
This is a pre-print. Please refer to the final, published version: Kammerer, François (2024). 
Sentientism Still Under Threat: Reply to Dung. Journal of Consciousness Studies 31 (3):103-119. 
It is accessible here: 
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/imp/jcs/2024/00000031/f0020003/art00005 
 

1 
 

Sentientism still under threat – reply to Dung 

 

Abstract: 

In “Ethics Without Sentience. Facing Up to the Probable Insignificance of Phenomenal Consciousness” 

(Kammerer, 2022), I argued that phenomenal consciousness is probably normatively insignificant, and 

does not play a significant normative role. In “Preserving the Normative Significance of Sentience” 

(Dung, forthcoming), Leonard Dung challenges my reasoning and defends sentientism about value and 

moral status against my arguments. Here I respond to Dung’s criticism, pointing out three flaws in his 

reply. My conclusion is that the view that phenomenal consciousness is distinctively significant is still 

very much under threat. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In “Ethics Without Sentience. Facing Up to the Probable Insignificance of Phenomenal Consciousness” 

(Kammerer, 2022), I argued that phenomenal consciousness is probably normatively insignificant: it 

does not play the distinctive role it is often believed to when it comes to value and moral status. My 

argument began with two presuppositions. First, our minds are material. Second, our introspection of 

phenomenal states mischaracterizes the mental states it targets. Based on these presuppositions, I built 

an argument against the normative significance of phenomenal consciousness. I notably used two lines 

of reasoning. First, a rebutting argument against the normative significance of phenomenality (the 

“argument from indeterminacy”). Second, an undercutting argument against this same view (the 

“argument from justification”). 

In “Preserving the Normative Significance of Sentience” (Dung, forthcoming), Leonard Dung responds 

to my article. He defends what he terms “sentientism” against my criticisms, by challenging key 

premises in both lines of reasoning. 

Dung skilfully reconstructed my arguments and eloquently engaged with them. However, his reply 

contains three flaws that prevent his objections from being effective. “Sentientism” remains vulnerable 

for the reasons I outlined. 

I begin by revisiting my arguments (§2). Afterward, each of the next three sections addresses one of the 

three flaws of Dung’s response. I begin (§3) by delving into Dung’s interpretation of sentientism. I show 

that the form of sentientism Dung defends is notably weaker than the thesis I discuss in my own article, 

which renders Dung’s response inappropriate. Next (§4), I assess Dung’s reaction to the argument from 

indeterminacy. I show that it doesn’t do much to allay the related concerns. Lastly  (§5), I evaluate 

Dung’s response to the argument from justification. I contend that it fails to neutralize the argument. 

 

2. Against the normative significance of phenomenal consciousness 

 

In the article critiqued by Dung, I contend that phenomenal consciousness is probably normatively 

insignificant, “in the sense that it is probably not particularly normatively significant” (Kammerer, 

2022, p. 187). More specifically, I assert that phenomenal states are not likely to play a distinctive role 
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in grounding value – relative to their closest non-phenomenal counterparts. I also assert that the capacity 

to enter phenomenal states – sentience – is unlikely to play a distinctive role in grounding moral status 

– relative to the capacity to enter the nearest non-phenomenal states. Both in my article and here, “the 

normative significance of phenomenal consciousness” is meant to convey the purported notion that 

phenomenal states and sentience play such a distinctive role in grounding value and moral status. My 

objective was to show that phenomenal consciousness is not normatively significant in this sense, even 

if it is widely believed to be. 

My argument relied on two presuppositions (Kammerer, 2022, pp. 187–188). First, metaphysical 

materialism (or physicalism): minds are nothing over and above ordinary material processes. Second, 

introspective mischaracterization: when it comes to phenomenal consciousness, things are not as they 

introspectively seem. For instance, it introspectively seems that we enter phenomenal states distinct 

from ordinary material processes (e.g. primitive, immediately known, non-physical states, etc.), but in 

reality, we do not. 

These presuppositions lead us to embrace one of two views. We could endorse strong illusionism: the 

view that phenomenal consciousness does not exist but seems to (Dennett, 2016; Frankish, 2016; 

Kammerer, 2021). Alternatively, we could endorse reductive physicalism combined with a dose of weak 

illusionism: phenomenal consciousness exists, but is quite distinct from how it introspectively appears.1 

My stance is that both positions imply that phenomenal consciousness is probably normatively 

insignificant. 

Consider first that strong illusionism is true. Phenomenal consciousness, being nonexistent, cannot 

ground value and moral status in reality. One might argue that, while phenomenal consciousness does 

not exist under strong illusionism, quasi-phenomenal consciousness does. Quasi-phenomenal 

consciousness (Frankish, 2016, pp. 15–16) is the set of real, non-phenomenal mental states, usually 

mischaracterized as phenomenal (e.g. in introspection). At first glance, it might seem that for a strong 

illusionist, quasi-phenomenal consciousness could still be distinctively normatively significant – play 

the role usually ascribed to phenomenal consciousness. This would maintain a viewpoint akin to the 

one I critique. I will expand on this shortly. 

Second, suppose reductive physicalism combined with weak illusionism is true. In this case, we have 

two arguments against the normative significance of phenomenality.  

Before detailing these arguments, I wish to note that, while I do not elaborate on the reasons here, these 

arguments could also apply to quasi-phenomenal consciousness if we adopt a strong illusionist 

standpoint. Hence, they also support the normative insignificance of quasi-phenomenality. More 

generally, in the upcoming discussion, I present Dung’s objection as well as my response within a weak 

illusionist and reductive physicalist framework (bearing on phenomenality, not quasi-phenomenality). 

However, this entire discussion could be recast to bear on quasi-phenomenal consciousness if one leans 

towards strong illusionist perspective.2 

 
1 For the definition of weak illusionism, see (Frankish, 2016, p. 15). I think that all plausible and coherent 

physicalist theories of consciousness must admit a dose of illusionism – they are weak illusionist views. On 

some views, this dose of illusionism is explicitly endorsed, and it is sufficiently significant to render the 

difference between weak and strong illusionism merely verbal (Graziano, 2019, Chapter 7; Pereboom, 2019, p. 

188). 
2 I actually prefer the strong illusionist perspective, but I momentarily ignore it to coordinate best with Dung’s 

response. 
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The first of these arguments is a rebutting argument: the argument of indeterminacy.3 Reductive 

physicalism combined with weak illusionism suggests that whether or not various beings (notably non-

human beings like non-human animals and artificial systems) possess phenomenal consciousness will 

be indeterminate in many cases. There will be no fact of the matter as to whether or not their mental 

states are phenomenal. (I explain why later, in section 4). But, for phenomenal consciousness to be 

normatively significant, it must be determinate in most cases. This gives us a reason to deny its 

normatively significance. 

The second argument is an undercutting argument : the argument from justification. Reductive 

physicalism combined with weak illusionism implies that phenomenal consciousness is quite different 

from how it introspectively appears. This divergence undermines our introspective justification for the 

normative significance of phenomenal consciousness. Furthermore, if our introspective representations 

of phenomenal consciousness mischaracterize their referents, then the phenomenal concepts derived 

from these introspective representations are also mischaracterizing. This, in turn, undercuts our intuitive 

a priori justification for the normative significance of phenomenality. All this undermines our 

justification to believe that phenomenality is normatively significant.4 

 

3. Sentientism: weak, strong, distinctive 

 

Dung defends “sentientism” against my objections. More precisely, he defends what he terms “weak 

sentientism”: the view that “there are some cases where [phenomenal] consciousness is normatively 

relevant”. On Dung’s definition, this means the following: there are some instances where phenomenal 

consciousness “intrinsically contributes to moral status” or “intrinsically contributes to intrinsic value” 

(Dung, forthcoming, p. 3). “Intrinsically contributes” here means contributing non-instrumentally to 

ground (or constitute, etc.) to value and moral status. Dung differentiates this perspective from “strong 

sentientism”, which combines weak sentientism with the claim that only phenomenal consciousness is 

normatively relevant. Dung does not attempt to defend strong sentientism. 

This characterization makes Dung’s position problematic. The view I critiqued in my article is stronger 

than weak sentientism, even if it does not go as far as strong sentientism. Indeed, I specifically addressed 

the view that phenomenal consciousness is particularly significant when it comes to value and moral 

status – the view that it plays a distinctive role for value and moral status relative to neighbouring non-

phenomenal processes. Let’s call this view “distinctive sentientism”. One could accept Dung’s weak 

sentientism while dismissing distinctive sentientism. For instance, this could be done by acknowledging 

that phenomenal states sometimes play some intrinsic (i.e. non-instrumental) role in grounding intrinsic 

value, even if this role is not distinctive compared to the role played by neighbouring non-phenomenal 

states. 

While I consider the difference between weak and distinctive sentientism self-evident upon reflection, 

it might help to flesh it out with an example. Imagine that all phenomenal states are mental states 

possessing property P: they all intrinsically have P. Moreover, imagine also that some non-phenomenal 

states, which are otherwise quite similar to phenomenal states, also intrinsically possess property P. (Is 

 
3 This argument builds on a rich preexisting literature, most notably on (Birch, 2022; Carruthers, 2019; 

Papineau, 2002). 
4 In the original article, I mentioned this distinction between introspective and conceptual justification 

(Kammerer, 2022, nn. 15 & 16), but I did not stress it as much as here. 
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there an example of a property that plausibly fits the bill? Maybe the property of being an suitably 

complex mental state. The specifics are not crucial here). 

Now, let’s add a final supposition. The possession of P is distinctively significant. States with P play a 

distinctive role for value and moral status – compared to neighbouring states devoid of P.  

Given these assumptions, one could comfortably accept Dung’s weak sentientism. After all, 

phenomenal states intrinsically contribute to value and moral status – after all, they all intrinsically have 

P. However, one could simultaneously reject distinctive sentientism, and claim that phenomenal states 

are not particularly significant, notably because they aren’t more significant than neighbouring non-

phenomenal processes also possessing P. 

Compare: sexists believe that human males possess distinctive rights, relative to their closest non-male 

counterparts – human females. We contend that sexism is flawed and that human males don’t have 

distinctive rights. Being a human male is not normatively significant, in the sense that it is not 

particularly so. Yet, this does not imply that human males lack rights – only that these rights are not 

distinctive compared, for instance, to human females. We believe that, if anything has distinctive rights, 

it is humans (or more specifically maybe, entities with human-like mental lives). This also does not 

suggest being a human male human does not intrinsically contributes to a creature having right. 

Arguably, being a human male intrinsically (and not just instrumentally) contributes to an entity 

possessing rights, but it does not make a distinctive contribution contrasted to being human. 

So, Dung’s reply is partially misdirected. It defends a view that is weaker than the one I criticized. This 

is more than mere nitpicking: as I show below (in §5), Dung’s objection to one of my arguments (the 

argument from justification) becomes notably less compelling once we recognize that the view in 

question is distinctive sentientism, not weak sentientism. 

I also believe we have compelling reasons to focus our discussion on distinctive sentientism (or strong 

sentientism) rather than weak sentientism. Indeed, underlying these theoretical debates are crucial 

practical debates about how we should treat various non-human entities. Yet weak sentientism – the 

view that “there are some cases where [phenomenal] consciousness is normatively relevant” – seems 

too weak to significantly impact these debates. For instance, weak sentientism in itself has very little to 

no implication regarding the respective moral statuses of two beings who are nearly identical, save for 

one being sentient and the other not, or regarding whether a phenomenal pain is worse than a very 

similar non-phenomenal pain.5 Distinctive sentientism, on the other hand, firmly suggests that the 

sentient creature possesses a much higher moral status, and that phenomenal pain is much worse than 

non-phenomenal pain. I contend that, when people discuss sentientism, they often have in mind views 

precisely making this sort of suggestions. They contemplate something like distinctive sentientism (or 

perhaps even strong sentientism) – not weak sentientism. 

 

4. Why the widespread indeterminacy of phenomenality remains probable 

 

Dung’s response suffers from another flaw, which can be examined while setting the previous difficulty 

aside. 

 
5 In fact, given the way Dung formulates weak sentientism (“there are some cases where phenomenal 

consciousness is significant”), the view does not even entail that a sentient creature has some moral status – but I 

leave this aside. 
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Dung’s first objection addresses the argument from determinacy. Dung concedes that, if the presence of 

phenomenal consciousness is indeterminate in many cases, phenomenal consciousness cannot be 

normatively significant.6  However, he denies that my presuppositions (materialism and introspective 

mischaracterization) imply that the presence of phenomenal consciousness is likely to be indeterminate 

in many cases. 

4.1. The original argument for indeterminacy 

Why did I assert that the widespread indeterminacy of phenomenal consciousness follows from my 

presuppositions? Here is the rationale.7 If phenomenal consciousness is real but significantly differs 

from how it introspectively appears, it cannot be identified with whatever satisfies the conditions borne 

by our introspective representations – or our introspection-based phenomenal concepts. If these 

representations refer, it is in virtue of such conditions they specify, but in virtue of certain causal-

informational factors – e.g. because they are appropriately caused by (or appropriately co-vary with) 

certain processes. These processes, which we can term F-processes, are the referent of our 

representations of phenomenal states. 

These F-processes co-instantiate many properties. For illustration, assume that the global neuronal 

workspace theory of consciousness (Dehaene & Naccache, 2001) is approximately correct. Therefore, 

F-processes have certain functional properties: e.g., they consist in globally broadcast representations. 

They also possess neural properties: e.g., they consist, say, in neural activities in the prefrontal cortex. 

Furthermore, they possess many other properties, which can be seen as determinate of the properties I 

just highlighted. F-processes are globally broadcast representations, but they are also, more specifically, 

globally broadcast representations made accessible (among other things) to a decision-making module 

and a language module, and so on. 

So, when we examine other beings whose physical composition and/or cognitive architecture 

significantly differ from ours (such as non-human animals or artificial minds), we should expect many 

of them to exhibit processes that resemble F-processes in some ways but not in others. Some might 

possess globally broadcast representations, but no cortex. Others might have cortex-based globally 

broadcast representations that are not accessible to a language module, and so on. As a result, in many 

instances, it is plausible that whether or not the relevant processes really are phenomenally conscious 

will remain indeterminate. There will not be a fact of the matter as to whether they are sufficiently like 

F-processes, or like F-processes in the right way. Their categorization as phenomenally conscious will 

boil down to a semantic decision. 

This consequence might be avoided if our introspective representations determinately referred to those 

F-processes as bearers of some single specific property (which we can label Q). In this scenario, for 

most (and, ideally, all) creatures, they determinately have (or lack) processes with Q. Therefore, they 

determinately have (or lack) phenomenal consciousness.  

Is this scenario plausible? Something like this would happen if all (or most) F-processes instantiated a 

single salient specific natural-kind property (supporting a vast range of inductions), which would serve 

as a reference magnet for our introspective representations, thereby assuming the role of Q. Yet, we 

have reasons to suspect that F-processes systematically co-instantiate various natural-kind properties (a 

 
6 Dung admits that technically some form of sentientism could still be saved. It is clear that if phenomenal 

consciousness is determinately present in at least one case and makes an intrinsic contribution to value or moral 

status in this one case, this is enough to save weak sentientism. However, Dung calls this view “something that 

proponents of sentientism might want to avoid”, since it would make phenomenal consciousness normatively 

relevant only in a very small number of case (Dung, forthcoming, p. 8). 
7 Again, this builds notably on (Birch, 2022; Carruthers, 2019; Papineau, 2002). 



This is a pre-print. Please refer to the final, published version: Kammerer, François (2024). 
Sentientism Still Under Threat: Reply to Dung. Journal of Consciousness Studies 31 (3):103-119. 
It is accessible here: 
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/imp/jcs/2024/00000031/f0020003/art00005 
 

6 
 

minima, functional properties and neural properties) and that none is sufficiently uniquely salient to be 

the single determinate referent of our representations (Birch, 2022). The hope that our introspective 

representations of phenomenal states latch onto one single salient specific natural-kind property Q 

appears faint, though it is not entirely inexistent. Hence, the widespread indeterminacy of phenomenal 

consciousness is likely. 

4.2. Dung’s objection 

Dung challenges this line of thought. He argues that it only holds if one assumes that phenomenal 

consciousness cannot be equated with whatever satisfies the conditions borne by some of our 

representations of phenomenal consciousness. This, in turn, for Dung, presupposes that type-A 

physicalism is false. For Dung, if type-A physicalism is true, our concept of phenomenal consciousness 

does refer to the property corresponding to the conditions borne by our concept, thereby sidestepping 

indeterminacy. To be more precise, in the type-A physicalist view Dung considers, our concept of 

phenomenal consciousness comes with an associated conception. This conception consists in a set of 

conditions serving as a reference-fixer. The concept’s referent is the natural-kind property that best fits 

this conception.  

Dung emphasizes that this sort of type-A physicalist view is compatible with my two presuppositions 

(materialism and introspective mischaracterization). At least, this is so provided we assume that our 

concept of phenomenality (and its associated conception) is not derived from our (mischaracterizing) 

introspection (Dung, forthcoming, n. 13).  

For Dung, if our concept of phenomenality is such, the widespread indeterminacy of phenomenal 

consciousness is likely to be avoided. What is this conception associated with our concept of 

phenomenality supposed to be? First, Dung contends that this conception might encompass a collection 

of “functional truths” (Dung, forthcoming, p. 12).8 He proposes that these truths will be sufficient to 

narrow down the reference of our concept of phenomenality to a single specific natural-kind property 

(Dung, forthcoming, p. 13). Second, Dung suggests that our conception of consciousness also features 

the very idea that consciousness is not widely indeterminate. Therefore, this conception fixes the 

reference of the concept in such a way that it refers to a property whose presence is not widely 

indeterminate. 

4.3. Replying to Dung’s objection 

Several points need addressing. First, I did not articulate my presuppositions through the lens of the 

distinction between type-A and type-B physicalism (Chalmers, 2002). The difference between the two 

sets of views is that, for type-A physicalists, there is no epistemic gap between the phenomenal and the 

physical : there are no (non-trivial) phenomenal truths that cannot be derived from physical truths. Type-

B physicalists, on the other hand, admit the existence of an epistemic (but not an ontological) gap: there 

are phenomenal truths that cannot be derived from physical truths. 

I did not dismissed type-A physicalism from the start, since I considered strong illusionism, which is a 

quintessential type-A physicalist view.9 What I overlooked are some specific type-A views where our 

concept of phenomenality is functionally analysable in a manner enabling the deduction of phenomenal 

 
8 Here are the examples that Dung gives of such functional truths: “When a being reports the presence of an 

object, it is usually conscious of the object”; “When a being’s cognitive architecture is organized as a mere look-

up table, it is not conscious”, “Having a brain as complex and interconnected as the human brain is normally 

sufficient for consciousness” (Dung, forthcoming, p. 12). 
9  “Type-A materialism sometimes takes the form of eliminativism, holding that consciousness does not exist 

and that there are no phenomenal truths” (Chalmers, 2010, p. 111). 
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truths from physical truths. This is the sort of view Dung has in mind. He claims that these views are 

compatible with my presupposition of introspective mischaracterization, provided our concept of 

phenomenality is not derived from our introspective representations. However, in the paper, I assumed 

that “our concept of phenomenal consciousness is essentially tied” to these mischaracterizing 

“introspective representations” (Kammerer, 2022, p. 199). This is why I did not consider these views. I 

am willing to acknowledge that this presupposition would have benefited from being made clearer and 

more forceful – as well as earlier in the article. I did not feel the need to do so because the view that our 

concept of phenomenality does not derive from introspection strikes me as very implausible. The most 

influential definitions of phenomenal consciousness invariably appeal to introspection and the first-

person perspective (Block, 1995, pp. 230–231; Chalmers, 1996, p. 4; Nagel, 1974, p. 436; Searle, 1992, 

p. 83). 

Pushing this primarily dialectical concern aside, let us assume, as Dung proposes, that our concept of 

phenomenality carries with it an associated conception, separate from the mischaracterization borne by 

our introspective representations. Let us also assume, in line with Dung, that this conception (a) 

specifies functional properties of phenomenal consciousness; (b) characterizes phenomenality as always 

determinately present or absent. Dung’s claim is that, if our concept of phenomenality has these two 

traits, it refers to a single property whose presence is not widely indeterminate. Is he onto something? 

Let us first hone in on (b). Contrary to Dung, I am unconvinced that, if our conception of phenomenal 

consciousness characterizes it as corresponding to a single feature whose presence is determinate, then 

this makes it so that the concept indeed refers to a single feature whose presence is determinate. Either 

there really exists one single specific property (whose presence is determinate) which uniquely best 

corresponds to our conception of consciousness, or there is not – perhaps due to multiple co-instantiated 

properties (whose presence is determinate) fitting our conception equally well. However, in the latter 

scenario, But in the second case, our concept of consciousness would not refer determinately to one of 

these properties – even if, for each of these properties, its presence is determinate, which is why it 

satisfies our conception. 

Compare: Imagine that I regularly meet with identical twins, Elias and Ernest, whom I mistakenly 

believe to be the same person. (Suppose that they avoid being seen together, and both introduce 

themselves as “Bob”). When I believe I am meeting with Bob, I am with Ernest half the time and with 

Elias the other half. 

Undoubtedly, my conception of Bob characterizes him as a single individual whose presence 

somewhere is determinate. However, this does not mean that my concept of Bob determinately refers 

to a single specific person whose presence is determinate. Indeed, both Ernest and Elias, two persons 

whose presence is determinate, are equally good candidate referents for my concept. Arguably, my 

concept of Bob does not determinately refer only to Ernest, or only to Elias (I set aside the difficult 

question of knowing the right way of thinking about the reference of my concept). 

Now, let us focus on (a). Suppose that we admit, with Dung, that our concept of phenomenality comes 

with an associated conception detailing properties of phenomenality. Can this conception narrow down 

the reference of our concept to some single specific property whose presence is always determinate? 

Exploring a hypothetical can provide clarity. Let us assume, again, that the global neuronal workspace 

theory is roughly correct. Our introspective representations co-vary equally well with at least two 

similarly salient co-instantiated natural-kind properties – being a globally broadcast representation (G), 

and being a certain type of neural activation in the frontal cortex (N). Can our conception of 

phenomenality narrow down the reference of our concept of phenomenality so that it refers to only one 

of these two? 
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There is no doubt that some people harbor beliefs implying that phenomenality is G rather than N or 

vice versa. However, the essential question is whether the conception of phenomenality associated with 

our concept, which should be widely shared and obtainable through something like a priori conceptual 

analysis (e.g. as intuitive conclusions from thought experiments), genuinely specifies the reference in 

these types of scenarios. 

The problem is that it does not seem to happen. Numerous beliefs about phenomenality which are likely 

part of our conception of phenomenality (as they are widely shared a priori intuitive) do not help to 

specify the reference of our concept in this case. For instance, both G and N satisfy the idea that 

normally functioning human brains are sufficient for phenomenal consciousness, or the idea that a 

system structured merely as a giant look-up table lacks phenomenal consciousness. Some beliefs about 

phenomenality are highly intuitive and favour N rather than G. For instance, many find it intuitive that 

Block’s Chinese Nation (Block, 1978) lacks phenomenal consciousness, making N (a neural kind) a 

more suitable match for phenomenality than G (a functional kind, instantiated by Block’s Chinese 

Nation). However, other beliefs are also highly intuitive, and favour G rather than N. For instance, many 

find it intuitive that the gradual replacement of my neurons (and other brain cells) by silicon functional 

duplicates would not destroy my phenomenal consciousness, favouring G over N (Chalmers, 1996, pp. 

254–257). 

Simply put, allowing our widely-shared, intuitive beliefs about phenomenality to play the role of a 

reference-fixing conception does not provide much help. Some of these beliefs are consistent, but they 

do not narrow down the reference to G or N. Those that might do it are inconsistent. We could 

hypothesize solutions, such as quantifying inconsistent intuitions by degrees of intuitive-ness, to 

ultimately tip the balance for G or N. The problem is that we know (given existing philosophical 

disagreements) that diverse thinkers evaluate these intuitions differently. Consequently, while some 

precise patterns of intuition (each with a specific degree of intuitive-ness) might, in the best case, 

decisively appropriately narrow down the reference of our concept of phenomenality, these precise 

patterns of intuition are not widely shared. They are idiosyncratic. They are not a plausible part of the 

conception associated with our concept of phenomenality.  

This conclusion should not be surprising. If our conception of phenomenality were truly rich and 

unequivocal enough to specify the reference of the concept in such cases, there would be considerably 

less disagreement regarding the nature and distribution of consciousness.10 

To sum-up: if we accept, as Dung himself seems to do it, that widespread indeterminacy of 

consciousness is likely if the reference of our concept of phenomenality is fixed merely by causal-

informational factors, things do not change much if we allow our widely-shared conception of 

phenomenality to play a reference-fixing role, as it does in some type-A physicalist views. Dung’s 

objection to the argument from indeterminacy is unconvincing. 

 

5. Why the introspection of value is undercut 

 

Dung’s second objection tackles my argument from justification. In his interpretation, this argument 

aims at undercutting the evidential status of introspection concerning the normative significance of 

phenomenal consciousness. As explained above, the argument also challenges the evidential status of 

 
10 A related idea is that every coherent and plausible view of consciousness has at least one radically counter-

intuitive consequence – see (Schwitzgebel, 2014) for a convincing case. 



This is a pre-print. Please refer to the final, published version: Kammerer, François (2024). 
Sentientism Still Under Threat: Reply to Dung. Journal of Consciousness Studies 31 (3):103-119. 
It is accessible here: 
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/imp/jcs/2024/00000031/f0020003/art00005 
 

9 
 

certain conceptually-driven intuitions about the normative significance of phenomenal consciousness, 

but we can set this aside for now. 

Here is the core of Dung’s objection. We can admit that introspective mischaracterization occurs (e.g. 

phenomenal states introspectively seem to be primitive, non-physical, immediately known, even though 

they are not). However, this does not imply that the evidential status of introspection regarding the value 

of phenomenal states is undercut.11   

Why? Dung’s reasoning goes like this: We can recognize that introspective mischaracterization takes 

place, but also believe that phenomenal introspection is reliable in certain aspects. For instance, 

phenomenal introspection appears reliable when determining which phenomenal states we are in. We 

can introspectively discriminate between experiences of pain and experiences of smelling hot chocolate, 

and even if we introspectively mischaracterize these states (as non-physical, immediately known, 

primitive, etc.), the discrimination itself seems reliable.  

This suggests that, to assess whether introspective mischaracterization undercuts our introspective 

justification regarding value, we need to discern whether value-introspection must rather be ranked with 

our mischaracterizing forms of introspection or with our reliable forms of introspection. Each 

perspective yields a different (inductive) conclusion concerning the epistemic status of value-

introspection.  

Dung contends that value-introspection possesses a notable characteristic that sets it apart from 

mischaracterizing introspection and aligns it more with reliable introspection: it is metaphysically 

neutral. It does not presuppose any anti-physicalist characterization of consciousness. Its verdicts 

themselves are not at odds with physicalism. Therefore, according to Dung, the evidential status of 

value introspection remains intact. 

I am not convinced that we can conclude that value-introspection escapes undercutting. I believe this 

for three primary reasons. 

First, to understand whether or not undercutting is taking place, we need to be clear about the antecedent 

epistemic status of value-introspection. As I emphasized in the original paper (and as Dung himself 

notes), one of the main reasons (if not the main reason) why sentientism seems so compelling is that 

the value of phenomenal states does not just appear introspectively justified. It seems introspectively 

extremely well-justified – justified in a extremely secure manner. That phenomenal states such as 

phenomenal pain or pleasure possess striking value, for instance, seems “particularly obvious and 

beyond doubt” (Kammerer, 2022, p. 183) when compared to the value of non-phenomenal things. The 

corresponding fact seems to be “an obvious datum of introspection” (Dung, forthcoming, p. 4). In other 

words: many people consider value-introspection to hold an exceptionally high epistemic status.  

However, this exceptionally high epistemic status is more vulnerable than a more modest status – say, 

an ordinary degree of highly defeasible justification. Recognizing that some systematic introspective 

mischaracterization occurs might already be enough to undermine it. Even granting that value-

introspection is still “mostly reliable” suggests that its epistemic status is inferior to what it might have 

originally been taken to be. Compare: someone who supposes that the Bible contains grains of historical 

truth, even if it frequently errs, should not change their belief significantly upon discovering that it 

contains one specific mistake. However, someone who deemed the Bible the literal and infallible word 

of God should have their confidence shattered under the same situation. 

 
11 As previously, I formulate the theses here in a weak illusionist framework, but all this reasoning could be 

reformulated as bearing on quasi-phenomenal consciousness if one assumes strong illusionism. 
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Second, another point deserves mention here, although this was not mentioned in the original article. 

Suppose we accept that phenomenal introspection mischaracterizes phenomenal states, among other 

things, as immediately known. If we acknowledge that this introspective mischaracterization occurs, we 

must admit that phenomenal states are not known in the immediate manner in which they seem to be 

known. But it is plausible that value-introspection seemed uniquely secure (and its verdicts beyond 

doubt) because we regarded phenomenal states as immediately known. Accepting that this introspective 

characterization of phenomenal states as immediately known is mistaken provides a direct reason to 

suspect that other verdicts of phenomenal introspection – including those of value-introspection – are 

not exceptionally well-justified. Here, the undermining does not stem from the general fact that 

introspection is mischaracterizing, but from the more specific fact that it is mischaracterizing in this 

particular respect. Thus, this undercutting does not depend on value-introspection itself being notably 

similar to mischaracterizing introspection. Compare: if I learn that a message M, once trusted, and 

which states that person A is uniquely reliable, is in fact mistaken, I should become less trustful of what 

A tells me – regardless of whether my reasons to doubt M are also directly reasons to distrust A. 

Third, Dung’s objection depends on the idea that value-introspection is more similar to reliable 

introspection than mischaracterizing introspection due to its metaphysical neutrality. This enables him 

to conclude that value-introspection itself is reliable. However, there are other significant ways in which 

value-introspection resembles mischaracterizing introspection more than reliable introspection. 

This is clear if we consider that the introspective value-judgments whose epistemic status we examine 

here are those supporting not merely weak sentientism but distinctive sentientism – since I argued above 

that distinctive sentientism is what really is at stake here. Indeed, introspective value-judgment that 

support distinctive sentientism must assert that certain phenomenal states possess not only just value, 

but a distinctive sort of value.12 Consequently, the introspective value-judgments under scrutiny share 

a salient trait with the judgments produced by our mischaracterizing introspection. Both attribute non-

ordinary properties to phenomenal states. By “non-ordinary properties”, I mean properties that makes 

them stand out in comparison with non-phenomenal states. In contrast, reliable introspection simply 

differentiates one phenomenal state from another without attributing any non-ordinary properties about 

any of these states. 

While Dung contends that phenomenal introspection has its evidential status undercut only when it is 

metaphysically loaded (and not when it is metaphysically neutral), one could counter that it is 

compromised when it attributes distinctive and non-ordinary and distinctive properties to phenomenal 

states, and remains unaffected otherwise. Since the relevant value-judgments here – those supporting 

distinctive sentientism – do attribute non-ordinary, distinctive properties to phenomenal states, this 

specific type of value-introspection has its evidential status undercut. 

This is unlikely to solve the issue conclusively. Our opponent might engage in some further reference-

class tennis. However, combining this with the two previous considerations suggests that our 

introspective justification for believing in the distinctive normative significance of phenomenal 

consciousness suffers undercutting to some substantive degree.13 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

 
12 Whether this value is distinctive for quantitative or qualitative reasons does not matter much here. 
13 The exact degree is difficult to assess, as I acknowledged in my previous article (Kammerer, 2022, p. 195). 
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I have argued against Dung’s defense of the normative significance of phenomenal consciousness, 

which he developed against the arguments I developed in some previous publication. First, Dung only 

defends a form a sentientism which is weaker than the one I criticized – and is too weak to deserve 

being the focus of discussion. Second, Dung’s considerations do not do much to counter the argument 

from indeterminacy. Third, his considerations do not defang the undercutting argument from 

justification, even if the exact degree to which our justification to believe in the (distinctive) value of 

phenomenality is undercut remains an open question. 
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