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COUNTERFACTUALS AND THE ANALYSIS OF NECESSITY'

Boris Kment

This paper is, in part, a straightforward exercise in philosophical analysis: | will try to define
metaphysical necessity. But | will combine this aim with another: | want to know which
cognitive practices of ordinary life gave rise to the concept of necessity, and what role the
notion plays in these practices. Let me describe this goal in more detail, before giving an
overview of my strategy.

1. Goals and overview
1.1 Internal and external perspectives

Although the expression ‘metaphysical necessity’ is a technical term of analytic philosophy, I
think that non-philosophers usually either have an inchoate, implicit grasp of the concept
expressed by it, or can at least very easily be gotten to cotton on when the concept is
explained to them, even if they are not given an explicit definition. When presenting a highly
intelligent person without philosophical background with a carefully designed series of
thought experiments, we might get her to say, “I could not have been born of different
parents. A person with different parents would not have been me.” (This is essentially what
happened to me a couple of years ago as | conversed with a very intelligent non-philosopher
about some moral issues concerning human cloning.) I also remember that Kripke’s

examples in Naming and Necessity and his conclusions about the necessity of origin
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immediately struck a chord in me when | first read the book as an undergraduate, long before
I had a developed philosophical notion of metaphysical necessity or had learned to carefully
distinguish epistemic from metaphysical necessity. | think that this suggests that the concept
of metaphysical necessity in some sense arises out of certain ordinary-life practices of
thinking and talking.

If this is correct, then a comprehensive philosophical account of modality should not only
tell us what metaphysical necessity is, but should also tell us which ordinary-life practices
give rise to modal notions, and what role modal concepts play in them. It should thereby
elucidate what the purpose of these notions is, why creatures with our interests and concerns
have developed them. In this way, a comprehensive theory of modality should combine a
theory of necessity with a theory of the practice of modalizing. The point can be explained by
the metaphor of the difference between an internal and an external viewpoint. Before we start
to philosophize about necessity, we have an implicit theory about it. The philosopher
provides this pre-philosophical system of beliefs about modality with a foundation, and
refines, extends and corrects it from within. He acts as a participant in our practice of
modalizing, his standpoint is internal to this practice. But the philosopher should also make
the practice of modalizing itself an object of study. He should, as it were, take a standpoint
external to the practice, in order to describe the practice, and explain what its function is, why
it exists.

It is a familiar fact that these two kinds of interest can pull in opposite directions. If we
concentrate exclusively on the task of giving a metaphysical account of what necessity is, we
might end up with a theory that makes it hard to explain why we are interested in modality. It
is a common charge—whether it is justified or not I shall not endeavor to decide—against
Lewis’ account of necessity that it fails in just this way.® Philosophers have objected that,
even if there were other worlds in Lewis’s sense, we have no apparent reason to be interested
in what goes on in them. Hence, Lewis’ account, so the objection continues, makes it a
mystery why we should bother to think about modal facts. At the other end of the spectrum
there are theories that do well at explaining the purpose of our modal notions, but do so at the
expense of giving implausible accounts of what necessity is. Consider the conventionalist
theory that for a proposition to be necessary is for it to owe its truth to a convention, perhaps
the convention that we ought to regard the proposition as true come what may. If some
propositions are indeed conventionally exempted from empirical testing, then it benefits our
epistemic practices if we possess a concept that singles them out. The conventionalist

! For discussions of the point, see Kripke (1980), p. 45, Hazen (1979), pp. 320ff., Blackburn (1984), pp.
214f., Hale (1986), p. 77, McFetridge (1990), sct. 2, and Rosen (1990), pp. 349ff.



therefore has no great difficulty with explaining the point of our modal notions. But this
advantage is purchased at the price of several well-known drawbacks in her theory of
necessity.

The task is thus to develop an approach to modality that permits us to achieve both of our
goals, a credible metaphysical theory of necessity and a plausible account of the practice of
modalizing. | think that the best way of doing this is not to neglect either objective while
pursuing the other, but to integrate the two goals in a single enterprise: An account of the
nature of metaphysical necessity can be guided by a hypothesis about the ordinary-life
practice in which the concept of necessity originated, while assumptions about what necessity
is can in turn suggest ways of developing one’s ideas about the practice of modalizing. This
is the methodology | will employ.

1.2 Overview of the project

In trying to find a plausible metaphysical account of necessity, we may naturally start from
one or the other of two intuitions about what necessity is. On the one hand, there is the
intuition that modal discourse, talk about which things could or could not have been different,
is concerned with situations other than the one that actually obtains, with alternatives to the
way things are. Talk about whether something could have been different essentially concerns
the question whether there is an alternative to the way things are in which the thing is
different. Call this the otherworldliness intuition. On the other hand, it seems appealing to
say that the core difference between a truth that could have been false and one that could not
have been false is that the truth of the latter is somehow more metaphysically secure than that
of the former, more unshakable, or inexorable (to borrow a term that Edward Craig used to
articulate the intuition). The literature on modality abounds with passages that give
expression to this intuition.? According to this idea, necessity is at bottom a special mode of
truth, a special way of being true, namely that of being true in an especially secure and
inexorable way. | will call this the modalist intuition.

As Peter Railton very helpfully suggested to me, the images underlying the
otherworldliness and modalist intuitions are, respectively, that of freedom and that of force.
According to the otherworldliness intuition, the range of possibilities circumscribes what we

% Here is a typical example, taken from a paper by Edward Craig, in which the author comments on the fact
that conventionalist accounts of necessary truth once enjoyed widespread popularity:

This popularity can hardly be due to any immediate plausibility or intuitive appeal. Far from it:
there is prima facie an element of paradox about Conventionalism, since [necessary] truths ...
seem to be anything but conventional, and attract attention precisely by their air of inexorability.
(1975, p.1, my emphasis)



may call the degrees of freedom of the world (in the same sense in which we speak of the
degrees of freedom of a physical system). The necessary truths impose restrictions on the
degrees of freedom; they restrict the range of alternatives to the way the world actually is.
According to the modalist intuition, there is a certain special force that attaches to those
propositions that are necessary, and which secures their truth.

Different philosophers take different modal notions as basic. One group defines the modal
operators—‘necessarily,” ‘possibly,” and so forth—Dby quantifying over possible situations.
To say that it is possible that Fred has black hair is to say that there exists a possible situation
in which Fred has black hair. Others take the modal operators to be basic and prefer to define
the notion of a possible situation by using these operators, e.g. by identifying possible
situations with sets of propositions that could have been jointly true. | suspect that each of
these approaches is guided by one of the intuitions described in the previous paragraphs. If
one assumes that modal discourse is ultimately about alternatives to the way things are, then
it becomes natural to analyze the modal operators by quantifying over these alternatives, i.e.
over possible situations. On the other hand, if one starts from the modalist intuition, then it is
tempting to regard the concept of the special mode of truth characterized above as the most
basic notion of modal discourse. Now, if one regards the necessity operator as expressing the
property of having this special mode of truth (so that the sentence ‘necessarily, P’ is an
ascription of this special mode of truth to the claim P), then it appears natural to regard the
necessity operator as expressing the most basic concept of modal discourse, and to define
other modal notions (like that of a possible world) in terms of modal operators.® *

I think that both intuitions, the otherworldliness intuition and the modalist intuition, are
very forceful, and | believe that a plausible metaphysical account of modality needs to be
capable of accommodating both intuitions. It is important to be clear about what is required
in order to accommodate them. | take both the otherworldliness intuition and the modalist
intuition to be intuitions about what it is for a proposition to be necessary. According to the
first intuition, to be necessary just is to be true in all scenarios that are alternatives to the way
things actually are; according to the modalist intuition, it is to be true in some particularly
secure and inexorable way. Now suppose that we propose, as our account of necessity, that to
be necessary is to be F (for some predicate ‘F’). In order for this view to accommodate the
two intuitions it is not sufficient that it can be shown that the propositions that have the

¥ Because of its association with the conception of necessity as a mode of truth, the view that takes modal
operators as basic is often called ‘modalism.’

* My discussion of the otherworldliness and modalist intuitions, and of the way they are connected to
different choices of modal primitives, owes much to Fine (1977), pp. 116-8.



property of F-ness are just those that are true in all alternatives to the way things are, and that
the propositions that are F are just those whose truth is particularly secure in the sense
underlying the modalist intuition. Rather, the property of F-ness must be (identical with) the
property of being true in all alternatives to the way things are, and it must be (identical with)
the property of being true in a particularly secure way. In order to accommodate both
intuitions, we need to find some way of interpreting the phrases “true in all alternatives to the
way things are” and “true in a particularly inexorable way” on which the two phrases single
out the same property, and then identify necessity with that property.

My attempt to do this starts from the otherworldliness intuition. | argue for a certain way
of interpreting that intuition and of transforming it into an approach to the question what
necessity is. After that, | begin the quest for an account of necessity anew, this time starting
from the modalist intuition. | argue that this intuition, too, can be transformed by natural
steps into an account of necessity. As it turns out, both maneuvers lead us to the same theory
of necessity. | take this to support my contention that this view can be regarded as capturing
both the otherworldliness and the modalist intuition.

Consider first the otherworldliness intuition, i.e. the intuition that necessary propositions
are those that are true in all scenarios that are alternatives to the way things actually are. This
intuition suggests that the ordinary-life practice that gives rise to the concept of necessity is
one in which we consider situations that we do not believe to obtain, and ask ourselves what
is true in them. There is more than one common cognitive procedure that fits this description.
In section 2, | argue that the one in which modal concepts originate is our routine of
representing to ourselves certain scenarios and considering what would have been true if they
had obtained. We commonly express the outcome of such a thought experiment by a
counterfactual conditional. The core idea of my theory is that, roughly speaking, for a
proposition to be necessary is for it to play a certain distinctive role in the truth-conditions of
counterfactuals.

This view reverses the customary order of explanation. For the standard view of
counterfactuals, as propounded by Stalnaker and Lewis,® analyzes them in terms of the modal
notion of a (metaphysically) possible world: ‘if it had been the case that p, then it would have
been the case that q” is (to simplify a bit) true just in case q is true in all those possible worlds
in which p is true and which are otherwise as similar (‘close’) to the actual world as is
compatible with the truth of p. | argue against this view in section 2.2. My discussion centers
on a well-known problem for the standard view: If the antecedent of a counterfactual is

® Stalnaker (1968), Lewis (1973), (1986b).



metaphysically impossible, then there are no possible antecedent-worlds, so that the standard
account entails that the counterfactual is vacuously true. But it seems very implausible to me
that all counterfactuals with metaphysically impossible antecedents are true. (It is
metaphysically impossible for water to be an element, but it does not seem true to say that if
water were an element, everything would be the case.) | adopt one of the obvious candidate
solutions to this problem (which has been developed in more detail by Daniel Nolan®): |
reformulate the standard account by simply replacing the concept of a possible world with the
wider, non-modal notion of a world. Worlds, which | think of as abstract entities of some sort
(possibly sets of propositions), comprise both possible and impossible worlds. Impossible
worlds are ordered by their closeness to the actual world, just as possible worlds are. A
counterfactual is true just in case the consequent is true in the closest (possible or impossible)
antecedent-worlds. The resulting theory of counterfactuals does not use the concept of a
possible world, and therefore leaves us free to use counterfactuals to analyze necessity.
Such an analysis gains support from the observation that it seems natural to paraphrase

P could not have failed to be true,
as
P would have been true no matter what (else had been the case),

or, equivalently, as: P is true and, for any situation whatsoever, if that situation had obtained,
P would still have been true. In section 2, | argue that, by qualifying and refining this idea,
we can develop an account of necessity. | also show that the central idea of this account can
be reformulated in terms of the familiar closeness (similarity) account of counterfactuals: for
a proposition to be necessary is for it to be true in all worlds that have at least a certain degree
of closeness to the actual world.

Consider next the modalist intuition that the necessary truths are those propositions whose
truth is particularly secure or inexorable. This intuition appears to rest on the idea that there
is a dimension of inexorability on which we can locate different truths. The necessary truths
are those truths whose value on that dimension is above a certain point. In section 3, I will
argue that it is this dimension of security or inexorability that we are talking about when we
ask ourselves, concerning some fact about our world, how easily it could have failed to
obtain. To say that a certain proposition has a high degree of security or inexorability is
simply to say that it could not easily have failed to be true. On the account I will propound,
how easily a state of affairs could have obtained depends on the range of counterfactual

6 (1997).



situations in which it does obtain. If it obtains in situations that depart only minimally from
the actual world, then we are inclined to say that it could easily have obtained. (Suppose that
your favorite soccer team would have won their last game if the goalkeeper had stood just an
inch further to the right in the fiftieth minute of the game. This gives you reasons for saying
that your team could easily have won.) If a state of affairs obtains only in situations that
depart very much from actuality, then we will instead say that it could not easily have
obtained. How easily a state of affairs could have obtained is thus determined by the degree
of closeness between the actual world and the closest worlds in which the state of affairs does
obtain. The degree of inexorability of a true proposition is accordingly measured by the
distance from the actual world to the closest worlds in which the proposition is false. If we
combine this with the thought that metaphysical necessity is simply a high degree of
inexorability, we arrive, once again, at the conclusion that for a proposition to be
metaphysically necessary is for it to be true in every world that has at least a certain degree of
closeness to the actual world.

In section 3.3 | argue that this approach to metaphysical necessity can be generalized to
other kinds of necessity, such as nomic and conceptual necessity. | think that these other
kinds of necessity mark off degrees on the same dimension of inexorability as metaphysical
necessity, although they mark off different degrees. The degree of inexorability that a
proposition needs to have in order to be conceptually necessary is higher, that which it needs
to have in order to be nomically necessary is lower, than that which is required for
metaphysical necessity. In section 4, | use these ideas to formulate formal definitions of
conceptual, metaphysical and nomic necessity.

My discussion of the modalist intuition yields the result that modal properties—necessity
and possibility—come in degrees. | argue that, when we talk about how easily a certain state
of affairs could have obtained, we are talking about its degree of possibility. The relation of
comparative closeness of worlds, too, can be interpreted as a relation of comparative
possibility: to say that a certain world is close to the actual world is to say that it could easily
have been actualized, i.e. that it has a high degree of possibility.” The closeness relation is
therefore itself a modal relation. The definition of necessity in terms of closeness that | give
in section 4 reduces one modal concept to another. In order to reduce the modal to the non-
modal, it is still necessary to give a non-modal account of the closeness relation. I tackle this
task in section 6.

" This idea was proposed by Lewis in his (1973), sct. 2.5.



I find it plausible that modal facts must be grounded in non-modal facts. If a proposition is
necessary, then this modal status must ultimately be grounded in its non-modal properties.
We can sharpen this idea by drawing on the modalist intuition that to be necessary is to be
true in an especially secure way. This intuition is naturally accompanied by another: if a
certain proposition is impossible, then this is so because that there is some kind of
particularly formidable obstacle that prevents it from being true. What secures the truth of a
necessary proposition is the fact that its negation runs up against especially inexorable
obstacles, against particularly deep features of the world order. This makes it natural to say
that the non-modal feature of a necessary truth that grounds its special modal status is that it
is underwritten by certain very deep features of the world order (e.g. by the metaphysical or
mathematical order of the world). In sections 4 and 5, | try to explain these ideas in less
metaphorical terms and, drawing on the account of counterfactuals that | expounded in my
(2006), I argue that my theory can capture them.

In section 7, | attempt to show that, by directing our attention to the cognitive practice in
which the concept of metaphysical necessity originates, the account of this paper permits us
to see why this concept is useful to us: it facilitates counterfactual reasoning, by allowing us
to single out those propositions that play a certain special role in that practice.

A deeper account of the utility of modal concepts would also require us to say what the
use of counterfactual reasoning itself is. The answer is, | think, that counterfactual reasoning
is a component of a reasoning strategy that is useful for a variety of purposes, such as
predicting the likely outcomes of possible future actions, and evaluating claims about the
causal and explanatory interrelations between different facts. Unfortunately, | cannot
expound that part of my view in this paper. That is a task for another occasion.

The core idea of the account | will propound has been foreshadowed (though not
developed) by Davis Lewis in the 1970’s in his book on counterfactuals, and in a
posthumously published paper by lan McFetridge.® In the last couple of years, Marc Lange,
Timothy Williamson, Christopher Hill, and | have worked out similar ideas independently of
each other.” In this paper, | intend to make further progress on motivating and developing the
approach.

1.3 Resources

8 (1973), sct. 2.5, McFetridge (1990), pp. 150ff.
° Lange (1999), (2004), (2005), Williamson (2005), Kment (dissertation), Hill (forthcoming).



As a preliminary to carrying out the project | have outlined, | will give a brief overview of
the concepts and presuppositions on which my account rests.

Firstly, T will use the concepts of a thing’s essence or nature, and of its essential
properties. The essence or nature of an object is what it is to be that object. The essence of
propane, e.g., is to be C3Hg, since to be propane just is to be C3Hg. The essential properties of
an entity are those that are part of what it is to be that entity, i.e. those that make it the entity
itis. It is, e.g., an essential feature of propane that it is a compound of hydrogen and carbon;
being composed of these elements is part of what it is to be propane. By contrast, it is merely
accidental to propane that it is used for cooking.

It has long been common to define the notions of essence and of an essential property in
modal terms.!® (On this account, a property of a thing is essential to it just in case the thing
cannot exist and fail to have the property. The essence of an object is a property that it cannot
fail to have (if it exists) and that no other thing could have had.) But recently Kit Fine!
argued that this characterization of essence cannot adequately capture the underlying intuitive
idea. As Fine points out, it is a necessary feature of the number 2 to be a member of the set
{2}, and a necessary property of {2} to have 2 as a member. But while having 2 as an
element is part of what it is to be {2}, being a member of {2} is not part of what it is to be 2.
If Fine is right, as | think that he is, then there is no apparent reason for thinking that the
concepts of essence and essentiality need to be explained in modal terms. The two notions
can therefore be used in an account of necessity without obvious threat of circularity. That is
what I will do.

The way in which | conceive of my project is intimately bound up with the concept of
essence. | take the otherworldliness and modalist intuitions to be intuitions about the essence
of necessity. They amount, respectively, to the intuition that truth in all alternatives to the
way things are is the essence of necessity, and that inexorability is the essence of necessity.
And | understand my present task as that of specifying the essence of metaphysical necessity,
i.e. of giving what is sometimes called a real definition of the property of metaphysical
necessity.

Secondly, I will avail myself of a conception of propositions as entities with syntactic
(sentence-like) structure. This conception allows us to understand the notion of (narrowly)
logical truth for propositions in a very intuitive way: A logical truth is a proposition that is
true in virtue of its logical structure alone. This concept of logical truth seems to me to be

% Fine (1994), p. 3, mentions Mill ((1986), bk. 1, ch. vi, § 2) and Moore ((1922), pp. 293, 302) as
proponents of this conception. More recent examples include Kripke (1980), and Forbes (1985), pp. 96-
100, among others.

1(1994).



non-modal, and the standard (model-theoretic) way of spelling out its details makes no use of
any modal locutions.*?

Thirdly, I will use the notion of a conceptual or analytic truth. I think that this concept,
too, can be understood non-modally: A proposition is an analytic or conceptual truth just in
case it is true in virtue of the fact that it is built up from certain concepts in a certain way, and
in virtue of the natures of these concepts.

Given that the notions of conceptual and narrowly logical truth (and the concomitant
concepts of logical consequence, logical consistency, and so forth) are non-modal, they can
be used in an account of necessity without circularity.

We can use the notions of narrowly logical consistency and conceptual truth to define the
concepts of analytic consistency and analytic consequence: a proposition is analytically
consistent just in case it is narrowly logically consistent with the set of all conceptual truths.
P is an analytic consequence of a set S of propositions just in case P is a narrowly logical
consequence of the union of S with the set of all conceptual truths. The concepts of analytic
consistency and analytic consequence are non-modal. | will make extensive use of them
throughout this paper.

2. The otherworldliness intuition

The attempt to develop an account of necessity on the basis of the otherworldliness intuition
is beset with difficulty. Consider the biconditional

1) A proposition is necessary if and only if it is true, not only as things actually are, but
in all possible situations.

(1) as it stands does not look like a promising starting point for an informative theory of
modality. The notion of a possible situation seems prima facie to be a modal concept, and
(1), far from being an informative account of what necessity is, merely seems to articulate a
fairly trivial interconnection between two modal concepts.

One way out of this difficulty is Lewis’: Regard possible situations, or at least possible
worlds (maximal®? possible situations), as things just like the actual world, understood as the
mereological sum of everything spatio-temporally connected to you and me. A possible

'2 For the purposes of this paper, | need a notion of logical truth according to which all logically true
propositions are metaphysically necessary. | believe that the proposition that | exist is not metaphysically
necessary. But this proposition is a truth of standard first-order logic, since in that logic we can derive it by
applying the rule of universal instantiation to the logical truth that everything exists. In this paper, | will
therefore be operating with a notion of logical truth that is based on free logic, rather than standard logic.

3 A situation s counts as maximal if and only if, for every proposition P, either P or ~P is true in s.
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t.1* On this view, the

world is simply (to simplify somewhat) a big spatio-temporal objec
notion of a possible world can be explained in non-modal terms, and necessity can therefore
be defined in terms of possible worlds without circularity. Most people, myself included, are
not willing to accept the ontological commitments of this position. If we set aside Lewis’
view of possible worlds, we are left with what is usually called an ‘ersatzist’ conception.
Ersatzists identify possible situations with entities of some more palatable sort than Lewis’
worlds, such as sets of propositions. Of course, not every set of propositions can count as a
possible situation. In defining the notion of a possible situation, the ersatzist therefore needs
to formulate some criterion for distinguishing those sets of propositions that are possible
situations from those that are not. But the obvious candidate criteria (e.g., consistency with
all necessary truths) are modal ones. And if we use one of these criteria, we remain trapped in
the narrow and uninformative circle of modal concepts. Suppose, for the purpose of
illustration, that the ersatzist defines a possible world as a set of propositions that is maximal
(i.e., which, for every proposition P, contain either P or ~P) and narrowly logically consistent
with all necessary truths. Assume further that he says that a proposition is true in a
possible world just in case it is an element of this world, and that he interprets (1) as the
claim that a proposition is necessary just in case it is true in all possible worlds. On this
account, all that (1) tells us is that the necessary truths are related in a certain way to
themselves: the necessary truths are just those propositions that are elements of all the
maximal sets of propositions that are consistent with all necessary truths. But it is true of
every deductively closed set S of truths that it contains all and only the truths that are
elements of all maximal sets of propositions that are consistent with all members of S. Hence,
someone who does not yet know anything about necessity will, by reading (1), learn know no
more about necessity than that the class of necessary propositions is a deductively closed set
of truths. There is therefore a sense in which (1) is almost completely uninformative as an
attempt to explain what necessity is. But this conflicts with the intuition that we started from,
namely the idea that truth in all possible situations is simply what necessity is, so (1) that
encapsulates the essence of necessity.

Is there a way of understanding (1) that permits us to break out of the narrow circle of
modal concepts and to develop an informative account of necessity on the basis of (1)? I will
present what appears to me to be a suitable construal of (1) and sketch a strategy for
formulating an account of necessity on the basis of it.

Y | ewis (1986a), ch. 1.
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2.1 The counterfactual concept of truth in a situation

I suggested in section 1.1 that the notion of metaphysical necessity arises from certain
ordinary-life practices of thinking and talking. Since our starting point is the thought that the
necessity of a proposition consists in its truth, not only in the world as it actually is, but in
every possible situation, we might suspect that the ordinary-life practice that gives rise to the
concept of necessity is one in which we consider situations that we believe not to obtain, and
ask ourselves what is true in them.™ We can readily distinguish between two common
cognitive procedures of this kind. In the one we consider the situation as actual, i.e. we
consider it in order to determine what is true if the situation actually obtains. In the other, we
consider it as counterfactual, i.e. with the intention of finding out what would have been true
if the situation had obtained. Both of these familiar practices are often conducted by what is
called ‘hypothetical reasoning’: We hypothetically entertain the thought that a certain
situation obtains, and reason from this hypothesis and certain background knowledge to other
propositions.
Consider two examples:

Bob: Thope that Fred didn’t get to read Susie’s letter to Bugsy.
Mary: If he did, he got over it very quickly. For | saw him earlier and he was jesting
merrily.

Bob: I'm glad that Fred didn’t get to read Susie’s letter to Bugsy. Just imagine how
he would have reacted!
Mary: He would have been writhing in agony!

In the first case, Mary considers the situation as actual, in the second case, as counterfactual.
As the two examples indicate, we have special linguistic tools for expressing the outcomes of
these cognitive processes: the conditional connectives. The antecedent describes the situation
being supposed, and the consequent is the proposition that we believe to be true in that
situation. If we consider a situation as actual and conclude that a certain proposition is true in
it, we report this by using the indicative conditional. When considering the situation as
counterfactual, we use the subjunctive conditional. Philosophical research on the two kinds

> When | say that in the two cognitive practices | will describe we consider situations that we believe not to
obtain, |1 merely mean that among the situations that we consider in these practices there are some that we
believe not to obtain. There are also cases in which we use these practices to consider situations that we do
believe to obtain.
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of cognitive procedure has often been conducted under the heading ‘the semantics of
conditionals.’

How do these reflections help us in interpreting (1)? Let us center on the two crucial terms
on the right-hand side of the biconditional: ‘possible situation’ and ‘true in’. Some
interpretations of (1) restrict the extension of ‘possible situation’ to possible worlds, i.e. to
maximal possible situations (i.e., possible situations in which every proposition is either true
or false). The foregoing considerations, however, seem to show that there are ordinary-life
practices of considering what is true in non-actual situations in which our interest is not
restricted to situations of the maximal sort. | therefore suggest that we explore a broader
construal of ‘situation,” on which its extension includes all situations, maximal and non-
maximal. On this interpretation, we can think of possible situations as sets of mutually
compossible propositions; or (replacing sets of propositions by the conjunctions of their
members) we can identify them simply with possible propositions.

Next, what about the notion of truth in a situation? If we construe ‘true in’ in (1) as
expressing the concept of truth-in-the-situation-considered-as-actual, we obtain the following
version of (1):

A proposition Q is necessary if and only if Q is true and, for every possible
proposition P, if P is actually true, then Q is true.

But this version of (1) is false: Consider the possible proposition that the yellow stuff that
fills our cavities, that the rich use to decorate their ears and fingers, etc., is not a metal. We
would say that, if this situation actually obtains, then gold is not a metal. Considered as
actual, this situation is therefore not one in which gold is a metal. Hence, although the
proposition that gold is a metal is necessary, it is not true in every possible situation
considered as actual. This seems to show that, if we are to choose one of the aforementioned
two ordinary-life notions of truth-in-a-situation in interpreting (1), it ought to be that of truth-
in-a-situation-considered-as-counterfactual.

Suppose, then, that we allow the extension of ‘possible situation’ in (1) to include non-
maximal situations and that we understand ‘true in’ in (1) in counterfactual terms. This yields
the following version of (1): A proposition Q is necessary if and only if Q is true and, for
every possible situation S, Q would still have been true if S had obtained. If we simply
identify possible situations with possible propositions in the way suggested above, we can
interpret (1) as amounting to the following principle:

13



(2) A proposition Q is necessary if and only if Q is true and, for every possible
proposition P, Q would still have been true if P had been true.

This interpretation of (1) is supported, | think, by the fact that there is strong independent
evidence for the claim that we are intuitively inclined to accept something like (2) as an
explanation of what necessity is. For, when asked what it is for a proposition Q to be
necessary, it is surely natural to say something like this:

3) To say that Q could not have failed to be true is to say that Q not only is true, but that
it would have been true no matter what (else had been the case);

which seems to mean this: A proposition Q is necessary just in case Q is true and, for every
proposition P, if P had been true, Q would still have been true.

But how are we to interpret the quantifier in ‘for every proposition P’? Is it an unrestricted
quantifier that ranges over all propositions whatsoever, or is there some restriction on its
range (as there is on most quantifiers we use in ordinary discourse)? | think that there are
very strong reasons for thinking that we do not pre-theoretically take every counterfactual
with necessary consequent to be true. In particular, 1 find it fairly clear that we do not accept
all counterfactuals with necessary consequents and impossible antecedents. For instance,
Thatcher is not my mother, and | think that it is necessary that she is not. But | do not think
that it is true to say that, if Thatcher were my mother, she would (still) not be my mother.
There is therefore presumably some restriction on the quantifier over propositions that is
implicit in (3), and the most obvious candidate is a restriction to possible propositions. This
suggests that we read (3) as saying that

@) A proposition Q is necessary if and only if Q is true and, for every possible
proposition P, Q would still have been true if P had been true.

On this reading, (3) simply amounts to (2).

2.2 The analysis of counterfactuals and the concept of a possible world

So far, it will no doubt seem that the special interpretation that I have put on (1) does nothing
to make (1) look like a promising starting point for an informative account of modality. There
is still the modal term ‘possible proposition’ on the right-hand side of (2). And my
counterfactual interpretation of truth-in-a-situation might appear only to make matters worse.
For, on the standard account, counterfactuals are to be analyzed in terms of the notion of a
possible world. If they are, then on my reading of (1), the right-hand side contains (implicitly
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and explicitly respectively) both the notion of a possible world and the concept of a possible
proposition.

Let me consider these worries one by one. | will first turn to the question whether
counterfactuals are to be analyzed in terms of the notion of a possible world. The problematic
occurrence of the term ‘possible proposition’ on the right-hand side of (2) will be the subject
of the next section.

The basic idea underlying the standard account of counterfactuals has been nicely stated
by David Lewis in the opening sentence of his book on the matter:

““If kangaroos had no tails, they would topple over’ seems to me to mean something
like this: in any possible state of affairs in which kangaroos have no tails, and which
resembles our actual state of affairs as much as kangaroos having no tails permits it

to, the kangaroos topple over.”*°

More formally, the counterfactual connective (for which I will use the symbol ‘0—’) is

defined along the following lines:

4) ‘P o— Q’ is true just in case Q is true in all the closest (i.e. most similar)
metaphysically possible P-worlds.*’

The possible-worlds account faces a well-known problem: If P is a metaphysically
impossible proposition, then there are no possible worlds in which P is true. In that case, it is
vacuously true that Q holds in all the closest possible P-worlds. The possible-worlds account
therefore entails that, for any metaphysically impossible proposition P, all counterfactuals ‘P
o— Q’ are true. But we have already seen in section 1.2 and in the last section that this is
counterintuitive. One strategy for avoiding this problem is to formulate the closeness account,
not in terms of the concept of a possible world, but in terms of the wider (and non-modal)
notion of a world, which covers impossible worlds—worlds in which impossible propositions
are true—as well as possible worlds. Daniel Nolan, among others, has argued in detail for
this solution to the problem.*® The basic idea is simple: All worlds, not just the possible ones,
are ordered with respect to their closeness to the actual world. We can restate the closeness
account as follows:

5) ‘P o— Q’ is true just in case Q is true in all the closest P-worlds.

1% ewis (1973), p. 1.

" The theoretical framework described is due to Stalnaker (1968) and Lewis (1973). Other significant work
done in that framework includes Jackson (1977), Lewis (1986b), and Bennett (1984).

'8 Nolan (1997).
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(5) is just like (4), except that the modal notion of a possible world has been replaced by the
wider concept of a world. For any impossible proposition P, there are impossible worlds in
which P is true. ‘P o— Q’ is true if Q is true in all the closest impossible P-worlds; it is false
otherwise.

I believe that the foregoing considerations show that there are reasons quite independent
of the present project for replacing the standard account (4) by (5), which makes no use of the
notion of a possible world.

(5) presupposes that there are impossible worlds. That is problematic on a Lewisian realist
conception of worlds, but unproblematic for an ersatzist who regards worlds as abstract
entities, such as sets of propositions that meet certain conditions. Such an ersatzist can think
of impossible worlds simply as sets of propositions that meet these conditions and which
contain some impossible propositions. | suggest that we adopt this way of thinking of worlds
for the purposes of this paper.’® (1 will say a little more about the ersatzist conception of
worlds in section 3.3.)

The concept of truth-in-a-world that is used in (5) is distinct from the two notions of truth-
in-a-situation that | distinguished in section 2.1 (viz. the concepts of truth-in-a-situation-
considered-as-actual and truth-in-a-situation-considered-as-counterfactual). If we are
thinking of worlds as sets of propositions, then we can say that a proposition is true in a
world in the sense relevant to (5) just in case it is a member of the world.

2.3 Ramsifying out of the circle

Even if counterfactuals are not to be analyzed in terms of the notion of a possible world, the
right-hand side of (2) still contains the modal term ‘possible proposition.” We are therefore
trapped in the narrow and uninformative circle of modal concepts as long as we center our
attention on the property specified on one side of the biconditional in order to give an account
of the modal property mentioned on the other side. | suggest that we instead focus on the
property that is ascribed to the necessary truths by the biconditional as a whole, thereby in
effect using (2) as (a partial) implicit definition of the concept of necessity. Let me explain
what | mean by this.

A proposition is metaphysically possible just in case it is analytically consistent with the
set of all and only the metaphysical necessities. We can use this principle to reformulate (2)

9 While the conception of worlds as sets of propositions is a convenient working account for our purposes,
it ultimately needs to be modified to get around the objection that maximal collections of propositions are
too large to form sets.
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as a statement, not about individual necessary propositions, but about the set containing all
and only the necessary propositions:

A proposition Q is a member of the set of all and only the metaphysical necessities if
and only if Q is true and, for every proposition P that is analytically consistent with
the set of all and only the metaphysical necessities, Q would still have been true if P
had been true.

If we uniformly replace both occurrences of expressions for the set of metaphysical
necessities by instances of a variable, we obtain the following open sentence:

(2’) A proposition Q is a member of x if and only if Q is true and, for every proposition P
that is analytically consistent with x, Q would still have been true if P had been true.

(2°) does not contain the notion of a possible situation or of a possible proposition. | will
therefore try to break out of the narrow circle of modal notions by giving an account of
necessity in terms of the property expressed by (27).%°

Let us call a world w analytically consistent with a set of propositions P just in case the
propositions that are true in w are jointly analytically consistent with P. And let us call a set S
of worlds a ‘sphere’ around world w just in case every world in S is closer to w than any
world not in S. Given certain plausible assumptions it can be proven that

(6) A deductively closed set S of true propositions has the property expressed by (2°) just
in case the worlds that are analytically consistent with S form a sphere around the
actual world.

The term ‘the actual world’ in (6) is to be understood in a non-rigid way, as synonymous with
‘whatever world is actualized.” When (6) is evaluated with respect to another possible world
w, the term ‘the actual world” denotes w. It can be shown that, when so interpreted, (6) is
metaphysically necessary: It is true in a metaphysically possible world w that a
deductively closed set S of true propositions has the property expressed by (2°) if and
only if the worlds that are analytically consistent with S form a sphere around w. (For the
proof, see the appendix.)

To say that the set of necessary truths has the property expressed by (2’) is thus provably
equivalent to saying that the worlds that are analytically consistent with the necessary
truths—the possible worlds—are closer than all the other worlds. In other words, the possible

% Marc Lange ((1999), (2004), (2005)) has developed an account of logical and nomic necessity in terms of
a property very similar to the one expressed by (2°).
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worlds are all and only those worlds that are no more than a certain distance away from the
actual world. A proposition is necessary just in case it holds in all worlds that are no more
than a certain distance away. On the present interpretation of (1), this is essentially what (1)
tells us. But we started from the idea that (1) tells us what it is for a proposition to be
necessary. We therefore naturally arrive at the idea that for a proposition to be necessary is
for it to be true in every world that is no more than a certain distance away from the actual
world.

Needless to say, this is not as yet a full account of necessity. It is merely a rough idea that
can form the starting point for developing a theory of necessity. | will try to develop such an
account in section 4. But before that, I will try to provide further motivation for going down
this road. | have so far tried to motivate the idea as one way of explaining the
otherworldliness intuition. | think that the same idea can also be presented as a way of
developing the modalist intuition. This will be the task of section 3.

2.4 The context-dependence of counterfactuals and the standard interpretation

The truth-conditions of counterfactuals are widely held to vary across contexts of use. To
borrow an example from Jackson,? suppose Frank lives on the tenth floor of a building, and
that there is nothing that could break the fall of someone jumping out of his window onto the
street below. We can safely say that Frank would get hurt if he were to jump. But assume that
Frank says: ‘I’'m a sensible chap. I would never jump from a tenth-floor window, unless I had
made sure that there was a safety net. So, if | were to jump, a net would be in place, and |
would be fine.” Frank’s reasoning might convince us of the truth of his counterfactual. It
seems that the context has shifted. In the context as it was before Frank’s utterance, worlds in
which Frank jumps despite the absence of a net count as closer than worlds in which he first
places a net below the window and then jumps. After Frank’s utterance, it is the other way
around.

Such considerations convinced me that the truth-conditions of counterfactuals are context-
dependent. However, like David Lewis, | believe that there is such a thing as a default or
standard assignment of truth-conditions to counterfactuals, an assignment we choose when
interpreting the utterance of a counterfactual unless our presumption in favor of it is
cancelled by distinctive features of the context.?? This seems plausible enough in the example
of the last paragraph: If presented with the case out of the blue, we would say that Frank

21 (1977), p.9.
22 (1986b), p. 34f.
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would get hurt if he were to jump. It requires some stage-setting (like that provided by
Frank’s utterance) to create a context in which we are willing to say that he would be fine.

(2°) can express different properties, depending on which reading we give to the
counterfactual in (2”). I do not claim that the set of metaphysical necessities has each of the
properties that can be expressed by (2’) on some reading of the counterfactual. (That would
be a bold claim, given the wide variation in the truth-conditions of counterfactuals across
contexts.) Instead, | stipulate that the counterfactual in (2’) is to be given the standard
interpretation. I maintain that the set of metaphysical necessities has the property that (2°)
expresses when it is so interpreted, and this is the claim on which I will build my theory of
necessity. | do not claim that the set has the properties that are expressed by (2°) on other
readings of the counterfactual.

3. The modalist intuition
3.1 The inexorability scale

The modalist intuition is the thought that necessity is a special way of being true. The
necessary truths are those propositions whose truth is secure and inexorable in a way in
which the truth of contingent propositions is not. This implies that there is some dimension of
inexorability on which different truths occupy different positions, and that to be
metaphysically necessary is simply to have a value above a specific point on that scale.

contingent (could necessary (could not
have been otherwise) have been otherwise)
_ A A
'z YT I

o —
7

inexorability scale

I suggested in section 1.1 that the notion of metaphysical necessity arises from certain
ordinary-life practices of thinking and talking. We should therefore expect the inexorability
dimension to be one that figures in such everyday practices. It would help in developing the
modalist intuition if we could find out which practices these are. One approach to this task is
to ask whether there are ordinary-language expressions other than the plain ‘could’ (and the
concomitant expressions ‘must,” ‘necessary,” ‘possible,” etc.) that express degrees on the

inexorability scale. Now, usually we talk about the values of different objects on a single
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scale by using expressions to which intensifiers (‘very,” ‘exceedingly,” etc.) can be attached
and which allow for the formation of comparatives (‘more ... than,” ‘less ... than’). When
talking about the heights of different people, e.g., we use expressions (such as “tall,” and
“short”) that allow for both kinds of transformation. We may therefore wonder whether there
are English expressions that are just like “could,” except that they allow for the addition of
intensifiers and the formation of comparatives.

Now, we cannot simply add intensifiers to, or form comparatives of, ‘could have been the
case.” We cannot say, ‘this very could have been the case,” or ‘this could more have been the
case than that.” But we can obtain an expression that allows for the addition of intensifiers
and the formation of comparatives by adding an adverbial modifier to ‘could have been the

case’:
could easily have been the case.

We can say that such-and-such could very easily have been the case, or all too easily, or not
very easily. And we can say that x could more easily have been the case than y.

But how are we to analyze the claim that a certain state of affairs could or could not easily
have been the case? One approach to this question is to consider how we ordinarily evaluate
the claim that a certain non-actual state of affairs could or could not easily have obtained.
The usual way of doing so is to consider the range of counterfactual circumstances in which
the state of affairs does obtain. We may say, e.g.,

(7 They could so easily have won the game. If the goalkeeper had stood just an inch
closer to the goalpost, the other team would not have scored their second goal.

In general, if the state of affairs obtains in some worlds that depart only minimally from the
actual situation (as in the case of (7)), then we want to say that it could easily have obtained.
If it obtains only in worlds that depart very much from actuality, then we say that it could not
easily have obtained:

A: They could easily have won the game.
B: I don’t think so. I think that they would have won only if Fred and Susie had
signed up for the team, Martha hadn’t had a sore foot, Bugsy had been sober,

b

the weather had been nice, ... .
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This suggests that how easily a proposition P could have been true is a matter of how much
the worlds in which P is true depart from actuality. The closer the closest P-worlds are, the
more easily P could have been true.?®

It seems plausible to me that ‘could easily have been the case’ is only one among a whole
range of ordinary-language expressions that can be used to express degrees on this
dimension. Other expressions of this kind arguably include:

It almost happened.

It was within a hair’s breadth.
This was a close call.

This was a narrow escape.?*

And so forth. For example:

He was almost killed. If he had stood five inches further to the right, the brick would
have smashed his head.

There is a counterfactual situation that departs only minimally from ours, such that he would
have been killed if that situation had obtained. This supports the claim that he was almost
killed.

| suggest that ‘could have been otherwise’ and ‘could not have been otherwise’ express
degrees on the very same dimension that we are talking about when we ask how easily things
could have been otherwise. This idea seems very plausible. Consider:

Fred’s house could easily have been destroyed by yesterday’s earthquake. (If the
earthquake had been just a little bit stronger, the house would have been destroyed.)

Susie’s house could not as easily have been destroyed. (The earthquake would have

had to be much stronger to destroy Susie’s house.)

Bugsy’s house could not possibly have been destroyed. (Earthquakes of sufficient
strength never occur in this area.)

% T am not denying that there are also uses of the expression ‘could easily have been the case’ that are
different from the one considered in this section. | think that in some contexts, to say that a certain state of
affairs could easily have obtained is simply to say that there was a high chance that it would obtain. But |
think that this cannot be the only meaning of the phrase. Even under determinism, there are situations in
which it is in some sense true to say, of some event that did not actually happen, that it could easily have
happened. If | know that our team would have won the match if the goalkeeper had stood an inch closer to
the goalpost, then this entitles me to say that we could easily have won the game, even if | have no idea
whether determinism is true. My analysis allows us to make sense of this fact.

| do not claim that it is the sole function of any of the expressions listed here to express degrees on the
inexorability dimension. | am inclined to think that the relevant phrases can be used in different ways. But |
believe that each of the phrases has one reading on which it ascribes degrees on the relevant dimension.
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This sequence of sentences feels intuitively like a progression along a single dimension.

This suggests that, when we are speaking about a proposition’s degree of inexorability, we
are talking about how easily it could have been false. To say that it has a high degree of
inexorability is to say that it could not easily have been false, i.e. that the closest worlds
where it is false are far away from the actual world. In the example of the last paragraph, e.g.,
the fact that Fred’s house survived the earthquake has a low degree of inexorability, the fact
that Susie’s house survived has a somewhat higher degree, the fact that Bugsy’s house
survived has the highest degree of the three facts.

Which degree on the inexorability scale is expressed by ‘could not have been otherwise’
depends on the context. In philosophical discussions, the phrase often expresses metaphysical
necessity. In ordinary life, it often expresses a lower degree of inexorability. (Seeing that
Susie was head and shoulders above the competition, | can truly say that she could not have
failed to win the tournament. This does not mean that her victory was metaphysically
necessary.) It is an interesting question how it is determined which degree of inexorability is
expressed by the phrase in any given context.

The key to the answer may lie in a conspicuous feature of our use of ‘could’: When we
say that neither A nor B could possibly have failed to be true, we cannot add, in the same
breath, that A could more easily have failed to be true than B. We cannot say, ‘Neither Smith
nor Jones could possibly have won the tournament, and Smith could have done so more
easily than Jones.” By saying that A and B could not have failed to be true, we take them out
of the range of propositions for which we can raise the question of how easily they could
have failed to be true. In a different context, it may be true to say that A and B could have
failed to be true, and in that context, it makes perfect sense to say that A could more easily
have failed to be true than B. For instance, when we move into a context in which ‘could’
expresses metaphysical possibility, it becomes true to say that both Smith and Jones could
have won the tournament. And if Smith is much better than Jones, then we can say in this
new context that Smith could more easily have won than Jones.

The following analogy illuminates my attempt to make sense of these data. Suppose that |
want to buy a car. | am interested in the differences between the prices of different models.
But only within certain limits. I do not much care how the price of a Rolls Royce compares to
that of a Mercedes, since | know that | cannot afford either car. There is a certain maximum
amount of money | can spend, and differences between prices that are higher than that are of
no interest to me. That is how it often is when we are comparing the values of different
objects along a certain dimension, and | claim that it is also how it is when we are comparing
the values of different truths on the inexorability scale. For the purposes at hand, we may be
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interested in the differences between degrees of inexorability below a certain point on the
scale, but we may not care about the differences between the different values that are above
that point. I would like to suggest that ‘could not have been otherwise’ marks what we may
call the “indifference point” on the inexorability scale, i.e. that point on the scale above
which we do not wish to distinguish degrees of inexorability in the given context: when it is
true to say, in a given context, that neither A nor B could possibly have been the case, then we
cannot, in the same context, ask which of A and B could more easily have been the case. The
location of the indifference point on the inexorability scale can vary from context to context.

I suggest that the use of ‘could not have been otherwise’ to express metaphysical necessity
is simply a special case of this. The contexts in which the phrase expresses the notion of
metaphysical necessity are simply those in which the indifference point has a specific (very
high) value on the inexorability scale.?® On this view, for a proposition to be metaphysically
necessary is for it to be true in every world that is at most a certain distance away from the
actual world. This is just the idea that we arrived at in section 2, as a result of trying to
develop the otherworldliness intuition. We have thus gained independent support for the view
via two different routes.

3.2 Modal properties come in degrees

According to the previous section, for a state of affairs to be metaphysically possible is
simply for it to occupy a certain position on a continuous dimension, the dimension that
measures how easily different states of affairs could have obtained. Now, ‘could easily have
been true’ is an overtly modal idiom; it is more or less just like ‘could,” except that it allows
for the addition of intensifiers and the formation of comparatives. It is therefore natural to
speak of the dimension as measuring a proposition’s degree of possibility. Corresponding to
the degrees of possibility, there are degrees of necessity. The lower the degree of possibility
of ~P, the higher P’s degree of necessity. (A proposition’s degree of necessity is just its
degree of inexorability.) We thus arrive at the view that modal properties of propositions
come in degrees. (The idea that possibility of propositions is a matter of degree, and that
degrees of possibility can be defined in terms of closeness in the way described, was

suggested, but not motivated or developed, by David Lewis in his book on counterfactuals.?)

% Needless to say, the word ‘could’ has a number of functions in English, including some that are quite
different from the one described in this section (some of those will be considered in section 3.4). But |
claim that it is one of the functions of ‘could’ to allow us to talk about degrees of inexorability.

% |_ewis (1973), sct. 2.5.
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I argued in the last section that how easily a state of affairs could have obtained is
measured by the closeness of the closest worlds where it obtains. When we apply this
principle to maximal states of affairs or worlds, we obtain the result that a world w’s degree
of possibility equals the degree of closeness of the closest world where w obtains. Since the
closest world in which w obtains is w itself, this amounts to saying that a world’s degree of
possibility is simply its degree of closeness. The relation of comparative closeness can thus
naturally be thought of as a relation of comparative possibility of worlds. To ask how close a
world is to the actual world is to ask how easily the world could have been actualized, what
degree of possibility it possesses.

In the last section, | analyzed inexorability in terms of closeness. This account amounts to
a definition of comparative necessity for propositions in terms of comparative possibility for
worlds. It reduces one modal notion to a more basic modal concept. In order to reduce the
modal to the non-modal, we still need to give a non-modal account of the closeness relation.
This will be the task of section 6. Drawing on the results of the previous sections and on
those of my (2006), | will define closeness in terms of concepts which, in my opinion, are not
themselves to be analyzed in modal terms, such as the concepts of explanation and of a law
of nature.

The picture I sketched is summarized in the table below (an arrow means “is definable in

terms of”):
Comparative necessity (aka comparative inexorability) of
propositions
Modal concepts l
Comparative possibility (aka comparative closeness) of worlds
Non-modal l
concepts Explanation, laws of nature, etc.

In the next section, | will attempt to provide further evidence for the claim that necessity
comes in degrees, by arguing that this view allows us to give a unified account of different
kinds of necessity.
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3.3 Conceptual and nomic necessity

The concept of metaphysical necessity is only one of several notions of necessity that are of
interest to philosophers. The most prominent other examples are the notions of conceptual
and nomic (natural, nomological, physical) necessity. Like McFetridge and Lange,?” | find it
plausible that there should be something that metaphysical necessity and these other kinds of
necessity have in common (and which is not possessed by any other properties), some
common feature in virtue of which they are kinds of necessity. That is, we should expect
there to be some property that is the defining feature of the higher-order property of being a
kind of necessity, and which is therefore possessed by all and only the properties that are
kinds of necessity. Moreover, it seems plausible that it is an essential property of
metaphysical necessity that it is a kind of necessity. Hence, whatever the defining feature
might be of the higher-order property of being a kind of necessity, the fact that metaphysical
necessity has this feature should be reflected in a correct specification of its essence. We
should therefore expect a good account of the essence of metaphysical necessity to give us
some idea of what this feature might be. I will argue that my account meets this condition.

The modalist intuition helps us to determine the common feature of the different kinds of
necessity that makes them species of a common genus. According to the modalist intuition,
for a proposition to be metaphysically necessary is for it to be true in an especially secure or
inexorable way. This thought is intimately connected to the idea that, if a certain proposition
is metaphysically impossible, then this is so because that there is some particularly
formidable obstacle that prevents the proposition from being true. The truth of a necessary
proposition is thus secured by the fact that its negation runs up against especially inexorable
obstacles—perhaps that it runs up against the very metaphysical order of things.

Now, | believe that the modalist intuition also applies to nomic and conceptual necessity.
Consider nomic necessity first, a kind of modal status associated in some way with the laws
of nature (as well as with the metaphysical necessities).?® It seems plausible to say that the
nomic necessities are true propositions whose truth is particularly secure and inexorable,
inasmuch as it is underwritten, not necessarily by the metaphysical order of things, but either
by the metaphysical or by the natural (nomological) order: their negations run up against the
metaphysical or the natural order of the world.

The modalist intuition also generalizes to conceptual necessity, but before we can fully
appreciate this fact, we need to be sure to carefully distinguish between the properties of

" McFetridge (1990), Lange (2005).
% It is commonly assumed that the metaphysical necessities are also nomically necessary.
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conceptual necessity and conceptual truth. The two properties are coextensive: all and only
the conceptual truths are conceptually necessary. But (taking up an idea by Kit Fine?) I
believe that they are nonetheless distinct. The property of conceptual necessity is a modal
property; it relates to a proposition’s modal force or modal status. The property of conceptual
or analytic truth, by contrast, is non-modal. It is a proposition’s property of being true for a
certain reason, namely its being true in virtue of the fact that it is built up from certain
concepts in a certain way, and in virtue of the natures of these concepts. Now, something
akin to the modalist intuition about metaphysical necessity seems intuitively plausible for
conceptual necessity as well: for a proposition to be conceptually necessary is for it to be true
in an especially secure or inexorable way.

Conceptual, metaphysical and nomic necessity are usually thought to be ordered by their
strictness, by the hardness of the ‘must’ associated with them (to borrow a phrase from
Wittgenstein®’): conceptual necessity is the strictest of the three kinds of necessity, nomic
necessity is the least strict. This suggests that the degree of inexorability or necessity that a
proposition needs to possess in order to be conceptually necessary is higher than that which it
needs to possess in order to be metaphysically necessary, and the latter degree is, in turn,
higher than that which is required in order for a proposition to be nomically necessary.

On this view, there are points on the inexorability scale, vy, Vm, V¢, such that to be
nomically necessary is to have some value above v, on the inexorability scale, to be
metaphysically necessary is to have some value above v, and to be conceptually necessary is
to have some value above the still higher point v..

% Fine distinguishes between logical truth and logical necessity in his (2002), pp. 264f.
% Wittgenstein (1953), §437.
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Inexorability / necessity

conceptually
}/ necessary props.
-<V; metaphysically

necessary props.

_________ --<Vp nomically necessary
props.

nomically possible worlds
metaphysically possible worlds
conceptually possible worlds

According to my account of section 3.1, a true proposition’s degree of inexorability equals
the distance from the actual world to the closest worlds in which the proposition is false (or,
equivalently, the radius of the largest sphere throughout which the proposition is true). The
individual degrees of inexorability therefore correspond directly to the individual spheres
around the actual world (as represented in the foregoing diagram). According to the account
of conceptual and nomic necessity suggested above, the conceptually possible worlds must
therefore form a sphere around the actual world, and the same must be true of the nomically
possible worlds. | think that these predictions of my account are borne out. Let me discuss the
two cases one by one, starting with conceptual necessity.

Conceptual necessity. Before we can discuss this case, some preparatory considerations will
be necessary. | argued in section 2.2 that counterpossibles, i.e. counterfactuals with
metaphysically impossible antecedents, need not be vacuously true. | tried to support this
claim by considering examples of counterpossibles and appealing to the intuition that their
truth-conditions are not trivial. Most people | asked agree with my judgment about these
examples. However, in the examples I used, the antecedents (such as ‘Thatcher is my
mother’) were never analytically false. The responses of my subjects became more varied
when they were presented with counterfactuals whose antecedents are analytic falsehoods,
such as ‘If there were triangles that did not have three angles, ... .” Such counterfactuals are

b

quite different from the likes of ‘If Thatcher were my mother ...,” inasmuch as their
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antecedents contradict themselves. Some of my subjects felt that this made it hard for them to
understand what scenario they were supposed to envisage and reason about hypothetically,
and therefore made it difficult for them to assign truth-values to the counterfactuals in a non-
trivial way. Other subjects saw no such difficulty. | am undecided.

I said in section 2.2 that we can permit counterfactuals with metaphysically impossible
antecedents to have non-trivial truth-conditions if we let impossible worlds figure in the
theory of counterfactuals alongside possible worlds. A metaphysically impossible world can
be analytically consistent (i.e., the propositions true at the world may be jointly narrowly
logically consistent with all conceptual truths). Whether or not we want to take the further
step and allow analytically inconsistent worlds to figure in our theory depends on whether we
want counterfactuals with analytically false antecedents to have non-trivial truth-conditions.
If we do not, then we will have no need for analytically inconsistent worlds. We can then
define worlds as maximal analytically consistent sets of propositions. If we want
counterfactuals with analytically false antecedents to have non-trivial truth-conditions, then
we need to make room for analytically inconsistent worlds. We can do so by defining worlds,
not as maximal analytically consistent sets of propositions, but simply as maximal sets of
propositions, without stipulating that they need to be analytically consistent.

For our present purposes, we need not decide between the two views. We merely need to
argue that on either view, the analytically consistent worlds form a sphere around the actual
world, i.e.

(8) Analytically consistent worlds are closer to the actual world than analytically
inconsistent worlds.

If there are no analytically inconsistent worlds, then (8) is vacuously true. But I think that (8)
is also true if there are analytically inconsistent worlds. In order to understand what
motivates this assumption, note that, as long as an assumption we hypothetically entertain is
analytically consistent, no analytic inconsistency should emerge in the course of our
reflection on what would have been the case if the assumption had been true. More precisely,
where A is any analytically consistent proposition, every proposition C for which ‘A o— C’
is true is analytically consistent with A. This finding can be explained by (8), as is easy to
see: Suppose that A is an analytically consistent proposition, so that there are analytically
consistent worlds in which A is true.®* If (8) is true, then the analytically consistent A-worlds

31| am here using an assumption that I call ‘(Lindenbaum)’ in the appendix: for every analytically
consistent set of propositions, there is some analytically consistent world in which all the propositions in
the set are true. The assumption seems very plausible to me. (Thanks to Harold Hodes for making me
aware of the fact that | need this assumption.)
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must be the closest of all A-worlds. And since the propositions true at these worlds must be
mutually analytically consistent, there can be no proposition C that is analytically
inconsistent with A such that A o— C. (8) seems to me to provide the best explanation for the
fact that no analytic inconsistency can emerge in hypothetical reasoning from an analytically
consistent assumption, and it is strongly supported by this explanatory power.

Since the analytically consistent worlds are all and only the conceptually possible worlds,
we can infer from (8) that the conceptually possible worlds form a sphere around the actual
world.

Nomic necessity. | characterized nomic necessity as a kind of necessity that is, in some way,
associated with the laws of nature (as well as with the metaphysical necessities). But what
exactly is the association between nomic necessity and the laws? There is no consensus on
the matter. According to some philosophers, nomic necessity is a kind of necessity that
attaches to the laws of nature, and to all the propositions that are metaphysically necessitated
by the laws. On another view, nomic necessity also attaches to the truths about which
principles are laws, e.g. to true propositions of the form P is a law and P is not a law.* On
yet another account, truths about which principles are laws are nomically necessary, whereas
the laws themselves are not.

My sympathies are with the third of these views. Let me explain why. Analytic
philosophers often (though by no means universally) assume that a universal generalization
cannot be a law of nature unless it is true without exception. But it seems to me that,
inasmuch as we are in the business of trying to capture the pre-theoretical notion of lawhood,
this assumption ought to be controversial. That is, it does not seem obvious to me that there is
anything in the folk concept of a law that precludes the existence of exceptions to a law. (For
many centuries belief in miracles was very common as a central component of popular
religious faith, and on one natural and common way of understanding the notion of a miracle,
it involves a violation of natural law.) Moreover, | think that there are theoretical pressures
that make the view that laws can have small exceptions attractive. (I say more about this
issue in my (2006). See Lange (2000) for a considerably more detailed discussion.) On this
view, a universally quantified proposition can be a law, even though it is not, strictly
speaking, true. But a false proposition cannot have any kind of necessity. | therefore do not
subscribe to the idea that there is any kind of necessity that attaches to all laws of nature.
Instead, | think that nomic necessity attaches to the truths about which principles are laws of

%2 See, e.g., Fine (2002), sct. 2, in particular p. 260.
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nature, as well as to all propositions that are metaphysically necessitated by the truths about
which principle are laws.

On this view, the nomically possible worlds are just those metaphysically possible worlds
that have the same laws of nature as the actual world. It is controversial whether these worlds
form a sphere around the actual world, but I have argued in detail in my (2006) that this is
true.®

The discussion of this section suggests an answer to the question of which commonality
between conceptual, metaphysical and nomic necessity makes them species of a common
genus: For each of the three properties, there is a point on the inexorability scale such that for
a proposition to have the property is for it to have a degree of inexorability above that point.
There are many other species of the same genus. For every sphere, there is a kind of necessity
that attaches to all and only those propositions that are true in every world in that sphere. In
addition to the kinds of necessity that have familiar names, such as conceptual, metaphysical
and nomic necessity, there are innumerable other, nameless kinds of necessity. For any world
w, there is a sphere that contains all and only those worlds that are at least as close to the
actual world as w, and there is a kind of necessity that attaches to all and only those
propositions that are true in every world in that sphere. This kind of necessity may not have a
familiar name in English, although we can describe it. We can use the phrase “the negation of
P could less easily have obtained than w.”

3.4 Other modal notions

I argued in the last section that my account of metaphysical necessity can be generalized to
conceptual and nomic necessity. Now, the concepts of conceptual, metaphysical and nomic
necessity are only three of the many modal notions we possess, and we may naturally wonder
whether my account also generalizes to any of the others. What about the notions of

9) Mathematical necessity
Biological necessity
Technological necessity
Practical necessity
Epistemic necessity?

% David Lewis (1986b) defends the opposite view. Also see Bennett (1984), (2001), (2003), section 80.
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I do not think that the properties listed under (9) belong to the same genus as the properties of
conceptual, metaphysical and nomic necessity. | do not think that they mark degrees on the
same scale of inexorability. Intuitively, it seems that the dimension of security or
inexorability on which the latter three notions mark degrees is a dimension of metaphysical,
mind-independent, objective security or inexorability. The metaphysical necessities are
especially secure, inasmuch as their truth is secured by the metaphysical order of the world,
by certain deep features of the world order (e.g., the natures of things, or the mathematical
facts) that are objectively there, independently of the activities of any minds. Their negations
run up against obstacles of objective, mind-independent weight and inexorability. Now, it
seems that not all modal notions can plausibly be said to ascribe degrees on such a scale of
objective, metaphysical security. The notion of practical necessity, e.g., seems to be a poor
candidate. The practical necessities might have a special kind of inexorability for us, but I do
not think that there is a high degree of objective, metaphysical security or inexorability that is
distinctive of all and only the practical necessities. Similarly for technological necessity. Or
consider the various notions of epistemic necessity. For a proposition to be epistemically
necessary is for its truth to be particularly secure in some sense; but the security is epistemic,
not ontic or metaphysical. The security of the proposition consists in the fact that its truth is
guaranteed by something we know, or that we have an a priori guarantee that the proposition
is true, or something of that kind. There is no objective metaphysical security that is
distinctive of the epistemic necessities.

I am equally doubtful that any of the other properties listed under (9) capture degrees of
metaphysical inexorability (in the sense that having that property consists simply in being
located above a certain point on the inexorability scale). Consider the case of biological
necessity. If biological necessity captures a degree of metaphysical inexorability, then the
truth of every biological necessity must be more secure and inexorable than that of any
proposition that is not biologically necessary. But this seems intuitively implausible. There
are laws of physics and chemistry that are not biological necessities (since they are not laws
of biology), but it seems implausible that their truth is less inexorable than that of biological
necessities. Similarly, 1 am not convinced that mathematical necessity captures a degree of
inexorability. It is mathematically necessary that 2 exists; it is not mathematically necessary
that Aristotle is not a musical performance (since this is not a truth of mathematics).® But the

% The sentence
(A) Aristotle is not a musical performance,

has two readings, depending on whether we give narrow or wide scope to the negation operator. On the
narrow-scope reading, it ascribes to Aristotle the property of not being a musical performance. On the
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truth of the latter proposition does not seem less inexorable than that of the former. (The
obstacles that prevent Aristotle from being a musical performance do not seem less weighty
than those that prevent 2 from failing to exist.)

Although the notions of biological and mathematical necessity do not mark off degrees of
inexorability, they may be definable in terms of notions that do. Two ways of defining new
modal concepts from notions of necessity deserve attention in this context. Following Kit
Fine, I will call them “restriction” and “relativization.”® To say that a notion N is defined
from a kind of necessity N* by restriction is to say that a proposition’s falling under N
consists in the combination of two things: (i) The fact that it possesses the kind of necessity
N*; and (ii) the fact that it meets certain additional conditions. To use an example of Fine’s,*
there is some plausibility to the idea that the concept of mathematical necessity is defined
from the notion of metaphysical necessity by restriction. | find it attractive to say that a
proposition’s being mathematically necessary consists in its being metaphysically necessary
for a certain reason, viz. the reason that it is a mathematical truth. To say that a notion N is
defined from a kind of necessity N* by relativization is to say that a proposition’s falling
under concept N consists in its being necessitated, relative to the kind of necessity N*, by
certain propositions P. For example, it has some plausibility to say that the concept of
biological necessity is defined from the concept of metaphysical or conceptual necessity by
relativization to the laws of biology: a proposition’s being biologically necessary consists in

its being metaphysically or conceptually necessitated by the laws of biology.*’

wide-scope reading, it says that Aristotle does not have the property of being a musical performance. Now,
| believe that an entity cannot have a property at a world in which it does not exist (see footnote 39). There
are many possible worlds in which Aristotle does not exist, and it is not true at such worlds that Aristotle
has the property of not being a musical performance. It is, however, true at such worlds that it is not the
case that Aristotle has the property of being a musical performance. The proposition expressed by (A) on
the wide-scope reading is true, that expressed on the narrow-scope reading is false, in the worlds under
consideration. (See Adams (1981).)

I intend the sentence (A) to be given the wide-scope reading. My point is that the truth of the proposition
expressed on this reading does not seem to have a lower degree of inexorability than that of the proposition
that the number 2 exists. | do not think that it could more easily have been true that Aristotle is a musical
performance than that 2 fails to exist.

* Fine (2002), pp.254f..

% Fine (2002), p. 255.

¥ Note that the term ‘consists in’ that I am using here is a hyperintensional, constitutive idiom: It is
necessarily true that a triangle is equilateral just in case it is equiangular. But its equilaterality does not
consist in its equiangularity. Similarly, to claim that being necessary in one sense consists in the holding of
some other kind of necessity is to make a stronger claim than that of necessary equivalence. | believe, e.g.,
that it is a necessary truth that a proposition is a nomic necessity just in case it is metaphysically
necessitated by the totality of truths about which propositions are laws of nature. But this is not to say that
its being nomically necessary consists in its being metaphysically necessitated by the truths about which
propositions are laws. | do not believe the latter claim. Instead, | think that being nomically necessary
consists in being true in all worlds that are no more than a certain distance away from the actual world.
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In the remaining sections | will be concerned exclusively with those modal notions that
ascribe degrees of metaphysical inexorability, as conceptual, metaphysical and nomic
necessity do, whereas the concepts listed in (9) do not. Whenever I speak of ‘kinds of

necessity’ in what follows, I will have only those properties in mind.

3.5  Adefense of my direction of explanation

On the account propounded in this paper, for a world to be metaphysically possible is simply
for it to have at least a certain degree of closeness to the actual world. When first presented
with this account, many philosophers grant its extensional correctness. They do not doubt
that the metaphysically possible worlds are closer than the impossible ones. But they deny
that this is what their metaphysical possibility consists in. Instead, they say, the modal
notions are more basic and, in some sense, prior to the notion of closeness. They believe that
it is the modal status of a world that explains its position in the closeness ordering: the
metaphysically possible worlds are closer than other worlds because they are metaphysically
possible.

Since this is a fairly common response to my view, | will address it in this section. My
discussion will take the form of a fictional dialogue with a proponent of the response

described in the last paragraph, whom I shall call “Albert.”

I: In section 3.1, I presented evidence which, | think, supports the claim that necessity and
possibility come in degrees: just as we can say that such-and-such could have been the case,
we can ask how easily a certain state of affairs could have obtained. | noted that we evaluate
claims about how easily a certain state of affairs could have obtained by considering the
worlds in which the state of affairs obtains. The closer those worlds are to actuality, the
greater the degree of possibility of the state of affairs. When applied to worlds, this reduces to
the principle that the closer a world is, the greater its degree of possibility. I would like a
theory of necessity to be able to accommodate these findings. Can your account do that?

Albert: Sure, it can. | agree that the evidence considered in section 3.1 supports the view that
possibility of worlds comes in degrees. And the data about the way we evaluate claims about
degrees of possibility suggests that we take the degree of possibility of a world to be higher
the closer the world is. | therefore agree that

(10)  World w has a higher degree of possibility than world w* if and only if w is closer
than w*.
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(10) tells us that the relations of comparative possibility and of comparative closeness induce
the same ordering of worlds, that they are, as we may put it, perfectly correlated. But it does
not say that the two relations are identical, and the assumption of identity is not needed to
make sense of the way we evaluate claims about comparative possibility. I, for one, resist
such an identification, since | believe that modal classifications are prior to, and more basic
than, the concept of closeness.

I: What, then, do you make of the perfect correlation between the two relations? How do you
explain it? If we identify the two relations, as | propose we do, then this question does not
arise. But if we resist the identification, then we need some explanation.

Albert: Consider again the fact that the metaphysically possible worlds are closer than the
metaphysically impossible worlds. | think that it is the special modal status of the
metaphysically possible worlds that explains their position in the closeness ordering: the
metaphysically possible worlds are closer than other worlds because they are metaphysically
possible. Now, the fact that the metaphysically possible worlds are closer than the
metaphysically impossible worlds is just a special case of the general correlation between
comparative possibility and comparative closeness. We should expect to find a unified
explanation of this correlation. Hence, if we say that the special position of the
metaphysically possible worlds in the closeness ordering is due to the fact that they are
metaphysically possible, then we should say that it is true quite generally that a world’s
degree of possibility determines and explains its position in the closeness ordering. The
closeness ordering, in turn, determines the truth-values of counterfactuals in the familiar way:
A counterfactual is true just in case its consequent is true in the closest antecedent-worlds.

I: This account strikes me as unnecessarily complicated. If the relations of comparative
closeness and comparative possibility are perfectly correlated, then we do not need both of
them in the theory of counterfactuals, and it seems to be a demand of good methodology to
get rid of one of them. Instead of explaining the closeness ordering by appeal to comparative
possibility and then explaining the truth-conditions of counterfactuals in terms of closeness,
you could as well directly define the counterfactual connective in terms of comparative
possibility. You could simply say that ‘P o— Q’ is true just in case Q is true in those P-
worlds that have the highest degree of possibility.

Albert: So much the better. This move only makes my theory simpler and more attractive. |
can now do without the relation of closeness altogether. Instead, | am using the notion of
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comparative possibility, which plays exactly the same role in my theory as the concept of
closeness does in the standard account of counterfactuals.

I: I deny that you have really gotten rid of the closeness relation. The meaning of the term
‘closeness’ as used in the literature on counterfactuals (or at least as I am using it) is
determined by its theoretical role: ‘Closeness’ refers to whatever relation induces the
ordering of worlds that figures in the correct theory of counterfactuals. If it is the relation of
comparative possibility that induces this ordering (as on your account), then the term
‘closeness’ refers to the relation of comparative possibility. Hence, the relations of
comparative closeness and comparative possibility are not distinct after all. They are one and
the same relation.

Now, it seems plausible that to say of a world that it is metaphysically possible is to say
something about its degree of possibility: It is to say that it has at least such-and-such a
degree of possibility. Given the identity of the relations of comparative closeness and
comparative possibility, this amounts to the view that for a world to be metaphysically
possible is for it to have at least a certain degree of closeness. But this, of course, is just the
account I am proposing in this paper.

4, Defining necessity

According to the results of the previous section, conceptual, metaphysical and nomic
necessity are different species of a common genus: each of them is a proposition’s property
of having at least a certain degree of inexorability. Each of the three properties should
therefore have a definition of the form:

(11) To be metaphysically (conceptually, nomically) necessary is to be true throughout
that sphere of worlds around the actual world that meets condition Cy, (Cc¢, Cy),

where the term “actual” is, once again, to be understood in a non-rigid sense. In order to
complete our quest for a definition of metaphysical (conceptual, nomic) necessity, we still
need to find a suitable replacement for ‘Cy’ (‘Cc,” ‘Cy’). We must replace this dummy by the
statement of some condition which, in every possible world, singles out the sphere of all and
only the metaphysically (conceptually, nomically) possible worlds. This section will be
devoted to finding a suitable condition.

My strategy for achieving this goal will be somewhat indirect. I mentioned in the
introduction that | find it plausible that the modal properties of a proposition need to be
grounded in its non-modal features. In section 4.1 | will propose a tentative answer to the
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question of which non-modal features can ground the conceptual, metaphysical and nomic
necessity of a proposition. | think that a correct definition of necessity needs to be compatible
with that answer. In section 4.2, | will motivate a specific way of completing the definitional
schema (11) by arguing that it yields a definition of necessity that meets that constraint.

4.1  What grounds modal force?

It seems plausible to me that the special modal force of conceptually necessary propositions
is grounded in their non-modal feature of being conceptual truths. The cases of metaphysical
and nomic necessity are a little more difficult.

In trying to develop a working account for these cases, we may start from work by Kit
Fine. As was described in section 1.3, Fine argued in detail, and quite convincingly in my
opinion, against modal definitions of the concepts of essence and essentiality. However, even
if the concepts of essence and essential properties are not to be explained in modal terms,
there is no denying that there is a close connection between modality and the realm of
essence. The obvious suggestion, eloquently put forward by Fine,® is that necessity in some
way flows from the essences or natures of things. The necessary truths are those that are true
in virtue of the natures of things. On one first-shot way of explaining this idea, the
metaphysically necessary truths are all and only those propositions that are analytic
consequences of true ascriptions to entities of their essential properties, i.e. of truths of the
form a is P, where P is an essential property of a.

Let me develop and revise this view a little bit. The true ascriptions of essential properties
include, it would seem, the proposition that Elvis is a human being. But I do not think that
this claim is itself metaphysically necessary. | think that there are possible worlds in which
Elvis does not exist. Moreover, | believe that Elvis cannot have any properties in a world in

which he does not exist,*°

and therefore cannot have the property of humanity in such a
world. This point, of course, is a familiar one. And the obvious remedy is to s