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1. The conceivability thesis 

• Conceivability is an umbrella term covering 

two forms of conceiving: imagining and 

conceiving in the narrow sense (Gendler and 

Hawthorne 2002) 

• The 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. 

• 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. 

Demarcation 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 opposed to merely apparently 

conceived. 

Examples 

• Chalmers’ (2002; 2010) primary and 

secondary ideal conceivability theses accept 

Universalizability, Reliability, and 

Accessibility, but deny Epistemic. 

• Yablo’s (1993) conceivability thesis accepts 

Universalization but denies Reliability and 

Accessibility. 

• Kung’s (2010) conceivability thesis denies 

Universalizability and Reliability, but accepts 

Accessibility. 

• A Stalnaker-inspired (1984) conceivability 

thesis accepts Universalizability and 

Reliability, but denies Accessibility. 
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2. Stalnaker on Intentionality  

• Stalnaker starts with a causal-pragmatic 

picture of intentionality or representational 

mental states. 

• Central to the pragmatic picture is that 

representational mental states be understood 

in terms of the role they play in the 

characterization and explanation of rational 

action. 

• Agents are confronted with a range of 

possible states of the world towards which the 

agents have attitudes, pro and con, acting in 

ways that conform to their attitudes. 

• Stalnaker proposes that the possible states of 

the world that agents are confronted with are 

propositions, functions from possible worlds 

(PWs) into truth values. That is, propositions 

are ways of distinguishing between elements 

of the relevant range of PWs. 

(understanding ‘John has injured his foot’) 

• Stalnaker takes PWs as primitive, and 

considers his Moderate Modal Realism a 

realism since it holds: 

a) that what makes a statement possible – 

‘John has injured his foot’, say – is 

explained in terms of quantification over 

PWs; 

b) that some such statements are true; 

c) that the concept of a PW is basic in a 

correct account of the way we represent 

the world in our propositional acts and 

attitudes. 

• Stalnaker is setting up his realism in relief to 

Lewis’ Genuine Modal Realism and argues 

that PWs are not things of the same sort as the 

actual world. 

[P]ossible worlds are primitive notions of 

the theory, not because of their 

ontological status, but because it is useful 

to theorize at a certain level of 

abstraction, a level that brings out what is 

common in a certain range of otherwise 

diverse activities. […] [T]o believe in 

possible worlds is to believe only that 

those activities have a certain structure, 

the structure which possible worlds theory 

helps to bring out (p.57). 

 

• The minimal theory of propositions imposes 

the following structure on propositions (2012, 

23-27):  

(P1) Every subset of a consistent set of 

[propositions] is consistent.  

(P2) The set of all true propositions is maximal 

consistent.  

(P3) Every proposition has a contradictory.  

(P4) For every set of propositions Γ, there is a 

proposition x such that Γ is equivalent to 

{x}. 

(P5) Every consistent set of propositions is a 

subset of a maximal consistent set. 

(P6) Equivalent propositions are identical. 

 

• Central to Stalnaker’s causal picture is the 

relation of indication. He suggests that an 

object can stand in a causal relation to a 

proposition – a possible state of the world – 

via indicating that some proposition is the 

case. 

(Indication) An object indicates that P if and only 

   if, for some state a of the object, the 

   object is in state a and the    

   proposition that the world is in state 
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   f(a) entails that P. 

   (thermometer) 

• It is a consequence of the indication relation 

that the impossible can never be indicated, 

and that the necessary is always indicated. 

• According to Stalnaker, propositional 

attitudes are kinds of indication mechanisms. 

• An agent believes that P just because the 

agent is in a state that, under optimal 

conditions, he is in only if P. And under 

optimal conditions, the agents is in that state 

because P, or because something that entails 

P. 

• The causal account of propositional attitudes 

needs to be supplemented with the pragmatic 

picture to be adequate. 

• Stalnaker indirectly mentions conceiving as a 

propositional attitude. 

[T]o distinguish two propositions is to 

conceive of a possible situation in which 

one is true and the other is false (p.5). 

  

• If conceiving is a propositional attitude, it 

follows that an agent cannot conceive of the 

impossible and that whatever situation you 

conceive of any necessity will be true in it. 

(Universalizability and Reliability) 

3. Stalnaker on Cognitive Access 

• The beliefs of an agent can be represented as a 

set of possible worlds, what Stalnaker calls a 

belief state. 

• Individual beliefs are a property of such belief 

states: an agent believing that P is for P to be 

true in all PWs in the belief state of the agent. 

• Stalnaker considers three deductive conditions 

on belief states (81-83): 

1. If P is a member of a set of believed 

propositions, and P entails Q, then Q is a 

member of that set. 

2. If P and Q are each members of a set of 

believed propositions, then P&Q is a member 

of that set. 

3. If P is a member of a set of believed 

propositions, then not-P is not a member of 

that set. 

• It follows from these conditions on belief 

states that agents are logically omniscient. In 

fact, agents have an infinite number of beliefs. 

Stalnaker considers this an effect of the 

pragmatic picture. 

• He acknowledges that an agent may not have 

epistemic access to the certain beliefs as the 

agent does to others (88-90). 

• Entailed beliefs may not be active beliefs of 

the agent, but may be tacit beliefs or 

presuppositions that lie in a weaker 

acceptance state.  

o To accept a proposition is to treat it as 

true in one way or another for the 

moment. 

o A propositional attitude concept is an 

acceptance concept if the attitude is 

said to be correct whenever the 

proposition is true. 

o An acceptance state is a non-empty 

set of possible situations. The set of 

propositions accepted contain those 

propositions that are true in all the 

situations. 

• Conceiving is neither a belief state nor an 

acceptance state. But we may consider 

relevant the difference between active and 

tacit beliefs regarding the notion of 

conceiving: 
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• An agent that conceives of a possible situation 

conceives of the set of propositions true in the 

situation. We can call the set of propositions 

true in the situation for “Proposition”. 

• In the relevant context, only a subset of 

propositions of Proposition is epistemically 

accessible to the agent (in a sense to be further 

analyzed) – the actively conceived 

propositions as opposed to tacitly conceived.  

Metasemantic Interpretation 

• Stalnaker introduces the following 

distinctions on the problem of equivalence, 

i.e., the problem that if an agent believes P 

and P is logically equivalent to Q, the agent 

believes Q (72ff): 

• “that P” and “that Q” are schemas for 

sentential complements which denote 

propositions. This is not the case for the 

statement “P and Q are equivalent”. This is a 

schema for a claim about the relation between 

two expressions. That is, P and Q in this 

statement stand in for expressions that denote 

things that express the proposition that P. 

• He declares that the problem of equivalence 

cannot be that an agent must believe or know 

that P is equivalent to Q whenever P is 

equivalent to Q since an agent may fail to 

realize that the sentence P is equivalent to the 

sentence Q. 

• The agent may be metasemantically ignorant 

of what an expression means, i.e., which 

proposition is expressed by a statement that 

includes a given expression. 

• In later papers ([1978]1999; 2004), Stalnaker 

provides a two-dimensional semantics that 

explains the gap between propositions and 

their expressions such that reinterpretation is 

required when a subject claims to believe 

impossibility.  

• The two-dimensional semantics has the added 

advantage that it explains what information is 

conveyed by expressing necessarily true 

propositions. 

• The information conveyed by a sentence such 

as ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ is the one true 

necessary proposition since the proposition it 

expresses is the one true in all possible 

worlds. 

• When uttering such statements a Gricean 

conversational rule is violated. What is 

expressed by the utterance must be 

reinterpreted as conveying metasemantic 

information instead of the purely semantic 

information. 

• What is being conveyed is the contingent 

information about what the expressions in 

question mean. This kind of information 

Stalnaker calls the diagonal proposition. 

• On Stalnaker’s framework, intentionality is 

addressed at the level of secondary intensions, 

which are the contents of thought and the 

cognitive value of expressions. 

• In Chalmers’ framework intentionality is 

addressed at the level of primary intensions 

which are supposed to be a priori accessible. 

• Stalnaker argues that cognitive access on his 

externalist account is not a matter of having 

access to an internal vehicle of representation, 
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but of being appropriately causally connected 

to the world and the objects that propositions 

are about. 

• What a proposition is about is a highly 

context-dependent matter and cognitive 

access inherits the context-dependence. 

• If an agent claims to believe impossibility, 

that Hesperus is not Phosphorus, say, again, 

reinterpretation is required. 

• How the agent claims the world is may be 

difficult to characterize, but, as Stalnaker 

says: 

[O]ur descriptive resources are rich and 

flexible, and in the context, we can 

usually find a way (2008, 131). 

 

• The correct description of the world according 

to the agent that claims he believes something 

impossible may depend on the attributor’s 

context. 

• If the belief attributor is to explain the rational 

capacities and dispositions of the agent in 

question, he constructs a context in which he 

can represent the agent’s representations as 

perspectives on the same reality as that which 

he himself is part.  

• This is cognitive access on the externalist 

picture, ultimately. 

• We are now in position to consider the notion 

of epistemic access we left unanalyzed earlier 

in connection with conceiving. 

• Presumably, the agent conceiving has no 

better epistemic access to the propositions 

true in the scenario conceived of than the 

agent claiming to believe something has to the 

proposition he believes. 

• The agent may be confusing an impossible 

proposition (there are no such) with a possible 

metasemantic proposition (there are many 

such). 

• The conceiving agent is strictly saying 

something false (or nonsense) by uttering that 

he has conceived of a situation in which the 

proposition Hesperus is not Phosphorus is 

true. Reinterpretation is required. 

• An attributor in order to ascribe a belief to the 

conceiving agent about what the agent claims 

to conceive of once more requires that the 

attributor constructs a context in which he can 

represent the agent’s conceivability claim as a 

perspective of a way the world might be, as 

conceiving of a possible situation. 

(Accessibility is denied) 

4. Conclusion 

• A conceivability thesis inspired by Stalnaker 

is one that accepts Universalizability and 

Reliability, but denies Accessibility. 

• This means that conceiving entails possibility 

in any circumstance (on any subject matter), 

but that the agent does not have epistemic 

access to conceivability facts. 

• To be clear, in an argument for possibility 

from conceivability is based on two premises: 

o P is conceived 

o Conceiving entails / is fallible 

evidence for possibility. 

o P is possible 

• When conceivability facts are not 

epistemically accessible, one may consider 

the conceivability thesis useless. 
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• However, in normal circumstances, Stalnaker 

says that reinterpretation is not required. It is a 

rare phenomenon. 

• As such, in normal circumstances, 

conceivability appearance may be a prima 

facie guide to conceivability facts. 

• If this is the case, conceivability is prima facie 

evidence of possibility even though each act 

of conceiving is the conceiving of something 

possible. 


