humans is contingent, there is a possible world 

where this property does nor obtain i.e. a zombies world. Since we normally recognise 

pain through the existence painful reactions, if the latter lack in zombies, we may conclude 

that zombies have no pain whilst having all the C-fibres in place. However, this would be 

misjudged, since we only required for zombies to have no painful reactions, hence pain 

would still be there. This would be an explanation of the appearance of contingency which 

mirrors the heat = mean molecular motion story, but it is mistaken, for we have concluded 

that zombies have pain and C-fibres but no painful reactions, whilst by definition they are 

beings who lack pain altogether whilst having C-fibres in place. 

 

There are two ways to fix this, either (a) to accept that throwing away painful 

reactions throws away pain too, because painful reactions are the essence of pain itself [p 

84] or (b) even if we accept that painful reactions and pain are separate, nonetheless 

having painful reactions is in itself a conscious property which humans have, so 

physicalists now have to explain how it is possible for zombies to have all human material 

properties but lack the conscious property of having conscious painful reactions. In other 

words, the attack formerly directed to pain is now directed to conscious painful reactions, 

and the problem is thus reinstated. 
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Papineau concludes [p 84-5] that trying to explain away the appearance of 

contingency with the strategy of reference via contingent properties does not work in the 

case of conscious mental states. The definitive dismissal requires the formulation of the 

problem in terms of concepts, rather than properties. Papineau, who is a concept dualist 

[ch 2], believes that [p 86-7] pain and C-fibres are respectively phenomenal and material 

concepts which refer directly - and not by description - to their referent. The concepts of 

pain and C-fibres are distinct, whilst pain and C-fibres are not. The distinctness of 

concepts is what makes it possible, even for the committed physicalist, to toy with the idea 

that pain and C-fibres may come apart, thus making zombies entirely conceivable. 

 

I agree that the first strategy, which uses reference via contingent properties, 

backfires, whilst the second one, which points at distinctness of concepts, succeeds in 

explaining appearance of contingencies. However, I maintain that both analyses have not 

revealed elements of real threat for the believer in the identity of mental and physical 

states. True, in going to detail in explaining away the appearance of contingency, the 

conceptual dualist has an opportunity to rehearse and reiterate his/her views, but I do not 

think this exercise is elicited by a real threat.  

 

The pattern seems to be as follows: a property dualist like Kripke raises the 

possibility that mind-brain identities appear contingent whilst being necessary, and calls for 

an explanation of such contingencies suggesting that if this is not done satisfactorily it may 

undermine the whole architecture of physicalism. The physicalist then accepts the 

challenge although he has elements to refute it from the start (namely pointing out that 

mere appearance of contingency is not contingency). In accepting the challenge, it 

becomes evident that an analysis based on property dualism leads to a scenario where 

zombies who posses material properties but not conscious ones are possible. The 

apparently innocuous original conceivability of zombies has lead to their metaphysical 

possibility, which now really is a reason of genuine concern for the physicalist. Things are 

fixed again, as we have seen, if concept dualism is invoked. 

 

That appearance of contingency is a serious concern is confirmed by debates in 

current literature. Papineau [Papineau, 2008] argues that the seriousness of this concern 

depends on the degree of commitment of a physicalist to mind-brain identity claims. He 

notices that typical responses to Kripke in published literature assume that Kripke is 

asking how it is possible for, say, pain to appear not equal to C-fibres. Papineau on the 

contrary, thinks that Kripke is asking something more specific, namely how is it still 

possible for pain to appear not equal to C-fibres to someone who has accepted the 
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theoretical truth that pain = C-fibres. I take it that Papineau suggests that if such a residual 

resistance to wholly embracing the physicalist’s ultimate tenet remains alive even in the 

heart of the most committed physicalist, then this might indeed constitute a reason to 

doubt whether the tenet is indeed true. 

 

If mind-brain identities appear contingent only to someone who does not believe in 

them, then this poses no real threat, says Papineau [Papineau 2008]. He recognises that 

most arguments in the literature are geared at this level and therefore miss the more 

cogent challenge posed by Kripke.  

 

The lower threat to physicalism emanates from the so called two dimensional 

argument [Jackson 1993, Chalmers 1996 - cited in Papineau 2008]. This argument hinges 

on the idea of semantic instability. A concept is semantically unstable `if it refers to 

different things depending on how the actual facts turn out’ [Papineau 2008 p 4] e.g. if the 

term `water’ refers to `the colourless liquid with refreshing properties which falls from the 

sky’ then this description admits that things other than what we know as water could play 

the role of water. In this case the term `water’ is semantically unstable. The two-

dimensional argument against physicalism goes as follows: 

 

(I) Any a posteriori necessary identity claim has semantically unstable terms at 

least on one side of the identity [or equivalently, if all terms in an identity are 

semantically stable then the identity is a priori necessary]. 

(II) The phenomenal concept of pain and the material concept of C-fibres are 

semantically stable. 

________ 

(III) Pain = C-fibres is a priori necessary. However, since this identity cannot be a 

priori because it is a result of empirical evidence, then the identity is also not 

necessary. Hence it is contingent. Hence physicalism is false.  

 

Physicalists accept premise (II), but can easily deny premise (I) by endorsing 

Kripke’s theory of name identity. Since proper names are rigid designators, they are also 

semantically stable. For instance Cicero and Tully refer to the same person no matter how 

the facts turn out. Therefore the identity Cicero = Tully involves only semantically stable 

terms, yet it is a posteriori necessary. This counterexample defeats premise (I). 

 

Papineau continues by clarifying that the two dimensional argument above differ 

from Kripke’s argument in a fundamental respect, although philosophers in published 
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literature do not seem to notice this difference and respond to Kripke with a strategy 

tailored to the two-dimensional argument. The two dimensional argument asks the 

physicalist to explain how can the identity claim pain = C-fibre appear possible false whilst 

being a stable necessity. Kripke’s argument asks to explain how can the identity appear 

contingently true i.e. to seem at once actually true yet possible false.  

 

It is easy to show how the necessary stable identity Cicero = Tully may appear 

possibly false, by simply noticing that one may possess the stable concepts of Cicero and 

of Tully, but ignore that the identity holds, because, say, one is ignorant of the historical 

facts that the greatest Roman statesman was indeed the same person as the greatest 

Roman orator. It is not equally easy though to explain how this identity may appear 

contingently true i.e. seem possibly false to someone who knows that it is actually true. 

 

Kripke wants us believe that if there is room for an appearance of falsity in the 

claim pain = C-fibres firing even once this has been endorsed as necessarily true, then 

there lies the tip of a leverage which may bring physicalism down. His argument would 

then run as follows: 

 

(I) Any a posteriori necessary identity which continues to look false after it is 

believed must contain unstable terms 

(II) Pain and C-fibres are stable terms 

_______ 

(III) If the identity pain = C-fibres could be constructed, then it would be of a 

type described in (I), but its terms are stable, therefore the identity cannot 

be constructed. 

 

If one accepts Kripke’s premises, then I agree the conclusion follows. However, I 

believe that there is no place to give credit to the scenario suggested in premise (I), 

namely that a a posteriori necessary identity is at once fully endorsed, and yet believed 

false. This is psychologically possible, but technically impossible. If one has firmly 

accepted the theoretical identity, one cannot allow for the possibility of its falsity. I grant 

that one may remain in doubt about a theoretical truth even once he/she has endorse it, 

but this seems to me rather a psychological problem, not one which carries an important 

philosophical weight.  

 

In conclusion, if dualist arguments were able to present zombies as an actual 

possibility, then this would directly put physicalism down for it would constitute a proof that 
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consciousness does not follow from having the right material constituents. But this is not 

what the dualist arguments I have considered have the force to do, they simply suggest 

that zombies continue to appear possible even when the identity between mind and brain 

is accepted. This may render the physicalist psychologically uncomfortable, but not 

philosophically troubled.   
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