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Dualists say plausible things about our mental concepts: there is a way of
thinking of pain, in terms of how it feels, which is independent of causal role.
Physicalists make attractive ontological claims: the world is wholly physical.
The attraction of a posteriori physicalism is that it has seemed to do both: to
agree with the dualist about our mental concepts, whilst retaining a physicalist
ontology. In this paper I argue that, in fact, a posteriori physicalism departs
from the dualist’s intuitive picture of our phenomenal concepts in just as
radical a manner as more traditional forms of physicalism. Whereas the
physicalism of David Lewis and David Armstrong is counterintuitive in
holding that our only way of thinking about pain is in terms of its causal role,
the physicalism of David Papineau and Brian Loar departs from common
sense in holding that our phenomenal concept of pain is opaque: thinking of
pain in terms of how it feels reveals nothing of what it is for something to feel
pain. The arguments of David Chalmers and Frank Jackson against a
posteriori physicalism involve general claims about all concepts. In contrast,
my argument makes a claim only about phenomenal concepts: phenomenal
concepts are not opaque.

1. A Posteriori Physicalism: Practically Perfect in Every Way?
A posteriori physicalism promises to give everything and take nothing. The a
priori physicalism of Lewis [1966, 1970, 1994] and Armstrong [1968]
implicitly denies that there is any way of thinking about a conscious state
such as pain other than in terms of its causal role in a system mediating
between sensory input and behavioural output.1 For many this is a very
implausible claim about our mental concepts. In contrast, the a posteriori
physicalist concedes to the dualist that there is a way of thinking of pain—in
terms of how it feels—which bears no conceptual connection to the causal
role of pain. At the same time they deny that this dualism at the level of
concepts is mirrored in a dualism at the level of properties. The a posteriori
physicalist seems to follow the dualist in saying the right thing about
concepts, but the a priori physicalist in saying the right thing about
ontology. What more could be hoped for?2
1

See also Harman [1990], Dretske [1995], Rey [1995].
For some examples of a posteriori physicalism, see Levine [1983], Loar [1990, 2003], Papineau [1993a; 2002],
Tye [1995], Lycan [1996], Hill [1997], Hill and McLaughlin [1999], Block and Stalnaker [1999], and Perry
[2001].
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Sadly, this received opinion concerning the merits of a posteriori
physicalism is exaggerated. A posteriori physicalism is committed to a view
about our mental concepts, which is arguably just as counter-intuitive as
that of the a priori physicalist. Many philosophers ﬁnd a priori physicalism
problematic because it is at odds with their carefully considered judgments about their mental concepts. I hope in this paper to persuade
such philosophers to come to the same judgment about a posteriori
physicalism.

Downloaded by [University of Liverpool] at 04:34 01 November 2012

2. Phenomenal Concepts Are Not Opaque
Most human beings, when they are in pain, are able to reﬂect introspectively
on the feeling of pain, and think of it in terms of how it feels. Call this way
of conceiving of pain the ‘phenomenal conception’ of pain, and call the
concept of the feeling of pain which is formed from thinking about it in this
way the ‘phenomenal concept’ of pain.3 When I carefully reﬂect on the
feeling of pain phenomenally conceived, it does not seem to me to be
apparent in that conception that to feel pain is to instantiate a state which
has a certain causal role. Given this, in so far as I have reason to trust my
carefully considered judgments about my own concepts, I have reason to
doubt a priori physicalism.
But when undertaking such careful reﬂection on the feeling of pain
phenomenally conceived, it also seems to me that this conception reveals at
least something of what it is for something to feel pain. That’s why I have
such strong reactions when I believe that someone feels pain. That’s why I
run to the other room to get the painkillers. That’s why I judge that what
Dave is doing to Steve with the hammer is so deeply morally objectionable.
If a phenomenal conception of the feeling of pain didn’t reveal to me
anything about what it is for someone to feel pain, why would I care that
people feel pain (or at least why would I care until I had done the relevant
empirical work to tell me what it is for someone to feel pain)?
This is not a judgment, at least not in the ﬁrst instance, about extraconceptual reality: it is rather a judgment about the phenomenal concept of
pain. Let us say that a concept C of a property F is opaque iﬀ C reveals
nothing of what it is (or what it would be) for an object to have F. Let me
give an example of an opaque concept. Suppose Kev and I are playing a fun
game called, ‘Guess which property Kev is thinking about’. As it happens,
the property Kev is thinking about is the feeling of pain. I am clueless, but I
try to be clever, ‘Of course I know which property you are thinking about.
You are thinking of ‘‘the property Kev is thinking about right now’’ (where
I use this description as a rigid designator).’ Hilarity ensues.
Of course I have managed here to denote the property Kev is thinking
about, the property of how pain feels. I have managed to refer to the feeling
of pain in thought and language. But there is a clear sense in which I do not
3
I am assuming that when two human beings think about the (determinable property of the) feeling of pain in
terms of how it feels, they employ the same kind of concept. Hence I can talk about ‘the phenomenal concept
of pain’.
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know what it is for an object to have that property. I might say, ‘Of course I
know what it is for an object to have that property . . . it’s for it to be such
that it has ‘‘the property Kev is thinking about right now’’ (where I use this
description as a rigid designator).’ But this is more trickery. Again, there is a
clear sense in which, although I am able to refer to the property (which
happens to be how pain feels), I have no idea what its nature is. The concept
of the property which Kev is thinking about right now (rigidly designated) is
opaque.
When I reﬂect carefully on the phenomenal concept of pain, it seems to
me that it is not opaque in this sense: at least something of what it is for
something to feel pain is knowable a priori. It is because reﬂection on
pain in terms of how it feels reveals something of what it is to feel pain
that I am moved to help those in pain. There is nothing mysterious about
this. I am not having some mysterious a priori insight into the nature of
reality. This is merely an intuition about a concept. I have the same
intuition about the concept of being a friend, or the concept of being
spherical in Euclidean geometry. To take the latter example, I know a
priori at least something of what it is for an object to be spherical in
Euclidean geometry, i.e. I know it’s for that object to have all points on
its surface equidistant from its centre. This does not yet get me to reality,
because I do not know a priori whether this concept is satisﬁed, that is,
whether there are any objects which have the property of being spherical.
In the same way, knowing something a priori about what it is for
something to feel pain tells me nothing, in and of itself, about the nature
of reality, because it is not a priori whether the phenomenal concept of
pain is satisﬁed. Unless the ontological argument is sound, all conceptual
analysis can tell me is what it would take for a concept to be satisﬁed, not
whether or not such conditions are satisﬁed.
I argue below that a posteriori physicalism implies that the phenomenal
concept of pain is opaque. Given this, if (i) I have good reason to trust my
carefully considered armchair judgments about my concepts, (ii) the
phenomenal concept of pain is one of my concepts, (iii) my carefully
considered armchair judgments about the phenomenal concept of pain
strongly suggest to me that it is not opaque, it follows that I have good
reason to doubt the truth of a posteriori physicalism. Any philosopher
whose carefully considered judgments about the phenomenal concept of
pain agree with mine will likewise have reason to doubt the truth of a
posteriori physicalism.

3. Avoiding Contentious Meta-Semantic Premises
The aim of this paper is to argue that a posteriori physicalism is committed
to phenomenal concepts’ being opaque, and that this is a counter-intuitive
conception of phenomenal concepts. David Chalmers’s well-known arguments against physicalism [1996, 2002, 2009] implicitly involve a commitment to phenomenal concepts’ not being opaque. But rather than oﬀering
arguments to the eﬀect that phenomenal concepts in particular are not
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opaque, Chalmers gets to this position by making very general claims about
the nature of all concepts.
Consider the following four categories of concept:
Transparent: A transparent concept reveals the nature of its referent (where the
referent is a property, the concept reveals what it is for an object to have that
property).
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Translucent: A translucent concept reveals part (but not all) of the nature of its
referent (where the referent is a property, the concept reveals part of what it is
for an object to have that property).
Mildly opaque: A mildly opaque concept does not reveal essential properties of
the referent,4 but does reveal accidental features of the referent which uniquely
identify it in the actual world.5
Radically opaque: A radically opaque concept reveals neither essential nor
accidental properties of its referent.6

Chalmers’s two-dimensional semantic framework rules out the existence of radically opaque concepts by involving the following two
principles:
1. Every concept has a primary intension, which is a function from
possible worlds (considered as actual) to referents, i.e. the primary
intension of the concept water is a function which returns the referent
H2O to the world (considered as actual) where H2O is the colourless,
odourless stuﬀ in oceans and lakes, returns the referent XYZ to the world
(considered as actual) where XYZ is the colourless, odourless stuﬀ in
oceans and lakes, etc.
2. The primary intension can be evaluated a priori.

These two principles are inconsistent with the existence of concepts which
reveal no properties of the referent. If we can evaluate the primary intension
a priori, then we can know a priori the property of the referent which
uniquely identiﬁes it in the actual world; in the above example we can know
a priori that water is the colourless, odourless stuﬀ in oceans and lakes in the
actual world. It is reasonably uncontroversial, for the reasons Kripke gives
in Naming and Necessity [1980: 144–55], that phenomenal concepts are not
mildly opaque. If phenomenal concepts are not mildly opaque, and there are

4
Beyond essential properties which are trivial, e.g. being self-identical, or concern the very general ontological
kind of the referent, e.g. being a property, being a countable object.
5
We might alternatively deﬁne mildly external concepts as concepts possession of which involves implicit
knowledge of how reference is ﬁxed. This deﬁnition would avoid many of the tricky issues described in note 9,
but departs from Chalmers’s way of setting things up.
6
Same qualiﬁcation as with mildly opaque concepts, see note 4.
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no radically opaque concepts, it follows that phenomenal concepts are not
opaque.7
The banning of radically opaque concepts is essential for Chalmers’s
arguments against physicalism. A crucial premise in the argument, the
premise that links mere conceivability to genuine possibility, is that every
coherent proposition, even if necessarily false, is ‘veriﬁed’ at some genuinely
possible world. A coherent proposition P is veriﬁed by world W iﬀ under the
hypothesis that W actually obtains, one ought to conclude that P is true.
For example the proposition 5water is XYZ4 is necessarily false, but it is
veriﬁed at the genuinely possible world where the colourless, odourless stuﬀ
in oceans and lakes is XYZ. On the assumption that this possibility is actual,
one ought to conclude that 5water is XYZ4 is true.8
The reason 5water is XYZ4 is veriﬁed at the XYZ world is that the
concept water reveals a priori an accidental property which uniquely
identiﬁes its referent in the actual world: the property of being the
colourless, odourless stuﬀ in oceans and lakes. The fact that this proposition
is veriﬁed at the XYZ world is explained in terms of the mild opacity of the
concept water. Suppose there is a radically opaque concept, the concept of
that stuﬀ, which refers to H2O. The proposition 5that stuﬀ is XYZ4 would
be coherent, in the sense that it cannot be ruled out a priori, and yet would
not be veriﬁed at any possible world. Whatever possible world I am
considering, given that the concept of that stuﬀ reveals no properties of its
referent, I would have no way of picking out that stuﬀ in the world that I am
considering as actual. If there are radically opaque concepts, then
Chalmers’s crucial premise linking conceivability to possibility is false.9
7
Jackson [1998] has a very similar two-dimensional framework which also excludes radically opaque
concepts, and which he uses to oppose a posteriori physicalism.
8
We need to add ‘centres’ to the worlds considered as actual to evaluate the primary intension. Centres would
also have to be built into a satisfactory deﬁnition of a mildly opaque concept, e.g. we would need centring to
distinguish the watery stuﬀ on Earth from the watery stuﬀ on Twin Earth. I ignore this complication.
9
There are extra complexities here. Could we not bring facts about reference into the worlds being considered
for veriﬁcation of 5that stuﬀ is XYZ4? For example, we could suggest that this proposition is true at the
world considered as actual where a recognitional capacity picking out XYZ was activated in me at the time
(we can pick out the relevant individual and time with reference to the centre of the world) I thought this
thought (and no other referential capacity was activated, etc.). If this is fair game, then the physicalist can
reply that the proposition Q 5all the actual physical facts obtain but no badger has ever felt pain4 is true at
the world considered as actual where (i) all the actual physical facts obtain (ii) a Chalmers-style phenomenal
concept referring to a non-physical property F is activated in me when I think about pain, (iii) badgers don’t
have F, but is false at the world considered as actual where (i) all the actual physical facts obtain, (ii) a
Papineau-style phenomenal concept referring to c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring is activated in me when I think about pain.
This would result in pain having distinct primary and secondary intensions (the secondary intension being
dependent on the referent of the actual concept activated in me when I think about pain), which would render
false another crucial premise in Chalmers’s argument: that phenomenal concepts have identical primary and
secondary intensions (which allows the move from there being a world considered as actual where there are
zombie badgers to there being a world considered as counterfactual where there are zombie badgers).
But there is another problem for the physicalist. One might think that the physicalist ought to hold that
complete knowledge of the actual physical facts would reveal that ‘pain’ refers to c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, in which case
we can rule out a priori that all the actual physical facts obtain in the absence of pain (because the actual
physical facts entail that ‘pain’ refers to c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring). I think there is room for the physicalist to deny this.
She could say that, if there is actually a non-physical property closely associated with c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, then
‘pain’ refers to that non-physical property, but that if there is actually no such non-physical property closely
associated with c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, then ‘pain’ refers to c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring (this strategy would be similar to the
‘conditional analysis’ defence of physicalism: Hawthorne [2002], Stalnaker [2002], Braddon-Mitchell [2003]).
We could tell a similar story about the conceivability of all the actual physical facts obtaining in the absence
of that stuﬀ, so there is no reason to think that phenomenal concepts are unique in this regard.
Chalmers also suggests that the mere fact that there is a minimal physical duplicate of our world, call it W,
which veriﬁes the proposition Q, is enough to refute physicalism, as the actual world diﬀers from W in that Q
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Chalmers’s arguments, then, rely on a highly contentious meta-semantic
assumption: there are no radically opaque concepts.10 The argument I
present in this paper does not. I am happy to allow that there are radically
opaque concepts; perhaps we have certain radically opaque concepts
grounded in sub-personal recognitional capacities.11 My argument relies
speciﬁcally on a claim about phenomenal concepts: phenomenal concepts
are not opaque.
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4. A Posteriori Physicalism Implies That Phenomenal Concepts Are Opaque
A posteriori physicalists, as physicalists, hold that to feel pain just is to
instantiate some functional or physiological state, which we can call, as is
the tradition, ‘‘c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring’’. If this were the case, and if the concept of
pain were transparent, that is, if it revealed what it is for someone to feel
pain, it would follow that the phenomenal concept of pain reveals that to
feel pain is to have your c-ﬁbres ﬁre. But this is precisely what the a
posteriori physicalist denies. A posteriori physicalism is inconsistent with the
claim that the phenomenal concept of pain is transparent.
Objection 1: Fair enough, the a posteriori physicalist cannot claim that the
phenomenal concept of the feeling of pain reveals everything about what it is
for something to feel pain (after all, it doesn’t reveal that to be in pain is to
have your c-ﬁbres ﬁre), but she can claim that the phenomenal concept of pain
reveals something of what it is for something to feel pain. Perhaps our
armchair intuitions about the phenomenal concept of pain are strongly against
its being opaque, but they are not obviously against its being translucent. The
is actually false (actual badgers feel pain). I think the physicalist can plausibly deny that there is any minimal
physical duplicate of the actual world which veriﬁes Q—on the grounds that if there are in actuality only
physical properties ‘pain’ refers to a physical property—whilst making sense of the conceivability of Q in the
following way: under the hypothesis that dualism actually obtains, there is a world considered as
counterfactual at which Q is true.
Alternatively, I think the physicalist could concede that strictly speaking zombies (including zombie
badgers) are ruled out a priori, but only because the physical facts entail facts about the reference of
phenomenal concepts, not because phenomenal concepts can be analysed into functional concepts. This
would still avoid the diﬃculties with the standard a priori physicalist position: it would allow that we have a
special way of thinking about experiences which is not conceptually connected to functional role, which is the
new concept Mary learns when leaving her black and white room, etc. The physicalist may still be obliged to
explain why we ﬁnd it is diﬃcult to accept that ‘pain’ refers to c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, in a way that we don’t ﬁnd it
diﬃcult to accept that that stuﬀ refers to H2O, but physicalists have gone to some lengths to do this, e.g.
Papineau [1993a].
10
See Dretske [1994] and Millikan [1984] for theories that involve a commitment to radically opaque
concepts. In the theories of phenomenal concepts oﬀered by a posteriori physicalists, phenomenal concepts
are generally conceived of as some kind of radically opaque concept, e.g. demonstratives [Papineau 1993b;
Perry 2001], or grounded in recognitional capacities [Loar 1990] or facts about teleology [Papineau 2002,
2007] rather than a priori content. Chalmers and Jackson [e.g. Jackson 1998: 37–42] often claim that their
two-dimensional framework is consistent with the causal theory of reference, and indeed it is in the sense that
the primary intension might express certain causal/historical connections between the referent and
employments of the concept. However, their framework is inconsistent with meta-semantic theories
according to which those causal/historical relations, or whatever facts determine reference, are not a priori
associated with the concept. This is still a highly contentious meta-semantic assumption, which takes away
from the dialectical strength of Chalmers’s anti-physicalist arguments.
11
Suppose I meet Bob at a party and form a recognitional capacity which allows me to refer to Bob. Two
months later I wake up and think, ‘I wonder if I’ll met that guy again’, where I employ my recognitional
capacity in order to think about Bob. I can’t remember Bob’s name, or what he looks like. The only thing I
remember about Bob is that he is a guy I met at a party, but this does not uniquely identify him, as I have met
lots of guys at parties. This seems to me a plausible example of a radically opaque concept.
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a posteriori physicalist, then, can hold that the phenomenal concept of pain is
translucent, and in this way appease our armchair intuitions.

One way to interpret this objection, which one hears a lot in conversation if
not in print, is as follows:
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Objection 1*: Pain has number of aspects. The phenomenal concept of pain
reveals the phenomenal aspect of pain, i.e. how it feels, but it may also have a
physical aspect, e.g. c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, which is not revealed by the phenomenal
concept of pain.

To agree with Objection 1* is to concede property dualism: there is one
state—call it ‘pain’ if you like12—which has on the one hand a physical
aspect, and on the other hand a phenomenal aspect. The consistent
physicalist cannot settle with this. The physicalist is obliged to claim that the
feeling of pain itself is a physical property. If the feeling of pain is not a
physical property, then there is a property which is not physical (assuming
the feeling of pain exists) and physicalism is false. This quite straightforward
point is generally conceded by physicalists, but it is good to be clear about
it.13
There is another way to interpret Objection 1:
Objection 1**: It is not that there are two properties here, one phenomenal and
one physical. There is just a single property, how pain feels, but the
phenomenal concept reveals some, but not all, of what it is for an object to
have that property.

Even interpreted this way, I don’t think it can help the a posteriori
physicalist. For the a posteriori physicalist, how pain feels is a wholly
physical property. If the phenomenal concept of pain is translucent, then it
reveals an aspect of that property. But, crucially, an aspect of a wholly
physical state is itself a physical state. Therefore, if the phenomenal concept
of pain were translucent, it would reveal that how pain feels involves a
physical state (that physical state being an aspect of the physical state which
is the feeling of pain). But this is precisely what the a posteriori physicalist
denies. A posteriori physicalism is inconsistent with the claim that
phenomenal concepts are translucent.
Let’s take an example to make this clearer. Suppose that for a thing to
feel pain is for its c-ﬁbres and d-ﬁbres to ﬁre. If the phenomenal concept
of pain revealed that the feeling of pain involved c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, but did
not reveal that the feeling of pain involved d-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, then the
phenomenal concept of pain would be translucent: it would reveal an
aspect of what it is to feel pain (to have c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring), but not the
12
My linguistic intuitions tell me that ‘to be in pain’ just is, and is nothing more than, to feel pain (to think
this is not to beg the question against materialism; many materialists, e.g. David Lewis [1980: xVIII], and
David Papineau [2002: 82] agree). But this terminological debate over whether ‘being in pain’ is semantically
equivalent to ‘feeling pain’ is utterly unimportant, for the simple reason that we can choose to explicitly
focus, as I have mostly done here, on the feeling of pain itself, and ask whether that is a physical property.
13
See, for example, Lewis [1980: xVIII] and Papineau [2002: 82].
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whole of what it is to feel pain (to have c-ﬁbres ﬁring and d-ﬁbres ﬁring).
But this would clearly be inconsistent with the a posteriori physicalist’s
contention that it is not a priori that the phenomenal concept of pain
denotes a physical property.14
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Objection 2: The phenomenal concept of pain does reveal what it is for
something to feel pain. The physical concept of c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring also reveals
what it is for something to feel pain. The physical and the phenomenal concept
are two conceptually distinct ways of knowing what it is for something to feel
pain.

It is not at all obvious that the claim expressed in Objection 2 is intelligible.
Of course we can refer to a property in lots of diﬀerent conceptually distinct
ways: in terms of its accidental properties, in virtue of a causal or historical
connection, etc. But it does not follow from this that we can know what it is
for a speciﬁc property to be instantiated in numerous conceptually distinct
ways. Someone understands what it is for an object to be spherical (in
Euclidean geometry) just in case they know that a spherical object is a threedimensional object which has all points on its surface equidistant from its
centre. Someone understands what it is for something to be a bachelor just
in case they know that a bachelor is an unmarried man, and they know what
the institution of marriage is. It is diﬃcult to make sense of the thought that
the notion of a bachelor, or the notion of sphericity, could be understood in
two conceptually distinct ways.
Of course I can know the proposition, 5for x to be a bachelor is for x to
have the property Kev is thinking about right now4 (where Kev is thinking
about the property of being a bachelor), which is conceptually distinct from,
but at the level of reference identical to, the proposition 5for x to be a
bachelor is for x to be an unmarried man4. But I take it that there is a clear
sense in which to know the former proposition is not to know what it is for
something to be a bachelor.
Call the following ‘The Thesis of Dubious Intelligibility’ (TDI):
For some property F, there are two conceptually distinct ways of knowing
what it is for F to be instantiated.

It has become apparent to me in conversation that many people take the a
posteriori physicalist Brian Loar’s view to involve a commitment to TDI.
Superﬁcial attention to Loar’s way of putting things gives that impression.
But closer attention reveals that at no point does Loar commit to TDI. His
way of talking superﬁcially suggests that he takes phenomenal concepts to
be transparent, talking as he does of phenomenal concepts aﬀording us a
‘grasp of the essence’ of phenomenal properties. But closer examination
reveals that all he means by a concept aﬀording a ‘grasp of essence’ is that
the concept is not mildly opaque:
14

Or suppose that to feel pain is to be in a certain a functional state. If the concept of the feeling of pain is
translucent, then the concept will partly reveal the functional nature of the feeling of pain, which is again
inconsistent with the claims of the a posteriori physicalist.
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Phenomenal concepts, as we have seen, do not conceive of their reference via
contingent modes of presentation. And so they can be counted as conceiving
phenomenal qualities directly. Calling this a grasp of essence seems to me all
right, for phenomenal concepts do not conceive their references by way of their
accidental properties . . .
[Loar 1990: 305, my emphasis]

The most natural reading of the phrase, ‘Phenomenal concepts give us a
grasp of essence’, is that phenomenal concepts reveal what it is for a
conscious state to be instantiated, i.e. that phenomenal concepts are
transparent. But this is not what Brian Loar uses this phrase to mean.
Rather, he uses it to mean that phenomenal concepts do not conceive of
their referents by way of their accidental properties, i.e. phenomenal
concepts are not mildly opaque. But this leaves two very diﬀerent options
open: either phenomenal concepts might be transparent/translucent or they
might be radically opaque.
In other words, Loar dodges the issue. By lumping together transparent/
translucent concepts and radically opaque concepts, under the category of
‘direct concepts’, he declines to tell us whether on his view phenomenal
concepts are transparent/translucent or radically opaque, and so declines to
tell us whether or not his view is committed to TDI (which it would be if he
held both that phenomenal concepts were transparent/translucent and that
physical concepts were transparent).15
Because Loar does not explicitly defend TDI, he does not put the work in
to making this thesis intelligible. At the very least, if the a posteriori
physicalist wants explicitly to defend the idea that we could know what it is
for a single property to be instantiated under two conceptually distinct
modes of presentation, she ought to spell out the details of this thesis, to put
some ﬂesh on the bone, and in doing so help us to make sense of this initially
obscure notion. Could the same be true of other properties, e.g. could we
know what it is for something to be a bachelor under two conceptually
distinct modes of presentation? Or is it only in the case of pain that we can
grasp its nature in two conceptually distinct ways? Why is pain special in
this way? No a posteriori physicalist has even begun to tackle these issues, or
indeed even explicitly endorsed TDI.16
15
Why would Loar be committed to TDI if he thought that phenomenal concepts were translucent and that
physical concepts were transparent? Answer: if the phenomenal concept of pain is translucent, then it reveals
an aspect, call it a, of what it is to feel pain. If the physical concept that denotes the feeling of pain reveals the
complete nature of the feeling of pain, then it will reveal the nature of a (as an aspect of that complete
nature). If the physical concept conceives of a in physical terms, and the phenomenal concept conceives of a
in phenomenal terms, then the physical and the phenomenal concept reveal the nature of a under
conceptually distinct modes of presentation (according to a posteriori physicalism).
16
Both Loar [1990] and Papineau [2002] have put eﬀort into explaining what is special about phenomenal
concepts, but not speciﬁcally what is special about phenomenal concepts such that TDI is or might be true. Loar
avoids the issue by not distinguishing between transparent/translucent concepts on the one hand and
radically opaque concepts on the other. Papineau, as I explain below, has recently explicitly committed to
phenomenal concepts’ being opaque, and so does not need to accept TDI. As I also explain below, the
primary aim of Papineau and Loar is to give an account of phenomenal concepts which enables them to
make sense of psycho-physical identities’ being exceptions to what Papineau calls ‘the transparency thesis’
and Loar calls ‘the semantic premise’, a principle which is not equivalent to TDI.
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Loar avoids explicitly endorsing the (highly counterintuitive) claim that
phenomenal concepts are opaque. But in the more recent writings of David
Papineau we ﬁnd an a posteriori physicalist willing to face up to this
implication of his view. Indeed, Papineau not only claims that phenomenal
concepts are opaque, but goes as far as to claim that all atomic concepts are
opaque, which we can see in the following attack on the notion of a
transparent atomic concept:
. . . the notion of direct acquaintance on which it rests strikes me as highly
suspicious. It assumes some mode of thought where objects become completely
transparent to the mind and all their essential properties are thereby laid bare.
It is hard not to see this as inspired by some misplaced visual model, in which
we are able to peer in at some immaculately illuminated scene. I myself doubt
that there is any such mode of thought. No doubt there are ways of thinking of
things that make certain essential properties a priori knowable. But I take such
a priori knowledge to derive from (possibly implicit) compositionality in the
relevant modes of thinking, and so not to be associated with the most basic
ways in which thought makes contact with reality . . . When it comes to these
basic points of contact, I ﬁnd it hard to take seriously any alternative to the
assumption that our atomic concepts are related to reality by facts external to
our a priori grasp, such as causal or historical facts.
[Papineau 2006: 102]

. . . straightforward physicalists do not accept any transparent modes of
thought . . . I don’t recognize any way in which the mind ‘captures’ something,
apart from simply referring to it.
[ibid: 106]

We can see, then, that Chalmers and Papineau make polar opposite, but
arguably equally contentious, meta-semantic assumptions. Both deny the
existence of at least one of the four categories of concept I have formulated:
Chalmers denies the existence of radically opaque concepts whilst Papineau
denies the existence of (atomic) transparent concepts and translucent
concepts.17
I will not here go into the details of Papineau’s account of phenomenal
concepts, but it is clear that he takes these concepts to be basic (indeed it is
diﬃcult to see how an a posteriori physicalist can say otherwise given that
she resists giving functionalist analyses of phenomenal concepts). Hence, we
can see that Papineau holds that a phenomenal conception of pain reveals
none of the essential features of the feeling of pain, that there is no sense in
which this way of thinking of pain ‘captures’ the feeling other than simply
referring to it. Papineau believes that thinking of the feeling of pain in terms
of how it feels reveals nothing of what it is to feel pain. Stop and reﬂect for a
moment on what Papineau believes (often a clear exposition of a view can

17

I take it that it follows from atomic concepts’ being ‘related to reality by facts external to our a priori grasp’
that atomic concepts are neither transparent nor translucent.
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constitute an argument against it): to think of the feeling of pain in terms of
how it feels reveals nothing of what it is to feel pain.
There are two ways in which Papineau caricatures his opponent in the
above passage. First, he does not distinguish between a commitment to
transparency and a commitment to translucency (at least with regard to
atomic concepts). Compare:

Downloaded by [University of Liverpool] at 04:34 01 November 2012

The phenomenal concept of pain reveals something of what it is to feel pain
(reveals some essential features of the feeling of pain, captures the feeling of
pain in some way which goes beyond merely referring to it).
The phenomenal concept of pain reveals everything of what it is to feel pain
(reveals all essential features of pain).

It is clear that the latter claim is much stronger than the former, but
Papineau lumps the two together, and in so doing makes his opponent seem
less moderate than she need be. As I have argued, a posteriori physicalism is
at odds not only with the claim that phenomenal concepts are transparent,
but also with the much more moderate claim that phenomenal concepts are
translucent.
Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the visual metaphor of ‘peering
at some immaculately illuminated scene’, implies that a commitment to the
transparency or translucency of an atomic concept involves some kind of
mysterious a priori insight into the nature of reality. But to claim that a
concept is transparent or translucent is just to claim something about the
concept, not about extra-conceptual reality. To claim that a concept is
translucent is to claim that that concept reveals something of what it
demands of reality. To claim that a concept is transparent is to claim that
that concept reveals everything of what it demands of reality. Of course, if
we have independent reason to think those demands are satisﬁed then this
will have implications for how the world is. But a mere commitment to the
translucency, or indeed the transparency, of a concept reveals nothing about
the world outside the concept.18
We can see a posteriori physicalists as caught on the horns of a dilemma.
Either they hold that phenomenal concepts are opaque, and put themselves
at odds with deep intuitions we have about our phenomenal concepts, or
they accept that phenomenal concepts are transparent/translucent and
accept TDI. Until a posteriori physicalists explicitly claim that phenomenal
concepts are transparent/translucent, rather than merely not mildly opaque,
I will read them as embracing the ﬁrst horn of this dilemma (as Papineau
does explicitly).

18
As I will discuss below, it is plausible to think that, in having a phenomenal concept of pain whilst
introspecting one’s pain, one can know for certain that that concept is perfectly satisﬁed. If this is the case,
and if the phenomenal concept of pain is transparent, then mere introspection can give us insight into the
nature of reality. Merely by introspecting I can know the nature of a property, and know that that property is
instantiated. But even if this is so, it is not the mere transparency of the phenomenal concept which allows us
insight into the nature of reality; it is transparency in conjunction with the certainty that the concept is
perfectly satisﬁed. There is nothing mysterious about the notion of transparency itself.
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Slight Interlude: Breaking the Impasse in the Consciousness Debate
The primary aim of the theories of phenomenal concepts oﬀered by
Papineau and Loar is to show how a principle which they take to be
employed in Kripke-inspired anti-physicalist arguments—a principle
which Papineau calls ‘the transparency thesis’, and which Loar calls
‘the semantic premise’—can be shown to be false. This is the principle
that all a posteriori identities involve at least one mildly opaque concept
[Loar 1990; Papineau 2002: ch. 3]. We can roughly interpret Chalmers as
arguing that: (i) The transparency thesis is true (on the grounds that
the standard examples of a posteriori identities, e.g. 5water is H2O4
involve at least one mildly opaque concept), (ii) Phenomenal concepts are
not mildly opaque (for the reasons Kripke gives in Naming and
Necessity), (iii) Therefore, 5pain is c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring4 is false (because
neither the concept of pain nor the concept of c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring is mildly
opaque19).
I am perfectly happy to agree with Papineau and Loar that the
transparency thesis is false: the proposition 5that stuﬀ is XYZ4, in
which that stuﬀ is a radically opaque concept which refers to H2O, is an
exception to the transparency thesis. But I ﬁnd it a great deal less
plausible that TDI is false. The consciousness debate, as it has been held
in the last ﬁfteen or so years between a posteriori physicalists like
Papineau and Loar and dualists/a priori physicalists like Chalmers and
Jackson, has placed too much emphasis on the transparency thesis, or
something like it, as a result of failing to clearly distinguish between
transparent/translucent concepts on the one hand and radically opaque
concepts on the other (both of these kinds of concept are usually just
lumped together under the category of ‘direct concepts’). It is this
misplaced emphasis which I hope to correct with this paper. It would be
better at this point to move the argument on to the questions of: (i)
whether or not phenomenal concepts are opaque, (ii) whether or not TDI
is true.
Objection 3: You have been all along assuming that physical concepts, such as
the concept of c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring, are transparent. But why should they not be
opaque? If the phenomenal concept of pain is transparent, and the physical
concept of c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring is opaque, then both concepts can denote the same
property without the need to accept TDI.

There is a non-standard form of physicalism, a view I like to call ‘funny
physicalism’, which makes sense of the identity of physical and phenomenal
properties in this way.20 Bertrand Russell, one of the ﬁrst funny physicalists,
claimed that there is an important sense in which physics, for all its success,
19

More precisely: the physicalist cannot rely on the concept of c-ﬁbres’ ﬁring being mildly opaque unless she
is a funny physicalist (see response to Objection 3 below).
‘Funny peculiar’ (in a non-pejorative sense) rather than ‘funny ha ha’. For some examples of funny
physicalism, see Russell [1927], Eddington [1928], Feigl [1967], Maxwell [1979], Lockwood [1989], Strawson
[1994, 2003, 2006], Chalmers [1996], Griﬀen [1998], and Stoljar [2001].

20
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tells us very little about the nature of the physical world. The language of
physics is mathematical, and, because of this, physics is suited to tell us only
about the structure of the physical world, not about the qualitative nature of
whatever it is that has that structure. The only window we have onto the
qualitative nature of physical reality is via our immediate acquaintance with
our conscious experience. Physics tells us about the structure of our brain,
but in introspection we peer in on the reality of the thing that has that
structure.21
This view is very diﬀerent from ‘physicalism’ as it is normally understood
(the view that Papineau [2006] calls ‘straightforward physicalism’, and
Galen Strawson [2003] calls ‘physicSalism’), and is arguably only
terminologically distinct from property dualism. For the funny physicalist,
conscious experience is an aspect of the nature of the brain which goes
beyond what physics can ever tell us about the brain. If we deﬁne ‘physical
property’, as I have been implicitly doing throughout this paper, such that a
property is physical iﬀ it is (or is a priori by) the kind of property which
physics transparently reveals to us, then funny ‘physicalism’ is committed to
reality’s containing non-physical properties, and so is not really a form of
physicalism. It is only if we deﬁne ‘physical property’ in some way that is not
so rigidly tied to physics (for example, a property F is physical iﬀ it is had by
physical objects, i.e. the kind of objects physics tells us about, regardless of
whether or not F is one of the properties transparently revealed by physics)
that the view counts as a form of physicalism.22
Regardless of whether or not we are happy to call this view ‘physicalism’,
it is metaphysically much closer to dualism than it is to views which are
generally called ‘physicalist’ in the literature; standard forms of physicalism
hold that phenomenal properties are identical to, or a priori entailed by, the
kind of properties neuroscience reveals to us the nature of. The attraction of
standard physicalist views is that they are very economical, committed only
to the kind of properties physics transparently reveals to us (which
according to Russell are structural properties23).24 Funny physicalism
believes in these properties and in properties of physical objects which go
beyond these properties. David Chalmers puts the matter well when he
suggests that funny physicalism (which he calls ‘type-F monism’), ‘ﬁts the
letter of materialism’ but ‘shares the spirit of antimaterialism’ [2002: 265].
It is standard physicalism, rather than funny physicalism, which is the
target of this paper. I accept that Objection 3 avoids denying the
transparency of the phenomenal concept of pain, and does so in a way
which avoids embracing TDI, but the view that results is not a form of
21
Again, if we read this as merely a commitment to transparency, it need not imply a priori insight into extra
conceptual reality. It is only the conjunction of (i) phenomenal concepts are transparent (ii) phenomenal
concepts are perfectly satisﬁed, which implies that our phenomenal concepts can tell us something about
reality.
22
See Stoljar [2001] for a detailed account of these two ways of deﬁning what a ‘physical property’ is.
23
Most funny physicalists take views according to which there are only structural properties to be incoherent
(Strawson [2003], Stoljar [2001]), but other philosophers defend the coherence of such a metaphysical view
(Ladyman and Ross [2007], van Fraassen [2006]).
24
More precisely: standard physicalists are only committed to the kind of properties which physics reveals to
us the nature of, and to properties which are a priori entailed by the kind of properties which physics reveals
to us the nature of.
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standard physicalism. Hence, I will set this objection on one side, and focus
only on forms of physicalism which do not rely on a denial of the
transparency of physical concepts in order to make sense of the a posteriori
identity between conscious states and physical states.25,26
Objection 4: You are assuming throughout that our phenomenal concepts are
perfectly satisﬁed. Consider the following analogy. Suppose our folk concept
of time is transparent, and that it reveals time to be essentially something that
ﬂows. Now suppose that, in terms of the metaphysics of the matter, the Btheory is true. Does this mean that our concept of time is not satisﬁed? Does
this mean that our concept of time is not transparent? We need say neither of
these things. We can say the folk concept of time transparently makes a series
of demands of reality (one of these demands being that time ﬂows), and that
the static B-series satisﬁes some, but not all, of those demands (it does not
satisfy the demand that time ﬂows). We can say that our concept of time is
imperfectly realized by the static B-series. Could we not say the same of our
phenomenal concept of the feeling of pain? The phenomenal concept of pain
may make a number of transparent demands of reality, some, but not all, of
which are satisﬁed by C-ﬁbres’ ﬁring. C-ﬁbres’ ﬁring may be an imperfect
realizer of the phenomenal concept of pain.

It is easy to see how this story goes with reference to time, because there are
a number of aspects to our folk concept of time. At the very least, there are
the two aspects of time folkishly conceived to which McTaggart drew our
attention: ﬁrst, that time consists of events distinguished by the relations of
earlier and later, and, second, that time consists of events distinguished by
the categories of past, present and future. The static B-series matches up to
the former but not the latter aspect of our folk conception of time.
But it is not easy to see how we could tell such a story about the feeling of
pain, about how pain feels. Our phenomenal concept of pain demands merely
that we feel pained. How could this demand be partially satisﬁed (remember
that for the a posteriori physicalist the phenomenal concept of pain does not
transparently demand that any functional properties be instantiated)? There
may be a number of aspects to my pain—a throbbing feeling, a nauseous
tugging—but they are all phenomenal aspects. If our concept of any one of
these aspects is perfectly satisﬁed, then our concept of feeling pain is
perfectly satisﬁed, since these speciﬁc aspects of pain are just determinate
ways of instantiating the determinable property of feeling pain.
Moreover, it is plausible to think, in contrast to the case of the folk
concept of time, that I do know for certain that the demand my phenomenal
concept of pain makes upon reality is perfectly satisﬁed. When I cut my
hand, and feel pain, and focus my attention on the pain, and think of it in
terms of its feeling pained, there is no epistemic possibility that I am not
feeling pained. I said earlier that, assuming that the ontological argument
25

See Goﬀ [forthcoming] for a decisive refutation of funny physicalism, and also of a priori physicalism. That
paper also contains an argument against a posteriori physicalism, but one of the premises (that ghosts are
possible if conceivable) relies on the arguments in this paper. Goﬀ [forthcoming] and the paper you are now
reading can be read in conjunction as an attack on all forms of physicalism.
26
See note 5 of Papineau [2002: 85] for an explicit rejection of this strategy for making sense of the a posteriori
identity between physical states and conscious states.
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fails, conceptual analysis can only tell us what concepts demand of reality, it
can never tell us whether those demands are satisﬁed. In the case of our
concepts of our conscious states, we (arguably) have a unique case whereby
we know for certain that those concepts are perfectly satisﬁed.27 This
certainty, in conjunction with conceptual analysis of phenomenal concepts,
can get us all the way to reality.28
At the very least, if the a posteriori physicalist wants to claim that our
phenomenal concept of pain is imperfectly realized, she has a story to tell.
She has so far shown no signs of telling that story.29

5. Comparisons to Nida-Rümelin’s Argument for Property Dualism
There are similarities between the argument in this paper against a posteriori
physicalism, and Martine Nida-Rümelin’s [2007] argument for property
dualism. Nida-Rümelin focuses her argument around the claim that
phenomenal concepts are transparent (in her terminology phenomenal
concepts allow us to ‘grasp’ phenomenal properties), arguing that this,
together with some plausible assumptions (one of which, her ‘Principle of
Cognitive Transparency’, is similar to my denial of TDI), entails property
dualism. Nida-Rümelin claims, as I do with reference to my own argument,
that her argument relies on less contentious assumptions than the arguments
of David Chalmers; speciﬁcally she claims to remain neutral with regards to
Chalmers’s assumptions (A) that all facts apart from the phenomenal facts
are a priori entailed by the physical facts, (B) that every coherent
proposition is veriﬁed at some metaphysically possible world.30
However, it can be seen that Nida-Rümelin makes the same contentious
meta-semantic assumption as Chalmers: her framework—like Chalmers’s—
has no place for radically opaque concepts. For Nida-Rümelin, possession
of a concept involves having implicit knowledge of how the counterfactual
extension of the concept is dependent on the way the actual world is:
Understanding the concept of water thus involves knowing that a liquid in
counterfactual circumstances falls into the extension of the concept just in case it
27
As I said in notes 18 and 21, this does not contradict what I have claimed earlier about the transparency of
a concept not implying a priori insight into the nature of reality. It is only the transparency of a phenomenal
concept in conjunction with the certainty that that concept is satisﬁed which has implications for how the
world is. An eliminativist about consciousness could consistently claim that our phenomenal concepts are
transparent but not satisﬁed, and hence that those concepts aﬀord us no insight into the nature of reality.
28
I am not here making the more controversial claim that I grasp all aspects of my pain. We can take it that
the certainty I am talking about is with reference to some determinable concept of pain, rather than some
highly speciﬁc determinate of it. I can be certain, in the moment of feeling pain, that the highly determinable
concept of pain I am employing is perfectly satisﬁed.
29
Other kinds of physicalists have appeared to suggest that folk concepts of conscious states are imperfectly
realized, e.g. Lewis [1995] and arguably Dennett [1991]. However, a posteriori physicalists tend not to want to
be revisionary about our phenomenal concepts. Perhaps there is room for a hybrid between the physicalism
of Papineau/Loar and the physicalism of Lewis/Dennett: a form of a posteriori physicalism which takes our
phenomenal concepts to be imperfectly satisﬁed. Until such a view is spelt out, I shall ignore it.
30
Strictly speaking, Nida-Rümelin’s argument is against all forms of physicalism, rather than merely a
posteriori physicalism. However, the premise which excludes a priori physicalism, the principle of ‘Cognitive
Independence of Physical and Phenomenal Properties’, is only very brieﬂy defended. If this premise were
added to my argument, my argument would also be (at least as) eﬀective against all forms of standard
physicalism.
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is composed of H2O, if the real world is a world with liquids composed of H2O in
the rivers lakes and oceans on Earth . . . If you are given the relevant information
about an arbitrarily chosen possible world w (the information about the chemical
composition of the liquids in the rivers, lakes and oceans in w), then you know
what would be the secondary intension of the concept of water if w were actual.
[2007: 318]31

Having implicit knowledge of how the counterfactual extension is dependent
on how the actual world turns out surely entails having implicit knowledge of
what features identify the referent in worlds considered as actual. If I wasn’t
able to identify the referent in a given world considered as actual, then I
wouldn’t know what facts in that world are relevant to determining the
counterfactual extension. To take the speciﬁc case of water, if I did not know
that water is the actual liquid in the rivers, oceans and lakes, then I wouldn’t
know that the facts about the actual world relevant to determining the
counterfactual extension are the facts concerning the chemical composition
of the liquid in oceans and lakes. It seems, then, that for Nida-Rümelin
possessing a concept involves implicit knowledge of the identifying properties of the referent in a world considered as actual. If this is what is involved
in possessing a concept, then no concept is radically opaque.
In the absence of radically opaque concepts, there seems much less reason
to doubt Chalmers’s assumptions (A) and (B). When it comes to concepts
which, as in the case of the concept of water, reveal the properties of the
referent that identify them in worlds considered as actual, it is quite
plausible to think that (i) the fact that such a concept is satisﬁed is a priori
entailed by a complete description of the fundamental features of reality
(because we will be able to work out from such a description whether the
identifying properties are instantiated), (ii) that a coherent but false identity
statement involving such a concept will be veriﬁed at some possible world
(the world where the identifying properties are instantiated by some thing
other than the referent). Whilst there may be no direct implication from
Nida-Rümelin’s theory of concept possession to Chalmers’s assumptions
(A) and (B), her theory does exclude her from the kind of meta-semantic
view in which the denial of (A) and (B) is most plausible.
There is another respect in which my argument relies on less contentious
premises than Nida-Rümelin’s. Her argument relies on the premise that
phenomenal concepts are transparent. As I argue in my response to
Objection 1** above, my argument requires only that phenomenal concepts
are translucent.

6. Conclusion: Three Theories of Mental Concepts
A posteriori physicalists would like to present the options to choose from
when adopting a theory of consciousness as follows:
31

It is clear I think from the context that Nida-Rümelin intends something like this story to generalize to all
concepts.
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Two theories of mental concepts
Analytic functionalism: All mental concepts conceive of conscious states in
terms of their causal role.
Conceptual dualism: There are certain mental concepts, i.e. phenomenal
concepts, which do not conceive of conscious states in terms of their causal
role.
Two theories of conscious states
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Physicalism: Conscious states are physical or functional states.
Dualism: Conscious states are not physical or functional states.

A posteriori physicalists (conceptual dualism þ physicalism) claim that their
view combines the best theory of mental concepts, i.e. the one which ﬁts best
with our armchair intuitions about our mental concepts, with the best
theory of the metaphysics of conscious states, i.e. the most economical or
the best suited for making sense of mental causation.
Actually, there are at least three theories of our mental concepts:
A: Conceptual dualism þ transparency/translucency: (i) There are certain
mental concepts, i.e. phenomenal concepts, which do not conceive of
conscious states in terms of their causal role, (ii) phenomenal concepts are
transparent/translucent.
B: Conceptual monism þ transparency/translucency: (i) All mental concepts
conceive of conscious states in terms of their causal role, (ii) all mental
concepts are transparent/translucent.32
C: Conceptual dualism þ opacity: (i) There are certain mental concepts, i.e.
phenomenal concepts, which do not conceive of conscious states in terms of
their causal role, (ii) phenomenal concepts are opaque.

A posteriori physicalists reject B, the position accepted by a priori
physicalists, on the grounds that it is contrary to our armchair intuitions
about phenomenal concepts. But their own view C is inconsistent with other
signiﬁcant armchair intuitions about our phenomenal concepts, i.e. that our
concept of the feeling of pain reveals something of what it is for something
to feel pain. The theory of mental concepts put forward by the a posteriori
physicalist is arguably no less contrary to our carefully considered
judgments about our mental concepts than that put forward by the a priori
physicalist. For the philosopher who shares my intuitions about our mental
concepts (conceptual dualism þ transparency/translucency), in so far as she
has reason to trust her carefully considered judgments about her concepts,
has reason to reject both a priori and a posteriori physicalism.
32
I interpret David Lewis as claiming that we have a transparent ﬂaccid concept of being a pain, and a mildly
opaque rigid concept of being the actual state which is human pain, both of which conceive of pain in terms of
its causal role [Lewis 1980].
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I do not take what I have oﬀered here to constitute a knock-down
argument against a posteriori physicalism. Our carefully considered
intuitions about phenomenal concepts may turn out to be wrong. However,
the main attraction of a posteriori physicalism is its reputation for agreeing
with the dualist about concepts, while disagreeing with the dualist about
ontology. I have tried to show in this paper that a posteriori physicalism
departs from the dualist’s intuitive picture of our mental concepts just as
radically as does a priori physicalism.33
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