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Fool’s Pain:

The Kripkean Defense against Kripke’s Modal Argument against Physicalism
Richard Brown

Kripke’s modal argument against physicalism is well known. Identities, when true, are necessarily true. So-called contingent identities are explained away. So, take lightning and electrical discharge. It seems to us that we can imagine a case where lightning is something other than electrical discharge and so the identity between lightning and electrical discharge seems contingent but actually what turns out to be contingent is the appearance that lightning presents to us. It is conceivable that there be some other phenomena which is not electrical discharge and which presents to us the appearances that lightning does present to us. This, however, is not an example of lightning being other than electrical discharge. This is a case of something else looking (to us) like lightning does. As Kripke puts it, we could be in the same epistemic situation as someone who was seeing lightning when we weren’t. 
Now, in the case of consciousness there is a problem. The identities between mind and brain certainly seem to be contingent. That is, we certainly seem to be able to imagine that pain be non-physical.  So it seems prima facie possible that pain be other than a brain state yet we don’t seem to be able to explain away the seeming contingency of the identities in the same way as we did in the case of lightning and other such a posteriori identities. This is because in the case of pains and other mental states to be in the epistemic situation where one thinks one is in pain is just to be in pain. In the lightning case we can make a distinction between the lightning as it really is and the lightning as it appears to us. It is contingent that lightning appear to us in a certain way but it is necessary that lightning is electrical discharge (given that this is what we actually found out) but in the case of pain we do not seem to be able to make this distinction. The pain and the way it appears to us are the very same thing. So we cannot explain away the seeming contingency of the mind-brain identities. Kripke doesn’t think that we can explain away the seeming contingency in any other ways and so he is not confident in the prospects for physicalism. 

There are many responses to this argument. The most straightforward response is to maintain that the identities are in fact contingent just like they seem. This is the route that Smart and Place take. The identities seem contingent because they are. This response is hard to maintain because there is a very plausible and short argument that identities must be necessary. There is another more recent response to Kripke’s challenge given by Tom Polger in his recent book Natural Minds. The basic point that Polger makes is that when we have an identity between two things, one or more of which lack proper identity conditions, an identity will seem to be contingent when it isn’t. This is a different way of explaining away the seeming contingency that doesn’t rely on our being in the same epistemic position as someone experiencing pain or posit a gap between the pain and the way the pain feels. Polger argues that we lack identity conditions (at least) for brain states and that is the reason that the identities seem contingent. I have argued that we actually do have good identity conditions for brain states but even so these have been recently discovered and so Polger’s explanation is still a viable one (Brown 2006). 
But whatever the merits of Polger’s new response he shares Kripke’s assumption that we cannot give the Kripkean kind of response that makes a distinction between the pain as it is and the pain as it appears to us. But is this assumption correct? It is certainly common sensical, but is it right? The answer, arguably, is no. This assumption needs to be rejected and we are able to give the Kripkean defense against Kripke’s own objection. How would such a defense go? One would have to hold that being in pain and feeling pain can come apart. It would have to be the case that we could (1) think we are in pain when we are not (this is fool’s pain) and (2) be in pain when we do not think that we are (this is unconscious pain). It would have to be the case that being painful, the conscious experience, is a contingent way of picking out a certain brain state. Kripke holds that this position is self-refuting, but is he correct? 
In order to make such a defense work we would have to make the same distinctions with respect to experience as we do in the other examples that Kripke uses. Let us look at what Kripke says and see if we can apply it. It will be useful to review what Kripke thinks his main findings are as presented in Naming and Necessity pages 134-136. The first main finding is the familiar one that natural kind terms are more like names in being rigid designators. This is a key premise in Kripke’s argument since he takes ‘pain’ and ‘brain state x’ to be rigid designators. This is the reason that the identities have to be necessary. For the sake of the argument in this paper we will accept this claim, though I think that we could challenge part of it. He goes on to say,
Second, the present view asserts, in the case of species terms as in that of proper names, that one should bear in mind the contrast between the a priori but perhaps contingent properties carried with a term, given by the way its reference was fixed, and the analytic (and hence necessary) properties a term may carry, given by its meaning. For species as for proper names, the way the reference of a term is fixed should not be regarded as a synonym for the term…If we imagine a hypothetical (admittedly somewhat artificial) baptism of the substance, we must imagine it picked out as by some such ‘definition’ as, ‘Gold is the substance instantiated by the items over there, or at any rate, by almost all of them’. (p 135)
The point is that though the reference of the term may be fixed by a description this description is not the meaning of the term. Taking this over to the case of pain we will have to say that the reference of ‘pain’ is fixed by some description but this description is not the meaning of the term. 
But what description fixes the reference for mental terms? Kripke goes on to make clear what he means,
In the case of natural phenomena perceptible to the senses, the way the reference is picked out is simple: ‘Heat = that which is sensed by sensation S’. Once again, the identity fixes a referent: it is therefore a priori, but not necessary. (p. 136)

To apply this strategy to pains then, we will have to say that ‘Pain= that which is sensed by sensation P’. 

The Kripkean defense will then see pains as a kind of sensing, but a sensing of what? As David Rosenthal says,
Just as perceptual sensations make us aware of various physical objects and processes, so pains and other bodily sensations make us aware of certain conditions of our own bodies. In standard cases of feeling pain, we are aware of a bodily condition located where the pain seems phenomenologically to be located. It is, we say, the foot that hurts when we have the relevant pain, and in standard cases we describe the bodily condition using qualitative words, such as painful, burning, stabbing, and so forth. Descartes’s famous Sixth Meditation appeal to phantom pains reminds us that pains are purely mental states. But we need not, on that account, detach them from the bodily conditions they reveal in the standard, non-hallucinatory cases. (from Sensory Quality and the Relocation Story)

So then there are three things that we need to distinguish. There is the bodily condition, and then there is the pain, which is the sensing of the bodily condition. So that which we call pain has its reference fixed by this description and it turns out to be a bodily condition. In particular it seems that the bodily conditions that matter are states of nocicepters. This is just like all of the other modalities. There are a set of physical properties and a set of mental properties by which we become conscious of the physical properties. So in this sense we have already discovered that pain is a physical state. 
That may interesting to scientists but what about the sensation of pain? That is what Kripke was really after. He wanted to suggest a problem for those that argued that the sensation of pain was identical to some brain state. It is typically held that the sensation of pain is necessarily conscious. This is the intuition that Kripke invokes. Now, to apply the Kripkean strategy we would need to hold that one could have the very same epistemic situation and be wrong. There would have to be fool’s pain. Something which seems just like pain from your point of view but isn’t. This means that it would have to be the case that what it was like for some creature was just like having a pain but that creature was mistaken, they were, in reality, not having a pain. 
Is this possible? There is evidence that this is possible. One line of evidence comes from David Rosenthal and the case of what is known as dental fear. Here is what he says (in the same article as before)

Dental patients occasionally report pain when physiological factors make it clear that no pain could occur. The usual explanation is that fear and the non-painful sensation of vibration cause the patient to confabulate pain. When the patient learns this explanation, what it’s like for the patient no longer involves anything painful. But the patient’s memory of what it was like before learning the explanation remains unchanged. Even when what it’s like results from confabulation, it may be no less vivid and convincing than a non-confabulatory case.

Now, I have always felt that this dental fear stuff was a really convincing way of showing that there really is a reality/appearance distinction for pains, but when I have tried to research this I have not been able to find very much on it (and Rosenthal offers no citations), but it does seem to be a reletively common phenomenon. Here is an excerpt from a paper on dental fear in children that tells a dentists how to deal with this

Problems that a dentist is convinced are associated with misinterpretation of pain may be addressed by explaining the gate theory of pain. A very basic explanation which is suitable for children as young as five is as follows. ‘You have lots of different types of telephone wires called nerves going from your mouth to your brain (touch appropriate body parts). Some of them carry “ouch!” messages and the others carry messages about touch (demonstrate) and hot and cold. The sleeping potion stops the ouch messages being sent, but not the touch and the hot and cold messages. So you will still know that I am touching the tooth and you will still feel the cold of the water. Your brain looks out for messages all the time. If you are convinced that it will hurt, it will. This is because if I make the ouch nerves go off to sleep and I touch you, a touch message gets sent. But your brain is looking for ouch messages and it says to itself, ‘There’s a message coming. It must be an ouch message.’ So you go ‘ouch’ and it hurts, but all I did was to touch you. It’s just that your brain was confused.’ (The language may, of course, be adjusted for older children.) If this fails to work, then active treatment should be stopped. (from Dental Fear in Children)

This is clearly fool’s pain, as evidenced by the fact that the way they treat it is not with more medication, but with an explanation, pitched at the kids level, of why what they are feeling is not pain. So it is possible to be in the epistemic position of someone in pain and yet not be in pain. Can it be the other way? 


But could it be the case that the painfulness of pain and the sensation of pain are contingently related? If this were the case it would have to be the case that the very sensation of pain that I now have could have existed and failed to be painful for the creature that had it. Is this possible? Yes. There is evidence from what is known as pain asymbolia (Grahek 2001). Pain asymbolics have a specific kind of brain damage which leaves them able to feel pain but not as something unpleasant. They are able to discriminate painful stimuli, saying for instance that something hurts and that it is a burning pain, or a pinching pain. They are also able to reliably judge how intense the stimulus is. Yet they fail to be motivated to withdraw and say that they do not find the sensation unpleasant at all. They often laugh at the pain. They seem to know that pain is supposed to be this horrible thing that we want to avoid at all costs, but when the pain actually comes it is a pathetic joke. Our intuitions that pain and painfulness cannot come apart thus turn out to be wrong. 

So far we have been playing fast and loose with the sensation of pain and have only been making a distinction between the physical property and the mental property by which we sense that physical property. But now we need to address the question of whether we can further distinguish between the first-order pain quality and our awareness of that quality. If we could do this we could argue that there were pains which, because unconscious, were not like anything for the creature that had them. We fix the reference of ‘pain’, in the mental state meaning of the word, by a contingent property of the state; that it is painful for us to have but that pain could exist without being painful. 

This actually turns out to be exactly what we would predict by adopting the Kripkean defense. As Kripke says,
Third, in the case of natural kinds, certain properties, believed to be at least roughly characteristic of the kind and believed to apply to the original sample, are used to place new items, outside the original sample, in the kind…later investigation may establish that some of the properties did not belong to the original sample, or that they were peculiarities of the original sample, not to be generalized to the kind as a whole…on the other hand, an item may posses all the characteristics originally used and fail to belong to the kind. ( p 137)

We have seen how this could be true. Something could seem like a pain and yet fail to be a pain. 
Fourth, scientific investigation generally discovers characteristics of gold which are far better than the original set. For example, it turns out that a material object is (pyre) gold if and only if the only element contained therein is that with atomic number 79….In general, science attempts, by investigating basic structural traits, to find the nature, and thus the essence (in the philosophical sense) of the kind. The case of natural phenomena is similar. (p 138)

We see that this is true as well. In the case of pains we have narrowed it down to the states of various parts of the brain. We have also seen that pain in the other sense, in the sense that it names a family of physical properties, picks out bodily conditions. Finally Kripke says the following,
The fact the we identify light in a certain way seems to be crucial, even though it is not necessary; the intimate connection may create the illusion of necessity. (p 139) 
So, it seems that being unpleasant is crucial for being a pain. This, in fact, seems necessary. But this connection generates an illusion of necessity. 

We can sum up the position as follows. The fact that pain is painful for us is a contingent feature of the sensation of pain, as evidenced by pain asymbolia. The state we pick out via this contingent property, the sensation of pain, cannot be other than it is. If it turns out to be identical to a brain state then pain will be a brain state in all possible worlds. When we think that we are conceiving of pain existing without the brain state we are really imagining that there were a creature who was in the same epistemic situation as we are when we are in pain but is mistaken. We thus imagine someone who is in the situation of the dental fear patient. This person thinks they are in pain when they are not. But can we conceive that the pain was not physical? No. If physicalism is true then pain is essentially physical and only contingently unpleasant. To conceive of pain as being non-physical is as impossible as conceiving that H2O were non-physical. The illusion of contingency is thus explained away in the very same way as all the others. What is contingent is that pain should be unpleasant to us
