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Abstract Alleged self-evidence aside, conceivability
arguments are one of the main reasons in favor of the claim
that there is a Hard Problem. These arguments depend on
the appealing Kripkean intuition that there is no difference
between appearances and reality in the case of conscious-
ness. I will argue that this intuition rests on overlooking a
distinction between cognitive access and consciousness,
which has received recently important empirical support. I
will show that there are good reasons to believe that the
intuition is misguided—at least on the reading that the
conceivability arguments require—and hence that the
arguments are unsupported. This, in turn, alleviates the
Hard Problem but leaves us with what I think is a not easy
problem.

Keywords Hard problem - Phenomenal consciousness -
Conceivability argument - Cognitive access - Not easy
problem

1 The Hard Problem and the Conceivability
Argument

The Hard Problem of consciousness is presented by
Chalmers (1996) as the problem of explaining why some
processes that take place in the brain are “accompanied by
an experienced inner life”, by conscious experiences. The
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idea behind the Hard Problem is that structure and function
do not suffice for explaining consciousness and so, if this is
all our science can tell us about, we are left with a lack of
scientific explanation. We might need some other kinds of
resources if we want to provide an explanation, but we
have no idea where we should begin looking. And thus, the
Hard Problem.

Of course, the claim that structure and function cannot
explain consciousness requires further support, for many
would disagree with it. Some philosophers have faced this
challenge and attempted to provided arguments in its favor.
A paradigmatic example is the conceivability argument.
According to those who defend the argument, we can
conceive of a being that satisfies whatever function and
structure we postulate that is sufficient for having certain
conscious experience, but who, nonetheless, has a different
one or lacks consciousness at all. And this poses a unique
problem. The reason why such conceivability is problem-
atic in the case of consciousness but not in the case of other
a posteriori necessities is the assumption, perfectly
expressed by Searle’s famous quote, that “where appear-
ance [consciousness] is concerned we cannot make the
appearance/reality distinction because the appearance is the
reality” (Searle 1997, p. 456). I will refer to this assump-
tion as ’the Kripkean intuition’, for it is the core idea that
supports Kripke’s articulation of the conceivability argu-
ment—and also, as we will see, posterior refinements of it
by Chalmers himself.

I will argue that this intuition is only acceptable if we
assume that there is no distinction between the cognitive
access we have to our conscious experiences and the
experiences themselves, a distinction that seems to be
conceptually sound (Block 1995-2002) and empirically
supported (Block 2007, 2011b; Sebastian 2014). This will
undermine the conceivability argument and the Hard
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Problem with it. I will conclude that, if consciousness can
be disentangled from cognitive access, we would be left
with a “not easy problem”.

2 The Kripkean Intuition and the Conceivability
Argument

Many agree with the idea that there is no difference
between appearance and reality in the case of conscious-
ness. As Kripke (1980) presents the idea:

To be in the same epistemic situation that would
obtain if one had a pain is to have a pain; to be in the
same epistemic situation that would obtain in the
absence of pain is not to have a pain.... Pain ... is not
picked out by one of its accidental properties; rather it
is picked out by its immediate phenomenological
quality.... If any phenomenon is picked out in exactly
the same way that we pick out pain, then that phe-
nomenon is pain. (ibid., pp. 152-153)

Based upon this idea, Kripke argues against identity theories
of consciousness on the assumption that the terms involved
in the identity are rigid designators. He maintains that the
corresponding identity claim, like ‘pain is C-fiber stimula-
tion’, must be necessary if true, but it appears contingent. The
problem is that, contrary to other scientific a posteriori
identities, the appearance of contingency cannot be
explained away. Consider a case like ‘water is H,O’. The
appearance of contingency in cases like this is due to our
recognition of the genuine possibility that water might not
have its appearance properties or that such properties might
be had by some other substance. But, conscious states cannot
be pulled apart from their appearance, according to the
intuition above. Thus, given that there is no alternative
explanation of the appearance of contingency, identity
theorists should accept that the claim is not necessary and
hence not true. I will argue that the Kripkean intuition is
ungrounded. But it will be useful to focus on later and more
sophisticated articulations of the conceivability argument
like the one presented by Chalmers.

Although many materialists are not identity theorists,
they all commit themselves to the claim that if certain
physical facts obtain then so will certain mental facts,
where this entailment holds with metaphysical necessity.
Based on the Kripkean insight, Chalmers (1996) presents a
conceivability argument against materialism and not only
against identity theories. In a nutshell, the conceivability
argument holds that (1) we can conceive that there is a
possible world (w;), which is a microphysical duplicate of
the actual world (wq) but such that some phenomenal truth
in wq is not true in w, and that (2) if we can conceive that
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there is w,, then w, is possible. But if w, is possible then (3)
materialism is false, insofar as we take materialism to be
committed to the claim that any minimal duplicate of wa
a world that satisfies all the physical truths in wg and
“that’s all”—is a duplicate simpliciter.

Many philosophers grant the first premise (cf. Dennett
1991; Dretske 1995; Lewis 1990). However, the entailment
from conceivability to possibility involved in (2) is often
rejected. The interesting counterexamples for my current
purposes are a posteriori necessities, because some
philosophers hold that, for example, ‘water is not H,O’ is
conceivable while not metaphysically possible. In order to
deal with this cases, Chalmers (2002; 2010) offers a two-
dimensional analysis of conceivability:'

There is a sense in which ‘water is not H,O’ is not
conceivable, we can call it ‘secondary conceivability’. In
this sense, a situation in which one considers that water is
not H,O should better be understood as a situation in which
one considers a substance that seems to be water—for it has
the appearance properties of water—but it is not, because
water is necessarily H,O. Secondary conceivability seems
to be a good guide to metaphysical possibility but hardly
one usable in a priori arguments like the conceivability
one, for what is secondarily conceivable depends on
empirical investigation. But, there is another sense of
conceivability, primary conceivability, in which we can say
that ‘water is not H,O’ is conceivable: in the sense that it
cannot be ruled out a priori by an ideal thinker. Chalmers
also constructs two notions of possibility—parallel to the
former notions of conceivability—corresponding to an
epistemic and a metaphysical possibility. A sentence S is
epistemically possible if and only if it is true in some world
w considered as actual (S’s primary intension is true at w).
On the other hand, a statement is metaphysically possible if
and only if it is true in some world considered as coun-
terfactual (S’s secondary intension is true at w).

With these tools in hand, we can present Chalmer’s
argument (p. 152). Let P be the conjunction of all the
microphysical truths of the universe and Q a phenomenal
truth like ‘I am in pain’.

! In his attempt to single out the circumstances in which conceiv-
ability is a good guide to metaphysical possibility, Chalmers also
distinguishes between a positive and a negative notion of conceiv-
ability and between prima facie from ideal conceivability. The notion
of positive conceivability is a bit obscure and is characterized “in
terms of what subjects can form a positive conception of” (Chalmers
2010, p. 144). In this paper I will have in mind negative conceiv-
ability, which is clearer and simpler and many philosophers concede
that it suffices for the argument to go through. According to it, a
sentence S is negatively conceivable for a subject if and only if she
can entertain S and is unable to rule it out through a priori reasoning.
To avoid counterexamples derived from the cognitive limitations of
the agent on such reasoning, Chalmers considers ideal thinkers who
lack such limitations (ideal rather than prima facie conceivability).
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1. P and not Q is primarily conceivable.
If P and not Q is primarily conceivable, then P and not
Q is epistemically possible.

3. If P and not Q is epistemically possible, then P and not
Q is metaphysically possible.”

4. If it is metaphysically possible that P and not Q then
materialism is false.

Materialism is false.

The argument is valid but, is it sound? In the rest of the

paper I will argue, by rejecting premise 3, that it is not.
Many have attempted to attack this premise; the novelty of
my proposal lies in undermining the Kripkean intuition that
supports the entailment in 3 by calling attention to the
possibility that the primary intension of phenomenal sen-
tences depends on the cognitive access we have to our
conscious experiences and the possibility that such a cog-
nitive access can be completely disentangled from the
experiences themselves.

3 It Seems Pain But, Is it Pain?

Let’s grant, for the sake of the discussion, that a micro-
physical duplicate of our world lacking pain is conceivable
and hence that the primary intension of ‘P and not Q’ is
true in this world W: W is epistemically possible. Does it
follow from that the secondary intension is also true; i.e.
that W is metaphysically possible? This entailment is
supported by the Kripkean intuition that appearances and
reality coincide in the case of consciousness: contrary to
what happens with concepts like WATER, the primary and
secondary intension coincide in the case of phenomenal
concepts, like those involved in Q. Making use of Kripke’s
example, if something seems to be pain then it is pain; or in
other words, nothing can fail to be pain if it has the
appearance of pain: the primary and secondary intension of
the phenomenal concept PAIN coincide.

Once the connection between appearances and primary
intension on the one hand and secondary intension and the
nature of the phenomenon on the other in the bidimen-
sionalist framework is made explicit, we can analyze pre-
mise 3 of the conceivability argument in more detail. Let

2 Premise (3) should be “If P and not Q is epistemically possible,
then either P and not Q is metaphysically possible or panpsychism is
true” and hence the conclusion “Materialism is false or panpsychism
is true”. I have presented this abbreviated version for the sake of
simplicity in the exposition. Interesting as panpsychism might be, it
entails a revisionary metaphysics not required to block the argument
if my reasoning in this paper is correct. I will nonetheless say a bit
more about panspsychism in the next section.

‘Seems,, (X)’ stand for the claim that the primary intension
of X is true at a world W (there is an epistemically possible
world, W, in which X is the case) and ‘Is,, (X)’ the sec-
ondary intension of X is true at W (there is a metaphysi-
cally possible world, W, in which X is the case). Let’s also
give the name “WT’ (Weak Transparency)” to the inference
from primary to secondary intension: Seems,,(X)— Is,,(X).

WT does not universally hold as cases of a posteriori
necessities show. Should we accept it in the case of ‘P and
not Q’? Making use of the introduced notation, we can
analyze the inference as follows:

3.1 Seems, (P and not Q)  Assumption

3.2  Seems,,(P) and Seems, (not Q) By distribution
over disjunction

3.3 Is,(P) From 2 and WT

34 Is,(not Q)  From 2 and WT

3.5 Is,(Pand not Q) By aggregation

(3) Seems,,(P and not Q) — Is,,(P and not Q)

As we see, the inference requires two different instantia-
tions of WT. Some panpsychists (see Chalmers 2010) deny
the one in 3.3, while accepting the one in 3.4 following the
Kripkean intuition. Their route to reject the metaphysical
possibility of P and not Q is to hold that microphysical
entities have an intrinsic nature physics cannot tell us
about: all physics can tell us about is function and struc-
ture. Hence, microphysical terms would have different
primary and secondary intensions and so the metaphysical
possibility of a world where P and not Q is the case does
not follow from its epistemic possibility. Panpsychists
maintain that the intrinsic nature of our fundamental enti-
ties is tied to consciousness. So, there are worlds in which
the primary intension of ‘P and not Q’ is true—worlds in
which it seems that P and not Q is the case—, namely
those worlds sufficiently close to ours in which the fun-
damental microphysical entities have a different intrinsic
nature from ours, one that is not tied to consciousness. But,
there is no world in which the secondary intension of P is
true and not so the secondary intension of Q; i.e, no
metaphysically possible world in which P and not Q is the
case.

I will argue that it is not necessary to endorse the
commitments of panpsychism by focusing on 3.4. Many,
following Kripke, have found the entailment from the
primary intension to the secondary one acceptable in the
case of phenomenal truths. I am going to show that this
intuition should be rejected on the basis of a distinction

31 am borrowing the term from Williford (2007), who coined it
inspired by David Armstrong (1999) where he speaks about the
doctrine of the “perfectly transparent mind”, meaning that WT and its
inverse both hold.
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between consciousness and the cognitive access we have
thereof.

4 On a Confusion About Which Intuitions to Trust

When Kripke gave his lectures, the immediate connection
between what is conveyed by our experience and the
informational resources on which we, at the personal level,
navigate the world and form beliefs was taken for granted.
I am going to argue that once this connection is dismissed,
Kripke’s intuition is left unsupported.

The conceivability argument attempts to a priori estab-
lish—panpsychism aside—the falsehood of materialism.
There is no empirical step whatsoever involved in the argu-
ment; and the step that makes use of WT is not an exception.
According to the argument, WT holds with conceptual
necessity in the case of phenomenal truths. Such a necessity
rests precisely upon the idea that there is no distinction
between appearance and reality in the case of consciousness
and no matter what we learn about our cognitive system this
will remain so. Contrary to this idea, I think that there are
good empirical reasons to be suspicious about such a claim in
the actual world. But even if this cannot be established (I
myself think that the evidence is far from being conclusive), I
am going to argue that the alleged connection between pri-
mary and secondary intension cannot be established a priori.
This in turn makes the conceivability argument unsound
because it is a straightforward rejection of WT on which the
argument relies. Briefly, the argument is the following:

1. WT is necessarily true in the case of phenomenal
truths.

2. Cognitive access can be (at least conceptually) disso-
ciated from consciousness.

3. It is possible that consciousness and cognitive access
can be completely dissociated. From 2

4. It is possible that the primary intension of a phenom-
enal truth depends on the cognitive access we have to
our own experiences: the primary intension of ‘I am
not in pain’ might depend on my having cognitive
access to my pain experience.

5. [Itis possible that WT is false: The primary intension of
‘I am not in pain’ might be true, in spite of the fact that
I am in pain. From 3 and 4

WT is false From 1 and 5

I have already discussed premise 1. What about the other
premises? In the next subsection, I will defend premises 2
and 3 and in Sect. 4.2, [ will deal with premise 4. Section 5
discusses some possible objections. This discussion will
also help to clarify the details of the argument.

@ Springer

4.1 Cognitive Access and Consciousness

Premise 2 was defended by Block (1995-2002), who
famously introduced a conceptual distinction between
Phenomenal Consciousness and Access Consciousness. On
the one hand, a mental state is Access-Conscious if and only
if, roughly, its content is available for belief formation and
rational control of action. On the other hand, a mental state is
Phenomenally-Conscious if and only if there is something it
is like to be in that state: Phenomenal Consciousness (or
simply consciousness or conscious experience as I have been
referring to it) is what lies at the heart of the Hard Problem.
The conceptual distinction is clear and many philosophers
grant it. What remains controversial is the conclusion to be
derived from this conceptual distinction: do these two con-
cepts pick up different properties? Block’s conceptual dis-
tinction is all my argument requires, because, as we have
seen, in order to show the conceivability argument unsound
we just need to establish the possibility of WT being false.
However, let me go a step further for those skeptical about
the distinction, because I think there are good empirical
reasons to believe that they do pick up different properties.

In the search for an answer to the previous question, the
debate has recently moved away from the conceptual domain
into the empirical one focusing on the possibility of phe-
nomenal consciousness without access. The question turned
into whether the neural basis of phenomenal consciousness
can be disentangled “from the neural machinery of the
cognitive access that underlies reports of phenomenal con-
sciousness”. There is good evidence supporting this claim.

Based on the results of partial report experiments, like
those in Sperling (1960) and some more recent results—
Landman et al. (2003), Sligte et al. (2008) etc—, Block
(2007, 2011b), has argued that the capacity of the memory
buffer in which the content of phenomenally conscious states
is encoded is greater than that of cognitive access. For
example, in Sperling’s experiment participants are asked to
lookata3 x 4 array of letters quickly flashed on a computer
screen and to recall them immediately afterwards. This
technique, called ’free recall’ showed that on average par-
ticipants were able to recall 4-5 letters out of the 12 they were
shown, corresponding to the capacity of the working mem-
ory on which cognitive access depends. In a second condi-
tion, participants were presented with the same matrix for the
same amount of time, and then heard a tone at a particular
pitch. They were to recall the letters in one of the rows,
depending on the frequency of the pitch. On average, sub-
jects were able to recall more during these cued recall trials
than during free recall. Furthermore, by modifying the delay
between the presentation of the matrix and the cue, Sperling
was able to show that visual stimuli that are not added to
working memory are discarded soon after their initial
introduction. Block concludes that the best explanation for
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this result is that “...the machinery of phenomenology is at
least somewhat different from the machinery of cognitive
accessibility” (Block 2007, p. 489).*

Very recently, relating the neural correlates of cognitive
access to empirical research into the neurophysiology of
dreams, I have presented further support in favor of the
claim that cognitive access is not required for having
experiences (Sebastian 2014). There is strong empirical
evidence suggesting that cognitive access essentially
depends on the activity of the dorsolateral prefrontal cor-
tex—more precisely Brodmann’s area 46. This has been
shown, for example, by Fuster (2008), Goldman-Rakic
(1988), Lau and Passingham (2006) and Oliveri et al.
(2001), and contemporary elaborations at the neural level
of the most popular and empirically supported theory of
cognitive access; the (GWS) Global Workspace (Baars
1988) explicitly states such a commitment (Dehaene and
Naccache 2001). However, the dorsolateral prefrontal
cortex is strongly deactivated during sleep (Braun et al.
1997; Maquet et al. 1996), a period in which, as common
sense’ and independent evidence shows (Horikawa et al.
2013; LaBerge 1988; Leclair-Visonneau et al. 2010), we
entertain conscious experiences: dreams. This evidence
provides further support for the claim that cognitive access
is not constitutive of our experiences.

* Interestingly, some philosophers and scientists who want to defend
the constitutive role of cognitive access in phenomenology attempt to
accommodate the result of partial report experiments by appealing,
pace Kripke, to a phenomenological illusion (Rosenthal 2007; Brown
and Lau forthcoming; Kouider et al. 2010; Phillips 2011). In particular,
they maintain, roughly, that our experience seems (appears) to be
rich—it seems to us that we see all the letters in the array—but it is
sparse—we only experience some of the letters. Furthermore, there is
some evidence showing that there is in fact some level of illusion
(Kouider et al. 2010), and the debate now focuses on the extent of the
illusion and on whether unconscious processing might explain the result
of partial report experiments (Block 2012; Kouider et al. 2012). A
similar thought derives from Chalmers’ rejection of his dancing qualia
argument (2010, p. 24 fn. 7). One might reply that this reading conflates
appearances and the beliefs that express such appearances—if our
experience is sparse, then it appears so but we judge it mistakenly to be
rich. But then, what is completely obscure is what is meant by
appearance and how to make sense of what the primary intension is
supposed to pick up in a way that does not beg the question against those
who dispute the intuition.

3 We do often recall the content of our dreams, and one might think
that this suggests that we have cognitive access to our dreams.
However, the kind of reportability relevant for the discussion is not
retrospective reportability (as when we wake up) but rather the one
associated with the working memory; i.e. cognitive access to the
experience we are currently having (Sebastian (2014) further
discusses to some extent the relation between cognitive access and
working memory). If this reasoning is right, reports upon awakening
do not depend on cognitive access but rather on other kinds of
memory systems like long term memory. This would entail that
information can be encoded in the latter without going through the
former. Further empirical evidence is required to determine whether
this corresponds to our cognitive architecture.

It might well turn out that new evidence tips the scale in
a different direction and that cognitive access is required
for consciousness in the actual world, but the lesson
learned from this sketch of the current debate in cognitive
sciences and philosophy is that, at the very least, they can
be conceptually dissociated—and I don’t know of any
response claiming that the empirical research makes no
sense due to an a priori connection. So, at the very least,
the possibility of lacking cognitive access to an experience
has been established—a possibility not foreseen by Kripke
when he formulated his argument. And hence:

nPNA Cognitive access is not necessary for
consciousness

Moreover, there is another thesis, which will become
relevant later, that cannot be ruled out a priori either:

nANP Consciousness is not necessary for cognitive
access

An example from the actual debate in cognitive science
about the role of cognitive access in consciousness might
illustrate the idea in nANP—which might sound odd at first
glance—without considering exotic worlds. According to
the GWS theory, the information encoded in the GWS is
made available to other processes for belief formation, report
and rational control of action. So, one has cognitive access to,
say, her pain experience just in case certain information is
encoded in the GWS. This in turn requires certain brain
activity in the center of the GWS, call this activity ‘GWS-
pain’. Those who deny that consciousness requires cognitive
access deny that GWSpain is necessary for a pain experience,
and maintain that some form of reverberatory activity in
areas not including those of the GWS suffice for con-
sciousness. Call such an activity ‘NCpain’. If NCpain is not
necessary for GWSpain, and consciousness depends on
NCpain, then it is possible that we have cognitive access to
pain without being in pain: nANP is true. Some empirical
examples that I will consider in 5.2 suggest that this might be
a possibility even in the actual world.

In the next section, I am going to argue that it is an open
empirical possibility about the nature of our cognitive
systems that the primary intension of phenomenal concepts
depends constitutively on cognitive access. As we are
about to see, this, conjoined with the possibility that one
lacks access to consciousness entails that WT cannot be
established a priori in the case of phenomenal truths and,
hence, that the conceivability argument is unsound.

4.2 Seemings and Cognitive Access

Once we acknowledge the conceptual distinction between
cognitive access and consciousness the question is: does

@ Springer
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the primary intension of phenomenal concepts require
cognitive access to the experience? If an affirmative answer
to this question is possible and nPNA is true, then WT is
not necessary and hence not true.

I fail to see any a priori reason for denying the possi-
bility that the primary intension of phenomenal concepts
depends on cognitive access. And there might be reasons
for thinking that, in fact, the possession of phenomenal
concepts depends on cognitive access. For example, one
might think that phenomenal concepts are only required in
rational control of action. So, if these concepts are not
required at a lower level of cognition, then it seems rea-
sonable to assume that the features we have cognitive
access to are the only ones that are relevant for the pos-
session of a phenomenal concept. So 1-COG seems to be a
plausible principle:

1-COG The primary intension of phenomenal concepts
constitutively depends on cognitive access.

The suggestion above is too weak to support the claim that
1-COG is true. But, in order to resist the conceivability
argument we only need 1-COG to be possible, and whether
1-COG is true seems even to be an open empirical question
regarding human cognitive architecture.

We have seen that the soundness of the conceivability
argument depends on the entailment from the truth of the
primary intension of not Q to the truth of its secondary
intension. But if 1-COG and nPNA are possible, such
entailment should be rejected. The reason is that the pri-
mary intension of a sentence like ‘I am not in pain’ might
be true, while the secondary intension is false because I am
in fact in pain but lack cognitive access—on which the
primary intension depends—to my experience. In more
intuitive terms, I might be in pain while it seems to me that
I am not—while I am in a state with the appearance of one
in which I am not in pain, pace Kripke. The entailment in
step 3 of the conceivability argument is invalid and the
conceivability argument unsound.

In the next section I will further elaborate on the argu-
ment against the entailment from primary to secondary
intension in the case of phenomenal truths by presenting
some possible objections.

5 Possible Objections and Further Elaboration
5.1 The Super-Experiential World

Unfortunately for my current purposes, it is unclear that the
presented argument is sufficient to block the conceivability

argument. The reason is that the conceivability argument
can be reproduced in terms of a positive phenomenal truth.
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Instead of considering a zombie world consider a super-
experiential world. A super-experiential world is a micro-
physical duplicate of the actual one, in which more expe-
riences obtain. So, for example, in a super-experiential
world, I (or my counterpart) would have a headache that I
do not have in the actual one. I think that the (primary
negative) conceivability of such a super-experiential world
is granted by the very same lack of a priori entailment
between physical and phenomenal truths that grants the
conceivability of a zombie world. Now, if Q. is the con-
junction of all phenomenal truths in the super-experiential
world, then P and Q,, is primarily conceivable, and the
super-experiential world is epistemically possible. If (3") is
valid, then we can conclude the metaphysical possibility of
the super-experiential world. This is a direct refutation of
materialism as we have defined it, because the super-ex-
periential world would be a microphysical duplicate of the
actual one, which is not a duplicate simpliciter: it differs
phenomenologically from ours.

(3’) IfPand Q,, is epistemically possible, then P and Qq,
is metaphysically possible.

In order to show (3’) invalid the possibility of 1-COG
together with the possibility that we lack cognitive access
to our experience is not sufficient, because what we need to
show is that the truth of the secondary intension of Q,, does
not follow from the truth of its primary intension. In other
words, we also need to show that from the fact that it seems
that I am in pain it does not a priori follow that I am in
pain. So, I want to show next that the a priori entailment
that (3’) requires does not hold either.

If nPNA is the case, then it is plausible, for example,
that the access we have to the phenomenal character of the
experience is less fine grained than the phenomenal char-
acter itself. There might be essential features of con-
sciousness we lack cognitive access to. Hence, there will be
cases, for example, in which the cognitive access we have
to two different experiences is the same one. So, in certain
occasions, the access we have to the phenomenal character
of our experiences does not allow us to tell whether two
experiences have the same phenomenal character or not—
even if we can typically distinguish experiences with dif-
ferent phenomenal character. Call ‘Exp,” and ‘Exp,’ two
such experiences. If 1-COG is true, then the concepts of
these two experiences, EXP, and EXP}, share the primary
intension. Both Exp, and Exp, appear to be the same, in
spite of the fact that, ex-hypothesi, they are experiences of
different kinds—and so they might elicit, for example,
different behavioral dispositions, which we might also fail
to tell apart—; that is, EXP, and EXP, have different
secondary intensions. Consequently, from the fact that “it
seems to be Exp,” it doesn’t follow that “it is Exp,”,
because Exp, also appears the same way. The concepts
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EXP, and EXP;, would be similar to the concepts WATER
and TWINWATER:® if 1-COG is the case, EXP, and EXP),
share the primary intension—because we lack cognitive
access to the differences between Exp, and Exp,—but if
nPNA is possible, they might have different secondary
intensions. Thus, it is not the case that the truth of the
primary intension of a phenomenal truth follows from the
truth of its secondary intension. And such an a priori
entailment is required for the soundness of the conceiv-
ability argument.

5.2 Subjective Character and the Conceivability
Argument

In reaction, my opponent might be willing to give up the
Kripkean intuition to some extent that allows her to
embrace the soundness of the conceivability argument. For
example by focusing on the subjective character of expe-
rience:’ I might have well established that there could be
essential aspects of an experience that are not captured by
the primary intension of the corresponding concept—that
there is more to consciousness than appearances, if
appearances depend on cognitive access—, but there is one
essential aspect of experience, the subjective character, that
is always captured by the primary intension. In other
words, it is still true that if something seems to be a con-
scious state, then it is a conscious state.® Super-experi-
encers are conceivable and this connection between
intensions suffices for the conclusion that they are meta-
physically possible. So, the conceivability argument still
goes through.

The problem with this reply is the following. If we
accept the distinction between cognitive access and con-
sciousness, not just nPNA but also nANP is possible. This,
together with 1-COG, entails the possibility that the pos-
session of phenomenal concepts depends only causally on

® TWINWATER refers to another substance, XYZ, with the same
“appearance properties” that water has (Putnam 1975)

7 Following Kriegel (2009), Levine (2001), we can make a concep-
tual distinction between two components of phenomenal character:
the qualitative character and the subjective character. The qualitative
character is what distinguishes different kinds of experiences; for
example, the kind of experience I have while smelling a rose from the
one I have while hearing Minor Swing. On the other hand, a theory of
subjective character abstracts from the particular ways having
different experiences feel and concentrates on the problem of what
makes it the case that having a conscious experience feels at all.
Hence, the qualitative character is what makes a state the kind of
phenomenally conscious state it is, and the subjective character what
makes it a phenomenally conscious state at all (Kriegel 2009).

8 We have already seen that it doesn’t follow that if something seems
not to be a conscious state, then it is not a conscious state—if 1-COG
is possible and it is possible to lack cognitive access to the
experience—, which would support the version of the conceivability
argument that appeals to zombies.

the experience but constitutively on cognitive access. |
think that it is even an open empirical question about our
cognitive architecture whether the mechanisms of con-
sciousness and the mechanisms of cognitive access can be
completely dissociated, so that it might seem to one that
one is having a conscious experience when one is not (it is
possible that the primary intension of ‘I am in pain’ is true
while the secondary intension is false): cases like Anton’s
syndrome or Charles Bonnet syndrome are worth consid-
ering as plausible candidates.

Anton’s syndrome is classified as a delusion in which
subjects report that they can see in spite of the evidence to
the contrary. The most popular explanation for this con-
dition is that they are undergoing some kind of visual
experience of the object, say a red apple, they claim to see.
But, an alternative explanation is available. It might be the
case that they are not undergoing a visual experience at all.
They rather think that they are seeing an apple (see
Macpherson (2010) for discussion of Anton’s syndrome
and a defense of a proposal along similar lines). If nANP is
true, then the mechanism of cognitive access corresponding
to an experience as of a red apple might be active (say,
there is the corresponding activity in the center of the
GWS), without the subject having the experience, and she
forms the thought on this basis: it seems to her that she is
having an experience but she is not.

Another interesting condition might be Charles Bonnet
Syndrome. In this condition subjects report vivid visual
hallucinations of faces, persons, objects, and complex
geometric forms. However, they are not delusional, they
know that their hallucinations are not real—for comparison
of Charles Bonnet and Anton’s syndrome see Macpherson
(2010). Brown and Lau (forthcoming) suggest that subjects
suffering Charles Bonnet syndrome lack first-order repre-
sentations due to the absence of activity in early perceptual
areas (V1). They also suggest that those patients might
nonetheless undergo experiences due to the formation of
the corresponding higher-order thought.” Here also an
alternative explanation is available if one believes that first-
order representations are necessary for consciousness and
nANP is the case. This explanation would agree with the
one offered by Brown and Lau that these subjects form a
higher-order thought to the effect that they are having an
experience (in virtue of the activation of the corresponding
cognitive access mechanisms)—so it seems to the subjects
that they are having an experience—but deny that they
have conscious experiences. '’

° Brown and Lau present Charles Bonnet syndrome as a case of an
empty higher-order representation in defense of a higher-order theory
of consciousness against Block’s (2011a) objection.

10 This alternative is neutral on whether the transitivity principle (the
principle that in having an experience one is aware of oneself as being
in certain state (Rosenthal 1997, 2005), which backs up higher-order

@ Springer



M. A. Sebastidn

5.3 Phenomenal Concepts and Experience

The last objection I want to consider is based on the idea
that the previous possibility would be at odds with the
popular view that possession of phenomenal concepts
depends on having undergone the relevant experience—an
idea that is embraced by representatives of both sides of the
debate about the nature of consciousness. I am going to
argue that this objection is only tenable under a notion of
phenomenal concepts constructed to meet the Kripkean
intuition, and therefore one that begs the question against
my proposal in the present discussion. Let me elaborate.
The first thing that should be noted is that the con-
junction of nANP and the possibility of 1-COG does not
deny that experiences play a causal role in the formation of
phenomenal concepts. A step further would be to claim that
the possibility that they are conjointly true can be ruled out
a priori, because experiences are somehow constitutive of
phenomenal concepts and, as I have shown, if nANP and
1-COG are possible, then the possibility of possessing a
phenomenal concept without having undergone the rele-
vant experience is left open. In reply, it is worth stressing
that not all theories of phenomenal concepts agree with the
claim that experiences are constitutive of phenomenal
concepts. Balog (2009) argues that those theorists that
develop Loar’s (1990) idea that a phenomenal concept
refers directly, like Tye (2003) or Aydede and Guzeldere
(2005), conceive the relation between the phenomenal
concept and their experience as different existences related
by causation. So, they would also agree that one can con-
ceive that a basic'' application of, say, PAIN be tokened by
someone in the complete absence of pain, as I have been
arguing. What is more important is that those who defend
the constitutive view, like Chalmers (2003), Block (2006),
Papineau (2006), base their endorsement of such a view on
the intimate connection between appearances and reality.
This is very explicit in Balog’s paper when she objects to
direct-reference accounts of phenomenal concepts that
“Anybody who tokens a basic application of PAIN is really
in pain.” (p. 305)'? But assuming such a connection clearly

Footnote 10 continued

theories of consciousness, is true or not. For a proposal that respects
the transitivity principle and that is committed neither to higher-order
representations nor to the fact that cognitive access is constitutive of
consciousness see Sebastian (2012).

' Balog (2009) distinguishes basic from non-basic application of
phenomenal concepts, where the former have some ontological or
explanatory priority over the latter. In the basic use we typically apply
phenomenal concepts “to our experiences directly as they occur,
merely on the basis of having the experience.” (ibid. 294). This use is
contrasted with cases in which we apply it to others’ experiences or
experiences we had in the past.

2 Sure, one can restrict, by definition, basic applications of
phenomenal concepts to cases that satisfy this condition. This would
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begs the question against my argument in the current
debate, for it presuppose the very same intuition that is
under discussion. If this is correct, then the possibility that
nANP and 1-COG are true cannot be ruled out a priori and
the conceivability argument remains unsound.

We are now in a position to straightforwardly accom-
modate the alleged conceivability of zombies or super-ex-
periencers without accepting its metaphysical possibility,
just as other a posteriori necessities. We can (primarily
negatively) conceive a microphysical duplicate of the actual
world where water is not H,O. But there is nothing myste-
rious about it, what we are conceiving is a world with another
substance with the same “appearance properties” of water
but a world that, if water is H,O, lacks water. This world
would not be a microphysical duplicate of the actual one, so
we are not committed to the existence of a microphysical
duplicate of the actual world that differs with respect to any
property (having water in this case). In the case of con-
sciousness, the reply is similar. Although we can (primarily
negatively) conceive worlds that are microphysical dupli-
cates of the actual one that differ from it in the phenomenal
properties that are instantiated, these worlds are not meta-
physically possible. The reason is that what we are really
conceiving is a world whose inhabitants have either the same
“cognitive access properties” that we have but lacking
consciousness or different “cognitive access properties” and
the same conscious states. As in the case of water, such
worlds would not be microphysical duplicates of the actual
one, so materialism is saved—there is no metaphysically
possible world in which P and not Q is the case. We can grant
the primary conceivability of beings identical to us who have
different experiences. The lack of a priori entailment
between cognitive access and consciousness, together with
the possibility that the primary intension of phenomenal
concepts depends on cognitive access, allows us to reject
their metaphysical possibility without committing ourselves
to any kind of strong necessities. If my reasoning is sound,
the coincidence of appearances and reality is not granted and
the entailment from primary conceivability to metaphysical
possibility would hence be illegitimate. WT is not valid in the
case of consciousness and the conceivability argument
should be rejected.

6 Conclusion: A “Not Easy Problem”.

I have shown that the Kripkean intuition that there is no
distinction between appearances and reality in the case of
consciousness—at least as this claim is understood in

Footnote 12 continued
make this statement trivially true and would cut no ice in current
discussion.
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support of the conceivability argument—depends upon
there not being a distinction between cognitive access and
The open conceptual possibility that
(i) conscious experiences and the cognitive access there-to
can be dissociated and (ii) that the formation of our phe-
nomenal concepts depends constitutively not on experi-
ences but on the cognitive access we have to them, blocks
the conceivability argument. If these hypotheses are in fact
true, then the necessary entailment from physical truths to
phenomenal truths is similar to other a posteriori
necessities.

Although I think that this alleviates the Hard Problem, it
does not convert it into an “easy” one. Let me explain the
reason:

Cohen and Dennett (2011) argue that theories that
separate the neural correlates of consciousness and cogni-
tive access cannot be confirmed or shown to be false and
are thus outside the scope of science. Although I think they
are, at least partially, wrong, there is an important insight in
their remark that points to serious problems. The “method”
employed by Block (2007, 2011b) seems to be a perfectly
scientifically valid one, inference to the best explanation:
we look for the framework that makes the most sense of all
the data, not just report. The reason why Cohen and Dennet
are wrong is even more clear the methodology I have
proposed (Sebastian 2014): the areas involved in cognitive
access are deactivated during dreams and support for
trusting the subjects’ reports on their conscious experience
during sleep has been provided by Horikawa et al.
(2013)—they decoded the visual content of dream reports
upon awakening from fMRI readings of the subject’s
highly visual areas while they sleep. Now, one thing is to
show that there is consciousness outside cognitive access—
as Block and I among others have attempted to show—,
and a different one is to find the mechanisms that give rise
to consciousness. And it is at this point where Cohen and
Dennett’s argument backfires.

In order to study consciousness the first-person per-
spective and the subject’s reports thereof play an essential
role. We should trust, at least under certain circumstances,
the reports of subjects in order to determine when they are
having a certain experience; as (Koch and Tsuchiya (2007),
p. 510) remark, “in the absence of compelling, empirical
evidence to the contrary... if the subject denies any phe-
nomenal experience, this should be accepted.” Cases like
Anton’s syndrome, where subjects are blind but believe
and report that they see, or other less rare forms of
anosognosia, where subjects deny, for example, their motor
disabilities and make all kinds of false reports about their
own experiences are clear cases of such “compelling
empirical evidence”. Equally, it is not controversial that
retrospective reports about experiences we had in the past
are not always trustworthy. However, although the

consciousness.

separation of the mechanisms of consciousness and cog-
nitive access does not entail the conclusion that a subject’s
report cannot be trusted—a conclusion that might really
take consciousness outside the scope of science—, it
acknowledges that even normal subjects might provide
false reports about the experiences they are currently
having and not just about experiences they had (see fn. 5).
This makes the question regarding the conditions under
which the subjects’ reports can be trusted (if at all) more
pressing. And it is not clear what kind of considerations we
should follow in order to ground our answers. Equally
significant are other questions in the vicinity like whether
the process of cognitively accessing the experience modi-
fies (and to what extent) its content—in other words, if I
believe that something is conveyed by my experience, is it
really conveyed by the experience or is it part of the result
of cognitive access?—or how we are to determine at what
level of information processing consciousness arises. I am
not claiming that questions like these cannot be answered,
just that they suggest a “not easy problem”.
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