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A Naturalistic Interpretation of the Kripkean Modality
Abstract  The Kripkean metaphysical modality (i.e. possibility and necessity) is one of the most important concepts in contemporary analytic philosophy and is the basis of many metaphysical speculations. These metaphysical speculations frequently commit to entities that do not belong to this physical universe, such as merely possible entities, abstract entities, mental entities or qualities not realizable by the physical, which seems to contradict naturalism or physicalism. This paper proposes a naturalistic interpretation of the Kripkean modality, as a naturalist’s response to these metaphysical speculations. It will show that naturalism can accommodate the Kripkean metaphysical modality. In particular, it will show that naturalism can help to resolve the puzzles surrounding Kripke’s a posteriori necessary propositions and a priori contingent propositions. 
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I  Introduction

Since the publication of Kripke’s Naming and Necessity (Kripke 1980), Kripke’s notion of Metaphysical Possibility becomes one of the most important concepts in analytic philosophy. Many philosophical arguments and speculations are based on it. These metaphysical speculations frequently lead to committing to entities not belonging to this physical world, for instance, merely possible entities, properties or states of affairs not existing in the real world, or properties or entities independent of this physical world. They appear to contradict naturalism (i.e. physicalism). In particular, Chalmers (2005) tries to give an argument against physicalism based on Kripke’s notion of metaphysical modality. Kripke’s idea that there are a posteriori necessary propositions and a priori contingent propositions is also considered by some philosophers to be of great philosophical significance. For example, Soames (2005, 2006) claims that Kripke has proved that metaphysically necessary truths are a special kind of truths, metaphysical truths. They are different from both contingent factual truths and a priori truths that are determined by meanings alone and are knowable by rational reflections alone. Soames claims that this was Kripke’s revolutionary discovery and it led analytic philosophy into a new era since the 1970s. These alleged metaphysical truths are different from ordinary scientific truths, and therefore it potentially conflicts with the basic tenets of naturalism.
This paper will propose an interpretation for the Kripkean metaphysical modality within the framework of naturalism. This will be a naturalist’s response to those metaphysical speculations based on the notion of metaphysical modality. If succeeds, it will dissolve any anti-naturalistic conclusions that those metaphysical speculations might lead to, including Chalmers’ modal argument against physicalism. To put it simply, since the notion of Kripkean metaphysical modality can have a reasonable interpretation within the naturalistic framework, any valid philosophical arguments in those metaphysical speculations can have interpretations within the framework naturalism as well, and therefore they will not lead to any anti-naturalistic conclusions
. Moreover, our interpretation will imply that Kripke’s so-called metaphysical necessity is actually the same kind of notion of necessity as physical necessity. That is, it is necessity constrained by empirical conditions. Therefore, the Kripkean a posteriori and metaphysically necessary truths are similar to a posteriori but physically necessary truths. They are trivial and have no special philosophical significance, unlike what Soames claims.  
Section II below will briefly introduce naturalism and a naturalistic theory of meaning. They are the foundations for this naturalistic interpretation of the Kripkean modality. Section III then presents the naturalistic interpretation for the Kripkean modality.
II Naturalism and a naturalistic theory of meaning
In contemporary analytic philosophy, in particular, in the analytic philosophy of mind, “naturalism” (also called “physicalism”) refers to a basic philosophical attitude against mind-body or mental-physical dualism. However, both naturalism or physicalism and dualism have a hierarchy from their weak versions to their strong versions, and the boundary may not be very clear. To be more specific, I will summarize the basic ideas of the kind of naturalism assumed by this paper into the following three points:

(1) All that exist are those that exist in this actual physical universe and nothing else.

(2) Minds, mental properties, and minds’ cognitive capabilities and cognitive processes are in principle reducible to the structures, properties, activities or functions of brain neurons, and they are the results of evolution. 
(3) In particular, the semantic representation relations (including the reference relations) between the so-called inner representations within minds and external things can only be realized by physical connections between brains and physical things that actually exist in the brains’ environments.  

Point (1) is critical for seeking an interpretation of modality notions within the framework of naturalism. It means that none of the so-called possible worlds, merely possible objects, and possible but non-actual states of affairs exists. What really exist are only things in this actual universe, including human brains’ activities and the words they create when they are imagining or describing the alleged possible worlds, merely possible entities, and possible states of affairs. Humans can imagine non-existent things or states of affairs because of diversity and variations in human environments. That is, an object can be in different states at different times and places. In other words, if one takes a local region of space-time as a possible world, then multiple possible worlds can co-exist in this real universe. In such environments, brains develop imagination abilities in evolution. Therefore, from the naturalistic point of view, understanding modality consists in examining the ways in which brains imagine things and the semantic correspondence relations between imaginations in brains and diversified but real things in the actual world. 
Point (2) is an elaboration of one aspect of point (1). The exact meaning of ‘in principle reducible’ is a controversial issue in the contemporary philosophy of mind in analytic philosophy. We will not assume any specific interpretation of it. Instead, we will emphasize the consensus among supporters of physicalism. That is, there are no special properties or powers that belong to minds only and are independent of this actual physical world. This is exemplified by (3).
(3) is one aspect of (2). It implies that the semantic relations between language and things, including the reference relation between proper nouns or common nouns and individual or classes of entities, and including the correspondence relation between sentences and states of affairs, are relations between concrete tokens of words as physical entities and other physical things in the real world. Words do not refer to things by themselves mysteriously. Brains recognize word tokens through eyes and ears, associate words with inner representations realized as neural circuitries, and then, through bodies, connect inner representations with the things they represent. These are what realize the reference relation between words and things. Such reference relations in the end must be realized by physical connections in the actual world. The representation relation between inner representations in brains and external things is the most critical link in the semantic relation between words and things. In philosophy of mind, characterizing this representation relation between inner representations and external things within the framework of naturalism is called naturalizing intentionality or naturalizing content. It is the theory of meaning and reference within the framework of naturalism and is the basis for our naturalistic interpretation for modality. 
There have been several theories proposed for naturalizing intentionality (see Adams 2003), but they all have difficulties. The naturalistic interpretation of modality proposed in this paper is based on a new theory for naturalizing intentionality proposed by the author. It will be summarized below. See Ye (2007a, 2007b, 2007c) for the details.
The theory assumes that a nominal term can express a concept as an inner representation in a brain, and a concept can represent external things or their properties. A concept expressed by a common noun is a general concept, which can represent a class of things, while a concept expressed by a proper noun is a singular concept, which can represent a singular entity. For instance, ‘water’ can express a general concept and ‘Phosphorus’ can express a singular concept in a brain. Concepts here are all inner representations in individual brains, not the Fregean concepts as public and abstract entities graspable by everyone. 
The theory assumes further that some semantic rules determine what a concept represents. Concepts of different types may need different semantic rules. For natural kind concepts such as ‘water’, the semantic rule says largely that ‘water’ represents 
‘whatever with the same internal structure as the tasteless, transparent, drinkable liquid flowing in rivers or out of water faucet, which I saw in the past and remember now’ (see Ye 2007a). 
It means that the entities represented by a natural kind concept are determined by their internal structures. First, some components of the concept in memory represent some concrete instances. They are instances of what are represented by the concept, encountered by the owner of the concept in learning and applying the concept in the past. Then, the concept itself represents all entities with the same internal structure as those instances. The semantic rule for singular concepts representing individual entities is similar. For instance, ‘Phosphorus’ can represent 
‘the entity identical with the object that I saw in the eastern sky in the morning and remember now’. 
‘Identical with’ here can mean ‘having space-time continuity with’. Therefore, supposing that the object seen in the eastern sky in the morning has space-time continuity with the object in the western sky in the evening as a matter of fact, the concept represents the latter as a matter of fact, no matter if the owner of the concept is aware of it.
Moreover, the theory assumes that concepts have structures and a concept can be a component of another concept. In particular, a component of a concept can be a necessary condition of the concept. That is, by semantic rules, all entities represented by the concept must be among the entities represented by the component. For instance, ‘male’ is a component of ‘bachelor’ and is a necessary condition. To give another instance, we note that a concept that specifies the conceptual classification of a concept in a brain’s conceptual scheme is usually a necessary condition of the latter concept. For example, the concept ‘animal’ is a necessary condition in the concept ‘dog’. The existence of necessary conditions implies that some sentences are true by virtue of conceptual structures and semantic rules alone. That is, they are analytic truths. For instance, the sentences ‘bachelors are male’ and ‘dogs are animals’ are analytic truths.
 For a natural kind concept, memories of those instances represented by the concept encountered before are also components of the concept. Therefore, semantic rules imply that the sentence

(4) The tasteless, transparent, drinkable liquid flowing in rivers or out of water faucet seen in the past is water. 
is analytic. But we should note that this does not imply that

(5) Water is tasteless, transparent and drinkable.
is analytic. The qualification ‘seen in the past’ in (4) is very critical. (4) is analytic, because our concept ‘water’ today comes from seeing those water instances in the past. Therefore, given our concept ‘water’ now, those instances must be water. However, as a natural kind concept, ‘water’ represents everything with the same internal structure as those instances. Henceforth, in case the environment on the Earth changes greatly someday, it is possible that substance with the same internal structure as those instances becomes not tasteless, transparent or drinkable anymore. Therefore, generally, we don’t consider ‘tasteless, transparent and drinkable’ as necessary conditions of ‘water’, and (5) is not analytic, neither a priori nor necessary.  
This means that natural kind concepts such as ‘water’ are associated with descriptions, for instance, the description in (4). However, the description determines only some instances represented by the concept, and other things represented by the concept are determined by the internal structure of those instances. This preserves some intuitions from the description theory, but it accepts the basic intuition of the direct reference theory as well. It avoids the difficulties facing the description theory, that is, Kripke’s modal argument and epistemic argument against the description theory. Moreover, the concepts ‘Phosphorus’ and ‘Hesperus’ have different descriptions associated for representing instances seen at different places and time. Therefore, they are different concepts, although those instances have space-time continuity as a matter of fact. This means that ‘Phosphorus = Hesperus’ equates two concepts with different structural components. It is therefore cognitively significant. Consequently, this theory can resolve the Fregean problem for the direct reference theory as well. See Ye (2007a, 2007b) for more details.   
III  The naturalistic interpretation of modal concepts
From the naturalistic point of view, what really exist related to human modal judgments are descriptions of the alleged possible entities or states of affairs created by brains in brains’ imagination activities. Therefore, a naturalistic interpretation of modal concepts means using these descriptions to interpret modal concepts. We will assume the naturalistic semantic theory and the conception of analyticity it implies. These are prior to and independent of modal concepts. Fodor (1990) and Chalmers (2002) tried to use modal concepts to define sense, intension, content or the representation relation between concepts and what they represent. We believe that these are unavoidably circular (see Ye 2007b). From the naturalistic point of view, brains first learn concepts in the actual world and develop structural components of those concepts. Then, brains use those concepts to imagine things, that is, to construct descriptions for the alleged imaginary things. Only after such practices do brains develop the notion of possibility and necessity. A naturalistic theory of concept and meaning must therefore be prior to an account for modality. 

We assume a language containing proper names, common nouns, adjectives representing properties, and definite descriptions and so on. A scenario description consists of some sentences in the language. A brain imagines a scenario, that is, an alleged possible world, when the brain entertains a scenario description. A brain can imagine all scenario descriptions at a higher level, which is talking about all possible worlds. Here, a brain is using a second order language to express imaginations about scenarios themselves (not the first order imaginations about things in the scenario). All the brain’s knowledge about the actual world constitutes a scenario description as well. It is called the actual description. A brain can distinguish the actual description it accepts from other scenario descriptions it entertains when imagining scenarios.
We will consider logically consistent scenario descriptions only. This is our first constraint on scenario descriptions:

(1) Scenario descriptions must be logically consistent.

On the other side, scenario descriptions are usually not complete. That is, there can be a sentence S, such that neither S nor (S is logically implied by the sentences in a scenario description. In particular, the actual description is usually incomplete, because a brain usually does not have complete knowledge about the actual world.  

If a word is used both in the actual description and some other scenario description, its core meaning should remain the same. Otherwise, to avoid misunderstanding, that scenario description should choose another word (or even cook up a new word). For instance, it is OK to include ‘dogs can talk’ in a scenario description, but if someone includes ‘dogs are not animals’, or ‘dogs are plants’, ‘some bachelors are not male’ in a scenario description, it will be confusing. We will say that he or she must have changed the core meanings of some of the words ‘dog’, ‘animal’, ‘plant’, ‘bachelor’, or ‘male’. Therefore, to avoid misunderstanding and confusion, the scenario description had better to use other words (or cook up new words). We take it that keeping the core meaning of a word means keeping the analytic sentences containing the word. So, we make this convention:

(2) A scenario description contains all analytic sentences about the terms involved in the scenario description.

For instance, if a scenario description uses words such as ‘bachelor’, ‘male’, ‘dog’, ‘animal’, ‘water’, then it automatically contains analytic sentences such as ‘bachelors are male’, ‘dogs are animal’ and the sentence (4) in Section II above. Then, logical consistency of a scenario description excludes sentences conflicting with the core meanings of these words. 
When a brain imagines a scenario, besides creating scenario description sentences describing imaginary entities in the scenario, it may also identify some imaginary entities in the imaginary scenario with entities in the actual world. That is, an imaginary scenario can be imagined as a possible state of some real things. This is similar to Kripke’s understanding of possible worlds as possible states of things in the actual world. However, we emphasize that what really exist here are imagination activities themselves, including scenario description sentences created in a brain in the brain’s imagination activities and the brain’s convention for identifying the alleged imaginary things with real things in the actual world. A brain can also choose not to identify some imaginary entity with any real things. That is what happens when we imagine non-existent things (e.g. Pegasus). 

Therefore, except for the actual description, sentences making up all other scenario descriptions consist of two types: sentences describing imaginary entities in the imaginary scenario and sentences identifying imaginary entities in the scenario with real things in the actual world. The former are called scenario description sentences, while the latter are called identification sentences. An identification sentence takes this format:
a = @b,
where a, b can be proper names, common nouns, or definite descriptions, and ‘@’ reads ‘in the actual world’, and this identification sentence reads ‘(the imaginary) a is b in the actual world’. We make this convention: 
(3) If a proper name or common noun a appears in both the actual description and a scenario description, then a = @a must be an identification sentence in that scenario description.

For proper names and common nouns, this convention is reasonable. For instance, if we mention ‘water’ in describing an imaginary scenario, we must be imagining that water in the actual world might be so and so. We are not imagining another kind of substance unrelated to water in the actual world. Otherwise, to avoid misunderstanding and confusion, we should choose another word for the substance imagined and should not just use ‘water’.  

(1), (2) and (3) are the most fundamental constraints on scenario descriptions. These constraints come from the linguistic requirement that our scenario descriptions must be consistent, clear and unambiguous. We emphasize here again that constructing scenario descriptions is a brain’s imagination activity, not an attempt to describe the real world or any other kind of reality. Identifying imaginary things with real things is also a part of the imagination activity and is a brain’s choice. A brain is free to imagine in any manner. The ultimate constraints on doing imaginations are only constraints such as consistency, clarity and being devoid of ambiguity. Besides these, no one can demand that a brain must or must not imagine things in one way or another, or demand that a brain must or must not identify some imaginary entity with some real thing.

However, an imagination activity can serve some special purposes. For those purposes, we may consider extra constraints besides the most basic constraints above. The most common extra constraints require that scenario descriptions do not violate some class of natural laws (of the actual world), for instance, physics laws, or all natural laws (including physics, chemistry, biological laws and so on). These can be expressed as:
(4) (Physics constraint) Scenario descriptions should not contradict with physics laws (of the actual world).

(5) (Natural law constraint) Scenario descriptions should not contradict with natural laws (of the actual world).

Physics laws and natural laws here all mean physics laws or natural laws of the actual world. For instance, when imagining the motions of a physical object in a physics lecture, we may want our imaginations to obey the extra constraint (4). Our knowledge of the physics laws or general natural laws of the actual world is a posteriori. Therefore, we need a posteriori knowledge in order to decide if a scenario description follows the physics constraint or the natural law constraint. For instance, if a scenario description contradicts the law of conservation of energy, then, based on our physics knowledge, we believe that it violates the physics constraint. In other words, the physics constraint and natural law constraint are empirical constraints. Their constraint conditions refer to empirical facts or empirical laws of the actual world. 

There is another type of extra constraints, identity constraints. They are constraints on identification sentences, restricting under what condition we can claim that some imaginary entity (or entities) in an imaginary scenario can be identified with some real entity (or entities) in the actual world. One such identity constraint is exactly the one suggested by Kripke. From the naturalistic point of view, what Kripke said was: Suppose that the molecular structure of water in the actual world is indeed H2O. Then, if we imagine a kind of liquid with the molecular structure XYZ, then we should not simultaneously claim that this imaginary liquid is water, or we should not claim that we are imaging water to be this liquid. Kripke believes that things can have essential properties. If P is an essential property of some entity a in the actual world, then, in all possible worlds, a must have the property P. In our naturalistic interpretation, this can be stated as

(6) (Essential property constraint) There are essential properties, and if a scenario description contains an identification sentence a = @b and the predicate P expresses an essential property of b in the actual world, then the scenario description should not contradict with P(a).
To put it in another way, if b in the actual world has an essential property P and we imagine that a does not have the property P, then we should not claim that we are imagining b in the actual world as a in the imaginary scenario, or we should not identify a in the imaginary scenario with b in the actual world. Since ‘b in the actual world has the essential property P’ is usually a posteriori, we need empirical knowledge to decide if a scenario description obeys this essential property constraint. Therefore, the essential property constraint is an empirical constraint, similar to the physics constraint and the natural law constraint. It differs from the physics constraint and the natural law constraint mostly in that it is a constraint on identification sentences, not a constraint on descriptions of those imaginary entities.
Kripke further suggests which properties are essential properties. This can be summarized as
(7) (Kripkean constraint) The essential property constraint (6) plus the stipulation that internal structures are essential properties of natural kinds, and origins are essential properties of individual objects, and self-identity is an essential property of any object, and so on.

Therefore, the molecular structure of water is an essential property of water. Since we need a posteriori knowledge in order to decide if the molecular structure of water is H2O, or XYZ, or ABC or anything else, we need a posteriori knowledge in order to decide if a scenario description containing ‘water is H2O’, or ‘water is XYZ’, or ‘water is ABC’ does follow the Kripkean constraint. 
We have defined scenario descriptions and various types of constraints. In the framework of naturalism, various kinds of possibility are kinds of conceivability restricted by various types of constraints. They can be defined as follows: Suppose that S is a sentence, 
(8) S is most generally possible, if brains can construct a scenario description containing S while respecting the most fundamental constraints (1), (2) and (3). 
(9) S is physically possible, if brains can construct a scenario description containing S while respecting the most fundamental constraints (1), (2), (3) plus the physics constraint (4).
(10) S is Kripkean possible, if brains can construct a scenario description containing S while respecting the most fundamental constraints (1), (2), (3) plus the Kripkean constraint (7) (which implies the essential property constraint (6)).

Here, ‘brains can construct’ means ‘a brain actually constructs’, or ‘normal brains will construct when they are in some appropriate initial states and ideal environments, after they have grasped some common procedural knowledge on imagining things’. Various conceptions of necessity can be defined by using the corresponding possibility. 
Apriority is related to the most general possibility, that is, the kind of possibility in (8):

(11)  Suppose that S is most generally necessary, that is, brains cannot construct a scenario description containing (S while respecting the constraints (1), (2) and (3). Then, S is a priori. 
Conditions in (11) means that (S is inconceivable in the broadest sense. This is a sufficient condition for apriority. However, ‘S is a priori’ requires only that ‘S is true in the actual world’ is a priori. This does not need to imply that (S is inconceivable in the broadest sense. If the sentence S does not mention the actual world, then the only a priori way to know that S is true in the actual world seems to be recognizing that (S is inconceivable. However, if S refers to the actual world, then it is possible that ‘S is true in the actual world’ is knowable a priori but (S is not inconceivable. A typical example of this kind of sentences is:
(12)  That P in the actual world is P.
If we can use the description ‘that P in the actual world’ in a scenario description
, then a scenario description can contain the sentence ‘that P in the actual world is not P’ without committing to any contradiction. Therefore, (12) is not necessary in the most general sense. However, ‘(12) is true in the actual world’ is obviously true a priori. Henceforth, (11) is a sufficient but not necessary condition for apriority. (12) is an instance of Kripke’s a priori contingent sentences. It is a priori contingent because it mentions the actual world in some manner so that it becomes a trivial tautology in the actual world, while we can imagine that it is not true in some imaginary scenario.   
Excluding exceptions like (12), we can state the connection between apriority and the most general necessity as follows:
(13)  If a sentence S does not refer to the actual world, then S a priori if and only if S is most generally necessary.
This still reduces the source of necessity to rationality, following some traditional conceptions such as logical positivists’ and Quine’s, but against Kripke according to Soames. This is natural under the framework of naturalism, because what really exists is this actual world only, and possibility, necessity and so on are essentially characteristics of brains’ imagination activities based on knowledge of this actual world. Possibility is the most general conceivability, which is exactly what cannot be excluded a priori by brains’ rational capacity.  
On the other side, since the constraint conditions (4) and (7) depend on empirical facts of the actual world, the physics possibility and the Kripkean possibility both depend on empirical facts of the actual world. Then, Kripkean necessary but a posteriori sentences are similar to physically necessary but a posteriori sentences. They are nothing strange, because these necessities are both necessities with empirical constraint conditions. For instance, if the molecular structure of water is really H2O, the constraint condition (7) requires that a scenario description should not contradict with 
(14)  The molecular structure of water is H2O.

Therefore, (14) is Kripkean necessary. However, if we ignore the Kripkean constraint, we can construct a scenario containing the sentence ‘The molecular structure of water is XYZ, not H2O’ and the identification sentence ‘water = @water’. That is, we can imagine that the water samples that we saw in the actual world before had the molecule structure XYZ, not H2O. Therefore, (14) is not necessary in the most general sense. This is similar to the cases where a physics assertion is physically necessary but not necessary in the most general sense. 
Another example of the Kripkean necessary but a posteriori sentences is
(15)  Phosphorus = Hesperus

We can construct a scenario description containing the following scenario description sentences and identification sentences:

(16)  Phosphorus ( Hesperus, Phosphorus = @Phosphorus, Hesperus = @Hesperus.
These sentences are consistent. We don’t think that (15) is analytic, because, as it has been stated in the last section, the concepts ‘Phosphorus’ and ‘Hesperus’ contain two different descriptions: ‘the bright body seen in the eastern sky in the morning in the past’ and ‘the bright body seen in the western sky in the evening in the past’. They are different concepts and (15) is not analytic. Therefore, (16) satisfies the constraint conditions (1), (2) and (3). This means that (15) is not necessary in the most general sense, and it is therefore a posteriori. (16) is similar to imagining that one object in the real world is actually two objects. For instance, we can imagine that G. W. Bush is actually two secrete agents. One appears on some occasions and the other appears on other occasions. Such imaginations are logically consistent. Moreover, we are imagining that Bush in the actual world is actually two people. We are not imagining two irrelevant people. On the other side, if (15) is true in the actual world, then the Kripkean constraint condition rules out the scenario description (16). Because, the identity property P: P(x) ( ‘x = @Hesperus’ is considered an essential property. Since Phosphorus in the actual world has this property, that is, P(Phosphorus) in the actual world, the constraint condition (7) requires that a scenario should not contradict with P(Phosphorus), that is, it should not contradict with ‘Phosphorus = @Hesperus’. (16) contradicts this. It is easy to see that (15) is necessary in the Kripkean sense.  
We have redefined the Kripkean modality within the framework of naturalism. The Kripkean necessity becomes a kind of necessity with empirical constraint conditions, just like the physical necessity. Therefore, Kripkean necessary but a posteriori sentences are nothing special. They do not imply the existence of the alleged metaphysical truths essentially different from both ordinary empirical truths in sciences the one side and analytic or other a priori truths on the other side. Moreover, apriority is still associated with the most general necessity. 

Finally, we will offer some analyses on Kripke’s notion of metaphysical possibility and necessity (according to Kripke’s own understanding). First, no matter if we know the real molecule structure of water, we can certainly imagine that the molecule structure of water is H2O or XYZ or ABC or any other structure. Kripke claimed that in all metaphysically possible states of affairs the molecule structure of water must be the same as the real molecule structure of water in the actual world, whatever it is. Put it in another way, if some substance in a possible state of affair has a molecule structure different from that of water in the actual world, then that substance cannot be identical with water. However, we naturalists do not believe that there really are possible states of affairs. What really exist are our imagination activities and scenario descriptions we created. Therefore, there is no question about if it is truly possible that water can have the molecule structure XYZ. The only question is: how can we imagine things? We take it that the only basic constraints on our imagination activities, that is, constraints on scenario descriptions, are constraints like consistency, clarity, being devoid of ambiguity, that is, constraints (1), (2) and (3) above. We can state in a scenario description ‘this stuff (pointing to a cup of water) has the molecule structure XYZ’. This contains no logical inconsistency, and it is clear and unambiguous. We are imagining that this very sample of liquid has the molecule structure XYZ, not that another irrelevant thing has that molecule structure. We send this very sample to a lab to test if our imagination about it is true. Similarly, when we imagine ‘water has the molecule structure XYZ’, we are imagining that water in the actual world has the molecule structure XYZ, not that another kind of liquid unrelated to water has that molecule structure XYZ. That is not what we want to imagine. In other words, we are identifying the liquid in our imaginary scenario with water in the actual world. Moreover, we didn’t change the core meaning of our words. ‘Water’ still means ‘whatever with the same internal structure as the tasteless, transparent, drinkable liquid flowing in rivers or out of water faucet, which I saw in the past and remember now’. Our imagination also implies imagining that those water samples seen in the past were XYZ. Such imaginations satisfy the basic constraints (1), (2) and (3). As for the constraints (4), (5), (6) and (7), they are extra constraints. We can choose to respect or not to respect them. 

Now, Soames (2005, 2006) claims that the true metaphysical possibility is different from conceivability. For instance, the internal structure of water of water is water’s essential property. Therefore, according to Soames,
(17)  In all truly metaphysically possible states of affairs, water’s internal structure remains the same.

Soames admits that ‘water has the internal structure XYZ’ is conceivable and therefore epistemically possible, but he (and Kripke) will insist that it is not truly metaphysically possible. However, we like to ask, what is the ground for the truth of (17)? What kind of proposition is it? Is it analytic or synthetic? Is it a priori or a posteriori? On what ground do we claim that some conceivable states of affairs are truly metaphysically possible but some others are not? Suppose that (17) is a posteriori. Then, what empirical evidences support it? The trouble here is: the alleged notion of ‘truly metaphysically possible states of affairs’ is not a concept in the ordinary empirical sciences. We don’t see any scientific investigations relevant to deciding the truth value of (17). Suppose that (17) is a priori. Then, how do we know it in an a priori manner? Do we know it because it is analytic, or are we relying on some a priori intuition to know it? Suppose that (17) is analytic. Then, it means that (17) (partially) defines what ‘metaphysical possibility’ means. That is, for water, by definition, the truly metaphysically possible states of affairs are those conceivable states of affairs in which water’s internal structure remains the same. However, since this does not rule out other possible states of affairs, why don’t we simply say that in some possible states of affairs water’s internal structure changes and in other possible states of affairs water’s internal structure remains the same. Why does Soames insist on calling the latter ‘truly metaphysically possible’ states of affairs? In other words, if it is an arbitrary definition and does not correspond to a special aspect of reality in some way, what philosophical significance can it have? Finally, we are beings living in the actual world. Suppose that there are truly metaphysically possible states of affairs independent of us and we know (17) by some intuition. Then, what sort of intuition can perceive which possible states of affairs are ‘truly metaphysically possible’ and which are not? Note that if possible states of affairs are our imaginations, not independent of us, and if the alleged metaphysical possibility is our stipulation or convention, then there are no such difficulties, and that is exactly what this naturalistic interpretation of the Kripkean metaphysical possibility tries to capture.   
Kripke, Soames and others did not offer answers to these questions. That is because they make some dogmatic claims about the alleged metaphysical possible only, resorting to vague intuitions. They never explain clearly what metaphysical possibility is exactly, and where it is from, and how humans can obtain knowledge about the alleged true metaphysical possibility. The last question is the epistemological question about the alleged metaphysical possibility. It is similar to the Kantian question about how synthetic a priori knowledge is possible. It may be true that early analytic philosophical schools, such as Frege’s philosophy and logical positivism, had not resolved these traditional epistemological problems. However, introducing the alleged metaphysical possibility and the alleged necessary a posteriori propositions makes the situation worse. It introduces new epistemological problems which are even more intractable. Moreover, this seems unnecessary. Kant, Frege and logical positivists were concerned with the epistemological foundation of science. The alleged metaphysical possibility is a notion used by philosophers in some metaphysical speculations only. It has no position in science. Making dogmatic claims about such a notion and ignoring the epistemological difficulties it brings about will not do any good for philosophy. Furthermore, as it has been mentioned above, since they make only dogmatic claims or claims based on vague intuitions for the alleged metaphysical possibility, the attempts to use this notion to analyze some other philosophical concepts sometimes lead to circular characterizations of those concepts, as in Chalmers’ characterization of sense and Fodor’s characterization of content. 
Under the framework of naturalism, these epistemological difficulties about possibility disappear. There is no alleged objective, unique metaphysical possibility. Kripkean possibility is merely conceivability with the extra constraint (7) and it is a notion of possibility similar to the physical possibility. (17) is indeed a (partial) definition of the term ‘metaphysical possibility’, namely, the Kripkean possibility, and it is therefore analytic. It merely gives a name to that conceivability with an extra constraint. It does not any special philosophical significance.     
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� Due to limited space, this paper will focus on offering a naturalistic interpretation for modality, and it will not elaborate this point further. Besides, this paper is a part of a more general research project on naturalism. See � HYPERLINK "http://sites.google.com/site/fengye63/" ��http://sites.google.com/site/fengye63/� for other articles in the project.


� These basic points of naturalism, except for (1), are well-known in philosophy of mind. I will not try to point out their exact sources here. Readers can consult Papineau (1993) for more on naturalism. 


� Ye (2007b) responses to the Quinean objection to the analytic-synthetic distinction.


� Its identification will be ‘that P in the actual world = @P’, namely, ‘that P in the actual world = that P in the actual world’.
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