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Basics of conceivability 

Conceivability is an umbrella term covering two 

forms of conceiving: imagining and conceiving in 

the narrow sense (Gendler and Hawthorne 2002) 

Distinction goes on content of the scenario 

conceived of. Imagining covers sensory content, 

conceiving in the narrow sense covers conceptual 

content (Kung 2010). 

(Bunny and Nixon) 

When a subject conceives, she is representing 

scenarios to herself “using words or concepts or 

sensory images, scenarios that purport to involve 

actual or non-actual things in actual or non-actual 

configurations. 

Conceiving involves the appearance of 

possibility (Yablo 1993).  

(Sinister sister) 

 

Conceivability-based epistemology of possibility 

The thoughts behind conceivability-based 

epistemologies of possibility are a tripartite 

thesis: 

(i) Conceiving of a scenario is a psychological 

heuristic device for forming beliefs about 

possibility,  

(ii) Conceiving is a reliable belief forming method 

for possibility (or conceiving warrants or 

justifies beliefs about possibility), and 

(iii) Conceivability stands in relation to 

metaphysical possibility – either an 

entailment relation or a fallible evidential 

relation. 

Motivating conceivability theses 

Disappointment with our senses and, ultimately, 

natural science in not revealing facts about 

modality, only facts about actuality. 

 

Demarcating principles 

Berglund (2005, 53ff) offers two demarcation 

principles: Universalizability and Reliability. 

 According to a proponent of 

Universalizability, (iii) is true globally or for any 

subject matter that one conceives of. Deny 

Universalization and you hold that (iii) is only true 

locally or for certain subject matters, when 

conceiving of the distribution of furniture in a 

room, say. 

 A proponent of Reliability takes the 

relation in (iii) to be one of entailment; a denier 

takes the relation to be one of fallible evidence. 

 

Roca-Royes (2011) offers two principles: 

Epistemic and Accessibility. 

 Epistemic stands out from the other 

principles by focusing on mode of conceiving or, 

more carefully, on the conceiving subject – 

whether the subject is idealized in some ways. 

 Accessibility introduces a fourth thesis 

beyond (i)-(iii): 

(iv) Conceivability facts are epistemically 

accessible, i.e., the conceiving subject has 

epistemic access as to whether something is 

conceived or not. 

Examples 
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Chalmers’ (2002; 2010) primary and secondary 

ideal conceivability theses accept 

Universalizability, Reliability, and Accessibility, 

but deny Epistemic. 

Yablo’s (1993) conceivability thesis accepts 

Universalization and Epistemic but denies 

Reliability and Accessibility. 

Kung’s (2010) conceivability thesis denies 

Universalizability and Reliability, but accepts 

Epistemic and Accessibility. 

A Stalnaker-inspired (1984) conceivability thesis 

accepts Universalizability, Reliability, and 

Epistemic, but denies Accessibility. 

 

Objections  

Benacerraf Objection / Integrations Challenge: 

reconciling metaphysics with epistemology. 

The Evolutionary-Reliabilism Objection: 

reconciling epistemology with evolutionary 

biology. 

The Standard Objection: Brueckner (2001): 

“conceiving of the truth of φ is not sufficient to 

establish the Possibility of φ”. Targets relation 

between conceiving and modality. 

(a) Conceivable Impossibility: 

- A priori impossibilities (triangle in 

Euclidian geometry w/o Pythagorean 

property - Descartes 1984) 

- A posteriori impossibilities (Hesperus ≠ 

Phosphorus - Kripke 1980) 

- Essential impossibilities (Queen Elizabeth 

with non-actual parents - Vaidya 2010 

and Roca-Royes 2011) 

(b) Formal Distinction: accepts (i) and (ii) deny 

(iii). What conceivability is evidence of is 

simply some formal possibility. 

 

(c) Shallow Charge: Conceivability is merely a 

matter of understanding, supposing, 

entertaining, etc. a proposition. In each case, 

we can and often do stand in relation to 

impossibility (Reid [1785]2002). 

(d) Circularity Objection: conceivability is a guide 

to possibility of p only as constrained by prior 

modal information tantamount to the 

information that p is possible. 

 

The Uselessness Objection. Targets conceivability 

facts. 

(a) Uselessness by Confusion: We cannot tell 

confused from non-confused 

conceivability apart, and only the latter 

entails /evidence of possibility. Denial of 

(iv). 

(b) Uselessness by Depth Charge: It requires 

cognitive capacities beyond the non-ideal 

conceiver to conceive of a scenario that 

verifies p, for any p. We know that we 

never know anything possible by 

conceivability (van Inwagen 1998). 

(c) Problem of Restriction and Constriction: 

by denying Shallow and Depth Charges, 

the psychological notion of conceivability 

lies somewhere in between on a scale of 

restrictions. We cannot tell whether we 

conceive in any one sense.  


