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Editorial 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As Giacomo Giannini and Joaquim Giannotti claim in the Introduction to 

the Special Issue on The Source of Modality that they have edited, we usually care 

deeply about modal phenomena, which is to say phenomena regarding what is 

possible or necessary. Is life on Mars possible? Is it necessary to regularly hand 

over small amounts of money to charity? Can I be a better person? Or must I? 

Given the centrality of modal phenomena in our lives, it is not surprising 

that they are pervasive in philosophical inquiry too. Among the many questions 

that philosophers of all persuasions have asked about modality, that concerning 

what makes a possibility a possibility and a necessity a necessity is particularly 

intriguing. It is, in other words, the question of the source of modality.  

In this direction, the articles collected in the Special Issue illustrate recent 

and promising developments in the metaphysics of modality—premise and 

promise for a decisive step forward in the discussion on this vital topic.  

The present number also includes three articles that have already appeared 

in ‘early view’ (by Alessandra Buccella, Brian Garrett, and Elvira Di Bona), and 

that have already made and will continue to make significant contributions to 

discussion in their respective fields. 

The number is then topped off by the section of Book Reviews. We are 

proud to offer readers three new thoughtful reviews of as many interesting 

books.  

Finally, I would like to thank all the colleagues who have acted as external 

referees, the members of the Editorial Board, the Editors of the Special Issue, 

the Editor of the Book Reviews, and the Assistant Editors. All of them have 
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been very generous with their work, advice, and suggestions. In particular, the 

team of Assistant Editors has grown by two important components in recent 

months: two valuable additions whose contribution has already been greatly 

felt. I warmly greet them as a sign of the journal’s vitality. 

As usual, the articles appearing in Argumenta are freely accessible and freely 

downloadable, therefore it only remains to wish you:  

Buona lettura!  

 

      Massimo Dell’Utri 

            Editor-in-Chief 
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The Source of Modality: 

Introduction 
 

Giacomo Giannini* and Joaquim Giannotti** 
* London School of Economics 
** University of Birmingham 

 
 
 
 
Ordinary experience and scientific investigation give us the impression that some 
things could or could not have been otherwise. Had we been more responsible, 
this special issue would have been published earlier. Had we decided to do so, we 
could have drunk tea rather than coffee for breakfast this morning. But no matter 
how different we had behaved in the past, 2 + 2 = 4 would have not been other-
wise. And for all we know, only if the laws of nature had been different, two 
fermions could have occupied the same quantum state simultaneously. 

In many contexts, both scientific and mundane, we deeply care about these 
facts about possibility and necessity: Is life on Mars possible? Can we still prevent 
catastrophic climate changes? Can my favourite team win the NBA Finals next 
year?1  

Philosophy is no exception. As Boris Kment notes,  
 
since the work of Kripke, Lewis, and others ushered in the modal turn in analytic 
philosophy, modality has become one of the most active areas of research in met-
aphysics and modal notions have been central to philosophical theorizing across 
the board—from the foundations of logic to moral theory (Kment 2014: 1).  
 

And while issues involving modal facts are pervasive in all of philosophical 
investigation, arguably in metaphysics they play an even more central role—for 
instance, famously E.J. Lowe maintained that possibility is the proper subject 
matter of metaphysics itself: 

 
metaphysics may [...] be characterized as the science of the possible, charged with 
charting the domain of objective or real possibility [...] All metaphysics is implic-
itly modal, because it is primarily concerned with kinds of things are possible or 
compossible, and only subsequently with what kinds of things are actual (Lowe 
2011: 100-106). 
 

So, it seems extremely important for metaphysicians to fully understand what 
modality is—to offer a metaphysical explanation of modal phenomena. This in-
volves a number of closely interrelated questions. First of all, concerning the 

 
1 These questions are, naturally, ordered from least to most important. 
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explanandum: is there a unique kind of (alethic) necessity and possibility, or is 
there a plurality? If the latter, in what relation do they stand? Is there an absolute 
kind and various restrictions of it, or are the different modalities irreducible? 

Secondly: In virtue of which facts are certain truths necessary, while others 
are merely possible or contingent? Can modal facts be explained in non-modal 
terms? If there is a plurality of kinds of modality, how are their grounds related?  

Following Dummett (1959: 237), we can express the kernel of all these ques-
tion by simply asking: What is the source of necessity?  

The “modal turn” and the subsequent attention for modality in philosophy 
was heralded by the development and outstanding success of possible worlds se-
mantics (Carnap 1946, 1947; Barcan Marcus 1946; Kripke 1959); understandably, 
then, traditionally the answers to the question concerning the source of modality 
have focused on the nature of possible worlds (Lewis 1986, Plantinga 1974; 1976 
Adams 1974, Bricker 1987, Forbes 1985, Menzel 1990) and on whether these can 
yield a reductive account of modality (Divers and Melia 2002, 2003, 2006; 
Shalkowski 1994; Lycan 1988; Sider 2003; Cameron 2012); in particular, thanks 
to the towering influence of David Lewis’ On the Plurality of Worlds, much of the 
discussion concerning the source of modality in the last quarter of the 20th century 
revolved around the debate between Genuine Modal Realism and various forms 
of “Ersatzism” about possible worlds.  

While the debate concerning the nature of possible worlds remains active—
most recently, it has received new blood from unexpected sources, such as Ever-
ettian interpretations of quantum mechanics (Wilson 2020), recent years have 
seen an explosion of different approaches that break away from the focus on pos-
sible worlds and their natures (Cameron 2010), sometimes even challenging the 
informativeness of the Leibnizian biconditionals that are at the heart of possible 
worlds discourse (Contessa 2009; Vetter 2011).  

In particular, there are three research programs that we think deserve special 
attention: first, a new wave of primitivist theories about modality (Wilsch 2017; 
Wang 2013) and counterfactuals (Lange 2009). Second, non-descriptivist theories 
of modality (Thomasson 2020), which aim to deflate the metaphysics of modality 
and reduce it to something less mysterious, such as meta-linguistic negotiation, 
for example. Finally, there is the heterogeneous family of “New Actualist” theo-
ries of modality, which seek to ground modality in something more fundamental 
than simple possibility, necessity, or primitive counterfactuals, while also attempt-
ing to do away with possible worlds altogether, thereby identifying the sources of 
modal truths only in (local) features of the actual world. These include, most no-
tably, dispositionalists and essentialists. Dispositionalists (Vetter 2015; Borghini 
and Williams 2008; Jacobs 2010; Jaag 2014; Kimpton-Nye 2021) claim that dis-
positional properties (powers, capacities, potentialities) of actually existing things 
are the loci of modal truths. Essentialists, on the other hand, aim to ground mo-
dality in the essences of actually existing entities (Ditter 2020; Fine 1994; Hale 
2013; Correia 2012; Lowe 2013).  

However, not everyone agrees that the question concerning the source of mo-
dality is the right one to ask. Simon Blackburn (1993) has famously argued that 
every attempt to account for the source of necessity is doomed from the outset: 
for, either the source of necessity is in turn necessary, in which case every meta-
physical explanation of necessity will leave a “bad residual must”, or it is contin-
gent, which, according to Blackburn, would undermine the necessity that we 
meant to be accounted for.  
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Metaphysicians of modality are then faced with two levels of questions: at 
the first level, there is the attempt of coming up with the best explanation as to the 
source of modality; and, at a higher level, there is question of whether the source 
of necessity can or needs to be answered at all.  

Our goal with this special issue is to collect articles showcasing recent and 
promising developments in the metaphysics of modality that face up precisely to 
these two tasks. The papers collected here display a variety of different ap-
proaches, which we believe will be a point of reference for future discussion about 
these views, but also invite productive conversations and debates to be had be-
tween the proponents of these new theories.  

The question of whether these alternatives to classic possible-worlds ap-
proaches can deliver what they promise remains—but we hope that these articles 
will help the reader see the (possible) world(s) aright. 

 
1. Invited Papers 

Jessica Leech (King’s College London) discusses the connection between logical 
and metaphysical necessities, raising a serious problem for the essentialist view—
namely, the position that necessity has its source in the nature or essence of things. 
If logical necessity has its source in the essences of logical entities, then logical 
necessity is a restriction of metaphysical necessity However, this result is prob-
lematic. Leech argues that the essentialist ought to sacrifice core features of the 
view to solve this problem. 

Michael Wallner (University of Graz) develops a sophisticated defence of 
Finean Essentialism against recent objections moved by Bovey (2022), Romero 
(2019) and others concerning an explanatory gap between essence and necessity. 
Essence can explain necessity, provided that the necessity of essence is built into 
Finean essences in an appropriate manner. Key to the success of this strategy, 
Wallner argues, is the distinction between generative and non-generative meta-
physical explanation.  

Jennifer Wang and Tom Donaldson (Simon Fraser University) engage with 
Amie Thomasson’s discussion of de re modality from recent book, Norms and Ne-
cessity. Thomasson defends a modal normativism, the view that when one says 
‘necessarily, p’, one conveys that p’s truth is a consequence of semantic rules. By 
discussing the connection to Quine’s argument about de re modality, Wang and 
Donaldson offer a critical assessment of Thomasson’s view and offer an alterna-
tive approach. 

Tobias Wilsch (University of Tübingen/Mainz) focuses on modal logicism, 
the view that the necessity of logical truths is grounded in logic. The ultimate 
source of necessity, on this view, is logic. Wilsch articulates a version of modal 
logicism with the aim of triggering a debate about this alternative to essentialist 
approaches. However, Wilsch also argues that modal logicism cannot give a sat-
isfactory account of de re necessity. 

Alastair Wilson (University of Birmingham) directly tackles the question of 
whether necessity and possibility are to be metaphysically explained at all; he ex-
plores the view that the necessity of necessities is ungrounded while the contin-
gency of contingencies is grounded. Wilson articulates this ‘necessity first’ ap-
proach by comparing it view ‘contingency first’ approaches as well as David 
Lewis’s modal realism and Barbara Vetter’s potentialism. The overall goal of Wil-
son’s paper is to illuminate various ways to develop theories of modality, proposing 
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a new alternative to approaches that take necessity as a default and seek to explain 
contingency as derivative. 

 
2. Contributed Papers 

Lorenzo Azzano (University of Santiago de Compostela) defends the merits of a 
power-based approach to possible worlds semantics, expanding on a proposal 
suggested by Vetter (2015). On the resulting view, a possible world is a disposi-
tional array: a power for the entire universe to be thus-and-so. Azzano clarifies 
the nature of dispositional arrays and how they account for a range of possibilities. 
Azzano showcases the advantages of this proposal by connecting it to the tradi-
tional possible worlds semantics and the power-based semantics, hinting at im-
portant consequences for the discussion about the source of modality. 

Simon H. Babbs and Joshua Mendelsohn (Loyola University Chicago) dis-
cuss Hale’s (2013) three conception of absolute necessity and argue that they are 
less illuminating than what one might initially suppose. The objection they raise 
is that these conceptions are under-specified in various important respects and are 
sensitive to the presuppositions invoked to specify them. By showing that attempt-
ing of specifying Hale’s conceptions are problematic, Babbs and Mendelsohn cast 
doubts on the possibility of defining absolute necessity in terms of other necessi-
ties. 

James L.D. Brown (University of Sheffield) discussed Blackburn’s argument 
that a necessity cannot be the sources of necessity. Brown argues for two things. 
One is that Blackburn fails in showing that a necessity cannot be the source of 
necessity. The other is that Hale’s essentialist theory and Peacocke’s principle-
based approach also fail to ground necessity in necessity. Brown concludes by 
offering some positive suggestions on how to address the challenge of finding a 
source of necessity. 

Giulia Casini (University of Sheffield) offers a critical assessment of Vetter’s 
(2015) potentiality-based framework, particularly in connection with its associ-
ated account of counterfactual conditionals. Within the context of this frame-
work, Casini applies Lewis’s interdefinability principle to identify suitable truth-
conditions for would-be counterfactuals that should be included in Vetter’s the-
ory. While the proposal seems to be initially promising, Casini concludes that a 
complete account of would-be counterfactual demands careful attention to how 
would-be counterfactuals interact with Vetter’s notion of an iterated potentiality.  

Salim Hirèche (Université de Genève) articulates and defends an original 
relativized essentialism. This view combines the essentialist idea of reducing ne-
cessities to absolute essences with the view that certain kinds of irreducible neces-
sities, such as natural and normative necessities, are grounded in the relative es-
sences of the relative entities. Hirèche argues that the emerging framework is a 
promising theory that can successfully accounts for a large range of kinds of ne-
cessities while escaping the issues of absolutist essentialism. 

William B. Knowles (University of Manchester) deals with Blackburn’s di-
lemma. Typically formulated, the dilemma is that in explaining necessary truths, 
we need either to appeal to another necessary truth or to a contingent truth. How-
ever, as the standard story goes, both horns yield unsatisfactory views. Knowles 
defends two claims. First, Blackburn’s dilemma has a wider reach than initially 
supposed, covering explanations of necessary truths in general. Second, it argues 
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for the clam that the contingency horn of the dilemma is tenable for those who 
believe in the analyticity of necessary truths. 

Nathan Wildman (University of Tilburg) argues against the popular opinion 
that contingencies are insufficiently “oomphy” to ground explanations of the 
modal status of necessities. Wildman defend this claim by identify certain condi-
tions which, if satisfied, entail the possibility of contingent necessity-makers. 
Then, Wildman shows that necessary contingent possibilities, which satisfy the 
identified conditions, are necessities having contingent necessity-makers. 

We wish to thank the contributors for their help in making this special issue 
a fruitful resource for those who are interested in foundational questions concern-
ing the metaphysics of modality. We anticipate that the articles we collected will 
provide the readers with a better understanding of modality and its philosophical 
significance. 
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Modal Normativism and De Re Modality 

 
Tom Donaldson and Jennifer Wang 

Simon Fraser University 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 

In the middle of the last century, it was common to explain the notion of necessity 
in linguistic terms. A necessary truth, it was said, is a sentence whose truth is guar-
anteed by linguistic rules.	Quine famously argued that, on this view, de re	modal 
claims do not make sense. “Porcupettes are porcupines” is necessarily true, but it 
would be a mistake to say of a particular porcupette that it is necessarily a porcu-
pine, or that it is possibly purple. Linguistic theories of necessity fell out of favour 
with the publication of Kripke’s	Naming and Necessity,	and Quine’s arguments were 
put aside. In her recent book, Norms and Necessity, Amie Thomasson presents her 
modal normativism, which is an updated version of the mid-century theories just de-
scribed. Quine’s arguments are thus relevant once again. We recapitulate Quine’s 
central argument, in the context of modal normativism. We then criticise Amie 
Thomasson’s discussion of de re modality. We finish by briefly presenting an alter-
native account of	de re modal statements, which is compatible with modal norma-
tivism. 

 
Keywords: Modal normativism, De re modality, Metaphysical modality, Modal 

scepticism, Quine.  
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Here is a familiar story. In the middle of the last century, when people still wore 
bowler hats and radios had knobs, it was commonly thought that necessity arises 
(in a sense that no doubt requires clarification) from linguistic conventions.1 The 
necessity of the sentence “All porcupettes are porcupines” is a product of certain 
linguistic conventions, including most obviously the convention that “porcu-
pette” means baby porcupine. And the same goes for other necessarily true sen-
tences. 

There was at the time a debate about the coherence of de re modal claims. 
Quine argued—to put it roughly—that modality is a linguistic matter, and so it is 
linguistic items only that have modal properties. On this view, it is muddled to at-
tribute modal properties to non-linguistic things. “All porcupettes are porcupines” 

 
1 We have in mind what is now called metaphysical necessity. Thomasson (2020: ch. 1) 
describes the history of these ideas; see also Thomasson 2009. 
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is necessary, but it would be confused to say that Pachi, Percy, or Sassafrass has the 
property of being necessarily a porcupine, or being possibly famous. Others, while ac-
cepting the premise that necessity arises from linguistic conventions, argued that 
even so, de re modal claims make sense. This complex debate ostensibly came to 
an end with the publication of Kripke’s Naming and Necessity (1980), which con-
vinced the majority that the shared presumption that necessity arises from linguis-
tic convention was mistaken, which made Quine’s arguments moot. Aside from 
some Monday morning quarterbacking, this particular debate about de re modal-
ity fizzled.2 

In her recent book, Norms and Necessity (2020), Amie Thomasson presents a 
theory of modality, modal normativism, that is recognizably and avowedly an 
updated version of the mid-century theories just mentioned. According to 
Thomasson—to put it roughly for now—when one says “Necessarily, φ”, one 
conveys that φ’s truth is a consequence of semantic rules.3 This makes Quine’s 
arguments about de re modality relevant once again. Thomasson herself takes an 
anti-Quinean line, arguing that de re modal claims are coherent. In this paper, we 
will critique Thomasson’s discussion of the issue, and propose an alternative ap-
proach. 
 

2. Modal Normativism 

We sometimes use modal terms when describing the rules of games. We say that 
something must be true if the rules of the game require it, or that something may 
be true if the rules of the game permit it. Consider the rules of Bananagrams: 

 
1. Place all 144 tiles face down on the center of table. These tiles are referred to as 

the “BUNCH”. For games of 2–4 people, each player takes 21 letters from the 
bunch, keeping them face down […] 

2. Any one player says “SPLIT” whereupon all players turn their own tiles face 
up and proceed to form their OWN collection of connecting and intersecting 
words. The words may be horizontal or vertical, reading left to right or top to 
bottom. Each player may rearrange [their] own words as often as desired. Play-
ers DO NOT take turns, but play independently of each other and at the same 
time. 

3. When a player has none of [their] original letters left, that player says “PEEL” 
and takes a tile from the BUNCH. At this point ALL OF THE OTHER PLAY-
ERS MUST ALSO TAKE A TILE FROM THE BUNCH and add it to their 
collection of letters. 

4. At any time and as often as desired during play, any player may return a difficult-
to-use letter back to the center of the BUNCH, face down, but MUST TAKE 
THREE LETTERS IN RETURN. The player must declare this action to the oth-
ers by saying “DUMP”. This exchange does not affect the other players. 

5. Play continues until there are fewer tiles in the BUNCH than there are players. 
The first player with no remaining letters shouts “BANANAS!!!” and is the 
winner of that hand (Bananagrams 2021).  

 
2 See “Reference and Modality” in Quine 1953/1980. Burgess 1997 is an excellent analysis 
of the debate around Quine’s argument. It is true that Quine had other qualms about mo-
dality, but in this paper we discuss only the specific issue of de re modality. 
3 Modal normativism can be viewed as a continuation of metaphysical views that Thomas-
son has defended at length in earlier works, including Thomasson 2007 and Thomasson 
2015. 
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Some of these rules are stated as imperatives (e.g. “Place all 144 tiles face 
down on the center of table”). This way of presenting rules is limited, however. 
An imperative sentence cannot properly be used as the antecedent to a condi-
tional, for example, which can be inconvenient. What is more, while imperatives 
can be used to present obligations, they cannot be used to present permissions. So 
it is often helpful to present rules using modal verbs such as “must” and “may”: 

 
At any time and as often as desired during play, any player may return a difficult-
to-use letter back to the center of the BUNCH, face down, but MUST TAKE 
THREE LETTERS IN RETURN (Bananagrams 2021, emphasis added). 
 

Thomasson argues that modals are sometimes used in a similar way to ex-
press semantic rules. For example, it is a rule that the word “porcupette” is to be 
applied only where the term “porcupine” applies; one can express one’s commit-
ment to this rule using the sentence, “Necessarily, porcupettes are porcupines”. 
One might do this when teaching someone how to use the word “porcupette”, or 
when correcting someone’s incorrect usage of the term.4 In a similar way, one can 
use the word “possibly” and its cognates to convey that a certain statement is not 
ruled out by the semantic rules one accepts. For example, one might say, “Purple 
porcupettes are possible” to indicate that (whatever the laws of biology do or do 
not allow) none of our semantic rules preclude the application of “purple” to por-
cupettes.5 

It is a familiar point that we can talk of many different species of modality: 
deontic, metaphysical, physical, and so on. Let us call the species of modality just 
described semantic modality. The main thesis of Thomasson’s book can then be 
easily expressed: her claim is that metaphysical modality is semantic modality.6 
Thomasson summarizes her view in the following passage, emphasizing its value 
for epistemology: 

 
[…] modal questions do not require a special form of philosophical insight or in-
tuition into features of reality for their resolution. For properly understood, modal 
terms do not function to describe or track special modal features of reality that we 
must discover to render our verdict. Instead, they serve as perspicuous ways of 
mandating or enforcing, reasoning with, and renegotiating rules. Speakers who mas-
ter the relevant terms or concepts are in a position to acquire modal knowledge, 
given their conceptual and reasoning abilities and (in some cases) knowledge of em-
pirical facts. We require no form of special philosophical insight to undertake modal 
metaphysics, and we can see the work of the metaphysician as primarily on the 
conceptual side—not as discerning what the “essential” or “modal” features of 

 
4 In Thomasson 2013, Thomasson says that following the rules is constitutive of playing a 
game or using language; she backs off this claim in Thomasson 2020: 73.  
5 Thomasson (2020: 84-85) is explicit that “possibly” is used to express permissions “by 
making evident what is not ruled out by the requirements”, and that it is interdefinable in 
the usual way with “necessarily”. It is not clear whether there are any (non-derived) se-
mantic rules that express permissions rather than requirements. 
6 We should stress that “metaphysical modality is semantic modality” is our way of stating 
Thomasson’s view. Thomasson herself does not use the phrase “semantic modality”. 
Thomasson says that she hopes to understand “metaphysical modality in terms of deontic 
modality”—by which she means that means that sentences about what is metaphysically 
necessary or possible are to be understood as expressing one’s commitments to linguistic 
norms. 
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reality are, but rather as expressing semantic or conceptual rules and their conse-
quences in the object language, under conditions of semantic descent—or implic-
itly advocating for changes in the rules (Thomasson 2020: 6). 

 
3. Clarifications 

3.1 Object-Language and Meta-Language 

Thomasson would describe “Porcupettes are porcupines” as an “object-language 
expression” of a semantic rule. We think that in saying this Thomasson does not 
mean to assume a strict division between object- and meta-language, of the kind 
that one finds in mathematical logic. Rather, her point is that in the sentence 
“Necessarily, porcupettes are porcupines”, the word “porcupette” is used rather 
than mentioned. 

What does it mean to say that “Porcupettes are porcupines” is an expression 
of the rule that the word “porcupette” is to be applied only where the term “por-
cupine” applies? We suggest that, to a first approximation, this means that the 
sentence could be used by someone to manifest their understanding of the rule, 
and to impart that understanding to someone else. 

It seems that a sentence could be an “object-language expression” of a se-
mantic rule even if someone could understand the rule without recognising the 
sentence as an expression of it. A child, for example, might exhibit in particular 
cases an understanding of the rule associated with the phrase “prime number”, 
but struggle to understand the definition of this phrase, written out in the style of 
a professional mathematician. 
 

3.2 Logical Consequence 

Suppose that in my language the words “even” and “odd” are governed by the 
following two rules, respectively: 

Apply the term “even” to all and only those integers which are divisible by 
two without remainder. 

Apply the term “odd” to all and only those integers which are not divisible by 
two without remainder. 

In this case, there is no single semantic rule which forbids applying “even” 
and “odd” to the same integer. Nevertheless, we will presumably endorse the 
claim, “Necessarily, no integer is both even and odd”. Thomasson therefore holds 
that “Necessarily, φ” conveys that φ is “an object-language expression of an ac-
tual semantic rule (or a logical consequence of actual semantic rules)” (2020: 125, em-
phasis added). 

This leaves us with the tricky question of what it means to say that something 
is a “logical consequence” of semantic rules. If rules are construed as imperatives, 
this introduces the notoriously thorny question of what it means to say that an 
inference involving imperatives is “valid”.7 A further question is whether we can 
characterise the relevant notion of validity without appeal to the very modal no-
tions we are trying to explicate. This issue will reappear later in the paper. 
 

 
7 See Fillion and Lynn 2021 and Parsons 2013 for philosophical discussion of the logic of 
imperatives. 
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3.3 Metaphysical, Physical, Logical 

To repeat, the central claim in Thomasson’s book is that metaphysical modality is 
semantic modality. It is perhaps worth emphasizing that Thomasson is cautious in 
her claims about other species of modality.  

When one says that any two negatively charged particles must repel one an-
other, or that powerplants based on nuclear fusion are possible, one is not express-
ing one’s linguistic commitments. In her discussion of such claims about physical 
or nomological modality, Thomasson suggests a view on which physical laws “re-
flect norms of reasoning on the basis of empirical evidence” (2020: 121), but she 
does not commit herself to this suggestion. 

Thomasson discusses logical modality briefly. She rejects what she calls a 
“heavyweight” conception of logical modality (2020: section 5.3), and favors an 
“inferentialist” approach instead. We think this means that Thomasson prefers a 
broadly syntactic, or proof-theoretic conception of logical consequence—we will 
return to this question.8 
 

3.4 Expressing Norms vs. Describing Norms 

Here is an objection to Thomasson’s modal normativism. For Thomasson (or so 
the objection goes), the following two sentences are equivalent: 

(1) Necessarily, porcupettes are porcupines. 
(2) The rules of my language require that the term “porcupette” only be ap-

plied where the term “porcupine” applies. 
But (the objection goes on) this cannot be correct: (1) is a necessary truth,9 but (2) 
is a contingent truth, because the rules of my language could have been different. 
Since (1) is necessary and (2) is contingent, they cannot be equivalent in the way 
Thomasson claims. 

This objection misunderstands Thomasson’s view. She does not claim that (1) 
and (2) mean the same thing. One the contrary, sentence (2) is a description of the 
rules of my language. With sentence (1), on the other hand, I express my commitment 
to certain norms; I don’t describe those norms (Thomasson 2020: section 1.4). 

 
3.5 Use, Function, Meaning 

So far, we have been describing Thomasson’s account of the use or function of 
modal talk. There is, of course, a further question about what modal words mean. 
Thomasson adopts an inferentialist theory of the meaning of modal language, and 
gives introduction and elimination rules for “necessarily”: 

 

 
8 Thomasson approvingly cites inferentialist views of logical consequence, as articulated in 
Restall 2005 and Ripley 2013. It is an interesting question whether such inferentialist ap-
proaches can be extended to cover imperatives. 
9 That (1) is a necessary truth (if it is true at all) is a consequence of the S4 axiom: 
 (£p → ££p). That the S4 axiom is valid for metaphysical necessity is not wholly uncon-
troversial: see Chandler 1976 and Salmon 1989. Thomasson herself does not challenge this 
assumption, however. 
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I: If p is an object-language expression of an actual semantic rule (or a logical 
consequence of actual semantic rules), then you are entitled to introduce: Neces-
sarily p, regardless of any subjunctive suppositions.10 
E: If you have Necessarily p as a premise, you may use p as a premise in your rea-
soning anywhere, under any subjunctive suppositions (Thomasson 2020: 83-84). 

 
Thomasson does not describe her view as “conventionalist” or “non-cogni-

tivist”. She characterizes her view as “simple realism”, for the existence of modal 
entities like modal propositions are justified by trivial inferences from uncontro-
versial truths.11 She writes: 

 
[T]he normativist position, as I see it, is one in which we get a straightforward 
first-order realism about modal properties and facts.  

But it is not a realism that takes modal facts and properties as explanatorily 
basic, treating modal truths as descriptions made true by modal facts or properties, 
and modal knowledge as being derived from detecting these modal features. In-
stead we work the other way up: we begin by understanding the function of modal 
discourse, use that to build an account of the meaning of ‘necessity’ (in terms of 
its inferential and epistemic role), use that (combined with a deflationary approach 
to truth and ontology) to account for modal truth, and explain our talk of modal 
facts and properties in terms of hypostatizations from necessary truths (Thomas-
son 2015: 151). 

 
4. Kripkean Problem Cases 

In Naming and Necessity (1980), Kripke argued that some truths are a priori and yet 
contingent, while others are a posteriori and yet necessary. Some of Kripke’s ex-
amples appear to be counterexamples to modal normativism. In this section, we 
will introduce the problem of the contingent a priori, and describe Thomasson’s 
solution. A posteriori necessities will be discussed in section 5. 

Here is a broadly Kripkean example of the contingent a priori.12 Suppose it to 
be a rule that “Jo” refers, rigidly, to the first person to summit Everest. “Jo was 
the first person to summit Everest (if anyone was)” is then a priori. However, it is 
also contingent, for Jo could have chosen a safer hobby, and never gone near 
Everest. This might appear to be a counterexample to Thomasson’s theory: “Jo 
was the first person to summit Everest (if anyone was)” is a consequence of se-
mantic rules, but it is not necessary. 

Thomasson’s response begins with the observation that there are conditional 
rules. Let us look at a non-semantic example first. Suppose that the owner of the 
café says to an employee, “If Ashni comes in, give her a cup of tea on the house”. 
Then if Ashni does indeed enter the café, the rule comes into force and the em-
ployee is required to give her a cup of tea on the house. If Ashni does not enter 
the café, the rule does not come into force and no obligation is created. In such 
cases, we might distinguish the rule’s condition from its content: 

 
10 This formulation differs from the formulation in Thomasson 2013 only in replacing “con-
stitutive semantic rule” with “actual semantic rule”. 
11 See Thomasson 2020: 90; 2015: ch. 3. 
12 The example is inspired by Evans’ (1979) well-known discussion of the name “Julius”. 
The example bears some similarity to Kripke’s discussion of “metre”, for which see Kripke 
1980: 54-56 and Thomasson 2020: section 4.4. 
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• Condition: Ashni enters the café. 
• Content: Ashni is to be given a cup of tea on the house.13 

Conditional rules can also be schematic. For example, our café owner might say, 
“If any customer pays with a credit card, charge them an extra 10%”. This condi-
tional rule might be written out in the following way: 

• Condition: x is a customer who pays by credit card. 
• Content: x is to be charged an additional 10%. 

In such cases, we say that the conditional rule has instances. For example, the 
following is an instance of the rule just mentioned: 

• Condition: Chantal is a customer who pays by credit card. 
• Content: Chantal is to be charged an additional 10%. 

Now back to our mountain climber. Thomasson would say that the semantic rule 
in this example is conditional: 

• Condition: x was the first person to climb Everest. 
• Content: The name “Jo” may be applied to x.14 

In light of such rules, Thomasson’s account of metaphysical necessity can be 
slightly refined: 

When one says “Necessarily, φ”, one conveys that φ is an object-language 
expression of (an instance of) an unconditional semantic rule, or the content 
of (an instance of) a conditional semantic rule whose condition is true, or a 
logical consequence of some combination of these. 

Refined in this way, Thomasson’s account no longer implies that the sentence 
about Jo is necessary, and the counterexample is defused. 

We believe this to be an elegant account of this example. Necessary a posteriori 
truths are, however, more challenging. 
 

5. Identity and De Re Modality 

Let us consider Thomasson’s treatment of de re modality. Following Dummett 
(1973/1981), Geach (1962), and others, Thomasson believes that every proper 

 
13 Thomasson does not exactly format her rules in this way. Instead, she uses parentheticals 
to specify the empirical condition, as in: (If Ashni enters the café, then) Ashni is to be given 
a cup of tea on the house. We find the formatting where conditions and contents are listed 
separately easier to read. Thomasson (2020: 95, fn4) acknowledges that Sidelle’s (1989) 
conventionalism, which makes similar moves, is an important precursor to modal norma-
tivism. 
14 Some readers will perhaps suggest two-dimensional semantics as a way of modelling 
rules like this (Schroeter 2021). We think, however, that it would be problematic for 
Thomasson to appeal to two-dimensional semantics at this stage in the discussion. Two-di-
mensionalists use possible worlds in their semantic theory. This means that two-dimen-
sional semantics is available only when the notion of a “possible world” has already been 
adequately explained. The modal normativist wishes to explicate modal notions by appeal 
to semantic rules; it would be circular to explain the semantic rules in turn using modal 
notions. Thomasson herself recognizes this point in a footnote (2020: 94, fn3). This is not 
to say that modal normativism is incompatible with two-dimensional semantics. Rather, 
the claim is that the modal normativist must have some account of semantic rules that does 
not assume modal notions. 
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name is associated with a sortal term.15 Suppose for example that one morning an 
expert ornithologist (who is incidentally also a renowned logician) sees a sooty 
grouse, and introduces the name “Annie” with the stipulation that it refer to that 
grouse. The name “Annie” is then associated with the sortal term “grouse”. To be 
more specific, it is now a semantic rule that the word “Annie” should not be ap-
plied to anything that is not a grouse. Now “grouse”, being a sortal term, is asso-
ciated with “application conditions” (i.e. rules specifying when something may 
be labelled “grouse”) and “co-application conditions” (i.e. identity conditions: 
rules specifying what it is for grouse x and grouse y to be the very same grouse).  

This system of rules can be expressed using modal statements involving the 
name “Annie”. For example, we have: 

Annie is necessarily a grouse. 

If it is part of the application conditions for “grouse” that the predicate should 
only be applied to animals, we also have: 

Annie is necessarily an animal. 

If it is part of the co-application conditions for “grouse” that one grouse cannot 
be in two places at once, we have: 

It is not possible for Annie to be in two places at once.  

However, no linguistic rule forbids us from applying the name “Annie” to a pur-
ple thing; hence: 

Annie could have been purple. 

We are now in a position to say that Annie has modal properties: Annie is neces-
sarily a grouse but possibly purple. In this way, Thomasson seeks to explain de re 
modality within the modal normativist theory. 

But there are problems with this approach. Suppose that on some later day, 
our ornithologist-cum-logician sees a bird in the distance. They can see clearly 
enough that it is a bird, but they are unable to ascertain the species. Perhaps it is 
a grouse; perhaps it is a pheasant. The ornithologist introduces the name “Ben-
nie”, stipulating that it is to refer to that bird.  

Now the ornithologist does not know this, but in fact Annie is Bennie. (Did 
you see that twist coming?) Consider the identity statement: 

Annie = Bennie 

Is this identity statement an object-language expression of a semantic rule, or of 
some a logical consequence of some semantic rules? There is a strong case to be 
made for a negative answer to this question. In the story, the ornithologist is fully 
apprised of all the relevant semantic rules, and is a talented logician. However, 
they have no way of knowing that the identity statement is true. The identity 
statement is not, one might infer, an expression of a semantic rule, or a logical 
consequence of semantic rules. 

If this line of thought is correct, modal normativism implies that we should 
reject the statement “Necessarily, Annie is Bennie”, which is contrary to the re-
ceived wisdom among metaphysicians and students of modal logic. 

And it gets worse. Consider the following sentences: 

(3) Necessarily, Annie is a grouse. 

 
15 This view was articulated and independently motivated in Thomasson 2007: section 2.3. 
The application and co-application conditions admit of vagueness, as should be expected. 
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(4) Necessarily, Bennie is a grouse. 

It seems that, as modal normativists, we should endorse (3): the name “An-
nie” was after all introduced with the stipulation that it refer to a grouse. What 
about (4)? Our ornithologist is not in a position to know that Bennie is a grouse, 
even though they are fully appraised of all the relevant semantic rules, and are 
logically competent. So it would seem to be consistent with the semantic rules 
that Bennie not be a grouse, and so (4) should be rejected, it seems. 

This has a number of puzzling consequences. First, the modal normativist is 
now apparently forced to deny that the law of the substitutivity of identicals is 
applicable in modal contexts. If Quine is right, this in turn implies that it does not 
make sense to “quantify in” to modal contexts (Quine 1953/1980). Second, the 
modal normativist is apparently stuck with the conclusion that an object in itself, 
independently of how it is labelled, can have modal properties. Qua Annie, our bird is 
necessarily a grouse; qua Bennie, the bird is not necessarily a grouse. On this view, 
it seems, it is primarily the names that have modal properties; the bird itself has 
modal properties only derivatively. 
 

6. Thomasson’s Response 

Thomasson responds to such cases by describing a new semantic rule, as follows: 
 

Where a = b, any name “a” that properly applies to a may be applied to b (Thomas-
son 2020: 110). 

 
Let us call this the “Identity Rule”. Since this is crucial to the argument in the 
remainder of the paper, we hope that a certain amount of pedantry will be per-
mitted. The Identity Rule is conditional, so let us explicitly separate the condition 
and the content: 

• Condition: a = b 
• Content: Any name “a” that properly applies to a may be applied to b. 

Our first point is that it is hard to know what to make of this expression: any name 
“a”. It looks like a quantifier introducing a new bound variable (as in “∀x”)—but 
the symbol “a” has already occurred in the condition. We suspect that this is a slip, 
and that the underlined “a” can be removed: 

• Condition: a = b 
• Content:  Any name that properly applies to a may be applied to b. 

Second, Thomasson might appear to be distinguishing cases in which a name 
“may be applied” to an object from cases in which a name “properly applies” to 
an object. But no explanation of this distinction is given. We suspect therefore 
that this is a case of “elegant variation”, and the Identity Rule may be rewritten: 

• Condition: a = b 
• Content: Any name that may be applied to a may be applied to b. 

Enough pedantry. Now let us put the Identity Rule to work. Following Thomas-
son’s discussion (of a slightly different example), we argue as follows. First, we 
note that the following is an instance of the Identity Rule: 

• Condition: Annie = Bennie 
• Content: Any name that may be applied to Annie may be applied to Bennie. 
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As a matter of empirical fact, the condition obtains, and the following rule comes 
into force: 

Any name that may be applied to Annie may be applied to Bennie. 

As an instance of this universal generalization, we have: 

If “Annie” may be applied to Annie, “Annie” may be applied to Bennie. 

Presumably it is a consequence of semantic rules that “Annie” may be applied to 
Annie, so we have: 

“Annie” may be applied to Bennie. 

The object-language expression of this rule is then: 

Annie = Bennie. 

This identity statement has now been shown to be an object-language expression 
of a logical consequence of semantic rules, so we have: 

Necessarily, Annie = Bennie. 

And we can go further. Here is another instance of the Identity Rule: 

• Condition: Bennie = Annie 
• Content: Any name that may be applied to Bennie may be applied to Annie. 

Since this condition of this rule does in fact obtain, the rule comes into force, and 
we have: 

Any name that may be applied to Bennie may be applied to Annie. 

Now recall that we have the following rule for the proper use of the name “Annie”: 

The name “Annie” may only be applied to a grouse. 

This gives us: 

The name “Bennie” may only be applied to a grouse. 

The object-language expression of this rule is: 

Bennie is a grouse. 

We have now shown that this sentence is the object-language expression of a log-
ical consequence of semantic rules, so we have: 

Necessarily, Bennie is a grouse. 

We are now in a position to endorse the orthodox view, that true identity state-
ments are necessary. We are also able to say that the bird however it is named is 
necessarily a grouse—and so our claim to have accommodated de re modality is 
restored. 
 

7. A Further Problem 

Back at the café, the owner is giving the staff instructions about who can be given 
free buns. They begin: 

• Any customer aged over sixty-five may be given a free bun. 
• Any uniformed member of the armed services may be given a free bun. 
• Any customer who comes to the café more than three times a week may be 

given a free bun. 
The café owner then presents the following additional rule: 

• If x = y, and if x may be given a free bun, then y may be given a free bun. 
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The baristas are perplexed by this addition, and ask for clarification. The owner 
explains: 

Well suppose that Ashni is Ms. Shah. Then if one of the previous rules permits 
you to give a free bun to Ashni, this last rule tells you that you may also give 
a free bun to Ms. Shah. 

The baristas remain puzzled. If Ashni is Ms. Shah, then giving a free bun to Ashni 
just is giving a free bun to Ms. Shah—so of course, if one is permitted to give Ashni 
a free bun, one is also permitted to give Ms. Shah a free bun. The rule is a triviality: 
it does not change what one is permitted or forbidden to do in the slightest. 

Our sympathies here are with the baristas. This café owner’s rule (if it makes 
sense at all) is a triviality, which makes no difference to the baristas’ obligations 
and permissions. We think that the Identity Rule is puzzling in a rather similar 
way: 

• Condition: a = b 
• Content: Any name that may be applied to a may be applied to b. 

To a first approximation, our concern is this. If a = b, applying a name to a just is 
applying that name to b—so of course any name that may be applied to a may be 
applied to b. The rule seems to be, like that of the café owner, trivial. 

But the case is rather more complicated than this suggests, for it is open to 
Thomasson to reply that the rule is not trivial, for it has implications for the proper 
use of modal words: it allows us to endorse “Necessarily, Annie is Bennie” and 
“Bennie is necessarily a grouse”—sentences which we would otherwise reject. 

Indeed: we grant that the rule is not trivial. But we remain puzzled. As far as 
we can see, this rule makes a difference only to our modal talk. So what is the 
point of the rule? Perhaps it will be suggested that the rule somehow clarifies our 
modal talk; but this is at best doubtful. Recall that “Annie” is associated with the 
sortal “grouse” while “Bennie” is associated with the sortal “bird”. Assuming 
modal normativism, one would think it would be desirable to be able to express 
this difference between the two names by saying “Annie must be a grouse, but 
Bennie could be a bird of another species”. Thomasson’s Identity Rule precludes 
this. It thus seems to make it harder to express the rules of our language. The rule 
just gets in the way. So, again, what is the point of the Identity Rule? 
 

8. A New Approach 

We suspect that to make progress on this issue, we will have to get a better handle 
on the fundamental question of how rules are individuated. To see the issue, sup-
pose that our café owner issues the following two commands on two different 
occasions, and assume that Ashni is Ms. Shah:  

(5) “Give Ashni a free bun whenever she comes in”. 
(6) “Give Ms. Shah a free bun whenever she comes in”. 

Should we think rules in a “fine-grained” way, and say that (5) and (6) are differ-
ent rules? Or should we think of rules in a “coarse-grained” way, and say that (5) 
and (6) are two different formulations of the same rule? 

One—appealingly simple—view is that rules are sentences. On this view, (5) 
and (6) are obviously different rules.  

Alternatively, one might argue that (5) and (6) express the same rule by point-
ing out that, at all possible worlds, and at all times, and in all places, (5) and (6) 
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require the same actions.16 Necessarily, one acts in a manner consistent with rule 
(5) if and only if one acts in a manner consistent with rule (6). One might develop 
this suggestion by claiming that a rule is a class of all actual and possible actions 
consistent with the rule. On this view, one might say, a rule C is a consequence 
of a rule P just in case, necessarily, anyone who acts in a manner consistent with 
rule P also acts in a manner consistent with rule C.17 

What should the modal normativist say about this issue? We think that the 
coarse-grained, modal theory of rules just described has many virtues, but it is 
unlikely to appeal to the modal normativist. The modal normativist seeks to ex-
plicate modal notions by appeal to semantic rules; if semantic rules are themselves 
understood in modal terms, the account is objectionably circular.18 Hence, the 
modal normativist is likely to prefer the fine-grained view, on which rules are 
sentences. This approach has its own problems, however, as we will now explain. 

From a modal normativist point of view, what are the rules associated with 
a proper name such as “George Orwell”? In her discussion of this issue, Thomas-
son emphasizes the point that each name is associated with a sortal term: in our 
example, presumably, “person”.19 For Thomasson, the name “George Orwell” is 
associated with the following rule: 

The name “George Orwell” is only to be applied to a person. 

The term “person” is associated with application conditions and co-applications 
conditions, and these perhaps create further rules associated with the name 
“George Orwell”. If, for example, the application conditions for “person” include 
that the term should only applied to animals, we have the following rule: 

The name “George Orwell” is only to be applied to an animal.  

This cannot be the whole story, however. The rules we have so far mentioned 
are the same for all person-names. But surely there must be a rule associated with 
the name “George Orwell” which picks out one person in particular. Descriptivists 
would argue that there is a semantic rule to the effect that the name “George 
Orwell” refers to whoever satisfies some description—“the author of Animal Farm”, 
perhaps. However, Kripke (1980) argued forcefully that there is no such uniquely 

 
16 Note that Thomasson (2020: 135-37) follows Steinberg 2013 in adopting a “pleonastic” 
theory of possible worlds, which allows the existence of possible worlds to follow from 
“easy” arguments. 
17 Parsons (2013) and Fillion and Lynn (2021) develop modal accounts of imperatives ra-
ther like this, though more sophisticated. 
18 Here is an example, to show that the circularity here is genuinely problematic. Suppose 
that the word “Bennie” is governed by the following rule: 

“Bennie” may be applied to that bird, and “Bennie” may not be applied to anything else. 
Now suppose we ask whether Bennie is necessarily brown. Assuming modal normativism, 
this amounts to asking whether the semantic rules permit us to apply the name “Bennie” 
to something that is not brown. That is, does the rule just mentioned entail the that the 
name “Bennie” is to be applied only to a brown thing? Given the proposed modal concep-
tion of rules, that amounts to asking whether, necessarily, if a person applies the word 
“Bennie” only to that bird, then they only apply the word “Bennie” to a brown thing. But 
it is impossible to answer this question unless we already know whether that bird could 
have been brown—which is a variation of the question we started with. Thus, if we adopt 
a modal conception of rules together with modal normativism, the question “Is Bennie 
necessarily brown?” cannot be answered—which is an intolerable place to end up. 
19 See Thomasson 2007: sections 2.3 and 4.1. 
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identifying description, and Thomasson (while she disagrees with Kripke about 
many things) does not seem to disagree on this point. Once this descriptivist view 
has been rejected, the obvious alternative is that the rule in question associates the 
name “George Orwell” with a certain person, independently of any particular 
mode of presentation of that person. The rule, so to speak, reaches out and grabs 
the very object itself. 

How is this rule to be stated? We do not speak a Lagadonian language, in 
which George Orwell himself can appear in a sentence. To state the rule, we must 
identify the person using some linguistic expression that refers to him. This might 
be a demonstrative, a name, or even a description (used with care, so as not to 
backslide into descriptivism): 

(7) Apply the name “George Orwell” only to that person. 
(8) Apply the name “George Orwell” only to Eric Blair. 
(9) One and only one person wrote Animal Farm. Apply the name “George 

Orwell” only to him. 
Thus, even if the rule in question is independent of any mode of presentation, we 
need to use some mode of presentation in order to state the rule.  

If this line of thought is correct, the modal normativist must regard (7), (8) 
and (9) as three different formulations of a single rule—but this suggests a coarse-
grained conception of rules after all. We find this argument compelling, and hence 
think that the modal normativist must take a coarse-grained view. The challenge 
is to develop a version of the coarse-grained approach that does not presuppose 
some antecedent understanding of modality. 

From Thomasson’s point of view, the question that we have been discussing 
is really a question about the co-application conditions for the sortal “rule”: In what 
cases should two different sentences be regarded as variant expressions of one 
rule, and in what cases should they be regarded as expressions of two different 
rules? We will not offer a complete answer to this challenging question,20 but we 
do wish to suggest that the following should be one component of the co-applica-
tion conditions for “rule”: 

Given sentences x and y each of which expresses a rule, x and y are expres-
sions of the same rule if the two sentences are synonymous except perhaps in 
that they use different modes of presentation of the same object. 

This immediately implies that (5) and (6) are expressions of the same rule, and 
that (7), (8) and (9) are expressions of the same rule. 

And how are we to explain the requisite notion of consequence? As we said 
in section 3.3, from Thomasson’s point of view the most attractive approach is 
syntactic. However, we must accommodate the point that one and the same rule 
can be expressed in many ways. This suggests: 

Rule B is a consequence of rules A1, …, An just in case there are sentences B′, 
A′1, …, A′n where: 

• B′, A′1, …, A′n express the rules B, A1, …, An respectively. 
• There is a proof of B′ whose premises are all among A′1, …, A′n. 

 
20 Another challenging issue to be discussed is whether one can have distinct but logically 
equivalent rules. Happily, we need not settle the issue here. We are also happy that we 
need not discuss the application conditions. 
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We are now, at last, ready to present our proposed solution to the Annie/Bennie 
problem. 

In brief, the idea is this. A rule associated with the word “Annie” is that it 
refers to a certain grouse. A rule associated with the name “Bennie” is that it refers 
to that same grouse. It is a consequence of these two rules that the names co-refer. 
Now it is true that our ornithologist knows these two rules in such a way that they 
are unable to figure out that the rules have this consequence, but the rules do have 
this consequence even so. Something can be a consequence of semantic rules, 
even if this consequence relation cannot be recognized a priori. Let us go through 
this in more detail.  

According to the current proposal, one of the rules associated with the name 
“Annie” is that it may be applied to a certain grouse, and nothing else. This rule 
can be presented in different ways, but one of these presentations is: 

The name “Annie” may be applied to Bennie, and may not be applied to an-
ything else. 

Our ornithologist would be unable to recognize this as a correct expression of the 
rule, but it is a correct expression of the rule even so. Anyway, we have as an 
object-language expression of this rule: 

Annie = Bennie. 

Since this identity statement is an object-language expression of a semantic rule, 
we have: 

Necessarily, Annie = Bennie. 

And we can go further. One of the rules associated with the name “Bennie” can 
be written in this way: 

The name “Bennie” may be applied to Bennie, and may not be applied to 
anything else. 

(In most contexts this way of expressing the rule would be rather unhelpful, but 
this does not mean that it is not an expression of the rule!) Now this rule, together 
with the above rule for the name “Annie”, together entail: 

The name “Bennie” may only be applied to a thing to which “Annie” may be 
applied. 

But we have the following rule for “Annie”: 

The name “Annie” may only be applied to a grouse. 

Hence: 

The name “Bennie” may only be applied to a grouse. 

In the object language, this rule can be expressed thus: 

Necessarily, Bennie is a grouse. 

This undermines the argument, given in section 5, for the claim that the substitu-
tivity of identicals fails in modal contexts. 

 
9. Conclusion 

We do not pretend that this is a complete solution to Quine’s challenge. Many 
questions remain open: 

• What are the application conditions for the sortal “rule”? 
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• What are the co-application conditions for the sortal “rule”? 
• What are the rules of inference for the logic of imperatives? 
• Does the approach described work in all cases? 

We do hope to have persuaded the reader that this is a promising avenue for fur-
ther work, and that the modal normativist may yet be able to accommodate de re 
modality. 
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Abstract 
 

My topic in this paper is the relationships of metaphysical priority which might 
hold between the different alethic modal statuses—necessity, contingency, possi-
bility and impossibility. In particular, I am interested in exploring the view that 
the necessity of necessities is ungrounded while the contingency of contingencies 
is grounded—a scenario I call ‘necessity first’. I will explicate and scrutinize the 
contrast between necessity first and its ‘contingency first’ contrary, and then com-
pare both views with ‘multimodal’ and ‘amodal’ alternatives, drawing on David 
Lewis’s modal realism and Barbara Vetter’s potentialism as example cases. I will 
then defend the necessity-first point of view from a reversed version of Black-
burn’s classic dilemma against theories of the source of necessity. 

 
Keywords: Necessity, Contingency, Possibility, Grounding, Modality. 

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Does necessity go all the way down?—that is, are there necessary facts such that 
nothing grounds their necessity? Does contingency go all the way down?—that is, 
are there contingent facts such that nothing grounds their contingency? Is there 
both ungrounded necessity and ungrounded contingency? Or does neither notion 
reach down to the fundamental level of reality? 

My focus in this paper is on the relationships of metaphysical priority which 
hold between the different alethic modal statuses—necessity, contingency, possi-
bility and impossibility. To streamline the discussion, I will work primarily in 
terms of facts, understood as true propositions, so that the relevant modal statuses 
for facts are necessity (necessary truth) and contingency (contingent truth). Co-
opting the terminology of grounding theory for the time being, I am interested in 
the facts which comprise the ultimate ground of modal status—that is, in those 
facts which lie at the origin of the chain of metaphysical explanations for modal 
status (assuming that the chain has an origin). I am interested in particular in the 
idea that the necessity of necessities is ungrounded while the contingency of 
contingencies is grounded. 

I take it that the core element of modal theorizing is a distinction between 
the contingent and the non-contingent. With all facts necessary, modality trivial-
izes; with all facts contingent, it goes inconsistent. Accordingly I will take it as 
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common ground between the different views to be discussed here that there is a 
clear and exclusive distinction (although perhaps not an exhaustive or funda-
mental one) between the contingent facts and the necessary facts. That is all I 
will need to assume in order to investigate the metaphysical order of priority be-
tween the two sides of the distinction. 

Although questions about the relative metaphysical priority of necessity 
and contingency have been neglected, recent work has started to address them. 
Rosen (2006) puts forward a conception of contingency as the ‘default status for 
propositions’, with necessity understood as a kind of deviation from the default. 
In A. Wilson (2020) I dubbed this conception ‘contingency first’ and argued for 
an alternative conception, ‘necessity first’. Necessity first says, at a first pass, 
that necessity is basic while contingency is derivative. 

In sections 2 and 3 I will explore the distinction between necessity-first and 
contingency-first views and contrast both views with their ‘amodal’ and ‘multi-
modal’ competitors. In section 4 I apply the ground-theoretic version of the con-
trast to Lewisian modal realism, contrasting necessity-first and amodal interpre-
tations of modal realism and suggesting that Lewis may have converted from 
the latter to the former in between his early and mature work on modality. In 
section 5 I apply the contrast to a very different theory of modality—Vetter’s re-
duction of modality to potentiality—and again I distinguish necessity-first and 
amodal versions of Vetter’s view. In section 6 I will defend the necessity first 
approach from an objection which (to my knowledge) has not yet been dis-
cussed in the literature: a reversed version of Blackburn’s classic dilemma 
against theories of the source of necessity. Section 7 is a conclusion. 

 
2. Duality and Priority 

One of the most familiar features of modal thinking is the duality of possibility 
and necessity. Possibility entails not-necessarily-not-ness; necessity entails not-
possibly-not-ness. These familiar entailments are often informally regarded as re-
flecting complete metaphysical equivalences: to be possible is just to be not neces-
sarily not the case, and to be necessary is just to be not possibly not the case, such 
that while each modal notion is definable in terms of the other, neither is prior to 
the other. But this metaphysical egalitarianism is not obligatory: we might instead 
offer a theory according to which possibility remains prior to necessity, or vice 
versa, yet which nevertheless explains the relevant entailments. For example, we 
might imagine that necessity can be reductively explained in terms of possibility, 
or vice versa, in a way which secures—and thereby explains—their duality.1 

Let us then explore the consequences of denying the metaphysical equiva-
lence of possibility and necessity. Here we follow a path recently explored by Gid-
eon Rosen, who has defended an inegalitarian view of modality which makes pos-
sibility prior to necessity: 

 
[M]etaphysical possibility is, as it were, the default status for propositions. When 
the question arises, ‘Is P metaphysically possible?’ the first question we ask is 

 
1 Some inegalitarian views (e.g. Goswick 2015) recover duality only in a restricted range 
of cases. 
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‘Why shouldn’t it be possible?’ […] P is metaphysically possible unless there is 
some reason why it should not be—unless there is, as we say, some sort of obsta-
cle to its possibility. Moreover, the only such obstacle we recognize is latent ab-
surdity or contradiction (Rosen 2006: 23). 

 
I want to unpack this a little. 

First, I would like to slightly reframe the passage without—I hope—altering 
its philosophical substance. Observe that everything Rosen says can be applied 
equally to a proposition P and to its negation not-P. If some obstacle is required 
to defeat the possibility of P and some obstacle is also required to defeat the pos-
sibility of not-P, then in the absence of any obstacle each of P and not-P is pos-
sible. It follows that in the absence of any obstacle P is contingent: that is, some 
obstacle is required to defeat P’s contingency. This observation enables us to 
harmlessly shift the terms of discussion from propositions and their possibility to 
facts and their contingency, as follows: 

Metaphysical contingency is, as it were, the default status for facts. When the 
question arises, ‘Is F metaphysically contingent?’ the first question we ask is 
‘Why shouldn’t it be contingent?’ […] F is metaphysically contingent unless 
there is some reason why it should not be—unless there is, as we say, some 
sort of obstacle to its contingency. Moreover, the only obstacles we recog-
nize are latent absurdity or contradiction in its negation. 

We can even more quickly move from contingency as a default to possibility as 
a default, since contingency entails possibility. I will therefore set aside Rosen’s 
possibility-of-propositions framing and work in terms of contingency of facts for 
the rest of this paper. Everything I say about contingency first applies to Rosen’s 
possibility-first vision too. 

Second, notice that Rosen puts all but the first of his claims in the epistemic 
register. A question arises about some fact’s contingency; to answer it, we ask 
another question about whether there are obstacles to that fact’s contingency; if 
we recognize any such obstacles, we regard the fact as non-contingent. For an 
obstacle to play this epistemic role, it doesn’t have to explain the fact’s non-
contingency; it could in principle be merely correlated with non-contingency. 
The presence of suitable obstacles could then, in principle, be a sufficient condi-
tion for the non-contingency of a fact without explaining that fact’s non-
contingency. But I take it this is not what Rosen has in mind; his choice of term 
‘obstacle’ suggests a substantial sense in which the presence of the obstacle pre-
vents the contingency of the fact. I will interpret Rosen as intending that an ob-
stacle must explain a fact’s non-contingency. 

In what sense could latent absurdity or contradiction in a fact’s negation 
explain its non-contingency? Any modal or nomological analysis of obsta-
clehood is obviously a non-starter; instead we will need to apply some kind of 
metaphysical explanatory notion to pick out some respect in which the obstacle 
in question explains the non-contingency of any fact for which that obstacle is 
present. We can rework the passage to make this explicit: 

Contingency is the default status for facts. F is metaphysically contingent un-
less there is some metaphysical explanation of its not being metaphysically 
contingent. Moreover, all metaphysical explanations for a fact’s not being 
metaphysically contingent involve latent absurdity or contradiction in the 
fact’s negation. 
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Rosen’s talk of ‘obstacles’ and ‘reasons’ is clearly intended just as a first 
pass at clarifying the idea of possibility as a default. In the next section, I will 
offer a more systematic treatment by applying the ideology of grounding theory 
to characterize obstacles to contingency. 

An alternative option for understanding the notion of a default would have 
been to deploy the notion of structure, or concept-fundamentality, which Ted 
Sider has introduced in recent work. Sider’s structurality predicate can be ap-
plied to entities from any category, including modal operators. We might then 
say, for example, that the ◊ operator signifying possibility is more structural than 
the □ operator signifying necessity, and that necessity must be given a metaphys-
ical semantics in terms of possibility. To focus our question entirely on the role 
of modal operators has one significant disadvantage, however: it stacks the deck 
against views of modality, most notoriously the modal realism of David Lewis, 
which deny modal logic and its operators any special authority in modal theo-
rizing. In his early papers on counterpart theory, in On the Plurality of Worlds, 
and in his correspondence, Lewis consistently resists formulating significant 
metaphysical claims in the language of modal logic, preferring instead to quanti-
fy directly over possibilia. While modal realism might be overlooked as an outli-
er, other more recent treatments, including the potentiality-based approach of 
Vetter (2015), also seek to account for modality in terms of a basic modal ideol-
ogy which outstrips what can be expressed in terms of □ and ◊. In the next sec-
tion I will formulate the key principles of this paper in terms of the more gener-
alized notion of metaphysical grounding amongst modal facts, rather than fo-
cusing exclusively on the status of the modal operators. 
 

3. Necessity First 

In this section I will focus on one particular approach to explicating the necessity-
first line of thought, an approach which makes use of the notion of metaphysical 
ground and of the grounding-theoretic conception of fundamentality as unground-
edness. On this understanding, Rosen’s ‘obstacles’ are what in A. Wilson 2018 I 
called metaphysical preventers—grounds for something’s not being the case. 

Here is one way of capturing the distinction I have in mind:2 

Necessity first: The necessity of necessary facts is ungrounded; the contin-
gency of contingent facts is grounded. 

Contingency first: The contingency of contingent facts is ungrounded; the ne-
cessity of necessary facts is grounded. 

Contingency first captures Rosen’s idea of contingency as a default, as unpacked in 
the previous section. If there is no ground for a fact’s non-contingency, then it is con-
tingent. Contingency first adds a claim about fundamentality which is not explicit in 
Rosen’s discussion but is, I think, congenial to it: contingency is fundamental. 

Notice immediately that what is said by each principle to be grounded or un-
grounded is a fact’s modal status, rather than the fact itself. What the necessity-first 
view says is that, for any given fact which is necessary, there is nothing which 
grounds that it is necessary, whereas for any given fact which is contingent, there is 

 
2 These definitions resemble but extend those in A. Wilson 2020: 14. 
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something which grounds that it is contingent. Necessity first does not say that all 
ungrounded truths are necessary: it permits contingent ungrounded truths, so long 
as their contingency has some ground. This point should hopefully pre-empt any 
worries about the potential violation by the necessity-first view of a popular princi-
ple connecting fundamentality and possible recombination—often called ‘Hume’s 
dictum’ (Wang 2016, J. Wilson 2010). According to the version of Hume’s dictum 
I have in mind, the fundamental elements, whatever they may be, stand in a con-
tingent pattern of fundamental external relations. Since the necessity-first approach 
permits contingent fundamental truths—for instance, that some particular funda-
mental chancy disposition does or does not activate on some occasion—there is no 
obstacle to free recombination holding between these truths. The recombination 
principle—even the necessity of the recombination principle—might be fundamen-
tal. So there is no clash between necessity first and Hume’s dictum. 

Contingency first says that the contingency of contingent truths is unground-
ed, while the necessity of necessary truths is grounded; it permits ungrounded 
necessary truths, as long as their necessity has some ground. What is it for the 
modal status of a truth to have a ground? The grounds of F’s necessity can’t just 
be the grounds for ‘necessarily F’—since, if F is itself grounded, then something 
might be a ground of ‘necessarily F’ indirectly, by being a ground of F which itself 
has nothing to do with F’s necessity. Consider the fact that Mars is Mars; this fact 
is a ground of the fact that everything is self-identical without (presumably) being 
a ground of the necessity of everything’s being self-identical. We need, I think, to 
factor out contributions made to the grounding of ‘necessarily F’ by grounds for F 
that are not grounds of F’s necessity. We can do this using the concept of a 
grounding set—the set of all possible partial grounds for some fact. The grounding 
set for ‘necessarily F’ will include all the possible partial grounds for ‘F’ plus—
perhaps!—some others. This permits the following reformulation: 

Necessity first*: For necessary F, the grounding set for F is identical to the 
grounding set for necessarily F. For contingent F, the 
grounding set for F is a proper subset of the grounding set 
for contingently F. 

Contingency first*: For necessary F, the grounding set for F is identical to the 
grounding set for necessarily F. For contingent F, the 
grounding set for F is a proper subset of the grounding set 
for contingently F. 

I suggest that the contingency-first viewpoint as here explicated does a rea-
sonably good job of capturing Rosen’s informal characterization of possibility as a 
default. A proposition’s contingency, being ungrounded, is not even the kind of 
thing apt for explanation. Necessity, by contrast, requires a non-trivial ‘reason’: 
departures from contingency must be grounded.  

The necessity-first viewpoint inverts Rosen’s vision. The necessity of neces-
sary truths needs no grounding—no reason is required for a fact to be necessary—
while in contrast a reason is required for a fact to be contingent. The necessity-
firster asks: what accounts for reality’s variability with respect to this subject-
matter? They are committed to the answer that something or other does account 
for the contingency of contingent truths, although of course (in light of our very 
limited evidence base when it comes to fundamental metaphysical theorizing) we 
might not always be able to identify what that something might be. 



Alastair Wilson 

 

314 

The motivation for saying that some necessity facts are fundamental is, 
roughly, the thought that for some facts, to obtain just is to obtain necessarily. 
Then if such a fact is fundamental, so is its necessitation. Rosen’s term ‘default’ is 
getting at a very similar idea, I think: when something is the default status, one 
doesn't need an explanation of why it has that status at all, which is to say that its 
having that status adds nothing to its simply obtaining. And necessity might be the 
default status if obtaining with modal alternatives adds something to simply ob-
taining.  

It will be immediately apparent that the contrast between necessity first and 
contingency first is not exhaustive. An alternative approach takes as basic both the 
necessity of necessary truths and the contingency of contingent truths, with nei-
ther reduced to the other. I will call this the multimodal approach. 

Multimodal: The necessity of necessary facts is ungrounded; the contingency 
of contingent facts is ungrounded. 

The multimodal view encompasses any philosopher who endorses fundamental 
modality but who rejects substantive relations of metaphysical priority which 
might prioritize necessity over contingency, or vice versa—including, inter alia, 
Williamson (2013) and Stalnaker (2011). 

The main downside of the multimodal approach is that it offers no prospect 
of explaining the relationship between necessity and contingency. It is just a brute 
fact about the two notions that necessary truths are non-contingent, and contin-
gent truths are non-necessary. The duality of necessity and possibility is likewise 
assumed, not derived. By contrast, if contingency can be reductively explained in 
terms of lack of necessity (or vice versa) then this relationship can potentially be 
rendered unmysterious. 

Instead of being multimodal by including both ungrounded necessity and un-
grounded contingency, might fundamental reality be amodal by including neither? 

Amodal: The necessity of necessary facts is grounded; the contingency of 
contingent facts is grounded. 

The amodal view encompasses (as degenerate cases) most of those who adopt a 
deflationist, projectivist, conventionalist or otherwise anti-realist approach to mo-
dality (as long as they stop short of total modal eliminativism). This includes Sider 
(2011) and Cameron (2009), who argue that the distinction between the necessary 
and contingent is a matter of convention; if that is so, then there is neither necessi-
ty nor contingency at the fundamental level. Sidelle (1989) and Goswick (2015) 
adopt related approaches focused on de re modality in particular: the idea is that 
fundamental reality consists of non-modal stuff, the properties of which are not 
possessed necessarily or possessed contingently but merely possessed. De re mo-
dality is then accounted for partly in terms of the non-modal stuff with its non-
modal properties, and partly in terms of some other component such as our con-
ventions—making de re modality non-fundamental.  

It is not only anti-realists about modality, however, who endorse amodal ap-
proaches. Skow (forthcoming) defends what he calls the moodless theory of mo-
dality, an explicitly amodal theory which closely resembles Lewisian modal real-
ism while remaining neutral on the nature of the worldmate relation. Modal real-
ism itself has often been read as an amodal theory, though I will argue in the next 
section that both amodal and necessity-first interpretations of Lewis are defensi-
ble. Another realist version of amodalism is the view that necessity and contin-
gency are metaphysically interdependent, such that necessity is grounded in con-
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tingency while contingency is also grounded in necessity. The interdependence 
view permits a robust metaphysical explanation of duality, along the same lines as 
the contingency-first or necessity-first approaches. It also captures the egalitarian 
thought that (in light of their duality) it would be arbitrary to privilege either ne-
cessity or contingency in our metaphysical theorizing. But the interdependence 
view also requires some non-standard assumptions about the nature and logical 
features of ground (see Thompson 2016 for discussion), and properly exploring it 
would take us too far afield; discussion of the view must await another occasion. 

 
4. Example: Lewis’s Modal Realism 

In The Nature of Contingency (A. Wilson 2020: 13-14), I represented modal realism 
in general, and Lewisian modal realism in particular, as necessity-first approaches 
to modality. This involved making two claims: that the best version of modal real-
ism is a necessity-first version, and that Lewis himself intended his modal realism 
to be understood in a necessity-first manner. In this section I will first distinguish 
between necessity-first and amodal approaches to modal realism in general, and 
then present two rival interpretations of Lewisian modal realism: a necessity-first 
interpretation, and an amodal interpretation. 

Did Lewis see contingency as grounded in necessity, or did he regard both 
contingency and necessity as grounded in fundamental facts to which the statuses 
of ‘necessary’ and ‘contingent’ simply do not properly apply? In A. Wilson (2020) 
I interpreted Lewis as a necessity-firster. While I agree that necessity first corre-
sponds to Lewis’s mature view, the interpretive question is certainly not settled 
and I aim to say a little more about it in this section. In any case, exploring the ne-
cessity-first view in the context of a familiar theory of modality will be helpful in 
seeing how the distinction between the view and its rivals plays out in practice. 

First, we can set aside the contingency-first and multimodal interpretations, 
since I take it to be clear that Lewis would have rejected ungrounded contingency. 
It is uncontroversial that contingency is wholly an indexical phenomenon for 
Lewis: contingent propositions are identified as ‘irreducibly de se’ self-ascriptions 
of properties (Lewis 1979, 1986). In addition, there is no sense in which the fun-
damental ingredients of Lewisian modal realism—the totality of possible individ-
uals which link up spatiotemporally to compose the worlds—could have been dif-
ferent. Some of these possibilia have others as counterparts, of course, but there is 
no contingency in any counterpart relation either. There is only contingency—
indexical contingency!—in which counterpart relation we ourselves have hap-
pened to attend to. 

If contingency is non-fundamental in Lewisian modal realism, then it is not 
ungrounded. So contingency-first and multimodal readings of Lewisian modal 
realism can immediately be excluded. This leaves us with two possible versions of 
modal realism: a necessity-first version and an amodal version. 

According to the necessity-first version of modal realism, the entirety of the 
theory of modal realism is itself necessary. ‘There are possible worlds’ does have a 
modal status: necessarily true. Every fact has a modal status: non-indexical facts 
about the Lewisian pluriverse are necessary, while indexical facts about what 
world we ourselves inhabit are contingent. That there exists a wombat is neces-
sary; that there exists an actual wombat is contingent. 

Here is what I said in an introduction to a recent book to characterize the ne-
cessity-first approach to modal realism: 
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What modal realists do, against a theoretical background of purely necessary 
claims, is to locate an essentially indexical subject-matter as the source of contin-
gency […] There is no residual mystery concerning how indexical questions re-
main open once the non-indexical facts have all been fixed. The contingency of 
all contingent truths can in this way be explained wholly in terms of necessary 
truths (A. Wilson 2020: 16). 

 
Readers may doubt that contingency can really be explained in this way; I defer 
these concerns to section 6. 

According to the amodal version of modal realism, the entirety of the theory 
of modal realism lacks any modal status. Non-indexical facts about the modal re-
alist pluriverse simply obtain, neither necessarily nor contingently, while de se 
self-ascriptions of properties obtain either contingently or necessarily. That there 
exists a wombat is neither necessary nor contingent; that there exists a wombat in 
my world is contingent; that there exists something in my world is necessary. The 
only necessities are then those which are indexical but which nonetheless obtain at 
every world: necessarily something actual exists, necessarily everything actual is 
self-identical. Exactly how far this body of necessities extends will depend on the 
chosen flavour of modal realism. Different variants of amodal modal realism 
might for example treat truths of mathematics either as necessary or as neither 
necessary nor contingent, depending on how the relationship between mathemati-
cal truth and truth at a world is construed. 

The necessity-first version of modal realism recognises all the necessities of 
the amodal approach, as well as some additional necessities which correspond to 
the theory of modal realism itself. Necessity-first modal realism also recognises as 
necessary facts about which particular worlds there are, so long as we assume that 
this extensional information about modality is not included in the theory of modal 
realism itself (see Divers and Melia 2002 and A. Wilson forthcoming for further 
discussion). And necessity-first modal realism renders logic and mathematics nec-
essary without requiring any grounds for that necessity; it is enough that nothing 
grounds their contingency. 

I turn next to the interpretive question of whether Lewis intended an amodal 
or a necessity-first interpretation of modal realism. Amodal interpreters of Lewis 
include Skow (forthcoming) and Divers and Melia (2002); necessity-first interpret-
ers include Dorr (MS) and A. Wilson (2020). Cases can be made for both interpre-
tations. Lewis appears to explicitly endorse an amodal approach in his initial pa-
pers on counterpart theory and in letters written around the same time. However, 
in his considered presentation of modal realism in On the Plurality of Worlds he 
avoids any explicit statements of the amodal approach, and instead his remarks 
strongly suggest a necessity-first interpretation. One plausible suggestion, floated 
by Dorr, is that Lewis changed his mind on this point in the intervening decade-
and-a-half. 

In “Counterpart Theory and Quantified Modal Logic”, Lewis presents coun-
terpart theory via a translation schema for sentences of quantified modal logic, 
showing how to eliminate all modal operators from such sentences in exchange 
for the predicates of counterpart theory. He does not address the modal status of 
of his ontology of worlds and their possibilia contents directly, but counterpart 
theory is said to draw on ‘our all-purpose, extensional logic’ provided ‘with predi-
cates, and a domain of quantification suited to the topic of modality’ (Lewis 1968: 
113). This strongly suggests an amodal reading of the modal realist project: the 
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reductive base concerns only what is and what it is like, not what must be or what 
it must be like. In a letter to Alvin Plantinga from the same period, Lewis express-
es a more explicit commitment to an amodal reading of modal realism, though 
posed in a linguistic mode: 

 
I would put it this way: just as the distinction between permanent and temporary 
truth doesn’t arise for a tenseless language, free of temporal indexicality, so the 
distinction between necessity and contingency doesn’t arise for a language which 
refers explicitly to possible worlds and, in addition, is free of world-indexicality 
(Lewis 1969: 256). 
 

By 1986 this explicitly amodalist language has completely disappeared from Lew-
is’s full-length presentation of his view. Instead, Lewis seems quite happy to refer 
to various components of modal realism as necessary. For example: 

 
Our contingent knowledge that there are donkeys at our world requires causal ac-
quaintance with the donkeys, or at least with what produces them. Our necessary 
knowledge that there are donkeys at some worlds—even talking donkeys, don-
keys with dragons as worldmates, and what have you—does not require causal 
acquaintance either with the donkeys or with what produces them. It requires no 
observation of our surroundings, because it is no part of our knowledge of which 
possible world is ours and which possible individuals are we (Lewis 1986: 112; 
emphasis in original). 

 
Lewis’s published writings leave some room for doubt on the interpretive ques-
tion. However, I think it is settled by recently published correspondence from 
around the same time. Here Lewis is explicit in signing up for the core idea of ne-
cessity first: 

 
On my analysis, possibility statements turn out to be existential quantifications; 
existential quantifications are true, when they are, because they have instances 
that make them true; so on my analysis it turns out true possibility statements 
need truth-makers. But also, on my analysis, necessity statements turn out to be 
universal quantifications; universal quantifications are true, when they are, be-
cause they have no counter instances to make them false; so on my analysis, it 
turns out that true necessity statements do not need truth-makers, but false ones 
need false-makers (Lewis 1987: 579). 
 
I want to conclude this section by connecting it with Lewisian modal real-

ism’s advanced modalizing debate. The so-called ‘problem of advanced modaliz-
ing’ stems from applying the Lewisian analysis of modality to ‘advanced’ modal 
facts about the modal status of the pluriverse or parts thereof. The amodal and ne-
cessity-first viewpoints therefore correspond to different strategies for solving the 
problem of advanced modalizing. The amodal modal realist sets aside advanced 
modal questions as ill-formed or otherwise incoherent, and therefore ends up re-
jecting some natural principles of modal logic (such as the T axiom) in full gener-
ality; see Parsons (MS) and Dorr (MS) for discussion. The necessity-first modal 
realist faces up to advanced modal questions, and seeks to answer them consist-
ently and coherently while ensuring that their answers come out non-contingent. 

Questions in the vicinity of advanced modalizing can be extended to other 
views of modality. A closely-related case is the quantum modal realism described 
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in A. Wilson (2020); there I adopt the necessity-first viewpoint and defend it on 
the grounds that it permits an application of the elegant and unified counterpart-
theoretic account of modal language developed by Dorr (MS). (Interestingly, re-
views by Divers (forthcoming) and Le Bihan (forthcoming) both argue that I 
should have instead developed my position in an amodalist manner.) Looking fur-
ther afield within the space of modal theories, we can ask Armstrong-style modal 
combinatorialists about the modal status of their principle of recombination, we 
can ask modalists about the modal status of their axioms governing the behaviour 
of the modal operators, and we can ask ‘magical ersatzers’ in the mould of Plant-
inga and van Inwagen whether there is contingency in the relation between their 
simple abstract worlds and the complex qualitative possibilities those worlds rep-
resent. Indeed, it seems that all realist views of modality have problems with their 
analogue of advanced modalizing—except perhaps for views which incorporate 
indefinite extensibility of the modal domain, as in Priest (2005). 

 
5. Example: Vetter’s Potentialism 

Vetter (2015) offers an influential account of modality which reduces modal 
facts—as formalized with □ and ◊—to facts about entities she calls potentialities. 
What is possible and what is necessary can be understood in terms of what poten-
tialities things have and do not have. Accordingly, in Vetter’s picture questions 
about the fundamentality of modal statuses become linked to questions about the 
fundamentality of existence and non-existence. 

Let us focus on the simplest cases, ignoring much of the complexity of Vet-
ter’s account.3 What it is for it to be possible for some simple to wobble is for the 
simple to have the potentiality to wobble. No potentiality to wobble, no possibility 
of the simple wobbling. With potentiality present, it is possible for the simple to 
wobble. As a result, whether the default scenario includes the possibility of sim-
ples wobbling depends on whether the default scenario includes simples with the 
potentiality to wobble. 

Now frame this in the terms of section 3. Contingency first says that the con-
tingency of contingent facts is ungrounded, while the necessity of necessary facts 
is grounded. Consider a hypothetical contingent fact C that the simple wobbles. In 
Vetter’s setting, the contingency of C would require both that the simple has a po-
tentiality to wobble and that the simple has a potentiality not to wobble. Thus C’s 
contingency places substantive demands on what exists and on what instantiates 
what: there must be at least two potentialities, and the simple must exist and pos-
sess them. It is not plausible that the fact that the potentialities exist and are pos-
sessed by the simple is ungrounded; at the very least, it is grounded in the exist-
ence of the potentiality, of the simple, and of the possession of the potentiality by 
the simple. I conclude that the contingency first and the multimodal approaches 
are both poor fits with Vetter’s potentialism. 

Now consider a hypothetical necessary fact N that the simple does not wob-
ble. The obtaining of N does not require any potentiality to not wobble; it merely 
requires that there be no potentiality to wobble. Thus N’s necessity does not entail 
that anything beyond the simple exists or instantiates anything. N’s necessity does 

 
3 In particular, I ignore iterated potentialities and joint potentialities. 



Necessity First 

 

319 

however impose a negative demand: the relevant potentiality must not be pos-
sessed by the simple. So, depending on whether negative facts are grounded or 
not, N’s necessity may or may not require a grounding in the fundamental. 

Consider the view that facts about nonexistence are grounded, for example in 
a totality fact (call it T). Then N’s necessity is grounded in T. So N’s necessity is 
grounded. This leaves us with an amodal approach to Vetter’s potentialism: both 
the contingency of contingent claims and the necessity of necessity claims are 
grounded, in whichever parts of reality ground existence claims and nonexistence 
claims respectively. 

Consider next the view that facts about nonexistence are ungrounded. Then, 
since N’s necessity amounts to the fact that the simple has no potentiality to wob-
ble, and since the fact that the simple has no potentiality to wobble is ungrounded, 
then N’s necessity is ungrounded. Putting this together with our previous conclu-
sion that contingency is always grounded, we obtain a necessity-first version of 
Vetter’s view. The default situation is the non-existence of any given potentiality; 
so the default situation is the lacking of any possibility of variation in the relevant 
respect; so the default situation is that reality be necessary in that respect. 

That is all I have to say by way of explication of the distinction between the 
necessity-first view and its contingency-first, amodal and multimodal rivals. In the 
remainder of the paper, I will defend the necessity-first view from an objection 
which challenges the necessity-firster’s reduction of contingency to necessity.  

 
6. The Reverse Blackburn’s Dilemma 

Blackburn (1986) develops a dilemma for would-be analyzers of modality. Either 
an account of modality appeals only to non-modal resources, in which case the 
analysis looks inadequate as ‘the original necessity has not been so much ex-
plained as undermined’, or it appeals to modal resources, in which case ‘there will 
be the same bad residual “must”’ (Blackburn 1986: 635). 

Various styles of response to Blackburn’s dilemma have been attempted. A 
popular approach is to reject the second horn, and maintain that it is acceptable to 
give a theory of modality in partly modal terms. Stalnaker has been a prominent 
proponent of such a non-reductive realism about modality (although his most re-
cent book (Stalnaker 2011) seems to drift closer to instrumentalism than to real-
ism). Another style of approach rejects the first horn. Cameron (2010) argues that 
necessities might be explained by contingencies: it is enough that necessarily some 
contingency or other explains a given necessity, even if there is no contingency 
which necessarily explains it. Such a scenario would seem not to undermine the 
original necessity in the way which Blackburn assumes. Setting the specifics of 
these responses aside, Blackburn’s dilemma presupposes the contingency-first 
viewpoint, and immediately evaporates if we adopt the necessity-first perspective. 
If necessity is a default status for propositions, ungrounded in anything else, then 
there is nothing more to say about what grounds it. 

The necessity-firster’s celebrations are short-lived. Necessity first gives rise to 
a reversed form of the dilemma, which will be the focus of this section: 

Reverse Blackburn’s Dilemma: Contingency can’t be accounted for; if it is 
accounted for in terms of contingent truths then there is a bad residual 
might-not-have and if it is accounted for in terms of necessary truths then 
the contingency has not been so much explained as undermined. 
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The original Blackburn’s dilemma says that neither necessary nor contingent 
propositions can be adequate grounds for the necessity of a proposition, because 
the former leave a new unexplained necessity and the latter cannot explain neces-
sity at all. The reversed dilemma says that neither necessary nor contingent propo-
sitions can be adequate grounds for the contingency of a proposition, because the 
former cannot explain contingency at all and the latter leave a new unexplained 
contingency. 

It appears that both of the strategies for addressing Blackburn’s dilemma out-
lined above can be extended to address the reverse Blackburn’s dilemma. The first 
horn is to maintain that contingency can be understood in terms of contingent 
truths, despite the apparent circularity this involves: non-reductive theories are an 
option for the necessity-firster just as for the contingency-firster. But non-reductive 
theories are disappointingly unambitious. I am more interested in the strategy 
which grasps the second horn of the reverse Blackburn’s dilemma, and maintains 
that contingency can be accounted for in terms of necessities. So: how is this pos-
sible? 

In the case of necessity-first modal realism, the relevant contingencies are 
self-ascriptions of properties like ‘inhabiting a world containing wombats’ and the 
relevant necessities are the principles of modal realism itself. Modal realism, inso-
far as it succeeds as a theory of modality, is in the business of identifying some 
necessary facts about a plurality of worlds and showing how they collectively 
make room for contingency. The way the worlds make room for contingency is by 
containing individuals which can be the subjects of self-ascriptions of objects. I 
think it is clear that the right thing for a modal realist to say in grounding terms is 
that necessity grounds contingency, taking the second horn of the reverse Black-
burn’s dilemma. The non-reductive approach involved in taking the first horn is 
especially unattractive given the modal realist’s prized goal of avoiding primitive 
modality. 

In the case of Vetter’s potentialism (understood as a necessity-first view), the 
relevant contingencies are patterns of activation of potentialities and the relevant 
necessities are facts about which actual basic potentialities there are and what they 
are like. Vetter does not envisage any meta-potentiality for the basic potentialities 
to be different, and as a result there is no contingency in what the basic potentiali-
ties are like. Potentialism, insofar as it succeeds as a theory of modality, is in the 
business of identifying some necessary facts about potentialities and showing how 
they collectively make room for contingency. The way the potentialities make 
room for contingency is by permitting a range of manifestations in a given circum-
stance, only one of which can actually occur. Again, I think it is clear that a poten-
tialist should say, in grounding terms, that necessity grounds contingency, again 
taking the second horn of the reverse Blackburn’s dilemma. 

In each case, it seems to me that the crucial step in accounting for contingen-
cy in terms of necessities is to conceive of the task not in terms of transforming 
some necessary facts into contingent facts—in a kind of modal alchemy—but ra-
ther in terms of showing how the fundamental necessary facts can collectively 
make room for the contingency of some further non-fundamental facts. What we 
can have in general is a (perhaps partial, perhaps not fully satisfying) how-possible 
explanation for the contingency of some truth in terms of some necessities. We do 
not have a (full) explanation for any particular contingency in terms of any partic-
ular necessity—but (we may insist) that is just because we don’t have a full expla-
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nation for any particular contingency at all. That is just what it is for them to be 
contingencies. 

 
7. Conclusion 

At least since Hume, the contingency-first approach has predominated. Contin-
gency is typically regarded as unproblematic, while accounting for necessity is 
seen as a deep philosophical problem. Modal realism and potentialism understood 
on the necessity-first model both invert this perspective and give a substantive ac-
count of contingency against a background of necessary truths. 

Regardless of the right way to interpret Lewis, Vetter, or any other metaphy-
sician, the categorization scheme of this paper has, I hope, helped to illuminate 
some very different ways to develop theories of modality. We can take necessity 
as a default and seek to give a constructive explanatory theory of contingency; we 
can take contingency as a default and seek to give a constructive explanatory theo-
ry of necessity. We can take both notions as primitive and irreducible; we can seek 
to reduce both notions to wholly non-modal foundations. It is a striking sign of the 
lack of consensus within contemporary modal metaphysics that all four approach-
es have their defenders. Not only is there no agreement on which theory of modal-
ity is correct, there is not even any agreement on what a theory of modality must 
explain.4 
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Abstract 
 

General consensus has it that contingencies lack the requisite modal umph to serve 
as explanations for the modal status of necessities. The central aim of this paper is 
to show that this received opinion is incorrect: contingent necessity-makers are in 
fact possible. To do so, I identify certain conditions the satisfaction of which entail 
the possibility of contingent necessity-makers. I then argue for two broad instances 
where these conditions are satisfied. Consequently, the associated necessities in fact 
have contingent necessity-makers. 
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1. Introduction 

Some time ago, Dummett claimed that the central philosophical problem about 
necessity is two-fold: “what is its source, and how do we recognise it” (Dummett 
1959: 169). Many, though most obviously Hale (2002, 2013), have understood 
the first of Dummett’s problems as demanding an explanation for necessity. This 
can either take the form of a local explanation of the modal status of a particular 
necessity—i.e., why it is that P is necessary—or a general explanation of the exist-
ence of necessities—i.e., why is that there are any necessities at all. 

More recently, Blackburn (1986) offered a dilemma for any potential re-
sponse to Dummett’s source problem. In brief: to explain the source of any neces-
sity, we must appeal to some fact, which itself is either necessary or contingent. 
But if the explanans is another necessity, then we have merely shifted the bubble 
in the carpet, leaving a “bad residual must”. Meanwhile, if the explanans is a 
contingency, then the explanation is doomed to failure, since its contingent nature 
makes it seem as if the “original necessity has not been explained or identified, so 
much as undermined”. Consequently, either the explanans “shares the modal sta-
tus of the original, and leaves us dissatisfied, or it does not, and leaves us equally 
dissatisfied” (1986: 54). 

Blackburn took his dilemma to motivate rejecting the realist project of explain-
ing modality in favour of a quasi-realist view, according to which modal statements 
are merely projections of our attitudes. Few realists have been persuaded. Instead, 



Nathan Wildman 324 

a body of literature has emerged discussing and dissecting Blackburn’s dilemma, 
spelling out various ways realists about modality can respond to it.1 Nearly all of 
these responses have focused on blunting the necessity horn. This is primarily 
because general consensus has it that contingencies “lack the modal strength to 
be necessity-makers” (Lange 2008: 122). Thus it is typically thought that, “if there 
can be any explanation of necessities at all—either of particular necessities, or of 
the existence of necessities in general—it can only be in terms of necessities” (Hale 
2013: 131). 

The central aim of this paper is to show that, contra received opinion, contin-
gent necessity-makers are possible. In fact, I will argue that the modal status of 
some absolute necessities turns out be explicable in terms of contingent matters. 

To do so, after spelling out some requisite preliminaries and background as-
sumptions (§2), I begin (§3) by quickly sketching and dismissing arguments from 
Hale and Hanks against contingent necessity-makers. I then proceed (§4) to offer 
a generalized, schematic argument, identifying certain conditions the satisfaction 
of which entail the possibility of contingent necessity-makers. Building on this, I 
go on to argue (§5) that (i) necessary contingent possibilities (i.e., necessities of the 
form “□◇(P)”, where the embedded fact P is itself not necessary), and (ii) qua-
object essence facts satisfy these conditions. Consequently, these metaphysical (and, 
plausibly, absolute) necessities have contingent necessity-makers. Finally, I con-
clude (§6) by anticipating some potential objections. 

Before moving on, a few clarifications are in order. First, the central question 
here is not whether there are any cases where P is explained by Q, but P is neces-
sary and Q contingent. Such cases are a regular occurrence, and do not warrant 
much investigation; for example, that (Socrates is wise or ¬(Socrates is wise)) is 
both necessary and explained by the contingent fact that Socrates is wise. Rather, 
what is relevant here are cases where the modal status of a necessary P is explained 
by some contingent Q—that is, where P is necessary because Q and Q is contingent.  

Second, because we are dealing with the relationship between modality and 
explanation, it will prove useful to talk as though being possible/necessary are fea-
tures of facts. This is simply for ease of expression, as we can rephrase the following 
in terms of propositions. However, doing so quickly becomes cumbersome. Addi-
tionally, for ease of readability, I will use standard modal operators to express 
modal status. So, I will express “P is necessary because Q” as “□P because Q”. 

Third, one initially plausible source of contingent necessity-makers are linguis-
tic conventions—indeed, Hale says it is “far from clear” how a non-conventionalist 
explanation of necessities via contingencies might run (2013: 128). Roughly, the 
conventionalist says that our linguistic conventions ground the meanings of our 
expressions, which in turn ground the analyticity of certain propositions. And, as 
all analyticities are necessary, we can trace the resulting necessity back down to 
our (contingent!) linguistic conventions. However, despite the initially attractive 
nature of this sort of approach, I avoid it here: the contingent necessity-makers I 
offer below have nothing to do with linguistic conventions.2 

 
1 See e.g. Hale 2002 and Cameron 2010 for general discussion of Blackburn’s dilemma, 
and Hale 2013, Hanks 2008, Lange 2008, Morato 2014, and Wildman 2017, 2021 for dis-
cussion of the contingency horn in particular. 
2 For some objections to linguistic conventionalism, see Quine 1936, Lewy 1976, Yablo 
1992 and Hale 2013: 117-31; for a defence, see Sidelle 1989. 
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Finally, we need to be careful about which necessities we target. Consider 
normative necessity. Plausibly, the fact that Bart is in pain is a complete explana-
tion for the fact that Nathan must help Bart. (This is an obvious extreme simpli-
fication, so feel free to complicate the set-up however you like—e.g., add that he 
finds no pleasure in the experience, his pain is due to being maliciously tortured 
by Wim, etc.) What is important is that, we’ve a prima facie instance of a contin-
gent fact—that Bart is in pain—explaining a normative necessity—that Nathan 
must help Bart. We might think this is job done. Problem: Normative necessity is 
non-alethic—there are lots of things that we ought to that we don’t in fact do. What 
we are after is providing a contingent necessity-maker for an alethic necessity. 

In fact, we’re after something even narrower: absolute necessities. Perhaps the 
most natural way to get a grip on the notion is to think of the various alethic, non-
epistemic necessities as part of a hierarchy ascending in strength, where a neces-
sity □1 is stronger than a necessity □2 iff all the □1 necessities are □2 necessities, but 
not vice versa. Absolute necessity is the necessity at the top of the hierarchy—that 
is, it’s the strongest necessity, such that every absolute necessity is also necessary 
in every weaker (alethic, non-epistemic) sense too.3 Thus, as Hale (2013: 98-113) 
puts it, □A is absolutely necessary iff for all alethic, non-epistemic senses of pos-
sibility, ¬◇¬A. 

This highlights why we are here interested in contingent necessity-makers for 
absolute necessities: if some absolute necessity can be explained in terms of contin-
gencies, then, because this necessity is also necessary in every weaker sense too, it 
follows that for all weaker necessities, there is a necessity of that type that is fully 
grounded in a contingency. So, if one absolute necessity has a contingent necessity-
maker, the same is true for every other (alethic, non-epistemic) necessity too!4 

Of course, the next natural question is, what is the extension of absolute ne-
cessity? This is a thorny topic, which I am not going to attempt to settle here. 
Instead, following Hale (2012, 2013), I will assume that broadly metaphysical ne-
cessities—i.e., necessities that hold in virtue of essence, as well as logical necessi-
ties—are absolute. So, if we can show that a broadly metaphysical necessity has 
a contingent necessity-maker, then we’ll have successfully proven that an absolute 
necessity has a contingent necessity-maker—and, given the previous paragraph, 
that at least one of every other necessity does too. 

 
2. Preliminaries 

A key first step for the following is to get a grip on the relevant notion of (non-
causal, metaphysical) explanation. Following recent usage, I do so in terms of 

 
3 So understood, it’s natural to call absolute necessity the “Hulk Necessity”, since it’s the 
strongest there is. 
4 Note that it isn’t mandatory to adopt the hierarchy view to make sense of absolute neces-
sity. Further, some—e.g. Fine (2002)—have rejected this modal monist picture altogether in 
favor of modal pluralism, according to which there are multiple, non-overlapping spheres of 
necessity. While pluralism would reduce the impact of my conclusions—it wouldn’t follow 
that, for every kind of necessity, there is at least one necessity which is grounded in a con-
tingency—the general result that some broadly metaphysical necessities are fully grounded 
in contingent facts is still striking. 
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grounding.5 Grounding can be taken either as identical to metaphysical explana-
tion, or as a relation that backs said explanations; I here officially remain neutral 
on this matter, though I will proceed as if the identification view holds. Notably, 
this is again for ease of expression, as my arguments can be rephrased, with only 
slight modification, with the “backing” view in mind. 

As I understand it, grounding is an irreflexive, asymmetric, transitive, hyp-
terintensional, and factive relation between facts, distinct from supervenience, en-
tailment, truth-making, and ontological dependence, which forms a strict partial 
order—a hierarchy of ground—where the (more) fundamental serves to meta-
physically explain the (more) derivative.6 

In parallel with explanation, we can distinguish between full and partial 
grounding. The former I express using the connective “<”, reserving “≺” for the 
latter. And while I will leave full ground undefined, I take the following to define 
partial ground:  

A ≺ C iffdf there is some (possibly empty) Δ such that A, Δ < C.7  

Note that Δ is not arbitrary; rather, it must be (in some sense) relevant to the 
grounded fact. This relevance constraint renders grounding non-monotonic. Fur-
ther, full ground imposes a sufficiency constraint: if some facts constitute a full 
ground of some other fact, then their obtaining must be sufficient (in the appro-
priate sense) for the grounded fact’s obtaining. Thus a fact’s full ground is bound  

 
‘from below’ by the sufficiency constraint, which forces us to put enough into a 
given collection of facts that they are jointly sufficient for the fact to be grounded. 
[And] it is bound ‘from above’ by the relevance constraint, which prevents us from 
enlarging the collection of facts that is to be the ground in arbitrary ways (Krämer 
& Roski 2015: 65).  

 
Additionally, full and partial ground are both many-one, in that they may take any 
number of arguments on the left-hand-side, but one on the right.8 This feature is 
useful to make sense of certain intuitive grounding claims. For example, A and B 
jointly fully ground the conjunctive (A & B) but, given irreflexivity, the best way 
to express the grounding claim is by treating it as “A, B < (A & B)”. 

While this sketch ignores several important controversies about the details of 
grounding (and metaphysical explanation), it represents a fairly standard way of 
approaching the notion, which suffices for present purposes.9 

 
5 This is not to say that Dummett or Blackburn would be happy with appealing to ground-
ing; however, it seems perfectly sensible to use recent developments in metaphysics when 
addressing problems concerning the foundations of modality. 
6 For broadly similar treatments of ground, see e.g. Audi 2012a, 2012b, Skiles 2015 and 
Fine 2012a. 
7 Fine (2012a) calls this partial strict ground. A consequence of this definition is that all full 
grounds are also partial grounds, and all partial grounds are part of some full ground. For 
similar definitions of partial ground, see Correia and Schnieder 2012: 21, Litland 2013: 20, 
Raven 2013: 194, Rosen 2010: 115, and Skiles 2015. 
8 Fine (2012a) defines partial ground as a one-one relation; however, the concept seems 
just as much many-one as full grounding, especially given that, as all full grounds are also 
partial grounds, the truth of “A, B < (A & B)” entails the truth of “A, B ≺ (A & B)”. 
9 See e.g. Correia and Schnieder 2012, Trogdon 2013, Wilson 2014, Bliss and Trogdon 
2014, and Raven 2015, 2020. 
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Importantly, with this characterization of grounding in hand, it is possible to 
define some key notions. First, a necessity-maker is a fact or plurality of facts that 
explain the modal status of some necessity; a contingent necessity-maker is a ne-
cessity-maker that only contingently obtains. Or, more explicitly:  

Γ is a necessity-maker for A iffdf Γ < □A 
Γ is a contingent necessity-maker for A iffdf  

(i) Γ< □A, and  
(ii) where S1…Sn are in Γ, ◇¬(S1 &… Sn)10. 

So, we will have a positive answer to our overarching question if we can show 
that some Γ is both a full ground for the modal status of some necessity and at 
least one of the facts that is in this plurality is contingent. 

 
3. Two Arguments against Contingent Necessity-Makers 

Before turning to our positive argument, it is useful to address two arguments 
against the possibility of contingent necessity-makers.  

In his attempts to explicate Blackburn’s dilemma, Hale (2002, 2013) offers 
the follow reconstruction of the contingency-horn. Assume that some contingent 
Q fully explains □P. Further, assume the S4 principles—specifically, that □P → 
□□P—and the following counterfactual principle: 

NCF: (B < A) → (¬B□→ ¬A)  

From Q’s fully explaining P together with NCF, it follows that (¬Q□→ ¬□P). 
This, together with the Q’s contingency, entails that ◇¬□P. Finally, the S4 prin-
ciple and ◇¬□P entails ¬□P. So, exactly as Blackburn suggested, it seems that the 
original necessity has not been explained but rather undermined by its contingent 
‘explanation’. 

This obviously is a significant challenge for any would-be contingentist. So 
what should they say in reply? 

In earlier work, Hale (2002: 302) seemed to think that this argument could 
be dealt with by denying the S4 principle, which he suggests ‘pretty directly begs 
the question’ against the contigentist.11 However, he later came to think that this 
was not a suitable response, at least with regards to explaining absolute necessities: 

 
[G]iven that our intention is to capture […] an absolute notion of necessity, it is rea-
sonable to require that the accessibility relation be universal—i.e. every world is acces-
sible from every world. [...] If there were worlds inaccessible from w at which p is false, 
then, since those worlds are possible (though not possible relative to w), p would not be 
true at all possible worlds without restriction—it would be true only at all worlds possible 
relative to w. In that sense, its necessity would be merely relative (truth throughout a 
restricted class of possible worlds) (Hale 2013: 130, his emphasis). 

 
Hale is correct—denying the S4 principle is not a sensible move (if one agrees with 
Hale about the nature of absolute necessity, of course!). Thankfully, there’s a more 
feasible reply available: deny NCF. Such a principle is, after all, subject to numerous 
counter-examples. For example, that Socrates is wise fully explains the disjunctive 
 
10 In the limit case where Γ is a single fact, then the ‘conjunction’ will consist of this fact 
alone. 
11 Hale says something similar in his 2013: 128. 
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fact that Socrates is wise or it is not the case that Socrates is wise, though the dis-
junction does not counterfactually depend upon Socrates’s being wise. Similarly, 
that Mira is in the room fully explains that someone is in the room, thought the 
latter need not counterfactually depend upon the former (e.g., because Amanda 
might be in the room as well). Finally, arguably, my phone’s being neon pink 
grounds its being pink, but its being pink does not counterfactually depend on it 
being this particular eye-catching, vapour-wave inspired hue. So, even if contin-
gentists accept the S4 principle, they still have a way to de-fang the above argument. 

Interesting, Hanks (2008) seems to anticipate this move. He suggests that, 
when it comes to explanations of necessities,  

 
[…] there are good reasons to deny that there are multiple potential grounds for the 
fact being explained. Suppose there are two potential grounds g1 and g2 for a fact f. 
The problem is what to say if both g1 and g2 obtain. One cannot happily say that one 
or the other is the sole ground for f, since the choice is arbitrary. […] Nor is it plau-
sible to say that g1 and g2 together are the ground for f, since that commits one to an 
embarrassing form of overdetermination. How could it be that g1 wholly accounts 
for f while at the same time g2 also wholly accounts for f? (Hanks 2008: 137). 

 
If Hanks is correct, then we should accept NCF after all (at least with regards to 
metaphysical explanations for necessities).12 

However, the overdetermination Hanks has in mind does not seem all that 
embarrassing. As Schnieder (2011: 458) points out, explanation (and, presumably, 
full grounding) is not exclusive—something can have multiple, distinct, full explana-
tions. Mira’s being in the room and Amanda’s being in the room are both full ex-
planations for the fact that someone is in the room. That snow is white and that 
grass is green are independent full explanations for the disjunctive fact that snow is 
white or grass is green.13 There is no arbitrary choice here: each of the facts that are 
serving as full explanations satisfy the sufficiency relevant mentioned in the previ-
ous section. And that’s how multiple facts can ‘wholly account’ for something. 

The upshot is that Hale and Hanks’ arguments should not deter would-be 
contingentists. Of course, it is one thing to rebut negative arguments, and another 
to make the positive case. The next section aims to do exactly that—or at least 
sketch what the structure of such a case would look like. 

 
4. A Schematic Argument for Contingent Necessity-Makers 

Take any fact P that is necessary. If it is such that P’s obtaining is at least part of 
the explanation for P’s being necessary, then P is a partial ground for □P. Simi-
larly, if there is some contingent Q which is at least a partial ground for P, then, 
by the transitivity of partial grounds, it follows that Q is a partial ground for □P. 
By the definition of partial grounds, this entails that there is some (possibly empty) 

 
12 Hanks agrees that NCF fails for causal explanations. 
13 One might worry that all of the above examples concern broadly ‘logical’, rather than 
‘metaphysical’ grounding. This is because, in all honesty, I often find it hard to think of 
non-controversial ‘metaphysical’ grounding cases that I find plausible (not just for this ex-
ample, but generally!). So, the logical cases are what come to mind because they are (less) 
disputable to my ear. With that in mind, those who find particular metaphysical grounding 
claims plausible are welcome to plug in their own examples here—the point is, I hope, 
sufficiently general to accommodate. 
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Δ which we can add to Q to get a full ground for □P. Due to Q’s contingency, the 
resulting plurality will satisfy our definition of a contingent necessity-maker. 

More formally: 

(1) P ≺ □P     Assumption 
(2) Q ≺ P     Assumption 
(3) Q ≺ □P     (1), (2), Trans. of ≺ 
(4) ◇¬Q     Assumption 
(5) Q, Δ < □P                  (3), def. of ≺ 
(6) ◇¬(Q & Δ)    (4), modal logic 
(7) (Q, Δ < □P)) & (◇¬(Q & Δ))  (5), (6), & I. 

Given our definition, (7) amounts to the claim that there is a contingent necessity-
maker for P, consisting of the plurality Q+Δ.14 

Of course, the argument turns on two conditionals. And clearly not every fact 
of the form “P is necessary” is going to be such that (i) the embedded, non-necessi-
tated fact P is at least a partial explanation for the fact’s modal status, and (ii) some 
contingent fact Q is at least a partial explanation for P. But, if any necessities satisfy 
these conditions—that is, if there is even one instance where this is the case—then 
the above will kick in, and it will follow that contingent necessity-makers are possible. 

As I will argue below, I believe that a range of necessities satisfy these con-
ditions, providing justification for the assumptions in the above argument. 

Before we turn to the cases, let me briefly note that, simply by formulating 
this schema, the would-be contingentist has made some gains. Specifically, we’re 
now in a position to know exactly what sort of case we should be looking for, as 
well as how the overall necessity-making will (if everything goes well!) play out. 

 
5. Two Ways of Filling in the Schematic Argument 

As mentioned above, I believe that there are at least two broad ranges of necessi-
ties that we can plug into the above schema—i.e., two broad ranges of metaphys-
ical/absolute necessities that have contingent necessity-makers. 

 
14 The above schema relies on the transitivity of partial grounding, which some contest. 
Thankfully, this worry can be accommodated by (i) dropping the appeal to transitivity of 
partial grounding and (ii) instead using a weaker full-to-partial transitivity principle: 

FTP: If A<B and B≺C, then A≺C.  
FTP has intuitive appeal: if A is both relevant to and sufficient for B, and B is relevant but 
not sufficient for C, then A will also be relevant (though not sufficient) for C. Further, it 
does not entail that partial grounding is transitive. 

Adopting FTP, we can re-formulate the general argument to apply to any contingent Q 
which is a full ground for P’s truth, like so: 

(1) P ≺ □P                   Assumption  
(2) Q < P    Assumption 
(3) Q ≺ □P    (1*), (2*), FTP 

(4) ◇¬Q    Assumption 
(5) Q, Δ < □P    (3*), df. of ≺ 
(6) ◇¬(Q & Δ)    (4*), modal logic 

(7) (Q, Δ < □P)) & (◇¬(Q & Δ))  (5*), (6*), & I. 
Notably, the cases presented in the following section also fit this modified schema. 
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First, consider necessary contingent possibilities, i.e., necessities of the form 
“□◇(P)”, where the embedded fact is itself not necessary. Necessities of this type 
are guaranteed to have contingent necessity-makers, meaning that there are at 
least some instances where the argument succeeds. 

To see why, consider a particular instance of this necessity-type, e.g. [□◇(my 
dog Jobke is hungry)]. Here is one plausible story about how this complex fact is 
fully grounded: it is fully grounded in the plurality consisting of the possibility 
fact, [◇(Jobke is hungry)], together with something like a universally quantified 
conditional fact that is/expresses a (modal) metaphysical law: 

S5: For all facts X, if ◇X, then □◇X. 

Importantly, S5 itself is not and cannot be a full ground for □◇(Jobke is hungry); 
it is a conditional, and we need to satisfy the antecedent as well as have the con-
ditional in order to generate the consequent. In other words, we need both 
[◇(Jobke is hungry)] and S5 together.  

Consequently, [◇(Jobke is hungry)] is a partial ground for the complex ne-
cessity we started with. And, plausibly, this possibility fact is fully—and hence 
also partially—grounded in the contingent fact, [Jobke is hungry], together with 
another universally quantified conditional fact that is/expresses a (modal) meta-
physical law: 

T: For all facts X, if X, then ◇X.15 

So, by transitivity, the plurality consisting of [Jobke is hungry] and T is a partial 
grounds for □◇(Jobke is hungry). And, by extension, the plurality consisting of 
[Jobke is hungry], T, and S5 is a full grounds for □◇(Jobke is hungry). Further, 
the conjunction of Jobke is hungry, T, and S5 is possibly false, because, no matter 
how frequently she begs for food, Jobke is only contingently hungry. Consequently, 
this plurality is a contingent necessity-maker for □◇(Jobke is hungry).16 

This readily generalizes: any contingent fact Q that obtains will, together 
with T and S5, be a contingent necessity-maker for a related necessary contingent 
possibility, that □◇(Q). The general consequence is that, given the existence of 
these necessities, it follows that contingent necessity-makers are possible. 

Of course, the above story turns on some hefty assumptions about how facts 
that are (or express) metaphysical laws factor into (these kinds of) grounding ex-
planations. Thankfully, would-be contingentists can dodge this issue. For those 
who think things like laws can be involved in grounding, the above should suffice. 
But for those who do not, there’s an alternative version of the case that runs with-
out appealing to the idea that S5 and T are ever any kind of (relevant) grounds. 
For the non-law-appealing version, we can simply say that, given a modal logic 
at least as strong as S5, it is plausible that, when it obtains, [Jobke is hungry] fully 
grounds [◇(Jobke is hungry)], which in turn fully grounds [□◇(Jobke is hungry)]. 

 
15 Note, for roughly the same reasons as in the previous paragraph, T alone is not a full 
ground for the possibility fact. 
16 It is worth stressing that the trio of Jobke’s being hungry, Reflexivity, and S5 are all 
needed to fully ground the fact that ��(Jobke is hungry)—none are themselves full 
grounds: the latter pair because they are conditionals, while the former is simply too ex-
planatorily weak. 
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So, by transitivity of full grounds, [Jobke is hungry] fully grounds [□◇(Jobke is 
hungry)] – and hence there are contingent necessity makers!  

This readily generalizes: any contingent fact Q that obtains will, given the 
background modal logic, be a contingent necessity-maker for a related necessary 
contingent possibility, that □◇(Q). So, given the existence of these necessities, it 
follows that contingent necessity-makers are possible. 

Second, consider qua-object essence facts.17 Discussing the idea of truthmakers 
for true intrinsic predications like “Long (a cat) is black”, Lewis suggests that, 
rather than appeal to Long himself, we should instead appeal to Long qua black—
an entity that is “very like Long in most ways, but differs from him in essence. 
Long is accidentally black, and might have been striped, orange all over, or even 
green. Long qua black, however, is essentially black” (Lewis 2003: 30).  

Generalizing, one could hold that, when an ordinary object o is contingently 
F, its being so brings into existence a categorical duplicate of o that is essentially 
F—o-qua-F—which is ontologically derivative off of the (contingent) fact that o is 
F. This suggests the following principle: 

OQE:  □∀x∀F((Fx & ◇¬Fx) → (Fx < ∃y(■yFy))).18 

Note that the fact in the consequent is an essence fact. This essence fact will, if 
we accept a Finean approach to essentialism, explain or ground the necessity of 
y’s being F. Moreover, the consequent turns on the idea that not only does the 
existence of the qua-object depend on x’s being F, but also that the very essence 
of this qua-object is grounded in this fact. Some might baulk at this idea (e.g., 
because they think essence facts are never explained). But this is, to my mind, part 
and parcel of what qua objects are (or are at least purported be): their essences are 
fixed by the things they are derivative of, being determined by which of those 
specific (contingent) properties of the original object we are focusing on when we 
introduce the qua object. Thus Long qua black’s essence includes being black be-
cause it was Long’s blackness that we decided to single out; similarly, Long qua 
hungry’s essence says nothing about fur colour because such properties weren’t 
part of the relevant qua object generation process. 

Given OQE, it is easy to generate contingent necessity-makers. For example, 
the contingent fact that Jobke is hungry grounds the fact that it is of the essence 
of Jobke-qua-hungry that it is hungry. Then, assuming that essence facts explain 
necessity facts, this essence fact in turn fully explains that necessarily, Jobke-qua-
hungry is hungry.  

But what if you’re a modalist about essence, and think that essence facts just 
are modal facts?19 This actually makes the argument quicker. For OQE can be re-
written as 

 
17 This case was suggested to me by Gideon Rosen. Any failure for it be convincing is 
strictly my fault. 
18 Here “■” is Fine’s (1995) essence operator; “■xx(P)” says “it is true in virtue of the es-
sence of the xxs that P”, where “xx” denotes a non-empty plurality of entities—in this case, 
just a minimal plurality of a single individual—and “P” a sentence. Note that we could, if 
we want to talk about cases where x’s being F is potentially not contingent, we can drop 
the antecedent’s second conjunct. However, for the present purposes, we can ignore this 
complication. 
19 For more on modalism see e.g. Cowling 2013, Wildman 2013, 2016, De 2020, and Zyl-
stra 2019. 
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OQE-M: □∀x∀F((Fx & ◇¬Fx) → (Fx < □(∃y(y=y → Fy)))). 

In other words, the contingent fact that Jobke is hungry fully grounds the (broadly 
metaphysically) necessary fact that whenever Jobke-qua-hungry exists, it is hun-
gry. This again is a clear case of a contingent necessity-maker. 

Obviously, this readily generalizes: every qua-object that depends upon a 
contingently obtaining fact will generate examples of necessities explained in 
terms of contingencies. 

 
6. Objections & Conclusion 

These results have consequences that directly impact several core debates con-
cerning the foundations of modality. The most obvious is that they serve as a 
direct response to the contingentist horn of Blackburn’s dilemma: the existence of 
contingent necessity-makers proves that contingencies can in fact genuinely ex-
plain, rather than merely undermine, necessities. 

Before concluding, I would like to anticipate three objections. Doing so will 
help clarify and refine the case for contingent necessity-makers. 

First, it is plausible that, for every necessary P that has a contingent necessity-
maker, there will be corresponding necessary necessity-makers. And one might 
worry that the existence of these necessary necessity-makers entails that the con-
tingent ones are not genuinely explanatory. 

However, I find this objection unmoving. As said before, explanation is not 
exclusive. A fact can have multiple, distinct, full explanations at the same time/in 
the same world. So, that a necessity’s modal status can be explained in terms of 
non-contingent factors does not exclude its being explainable in terms of contin-
gent ones too (nor vice versa). This is enough to blunt this line of objection.  

Of course, the objector could insist that there is a felt inequality to these 
grounds—the necessary one is somehow more robust or important. But this kind 
of worry strikes me as another manifestation of the prejudice against contingen-
cies having the relevant modal oomph, rather than a genuine issue.20 

Second, and more substantively, one might object that I’ve not really an-
swered Dummett’s ‘source’ question. He wanted an explanation about where ne-
cessity comes from; the above is at best a story about why specific necessities have 
their modal status. I’ve identified a source of some necessities, not the source. 

This is an interesting objection, but one that doesn’t really undercut my ar-
gument. It is certainly correct that the above doesn’t tell us much about the 
‘source’ of necessities, if there is such a thing. However, as far as I can tell, there 
is no reason to think that necessity has a single source. Indeed, I think it much 
more plausible that necessity springs from a number of sources, some of which (if 
the above is correct) are contingent. 

Third and finally, whatever the merit of the above arguments, the end result 
might be unsatisfying. To see why, let’s distinguish between pure and mixed con-
tingent necessity-makers: 

Γ is a pure contingent necessity-maker for A iffdf  

(i)	Γ< □A, and  
(ii) where S1…Sn are everything in Γ, ◇(¬S1 &… ¬Sn) 

Γ is a mixed contingent necessity-maker for A iffdf  

 
20 Thanks to an anonymous referee for suggesting this line of thought. 
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(i)	Γ< □A, and 
(ii) where S1…Sn are everything in Γ, ◇¬(S1 &… Sn).  

The real challenge—what Blackburn was really targeting—concerns there being 
any pure contingent necessity-makers. But I’ve mostly only offered mixed neces-
sity-makers. 

Of course, this is only partially the case. Some of the instances—e.g., the 
necessary contingent possibilities approach that doesn’t appeal to (something like) 
metaphysical laws, and the account of qua-object essence facts—do in fact feature 
pure contingent necessity-makers.  

Still, one might hold out hope for a more thorough account, which provides 
pure contingent necessity-makers for every (metaphysical/absolute) necessity. 
And I have certainly not done anything like that here. That said, the above does 
still show that there are some pluralities that are both genuinely contingent and 
which serve to fully explain the modal status of certain necessities. In that sense, 
while I might not have met the more difficult challenge, I believe I have succeeded 
in addressing the one I set out to.21 
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This paper asks whether a necessity can be the source of necessity. According to an 
influential argument due to Simon Blackburn, it cannot. This paper argues that 
although Blackburn fails to show that a necessity cannot be the source of necessity, 
extant accounts fail to establish that it is, with particular focus on Bob Hale’s es-
sentialist theory and Christopher Peacocke’s ‘principle-based’ theory of modality. 
However, the paper makes some positive suggestions for what a satisfactory answer 
to the challenge must look like. 
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1. Introduction 

There are many things that are true. Of these things, some are necessarily true, in 
the sense that they could not have been otherwise. For instance, it is not only true 
that 2 + 2 = 4, or that all red things are coloured; these things could not have been 
otherwise. But what, if anything, explains why these things are not simply true, 
but necessarily so? What makes necessary truths necessarily true? What is the 
source of necessity? 

Since Dummett (1959: 327) posed the question over six decades ago, meta-
physical inquiry into the nature of modality has boomed. Once considered to be 
in bad taste, modal notions are now seen as an invaluable theoretical resource, 
their use commonplace throughout philosophy. Given such prominence, the 
question of how necessity fits into our wider conception of ourselves and the 
world around us becomes all the more pressing. For instance, how does necessity 
fit into the world as described by the natural sciences? How can we know about 
necessity if it is outside the causal order? And how does necessity relate to hyper-
intensional notions like essence, dependence, and ground?  

If we can explain where necessity comes from, then we might think that we 
would be better placed to answer these questions. However, some see such inquiry 
as fundamentally misguided. According to an influential argument due to Black-
burn (1993), any attempt to account for the source of necessity is doomed to fail-
ure. For either its source is itself necessary, inviting circularity or regress, or it is 
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contingent, undermining the necessity being accounted for. Consequently, the ar-
gument concludes, necessity has no source, and we need an understanding of mo-
dality that squares with this conclusion.  

This paper examines the first horn of Blackburn’s dilemma, namely whether 
a necessity can be the source of necessity.1 I argue that while Blackburn fails to 
show that a necessity cannot be the source of necessity, extant accounts fail to 
establish that a necessity is in fact the source of necessity. The plan is as follows. 
First, I outline Blackburn’s argument in more detail (section 2). Second, I exam-
ine whether essences could be the source of necessity, focusing on Hale’s (2013) 
essentialist theory of modality (section 3). While I argue against Hale’s theory, 
the structure of the theory shows that a necessity can in principle be the source of 
necessity. I then propose an additional, general constraint on any successful solu-
tion to dilemma (section 4). Finally, I examine Peacocke’s (1999) ‘principle-
based’ theory of necessity as a putative example of an account that meets the pro-
posed constraint (section 5). However, I argue that the considerations offered in 
favour of the view underdetermine whether the theory successfully answers Black-
burn’s dilemma.  

 
2. Blackburn’s Dilemma 

Blackburn (1993) argues that any attempt to explain the source of necessity is 
doomed to failure. Schematically, suppose that any attempt to explain some ne-
cessity takes the following form: 

(1) □p because q.2 

A dilemma arises when we ask whether q is necessary or contingent. On the first 
horn, suppose q is necessary. If we were simply looking to explain the necessity 
of some particular proposition p, then invoking another necessity q might be un-
problematic. However, by invoking a necessity to explain the source of necessity 
in general, the explanation appears either viciously circular or apt to generate a 
regress. This is because the necessity of q is left unaccounted for; in Blackburn’s 
words, “there will be the same bad residual ‘must’” (1993: 53). On the second 
horn, suppose q is contingent. In this case, it could have been the case that not-q. 
But then it seems that p could have been otherwise, thus undermining its neces-
sity: “if that’s all there is to it, then twice two does not have to be four” (Blackburn 
1993: 54). Given that q must either be necessary or contingent, all options have 
been exhausted. Hence, Blackburn concludes, necessity has no source. 

Instead, Blackburn proposes an expressivist or ‘projectivist’ theory of modal 
discourse according to which claims about necessity express a certain kind of un-
imaginability or inconceivability. In a quasi-realist spirit, this view does not deny 
that there are necessities, or that modal explanations “within the modal sphere” 
(Blackburn 1993: 54) cannot be genuinely explanatory or render our modal no-
tions intelligible in new ways. But it does deny that our beliefs about necessity are 
explained in terms of our representing a certain kind of worldly fact. A virtue of 
Blackburn’s account is that it provides an explanation for why necessity has no 
source. Blackburn provides a deflationary metaphysics of necessity that allows us 

 
1 In this paper, I am concerned exclusively with metaphysical necessity. 
2 Cameron (2010: 137f) raises some worries about whether an explanation of the source of 
necessity must take this form. However, I will ignore those complications here and follow 
Blackburn’s lead. 
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to legitimately attribute necessity without incurring any substantive metaphysical 
commitments that stand in need of explanation. On this understanding, there is 
no metaphysically robust property of necessity whose source needs accounting 
for. To make a necessity claim is to express a non-descriptive modal commitment, 
and to try and explain its metaphysical ‘source’ is to misconstrue the discourse as 
describing modal reality.  

Whatever the fate of Blackburn’s positive view, one need not embrace it as a 
consequence of the dilemma. One might instead maintain that necessity has no 
source because it is metaphysically primitive. On this view, necessity is part of the 
basic fabric of reality and cannot be explained by anything more fundamental. 
Blackburn does not appear to take such an approach seriously. In part, this seems 
to be due to scepticism about whether the primitivist really succeeds in character-
ising a distinct view (1993: 57f). After all, the projectivist will agree that facts 
about necessity are irreducible and not explicable in terms of more fundamental 
facts. So what is added by saying that one is a ‘realist’ about those facts? We can-
not mean, for instance, that modal properties exist in space or are casually respon-
sible for our apprehension of modality. So the primitivist faces a challenge to 
frame the ontological debate in a way that distinguishes their view from the pro-
jectivist’s. However, Blackburn hardly shows that this cannot be done. Perhaps 
modal properties are indispensable in an overall explanatory account of how the 
world is. But however this debate plays out, the important point for our purposes 
is that, like the projectivist, the primitivist denies that necessity has a source. This 
is because the primitivist claims that there is nothing that makes (fundamental) 
necessary truths necessary. Their necessity is simply a brute fact. 

So accepting Blackburn’s argument need not commit one to projectivism 
about modality. Moreover, as well as primitivism, one could also accept the con-
clusion of the argument if one accepted an error-theoretic or fictionalist view of 
necessity. Because such views deny that there really is any such thing as necessity, 
these views will deny that there is such a thing as the source of necessity. In any 
case, because the purpose of this paper is to examine the prospects of accounting 
for the source of necessity in light of Blackburn’s challenge, I will not explore any 
of these views in more detail (though we will return to the question of whether 
primitivism can explain the source of necessity). Our task is therefore not to find 
a way to accommodate Blackburn’s conclusion, but to find a way to reject it. 
While this paper will focus on the necessity horn of the dilemma, it is worth briefly 
examining why the contingency horn of Blackburn’s dilemma is not as sharp as 
it might first appear. 

Consider again the schematic explanation that □p because q. Suppose that q is 
contingent; for example, perhaps q appeals to facts about our linguistic conven-
tions. According to Blackburn, this undermines the necessity of p. From the claim 
that q might have been false, Blackburn concludes that p cannot be necessary. 
However, this inference is problematic for two reasons. First, even if q is false, p 
might be true (and necessary) for some other reason. Second, the inference relies 
on the S4 principle □p ® □□p, which proponents of the contingency horn may 
very well reject. By rejecting this principle, they can reject Blackburn’s claim that 
the contingency of the explanans undermines the necessity of the explanandum. 
On this view, q does in fact explain □p, but it still might have been the case that 
□p is false. So the dilemma itself is not obviously fatal for the contingency theorist. 
That said, standard varieties of contingency theories, such as conventionalism, 
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encounter serious problems of their own.3 As such, I will not discuss them further 
here. For the remainder of this paper, I will focus on the necessity horn, asking: 
can a necessity be the source of necessity? 

 
3. Hale’s Essentialist Theory of Necessity 

In this section, I examine Hale’s (2013) response to Blackburn’s dilemma.4 First, 
I outline his structural solution (section 3.1). Second, I outline his substantive solu-
tion (section 3.2). Third, I argue that his substantive solution fails to answer the 
dilemma (section 3.3). Fourth, I consider two objections to my argument (section 
3.4). 

 
3.1. Hale’s Structural Solution 

In order to embrace the necessity horn of Blackburn’s dilemma, we need an ex-
planation of the source of necessity in which the explanans is necessary without 
this engendering any kind of problematic regress or circularity. To see how this is 
possible, we can first note that from the truth of  

(1) □p because q 
and the truth of  

(2) □q 
it does not follow that  

(3) □p because □q. 

Rather, we might understand (1) to mean 

(4) □p because of the plain fact that q. 

Thus, even if q is necessary, its necessity need not play any role in explaining the 
necessity of p. It might simply be the truth simpliciter of q that explains p’s neces-
sity. If it is the truth simpliciter of q that explains p’s necessity, then it seems that 
we have a way of answering Blackburn’s challenge. Because the necessity of q 
does not figure in the explanation of p’s necessity, there is no “bad residual 
‘must’” that engenders circularity or regress.  

To explain the difference between (3) and (4), Hale (2013: 96) distinguishes 
between transmissive and non-transmissive explanations of necessity. A transmissive 
explanation is one in which the necessity of the explanandum is explained by the 
necessity of the explanans. An example might be where the necessity of the con-
clusion of an argument is explained by the necessity of its premises. While trans-
missive explanations are perfectly fine as explanations of particular necessities, 
they cannot explain the source of necessity in general; rather, they stay within the 
modal sphere. By contrast, a non-transmissive explanation is one in which the 
necessity of the explanandum is explained by the truth simpliciter of the explanans. 

 
3 For classical objections, see Quine (1939) and Dummett (1959). For a defence of the 
contingency horn using a possible worlds approach, see Morato (2014). For critique, see 
Wildman (2017). And for an alternative defence of the contingency horn, see Wildman 
(ms). 
4 Hale first develops this response in his (2002). While his initial discussion is more explic-
itly framed as a response to Blackburn’s dilemma, I will focus on his (2013) as it will be 
informative to situate his response in relation to his broader views on necessity. In any 
case, the arguments from his initial discussion appear more or less unchanged in the latter. 
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A successful non-transmissive explanation will therefore ground the necessity of 
the explanandum in something non-modal, and thus outside the modal sphere.  

Hale’s distinction shows that, pace Blackburn, a necessity can be the source of 
necessity, at least in principle. I call this a ‘structural’ solution to the necessity 
horn of Blackburn’s dilemma because it tells us how the dilemma can be answered 
without yet providing any substantive account of what q might be. So, granting 
the structural solution, it remains to be seen whether there is any plausible sub-
stantive solution to the dilemma. With this in mind, let us now examine Hale’s 
substantive account of the source of necessity. 

 
3.2. Hale’s Substantive Solution 

The substantive solution offered by Hale is a kind of essentialist account. It claims 
that necessity has its source in the natures or identities of things, where the nature 
of a thing is what makes that thing what it is and what fundamentally distin-
guishes it from other things.5 Assuming natures exist, it is highly plausible that 
facts about natures are necessarily true. So an essentialist account of the source of 
necessity sits firmly on the necessity horn. However, it is also plausible that ne-
cessities can be grounded in plain facts about natures rather than in facts about 
their necessity. If correct, this would give us a suitably non-transmissive explana-
tion of the source of necessity.  

The account is best understood through examples. For instance, consider the 
following logical truth: 

(5) A conjunction of two propositions p and q is true only if p is true and q is 
true. 

As a logical truth, (5) is necessarily true. But what makes (5) necessarily true? 
What is the source of its necessity? Hale (2013: 132) proposes the following: 

(6) □[A conjunction of two propositions p and q is true only if p is true and q is 
true] because conjunction just is that binary function of propositions the 
value of which is a true proposition iff both its arguments are true propo-
sitions.  

Here, we have an explanation of a necessity in terms of the nature of an entity 
that the necessity is about, namely conjunction. Although conjunction has its na-
ture necessarily, its necessity plays no explanatory role in (6). It is simply the plain 
fact of the explanans that accounts for the necessity of the explanandum. Thus, 
we have a non-transmissive explanation of necessity. 

Another example (Hale 2013: 146): 

(7) Anything red is coloured. 

Although (7) is not a logical truth, it is highly plausible that it is necessary. So 
what is the source of its necessity? Hale proposes the following: 

(8) □[Anything red is coloured] because part of what it is to be red is to be 
coloured. 

Again, we have an explanation of a necessity in terms of the nature of the entity 
that the necessity is about, namely the property of being red. Again, although the 

 
5 See also Fine (1994) and Lowe (2008). I will use ‘essence’, ‘nature’, etc., interchangeably. 
‘Thing’ is interpreted broadly to cover objects, properties, relations, or any other ontologi-
cal category. 
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property of being red has its nature necessarily, this fact plays no explanatory role 
in (8). Thus, we have another non-transmissive explanation of necessity.  

Generalising from these examples, we arrive at the following essentialist view 
of the source of necessity (Hale 2013: 150): 

 (9) □p because it is true in virtue of the natures of X1,…,Xn that p. 

Hale argues that because (9) provides a fully general explanation of why there is 
necessity that does not appeal to modal notions in its explanans, we have a suita-
bly non-transmissive explanation of the source of necessity.6  

The general view provided by (9) still leaves a lot of scope for disagreement, 
because it is silent about which things have which natures. Thus, one could accept 
(9) even if one rejected (6) and (8). In any case, my focus here will be on the 
general account rather than any particular example. In the next section, I will 
argue that (9) fails to provide a sufficiently general account of the source of neces-
sity. 
 

3.3. The Necessity of Natures 

When we ask of necessity, ‘what is its source?’, we are not asking for an explana-
tion of some particular necessity or class of necessities. If necessity is taken to be 
philosophically problematic in some way such that we want to explain its source 
in terms of some less problematic domain, then an explanation that accounts for 
some but not all necessity will hardly do. Rather, we are asking for an explanation 
of necessity in general or of necessity as such.7 However, Hale’s essentialist account 
fails to provide such an explanation. Instead, it provides an explanation for the 
source of a particular kind of necessity: necessity grounded in natures. And this 
fails to account for at least one kind of necessity: the necessity of natures. As such, 
Hale’s theory fails to adequately answer Blackburn’s challenge. Or so I will argue 
in the remainder of this section. 

It is highly plausible that things have their natures necessarily. If, for instance, 
what it is to be Aristotle is to have a certain biological origin, then there is no 
possible situation in which something could be Aristotle and lack that origin; it 
would simply be something else. So Aristotle, if he has this nature, has it neces-
sarily. Necessities about natures stand in no less need of explanation than other 

 
6 Hanks (2008) argues that Hale’s explanations of necessity are transmissive explanations 
in disguise. He claims that if an explanation is genuinely non-transmissive, then it should 
not matter to the success of the explanation whether the explanans is necessary or contin-
gent. But it does matter to the truth of (6) and (8) that the explanans is necessary. So, Hanks 
concludes, they must be transmissive. I think we ought to reject Hanks’ criteria for non-
transmissive explanations. Just because the explanation [p because q] presupposes the truth 
of r, it does not follow that r (partly) explains p. Plausibly, for example, any physical-causal 
explanation of why some event occurred presupposes the falsity of external world scepti-
cism. But the falsity of external world scepticism does not figure in the explanation of every 
physical event. Thus, we should reject Hanks’ criteria for non-transmissive explanations 
and reject his conclusion that Hale’s explanations are in fact transmissive.  
7 One might reject this and instead maintain that Dummett’s question should be read as 
asking for a source of necessity, where this might not apply to all necessity. This seems to 
be Hale’s view; see also Wildman (ms). Given that Dummett’s formulation asks for “its 
[i.e. necessity’s] source” in the abstract singular, I think it is clear that Dummett is concerned 
with the source of necessity as such. Exegesis aside, however, I respond to the alternative 
reading in more detail below (section 3.4).  



Can a Necessity Be the Source of Necessity? 343 

necessities. So the question arises as to how to explain such necessities assuming 
Hale’s essentialist account. If Hale’s account fails to explain the necessity of na-
tures, then it fails to offer a fully general explanation of the source of necessity.  

To see why the problem arises, consider what happens when we try to explain 
the necessity of natures from within Hale’s framework. Recall that we character-
ised the essentialist view in full generality as follows: 

(9) □p because it is true in virtue of the natures of X1,…,Xn that p. 

If (9) is to provide a fully general account of the source of necessity, we should be 
able to substitute any necessary proposition for p. So what if p is a proposition 
about the nature of some entity X? If (9) ranges over all necessities, the necessity 
of p must then be explained by the nature of some entity or other.8 What might 
this entity be?  

There are two possibilities. If p is a proposition about X’s nature, then p’s ne-
cessity must be explained either by X’s nature, or some other nature. However, 
Hale (2013: 158) sees both options as problematic: 

 
Any true proposition about the nature of a thing—that it is true in virtue of X’s 
nature that ø(X), say—is indeed necessary. But its necessity cannot be explained. 
It cannot be explained by appealing once again to the nature of that very thing, for 
that would be viciously circular; it cannot be explained by appealing to the natures 
of any other things, for that would both undermine the claim that ø(X) is true in 
virtue of X’s nature, and be viciously regressive; and it cannot be explained in any 
other way.9 
 

Instead, Hale (2013: 158f) maintains: 
 

The point of the essentialist theory is not, then, to provide a reductive explanation 
of any necessities. It is, rather, to locate a base class of necessities—those which 
directly reflect the natures of things—in terms of which the remainder may be ex-
plained. The kind of explanation it offers, then, is not one which provides, as it 
were, an entry point into the class of necessities from outside—for no such ‘exter-
nal’ explanation of necessity is possible—but one which exhibits the class of ne-
cessities as structured in a certain way, by identifying some necessities as basic or 
fundamental, and the rest as dependent, inheriting their necessity, ultimately, from 
necessities in the base class. 

 
However, in the context of attempting to solve Blackburn’s dilemma, this is a 
striking admission. For as we saw in section 2, regardless of the plausibility of 
primitivism, it entails that necessity has no source.10 

 
8 I will assume for simplicity that the explanans cites facts about the nature of a single 
entity, though the foregoing applies mutatis mutandis where the explanans cites facts about 
the natures of several entities. 
9 Hale’s argument here is very quick, and there are reasons to doubt its soundness (Wallner 
2020). I address these difficulties in section 3.4 below. 
10 Wilsch (2017: 448) claims that all necessary truths can be explained in terms of their 
sources while also claiming that necessity is “a primitive feature of the world”. However 
exactly we understand this view, the important point for here is that not all necessary truths 
can be explained by natures. Because Wilsch (2017: 439) also claims that every necessity 
“is ultimately explained by essence-truths”, the argument of this section also applies to his 
‘sophisticated primitivism’. 
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Hale does not take there to be anything problematic in this approach. In part, 
this is because he has independently argued that reductive explanations of neces-
sity are doomed to fail (2013: 69ff). However, assuming those arguments are 
sound, he only argues against a certain kind of reductive view of modality, namely 
combinatorial views. So for all that has been said, there may be some other satis-
factory reduction of modality.11 In any case, Hale surely presents us with a false 
dichotomy. Even if we reject a reductive view of modality, this does not force us 
to be primitivists about modality. The most natural way to take Dummett’s ques-
tion is as a question about grounding, or that in virtue of which things are neces-
sary. And if modal facts are grounded in but not reducible to non-modal facts, 
then this will provide a non-reductive account of the source of necessity. So it is 
doubtful that Hale has shown that all options other than primitivism are off the 
table. 

In any case, Hale’s primitivism is striking because Hale clearly intends his 
view to provide a solution to Blackburn’s challenge.12 Responding to Blackburn’s 
challenge was the reason for introducing the distinction between transmissive and 
non-transmissive explanations. If we accept a primitivist view of modality, then 
there is simply no motivation for appealing to non-transmissive explanations. For 
if we have reason to posit a metaphysically primitive class of necessities, then 
appealing to the necessity of this class in the explanation of other necessities will 
engender neither a regress nor circularity. So the structural solution is rendered 
completely unnecessary. The primitivist can simply say that all explanations of 
necessity are transmissive but bottom out when they reach the brute necessities.  

Moreover, Hale’s official non-transmissive view leads to an implausible disu-
nity of the grounds of necessity. For we have one class of necessities grounded in 
a non-modal domain of facts, and another that lack any ground. If the first were 
grounded in the second class of necessities, then we would have a unified story 
about what grounds necessities; namely, the non-fundamental necessities are 
grounded in the fundamental necessities, and the fundamental necessities have 
no ground. Instead, we have a disunified view where the first class of necessities 
are so in virtue of non-modal facts about natures, and the second class of necessi-
ties are fundamental.13  

Further, if we accept that necessities about natures are metaphysically primi-
tive, the question arises as to whether there are other kinds of necessity that are 
metaphysically primitive. No part of Hale’s view implies that there could not be 
other kinds. So for all that has been said, there may be many other kinds of ne-
cessity unaccounted for by Hale’s theory. Perhaps Hale’s theory would be simpler 
than such an opposing theory that admitted other kinds of basic necessities, but 
such a consideration hardly settles the matter. 

 
3.4. Two Objections 

Before proceeding to draw some more general lessons from our discussion, two 
objections need to be addressed. The first objection concerns Hale’s argument 

 
11 Most obviously in this context, one might try to reduce necessity facts to essence facts. 
See Wildman (2021) for discussion of this approach. 
12 This is most evident in the presentation of his views in his (2002). 
13 Even if one does not find such disunity inherently implausible, it certainly seems less 
plausible than the unified alternative in this particular case. 
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against an essentialist explanation of the necessity of natures. The second objec-
tion concerns the proper explanatory demands of an explanation of the source of 
necessity. I take each in turn. 

 To recap, Hale (2013: 158) argues against essentialist explanations of the ne-
cessity of natures as follows: 

 
Any true proposition about the nature of a thing—that it is true in virtue of X’s 
nature that ø(X), say—is indeed necessary. But its necessity cannot be explained. 
It cannot be explained by appealing once again to the nature of that very thing, for 
that would be viciously circular; it cannot be explained by appealing to the natures 
of any other things, for that would both undermine the claim that ø(X) is true in 
virtue of X’s nature, and be viciously regressive; and it cannot be explained in any 
other way.  

 
This argument motivated Hale’s primitivism, which I argued failed to explain the 
source of necessity. The problem, however, is that Hale does not explain why it 
is viciously circular to explain the necessity of some X’s nature in terms of X’s 
nature, nor why it is viciously regressive to explain it in terms of some other na-
ture. Moreover, upon closer examination, we see that Hale’s argument can be 
resisted. It might therefore seem that Hale is simply wrong to think that his ac-
count cannot explain the necessity of natures, and thus wrong to posit any prim-
itive necessities in his theory. In what follows, I argue that although the argument 
that Hale presents us with fails, the dilemma can nonetheless be defended. I re-
main neutral on whether Hale himself would accept these arguments. 

Let’s begin with the first horn of Hale’s dilemma. The kind of necessities under 
discussion are claims about natures of the form ‘it is true in virtue of X’s nature 
that ø(X)’. For example: 

(10) It is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that he is human. 

We have seen how (10) might explain the necessity of Aristotle’s being human on 
Hale’s account. But how might the necessity of (10) itself be explained? Suppose 
we try to explain its necessity in terms of Aristotle’s nature. We would then get 
the following explanation: 

(11) □[It is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that he is human] because it 
is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that [it is true in virtue of the 
nature of Aristotle that he is human].  

Hale claims that this explanation is circular. On the face of it, however, it is not 
clear why (Wallner 2002: 5f). For (11) provides a non-transmissive explanation 
of a particular necessity in the general form of (9). So it seems wrong to claim that 
the first horn of Hale’s dilemma is viciously circular. 

Is this simply an oversight on Hale’s part? Unfortunately, Hale does not fully 
spell out his reasoning, so it is not clear. However, some of what he goes on to 
say suggests a different reading of the argument. In the text that immediately fol-
lows the above passage, he writes (2013: 158): 

 
It is important to distinguish between propositions about the nature of X and prop-
ositions true in virtue of the nature of X. A proposition of the latter sort may not 
mention X’s nature. For this reason, it can be explanatory to point out that it is 
true in virtue of the nature of X. […] Saying ‘It is true in virtue of the nature of 
conjunction that a conjunction is true only if both its conjuncts are true’ explains 
why a conjunction is true only if both its conjuncts are. […] However, that it is 
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true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that a conjunction is true only if both its 
conjuncts are admits of no further explanation. And if that is true (as I believe it 
is), it is necessarily so. But that necessity likewise admits of no further explanation. 

 
Interestingly, Hale’s main target here is not whether we can explain the necessities 
of natures, but whether we can explain plain facts about natures. This suggests 
that the problem with (11) is with the explanans taken by itself, namely: 

(12) It is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that [it is true in virtue of the 
nature of Aristotle that he is human]. 

In effect, (12) says that Aristotle has this nature because his nature is such as to 
have this nature. Plausibly, this does seem to be circular. For it is not informative 
to explain the nature of something in terms of its nature being such that it has that 
nature. But even if it turns out that (12) is not circular, in any case it seems false. 
Facts about what is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle are not themselves true 
in virtue of the nature of Aristotle. Rather, if we were to give an essentialist ex-
planation of such facts, then they would be explained by the nature of Aristotle’s 
nature, assuming such a thing exists, rather than Aristotle’s nature. In other words, 
Aristotle’s nature determines facts about Aristotle, not his nature. Moreover, as 
Hale points out, it is not clear that we should expect anything to explain why it is 
true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that he is human. Given the factivity of 
explanation, we can then infer the falsity of (11) from the falsity of (12), and mu-
tatis mutandis for any other attempt to explain the necessity of X’s nature in terms 
of X’s nature.  

Turning to the second horn of Hale’s dilemma, it is not immediately clear why 
explaining X’s nature in terms of another nature must be viciously regressive. For 
instance, we might think that the necessity of natures is explained by the nature 
of natures (Wallner 2020: 6ff). This would provide a non-transmissive explana-
tion of the necessity of natures that would not engender a regress because the 
nature of natures, itself being a nature, would explain its own necessity. So the 
explanation of the necessity of (10) could be given as follows: 

(13) □[It is true in virtue of the nature of Aristotle that he is human] because 
(i) for any proposition p true in virtue of the nature of X, it is true in virtue 
of the nature of natures that p is necessary and (ii) it is true in virtue of 
the nature of Aristotle that he is human. 

In many ways, this looks more promising than the first horn of the dilemma. And 
Hale does not provide any reason to think that (13) must engender a vicious re-
gress. However, I think there is independent reason to doubt that (13) vindicates 
an essentialist account of the source of necessity. 

It is first worth noting that (13) takes a somewhat different form to the essen-
tialist explanations of necessity offered by Hale. In the explanations offered by 
Hale, the necessity of p is explained by the fact that p is true in virtue of some 
nature(s). By contrast, the necessity of the explanandum in (13) is explained by 
the fact that its necessity is logically entailed by the explanans; necessity is only 
conferred to the explanandum by mentioning necessity in the explanans. Putting 
aside worries about whether non-transmissive explanations of necessity are enti-
tled to mention modally loaded entities within the explanans (see Wildman 2021), 
and putting aside worries about whether there is such a thing as the nature of 
natures (see Lowe 2008), the form of explanation in (13) has a very different struc-
ture to the form of explanation in (9). So while it might be true on this picture that 
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all necessities are grounded in natures, the way in which necessities about natures 
are so grounded is very different. And this faces the disunity of grounds problem 
I raised against Hale’s official view in the previous section. So to sum up, while 
Hale’s presentation of the dilemma can be resisted, there is nonetheless good rea-
son to doubt the viability of an essentialist explanation of the necessity of na-
tures.14  

A quite different objection to my argument against Hale is that I have mis-
characterised the criteria for giving a general explanation of necessity. Consider 
the following remarks from Hale (2013: 96): 

 
An explanation of necessity in general need neither be, nor provide for, an expla-
nation of each and every particular necessity. What is required, rather, is to explain 
why there is any necessity at all—we may, and I shall, take this to amount to the 
requirement to explain why, assuming it to be so, there is at least one necessary 
truth, i.e. why ∃p□p. Naturally, this requirement cannot be met by any explanation 
which makes essential appeal to the necessity, as distinct from the truth simply, of 
its explanans.  

 
The last sentence is important, because it explains why Hale believes that this 
characterisation of the explanandum still requires a non-transmissive explana-
tion. However, I think we should reject this conception of what needs to be ex-
plained when we ask for an explanation of the source of necessity.  

To begin with, it seems false that a transmissive explanation would fail to ad-
equately explain why ∃p□p. After all, there is a sense in which any necessity 
would explain why it is true that ∃p□p, as we can explain the truth of an existential 
generalisation simply by citing a true instance of the generalisation. However, 
perhaps this is too quick. For instance, imagine if I were to explain why there is 
something rather than nothing by citing the fact that I exist (Cameron 2010: 143). 
This seems to presuppose the very thing I was trying to explain, namely that some-
thing exists, and so we face the threat of regress or circularity. However, the com-
parison is instructive. Suppose that, like Parfit (1998), we are astonished that an-
ything exists at all. Suppose then that we are offered a non-circular and non-re-
gressive explanation for why some particular thing or class of things exists. How-
ever, suppose also that the explanation entailed the brute inexplicable existence 
of other things. If we were astonished by the idea of things brutely existing, would 
this explanation quell our initial astonishment? Perhaps slightly, but I doubt that 
we would take this explanation to provide a satisfactory answer to the general 
question of why anything at all exists. Similarly, if we are philosophically moti-
vated to inquire into the source of necessity, we should not be content with an 
account that explains the source of some necessities but leaves others without a 
source. Our motivation is to find the source of necessity in general, not some par-
ticular kind of necessity, and so all the questions and puzzlement remain about 
the necessities unexplained by the account. 

To reemphasise, my argument here is not that primitivism as such is implau-
sible or problematic (though I have argued that Hale’s particular version of prim-
itivism is). My argument is that positing primitive necessities amounts to denying 
that necessity has a source. Of course, we can ask why ∃p□p in the way Hale 
suggests, and perhaps Hale’s account can answer this. However, this simply 

 
14 Thanks here to Jonathan Payton for extensive discussion on these points. 
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changes the question, as it fails to answer what motivates the original question 
about the source of necessity. As such, we should reject essentialism as an attempt 
to explain the source of necessity in terms of a necessity. 

 
4. The Reflexivity Constraint 

In the previous section, I argued that Hale’s essentialist theory of the source of 
necessity fails as a solution to Blackburn’s dilemma. However, understanding 
why Hale’s theory fails points towards a solution. In this section, I propose an 
additional constraint on Hale’s structural solution that must be met in order to 
satisfactorily answer Blackburn’s challenge.  

Recall again the basic structure of an explanation of the source of necessity: 

(1) □p because q. 

We are assuming that q must be necessary if it is to adequately explain why □p. 
However, q’s necessity cannot feature in the explanans, as this would lead either 
to circularity or a regress. In Hale’s terminology, we need a non-transmissive ex-
planation, or 

(4) □p because of the plain fact that q. 

However, I argued that Hale’s essentialist theory fails to explain the source of 
necessity in general because there is an implicit restriction on which necessities 
can be substituted for p in (4). Specifically, on Hale’s theory, p only ranges over 
necessities grounded in natures. This excludes necessities about natures.  

The solution to this problem is therefore to remove any restriction on which 
necessities can be substituted for p. If (4) can explain all necessities, then we will 
have a suitably general account of the source of necessity and an adequate solu-
tion to Blackburn’s dilemma. Given that the explanans q is necessary, this means 
that our solution to the challenge must entail the following: 

(14) □q because of the plain fact that q. 

In other words, the plain fact that q must be able to explain its own necessity. Call 
this the reflexivity constraint. To clarify, the claim is not that any necessary propo-
sition must (or can) explain its own necessity. Rather, the claim is that the partic-
ular proposition q must explain its own necessity, where q is a proposition about 
source of necessity. In Hale’s account, for instance, this would amount to the re-
quirement that the necessity of facts about natures are explained in terms of 
(plain) facts about natures. On this view, the diagnosis for why Hale’s substantive 
solution fails is that it fails to respect to reflexivity constraint, as the necessity of 
natures cannot be explained by plain facts about natures. 

Adopting the reflexivity constraint shows that, at least in principle, it is possi-
ble to answer Blackburn’s dilemma without running into the same problem as 
Hale. As before, however, it is one thing to show that the dilemma can be solved 
in principle, and quite another to provide a substantive account that does in fact 
solve it. In the next section, I examine whether Peacocke’s (1999) ‘principle-
based’ theory of necessity might provide a substantive solution to the dilemma 
along these lines. However, our new structural solution is significant in itself. For 
instance, Cameron (2010: 146, original emphasis) claims that “[w]hen our goal is 
to give an explanation of the necessity of p, for all necessary propositions p, it 
seems we have no choice but to make appeal to some contingent proposition at 
some stage as the explanation for the necessity of some proposition if we want to 
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avoid circularity or regress”. However, the reflexivity constraint shows that we 
do have a choice. If the source of necessity can explain its own necessity, then we 
have provided an end to the regress that is non-circular and placed firmly on the 
necessity horn of Blackburn’s dilemma.  

 
5. Peacocke’s Principle-Based Theory of Necessity 

According to Peacocke (1999), necessity is explained in terms of certain ‘Princi-
ples of Possibility’ that specify the truth conditions for modal claims. In this sec-
tion, I examine whether this theory can solve Blackburn’s dilemma. First, I out-
line Peacocke’s view (section 5.1). Second, I explain how it might be understood 
to provide a non-transmissive explanation of necessity that respects the reflexivity 
constraint (section 5.2) Finally, I raise some doubts about the view, arguing that 
the considerations offered in its favour underdetermine whether it successfully 
solves the dilemma (section 5.3). As with Hale, my primary concern here will be 
whether the account can provide a satisfactory answer to Blackburn’s dilemma 
rather than whether and to what extent it is independently plausible. 

 
5.1. The Principles of Possibility 

Peacocke aims to explain the nature of modality in terms of a set of principles that 
specify the truth conditions for modal claims. For Peacocke, not only is the met-
aphysics of modality explained in terms of these principles; our knowledge of mo-
dality is explained by our implicit grasp of the very same principles. The resulting 
view is somewhat complex and much of this complexity will not be relevant for 
our purposes. Accordingly, I will try to keep the presentation of the view as simple 
as possible while noting that it is in many ways an oversimplification. But this 
should not affect the arguments that follow. 

The notion of necessity is explained in terms of the non-modal notion of an 
admissible assignment. Specifically, it is explained in terms of ‘The Characterization 
of Necessity’ (Peacocke 1999: 150): 

 
The Characterization of Necessity. A thought or proposition is necessary iff it is 
true according to all admissible assignments.  

 
First, then, we need to understand the notion of an assignment, followed by the 
notion of admissible. 

Assignments apply to concepts, here understood as Fregean senses that com-
bine to compose thoughts, which are the contents of propositional attitudes. More 
specifically, an assignment s maps every atomic concept to a semantic value of the 
“appropriate category” (1999: 126). Thus, objects will be assigned to singular con-
cepts, functions from objects to truth values to predicate concepts, and so on. The 
semantic value of a thought is then determined functionally by the semantic val-
ues of the atomic concepts that make up that thought. Thus, for instance, the 
thought expressed by the statement that Berlin is a city is composed of the singular 
concept BERLIN, whose semantic value is the city Berlin, and the one-place pre-
dicative concept CITY, whose semantic value is a function from objects to truth 
values. The semantic value of the thought that Berlin is a city is then the semantic 
value of CITY when BERLIN is its argument, namely the truth value True. For any 
assignment s, we can then define its corresponding specification as the set of thoughts 
that are true according to s (1999: 127). 
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Drawing on Putnam (1969), Peacocke (1999: 128) argues that we should not 
identify properties and relations with the semantic values of predicative and rela-
tional concepts. For this reason, an assignment will also assign a property value to 
such concepts. Like before, an assignment will assign property values of the ap-
propriate category. Thus, monadic properties will be assigned to one-place predi-
cates, binary properties to two-place predicates, and so on. By contrast, the se-
mantic value of a predicative concept C according to an assignment s is the exten-
sion of the property value of C in s. From this, we can extend the notion of a 
specification to include not only the set of thoughts that are true according to an 
assignment, but also the set of singular propositions that are true according to an 
assignment, where these are composed of semantic values of singular concepts 
and the property values of predicative concepts. Hence, the Characterization of 
Necessity specifies the conditions under which both Fregean thoughts and singu-
lar propositions are necessary. 

With the notion of an assignment explained, we can now explain the notion 
of admissibility. An assignment is admissible in this sense when it respects certain 
principles. These are the ‘Principles of Possibility’. Peacocke supplies two such 
basic kinds of principle. The first and most important is the Modal Extension 
Principle (1999: 136): 

 
Modal Extension Principle. An assignment s is admissible only if: for any concept 
C, the semantic value of C according to s is the result of applying the same rule as 
is applied in the determination of the actual semantic value of C.  

 
The idea is that every concept is associated with a rule whose application deter-
mines the actual semantic value for that concept. There are two kinds of cases. 
The first case concerns concepts that are (de jure) rigid. In this case, the rule deter-
mines some particular object that the concept refers to. Any admissible assign-
ment for a rigid concept C must accordingly have C’s actual semantic value (1999: 
136). Thus, any admissible assignment for the concept BERLIN must be the city 
Berlin, as the actual rule for determining the semantic value of BERLIN always 
fixes Berlin as its semantic value. The second case concerns concepts that are not 
rigid. In this case, the rule that determines the actual semantic value of a concept 
is applied to the semantic values of other concepts. A simple example Peacocke 
(1999: 132) uses to illustrate this case is the concept BACHELOR. We can suppose 
that the rule that determines the actual semantic value of BACHELOR is that it is 
the intersection of the extension of the concepts UNMARRIED and MAN. Any as-
signment that does not apply this rule in determining the semantic value of BACH-

ELOR is thereby inadmissible. 
The Modal Extension Principle provides a necessary condition for admissibility, 

but it is not sufficient. The second kind of principle that Peacocke argues is also 
necessary for admissibility are “constitutive principles” (1999: 144). By talk about 
what is constitutive, Peacocke means talk about what it is for a thing to be the thing 
that it is, or its nature. He discusses a number of putative constitutive principles 
without claiming to account for them in their entirety. For our purposes, we can 
capture these various principles with the following general principle: 

 
Constitutive Principle. An assignment s is admissible only if it respects what is 
constitutive of the objects, properties, and relations s mentions. 
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Lest the Modal Extension Principle and the Constitutive Principle appear prob-
lematically disunified, Peacocke (1999: 148) notes that it is highly plausible that 
the rules that determine the actual semantic values of our concepts are constitutive 
of those concepts. So we might think of Peacocke’s theory as a kind of essentialist 
theory of necessity. We will see, however, that the Modal Extension Principle 
plays a crucial role in avoiding the problems faced by an essentialist theory like 
Hale’s. 

To complete the account, Peacocke (1999: 149) then provides a final principle 
that provides a sufficient condition on an assignment’s being admissible: 

 
Principle of Constrained Recombination. An assignment is admissible if it re-
spects the set of conditions on admissibility given hitherto.  

 
We began by stating that a thought or proposition is necessary just in case it is 
true in all admissible assignments. Now that we have provided necessary and suf-
ficient conditions for what counts as an admissible assignment, we have com-
pleted our account of necessity. Despite Peacocke’s sophisticated apparatus, we 
might think of his account as supplementing an essentialist account like Hale’s. 
Given that something like the Constitutive Principle is common ground, we 
might ask whether adopting the Modal Extension Principle in addition the Con-
stitutive Principle can help to answer Blackburn’s challenge.  

 
5.2. Blackburn’s Dilemma Revisited 

Can Peacocke’s principle-based account of necessity solve Blackburn’s dilemma? 
While Peacocke doesn’t directly address Blackburn’s challenge, I think there is a 
natural way of reading his account such that it embraces the necessity horn of the 
dilemma. Recall that we are after an explanation of the source of necessity that 
takes the following form: 

(1) □p because q. 

On Peacocke’s view, this will amount to: 

(15) □p because p is true according to all admissible assignments. 

If, as Peacocke maintains, true according to all admissible assignments does not con-
tain any modal content, then the necessity of p is explained in terms of the plain 
non-modal fact that q.  

But of q, we can still ask, is q necessary? In other words, if p is true according 
to all admissible assignments, is this necessarily true or not? If Peacocke’s account 
cannot explain this necessity, then like Hale’s it will fail to provide an account of 
the source of necessity in general. Assuming the necessity horn, we thus need to 
explain necessities of the following form: 

(16) □[p is true according to all admissible assignments]. 

And given the reflexivity constraint discussed in section 4, our explanation of (16) 
will need to take the following form: 

(17) □[p is true according to all admissible assignments] because [p is true ac-
cording to all admissible assignments] is true according to all admissible 
assignments  
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In support of (17), it is important to see how the Modal Extension Principle ap-
plies to all concepts, including ADMISSIBLE ASSIGNMENT. Given the rules deter-
mining the actual extension of ‘true according to all admissible assignments’, this 
will determine the same extension according to all other assignments. So for any 
proposition p that is true according to all admissible assignments, [p is true ac-
cording to all admissible assignments] will be true according to all admissible as-
signments, and so will also be necessary, given the Characterization of Necessity. 

Peacocke (1999: 152) makes a similar point about how the Modal Extension 
Principle can be applied to the Characterization itself: 

 
The Characterization of Necessity above gives the rule which determines the ac-
tual extension of ‘necessarily’—that is, the propositions or Thoughts to which it 
can be truly prefixed. The rule for determining the actual extension of ‘necessarily’ 
can then be taken as one of the objects of application of the Modal Extension Prin-
ciple. When it is so taken, we see that it follows from the Modal Extension Prin-
ciple that in any admissible assignment s, the semantic value of necessarily will in-
clude precisely those propositions or Thoughts which are true under all assign-
ments which are admissible according to s. Hence, according to any admissible 
assignment, the above Characterization will be true. But this is precisely what it is 
for it to be necessary, under the principle-based conception. 

 
The theory also explains the necessity of constitutive truths. For instance, suppose 
it is constitutive of Socrates that he is human. The necessity of this truth is then 
explained by the fact that the proposition [it is constitutive of Socrates that he is 
human] is true according to all admissible assignments. And we know this is cor-
rect because it respects the Principles of Possibility.15 Thus, by adopting the Modal 
Extension Principle, we have a strategy for reflexively explaining the necessity of 
the source of necessity without circularity or regress. 

 
5.3. A Worry about Explanatory Dependence 

I want to finish this section by raising a doubt about whether Peacocke’s theory 
satisfactorily answers Blackburn’s dilemma. Recall again: 

The Characterization of Necessity. A thought or proposition is necessary iff it is 
true according to all admissible assignments.  

 

 
15 One might worry that this explanation is circular because the explanation for why the 
proposition [Socrates is essentially human] is true according to all admissible assignments 
is that admissible assignments must respect what is constitutive of the objects mentioned 
in them, such as Socrates’ being essentially human. First, however, note that our original 
explanandum is not the proposition [Socrates is essentially human], but its necessity. Be-
cause no necessity figures in the explanandum, there is no circularity accounting for it. 
Second, the explanation of why [Socrates is essentially human] is true according to all 
admissible assignments follows straightforwardly from the definition of ‘admissible assign-
ment’ (together with the fact about Socrates’ essence). So the reappearance of facts about 
Socrates’ essence in the explanans is not problematically circular. Third, if we were to at-
tempt to explain the proposition that [Socrates is essentially human] in terms of it being 
true in all admissible assignments, then this would be problematically circular. However, it 
is no part of the current account to explain essential truths, only their necessity. A different 
worry is that the Principles of Possibility themselves must be explained modally. For an 
answer to this objection, see Peacocke (1998: 146ff).  
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Supposing that this is extensionally correct, the Characterisation itself says noth-
ing about the explanatory dependence of the two sides of the biconditional. So 
while a proposition’s being necessary might be dependent on its being true ac-
cording to all admissible assignments, it might instead be that the converse holds 
(or that they are interdependent). That is, it might instead be that a proposition’s 
being true according to all admissible assignments is dependent on its being nec-
essary.  

In other words, Peacocke’s account is also compatible with the following: 

(18) p is true according to all admissible assignments because □p. 

However, if (18) is true, then Peacocke’s theory cannot provide an account of the 
source of necessity. Because the arguments Peacocke gives in favour of his theory 
only go as far as to support the biconditional, they therefore underdetermine 
whether necessity has its source in admissibility or vice versa.  

Responding to a related objection, Peacocke (2002) points out that the Char-
acterization should be understood as an abductive hypothesis that provides the 
best explanation of the truth conditions of modal contents.16 The explanation is 
defeasible, but we have good reason to accept it in the absence of a better expla-
nation. The problem with this response in the context of this discussion, however, 
is that even if we suppose that “the Characterization states the rule determining 
the correct actual application of necessarily to contents” (2002: 671), this is per-
fectly consistent with both (15) and (18). The question, then, is not about our 
grounds for accepting the Characterization, but about the explanatory depend-
ence between necessity and admissibility, on which the Characterization is silent. 
Thus, in order to determine whether Peacocke’s account can explain the source 
of necessity, we must determine whether the Characterization is best explained 
by (15) or (18). In the absence of an argument that it is best explained by (15), we 
should not accept Peacocke’s account as a solution to Blackburn’s dilemma. 
However, I have not argued that such an argument is not possible or bound to 
fail. So it remains to be seen whether the necessity horn may be defended in this 
way.17 

 
6. Conclusion 

The possibility of non-transmissive explanations shows that, at least in principle, 
the source of necessity can be a necessity. Explanations of necessity grounded in 
natures might look like a promising instance of non-tranmissive explanations, but 
they fail to account for the necessity of natures and thus necessity in general. This 
problem led us to consider an additional, general constraint on non-transmissive 
explanations of necessity, namely the reflexivity constraint. This stated that the 
source of necessity must be able to non-transmissively explain its own necessity. 

 
16 The response is to Wright’s (2002: 658f) objection that if the Characterization needs to 
be known to be necessary, and if the epistemology is also given in terms of the Characteri-
zation, then it is impossible to know that the Characterization is necessary without begging 
the question. As I am not here concerned with the epistemology of necessity, I will leave 
this unaddressed. 
17 One consideration against (15), however, might be that different kinds of necessity-facts 
have a disunified grounds if we do not have a satisfactory story to tell about what unites 
the different Principles of Possibility. Another consideration might be that our notion of 
necessity is more natural and thus plausibly more fundamental than our notion of admis-
sibility. 
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I considered whether Peacocke’s Modal Extension Principle might provide an 
example of the reflexivity constraint in action. Although promising in certain re-
spects, I argued that it leaves unanswered whether necessity has its source in the 
admissibility of assignments rather than vice versa. Thus, while we have seen that 
there are available strategies for answering Blackburn’s dilemma on the necessity 
horn, the approaches examined here are yet to fully meet this challenge.18 
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Abstract 
 

Blackburn’s dilemma (as commonly understood) is that in explaining truths of the 
form ‘Necessarily-P’ we have to appeal either to a necessary truth, in which case 
we don’t seem to make the right kind of progress, or to a contingent truth, in which 
case we seem to undermine the necessity we were meant to be explaining. This 
paper advances two claims. First, it is argued that the dilemma is wider in scope 
than usually supposed. The standard assumption (evident also in Blackburn’s orig-
inal paper (1993)) is that the dilemma applies to explanations of truths of the form 
‘Necessarily-P’. I argue that the real problem identified by Blackburn doesn’t just 
apply to explanations of truths of this form, but to explanations of necessary truths 
in general (e.g. truths of logic, mathematics, etc.). In the course of this argument it 
also transpires that the real problem on the necessity horn is rather different—and 
rather less susceptible to obvious objections—than it is usually taken to be. It con-
cerns the antinaturalistic core of necessity. Second, it is argued that there is an es-
cape from the antinaturalistic core on the contingency horn. In the footsteps of 
Wright (1985), the claim is that the contingency horn is tenable for those who be-
lieve that the necessary truth in question is analytic, i.e. follows from its meaning. 
 
Keywords: Necessity, Simon Blackburn, Metaphysics of modality, Analyticity.  
 
 
 
 
1. The Dilemma 

Blackburn (1993) argues that there is a dilemma for explanations of the form ‘Nec-
essarily-P because Q’ (where both necessarily-P and Q are truths, i.e. true state-
ments/propositions). The dilemma is generated by the question of whether Q is 
necessary or contingent. If it is necessary; if for example we give an essentialist 
explanation along the lines of Hale 2013, then, says Blackburn, that doesn’t rep-
resent the right kind of progress. The necessity of the explainer (i.e. the truth doing 
the explaining) constitutes a “bad residual ‘must’” (Blackburn 1993: 53). This is 
the necessity horn. On the contingency horn, we explain necessarily-P by appeal-
ing to a contingent Q, for example by trying on a linguistic or a conceivability-
based approach. In this case, says Blackburn, “there is strong pressure to feel that 
the original necessity has not been explained or identified, so much as undermined” 
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(Blackburn 1993: 53). The explanation goes through only at the expense of losing 
that which wanted explaining. Since the explainer must be either necessary or con-
tingent, we get a dilemma. 

In the first half of this paper I wish to raise a clarificatory question about 
what the affected kind of explanation is an explanation of. I think we can say 
without presupposing the issue that the truth to be explained is a necessity. But the 
notion of ‘a necessity’ can be understood in two different ways. First, a truth 
might count as a necessity by invoking necessity, that is, by saying that something 
holds necessarily; by being of the form ‘Necessarily-P’ (or synonymous with a 
sentence of this form). This is the sense of ‘a necessity’ employed by Blackburn in 
presenting the dilemma, and subsequent writers have gone along with it. But there 
is also a second way in which a truth might count as ‘a necessity’: simply by being 
necessary, that is, by possessing the modal status of necessity (as opposed to con-
tingency). Such truths have in common that they would not fail to hold no matter 
how different the world was, indeed could not, and although there is no universally 
agreed list of precisely which truths really qualify as necessities in the second 
sense, it is very widely held that at least truths of logic and mathematics make the 
cut (‘All bachelors are bachelors’, ‘2+2=4’, etc.). It will be useful to name these 
two ways in which a truth can count as a necessity. The first kind I will call invo-
cation-necessities, since they invoke necessity. The second are possession-necessities, 
since they possess the modal status of necessity (the terminology is from van Cleve 
2002: 43). 

I don’t think the possession/invocation distinction requires any argumenta-
tive support, for it is obvious that possessing and invoking a modal status are dif-
ferent things, but that is not to say that there is no overlap. Clearly many posses-
sion-necessities are not invocation-necessities, like logical truths (‘All cats are 
cats’) which simply are necessary without saying anything about necessity. But it 
is less clear whether invocation-necessities are possession-necessities, that is, 
whether truths of the form ‘Necessarily-P’ are themselves necessary, which is 
equivalent to the question of whether the characteristic axiom of modal logic S4 
is true. This issue is certainly relevant to the dilemma (as we shall see), but it is 
not one on which we need to take a stance.  

The question, rather, is whether the dilemma applies to explanations of in-
vocation-necessities (i.e. ‘Necessarily-P because Q’) or of possession-necessities 
(i.e. ‘P because Q’, where P is necessary). This issue has just about been mentioned 
in the literature (Hale 2002: 308 asks whether the dilemma applies to explanations 
of why a given necessary truth is true or of why it is necessary), but it hasn’t to my 
knowledge been seriously discussed, and I believe that a discussion of it yields 
some surprising results. 

In particular, the consensus on the issue appears to be false. Although the 
distinction between possessing and invoking necessity isn’t always made explicit 
in the literature on the dilemma, it is always assumed that the truth to be explained 
is an invocation-necessity. This is explicit in Blackburn’s initial presentation of 
the dilemma, in Hale’s reconstruction (“Let necessarily-p be the necessity to be 
accounted for…” (Hale 2002: 302)) and in all other papers on the issue (see e.g. 
Morato 2014, Cameron 2010, Hanks 2008, Lange 2008 and Wildman 2017).  

For the truth doing the explaining, meanwhile, the consensus is that it is pos-
sessing necessity (on the necessity horn) or not (on the contingency horn) which is 
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relevant. This is how Hale’s (2002) influential reconstruction of the dilemma sees 
the explainer, and it seems to be the only real contender.1 

The standard interpretation of the dilemma thus mixes the two forms of ne-
cessity identified: invocation in the truth to be explained, possession in the explainer. 
In the first half of the paper, I will argue that this “mixed” dilemma is at best a 
special case of the “straight” dilemma, where the relevant form of necessity is 
possession-necessity in both explanandum and explanans. As I see it, the real 
problem Blackburn identifies applies to explanations of necessary truths in gen-
eral (‘P because Q’, where P is necessary) rather than just explanations of invoca-
tion-necessities (‘Necessarily-P because Q’). As such, the dilemma is just as rele-
vant for the philosophies of mathematics, logic and whatever other non-contin-
gent realm there might be as it is for philosophy of modality.  

What is at stake, then, is the scope of the problem. But I also believe that 
taking the proposed perspective allows us to shed some new light on the “bad 
residual must” of the necessity horn, and that criticisms of that horn based on the 
“mixed” interpretation (such as Hale’s 2002) therefore don’t engage with it in its 
strongest form.  

The question here is not primarily exegetical. It concerns which version of 
the dilemma is strongest, not which fits best with Blackburn’s intentions. There is 
no doubt that a good case could be made for thinking that Blackburn saw the 
dilemma as pertaining to explanations of truths invoking necessity, in line with 
the standard “mixed” interpretation. My conclusion might therefore be read as 
being that Blackburn’s dilemma is actually slightly different even from how Black-
burn conceived it. Whether it still deserves the name ‘Blackburn’s dilemma’ is 
perhaps debatable—or it would be, were it not for the fact that, as we shall see, 
even the straight dilemma is identified in his original paper. 
 

2. The Mixed vs. the Straight Contingency Horn  

On the mixed contingency horn an invocation-necessity is attempted explained 
by a contingent truth, that is, the explanation is of the form ‘Necessarily-P because 
Q’, where Q is contingent. Blackburn says that in this case, “there is strong pres-
sure to feel that the original necessity has not been explained or identified, so 
much as undermined” (Blackburn 1993: 53). Hale’s (2002) attempt to identify an 
argument in Blackburn’s feeling runs as follows. If Q explains Necessarily-P, then 
if Q weren’t the case, then Necessarily-P wouldn’t be either. And since Q might 
not have been the case (because contingent), Necessarily-P might also not have 
been the case. But given the characteristic principle of S4, all truths of the form 
‘Necessarily-P’ are themselves necessary. So P isn’t necessary after all. Its neces-
sity has been undermined.  

Hale doesn’t think this a particularly convincing argument. He doubts (Hale 
2002: 302) the counterfactual principle behind the first step (that whenever A explains 
B, if A were false, then B would be too) on the basis of familiar counterexamples from 
 
1 To pre-empt a potential confusion, it should be noted that in presenting the dilemma, 
Blackburn actually says that the explainer will either ‘‘claim just that something is so, or it 
will claim that something must be so” (1993: 53) i.e. that the explainer is an invocation-
necessity or not. But it is unclear how this would work on the contingency horn. In dis-
cussing the contingency horn, he switches to talking about the explainer as a possession-
necessity (the necessity to be explained is undermined if its explainer ‘does not have to be 
so’ (1993: 53)). 
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the causal realm (if I shoot a balloon, causing it to burst, then my shooting the 
balloon explains its bursting even if my bullet was just the first of many heading 
for the balloon, meaning it would have burst anyway). He also doesn’t think an-
yone likely to grasp the contingency horn (a conventionalist, say) can be expected 
to accept S4. 

I disagree with Hale. I think there is a way of setting up the contingency horn 
in such a way that it represents a genuine—albeit ultimately solvable—problem. 
We will return to this in due course. For now, the issue I wish to draw attention 
to is this argument’s intended scope. For by aiming the above argument only at 
explanations of invocation-necessities, Hale is rather unnaturally restricting its 
potential impact. All that is required for the argument to go through is that the 
truth to be explained is a possession-necessity. If the explanation is of the form ‘P 
because Q’, where P is necessary and Q contingent, then one can go through the 
same steps as before to reach the conclusion that P is not necessary after all. In 
fact this argument is better, since it doesn’t rely on the S4 principle. 

So the problem of the mixed contingency horn is just (at best, assuming the 
S4 principle) a special case of a more general problem that we come up against in 
explaining any possession-necessity in terms of a contingent truth. And explain-
ing a possession-necessity in terms of a contingent truth is just what is done on 
the contingency horn of the straight dilemma. So the problem of the mixed contin-
gency horn is (at best) a special case of the problem of the straight contingency 
horn.  

That the problem on the mixed contingency horn is a special case of some-
thing more general is not unknown (see e.g. van Cleve 2002: 42). What has not 
been noticed, and what I intend to show in the next two sections, is that the same 
is true of the problem of the mixed necessity horn: that it too is a special case of 
the problem of the straight necessity horn. I will first, in section 3, criticise the 
problem as it is usually understood (essentially on the same grounds as Hale’s 
well-known discussion (2002)) before identifying another, largely neglected prob-
lem of the necessity horn in section 4. It is this second problem which is just a 
special case of the problem on the straight necessity horn.  
 

3. The Mixed Necessity Horn 

On the mixed necessity horn, an invocation-necessity is explained via appeal to a 
possession-necessity, that is, the explanation is of the form ‘Necessarily-P because 
Q’, where Q is necessary. This is meant to result in a “bad residual must”. Identi-
fying this residue, however, is difficult.2 After all, the same explanatory structure 
occurs for other phenomena besides necessity. If we wanted to explain why some 
P was reasonable, to borrow van Cleve’s example (2002: 43), we would presum-
ably have to appeal to a Q which was itself reasonable. Are we really to believe 
that there is a “bad residual reasonableness” in this explanation? That seems 
 
2 A possible “bad residual must” (addressed on the helpful advice of an anonymous re-
viewer) might be that the situation results in an infinite regress. Since the explainer Q is 
necessary, we can ask what explains its necessity, and the eventual answer R will itself 
have to be necessary, at which point we can ask what explains the necessity of R and so 
on ad infinitum. But notice that what explains the necessity of P is not necessarily-Q, but 
simply Q. Consequently, although it is true that we can ask about the necessity of Q (and 
of R, etc.), this is a separate explanatory issue from that of the necessity of P. The expla-
nation of the necessity of P stops at Q. So it doesn’t seem right to call this a regress. 
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highly odd. But then, why think there is a bad residual must with explaining why 
something is necessary by appealing to something which is itself necessary?  

Blackburn in effect gives two answers to this in his paper. Here I discuss the 
first (henceforth referred to as the ‘first reason’), which is specific to explanations 
of invocation-necessities, presented by Blackburn in connection with the di-
lemma, and inadequate. (The second, which shares none of these traits, will be 
the subject of the next section.) The first reason he gives for thinking there is a bad 
residual must on the necessity horn is that  

 
the advance will be representable as ‘if we see why this must be so, we can now 
see why that must be as well’ (Blackburn 1993: 53-54).  

 
The claim, in other words, seems to be that the explanation on the necessity horn 
is of the form ‘Necessarily-P because necessarily-Q’. If the explanation on the 
mixed necessity horn really was of this form, then that would obviously be a) 
unsatisfactory and b) a problem specific to explanations of invocation-necessities. 
But it isn’t. Blackburn isn’t distinguishing properly between invocation- and pos-
session-necessities. An explanation of the form ‘Necessarily-P because neces-
sarily-Q’ is an explanation of an invocation-necessity in terms of another invoca-
tion-necessity. On the necessity-horn of the mixed dilemma, however, we explain 
an invocation-necessity by appealing to a possession-necessity, i.e. ‘Necessarily-P 
because Q’. Of explanations which might fit the bill, though I don’t endorse either 
of them, Q might be a truth about (necessarily existing) essences or about a (nec-
essarily existing) plurality of worlds. Of course, you might think that claims about 
worlds/essences are just thinly veiled claims about necessity, but the point is that 
nothing in Blackburn’s first suggestion for a “bad residual must” shows that they 
must be. The first reason fails. 

This assessment of Blackburn’s first reason is not absent from the literature. 
Van Cleve (2002: 42) reaches the same conclusion, as does Hale (2002: 310). In 
Hale’s terminology, explanations which appeal to an invocation-necessity are 
“transmission” explanations; those which appeal to a possession-necessity are 
“non-transmission”; and the problem with Blackburn’s suggestion above is that it 
assumes that all explanations on the necessity horn must be of the “transmission” 
variety.  

It is worthwhile to flag a possible confusion about this assessment of Black-
burn’s first reason which needs avoiding. On the necessity horn as standardly un-
derstood, the relevant form of explanation is  

(1) Necessarily-P because Q, 

where Q is necessary. But if the contingency horn really is untenable, then Q must 
be necessary in order for this to be a good explanation, lest we undermine the 
necessity of P. And this might seem to reopen the door to the first reason. Thus 
Hanks (2008: 140) asks: if Q has to be necessary for this explanation to work, 
doesn’t that mean that really (1) is just a “disguised” version of 

(2) Necessarily-P because (Q and necessarily-Q)? 

If so, Blackburn’s first reason is back on. Hanks’s claim, then, is that (1) only 
seems like a good explanation because we’re smuggling in an appeal to Q’s ne-
cessity, making “implicit use” of it (Hanks 2008: 140). 

In specific cases it may well be true that an explanation like (1) only works 
because of an implicit appeal to Q’s necessity. Romero (2019) argues that this is 
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the case in Hale’s essentialist programme. But Hanks’s point is intended to be 
more general. He claims that if an explanation like (1) depends on the necessity 
of Q, then that alone is sufficient to make it a disguised version of (2) (Hanks 
2008: 140).3 And it is hard to see that this should be so. He seems to be relying on 
this general principle:  

If the correctness of ‘A because B’ depends on some fact C, then really the 
explanation is ‘A because (B and C)’. 

But no support is offered for this principle, and it rings false. In general, an expla-
nation of A by B will depend on all sorts of things. It will depend, for example, 
on there being an appropriate relationship between A and B. If the principle were 
sound, then really the explanation ‘A because B’ would be a disguised version of 
‘A because (B and the existence of an appropriate relationship between A and B)’. 
But this a) is nonsense: if there is an appropriate relationship, then that enables 
‘A because B’ to be a good explanation without the need to be thus transformed, 
and b) leads to an infinite regress: this further explanation ‘A because (B and C)’ 
would also depend on some further fact D, which would then need to be sub-
sumed into the explanation, and so on. Without the above principle, there is no 
reason—at least none provided by Hanks—to think that if the necessity of Q is 
required for (1) to be a good explanation, then really the explanation is like (2).  

The first pass at identifying the “bad residual must” is unsuccessful. Since 
the first reason is the only one Blackburn gives while outlining the dilemma, this 
result has been taken to show that there is no real problem on the necessity horn 
(e.g. Hale 2002: 314). In fact, however, Blackburn argues for what amounts to 
another candidate for the bad residual must. And this, we shall now see, provides 
a bridge from consideration of the mixed necessity horn to the straight.  
 

4. From the Mixed to the Straight Necessity Horn 

The second candidate for the “bad residual must” comes towards the end of 
Blackburn’s paper, some twenty pages after the initial appearance of the dilemma. 
The context is that he has attempted to explain the necessity of P by appealing to 
the inconceivability of its negation (that we can make nothing of it, in his words). 
He then claims that if we could further explain the inconceivability of its negation 
“naturalistically”, i.e. if we could see our inability to make anything of it as due 
to some “contingent limitation” of our psychology or neural wiring or some such, 
then this would undermine the original commitment to the necessity of P. This is 
just the reasoning of the mixed contingency horn. He concludes:  

 
this means that there is bound to be a residual ‘surd’: our incapacity to make any-
thing of the thought that some propositions are true has to be resistant to natural 
explanation, if it remains a good candidate for modal commitment. … [T]he phe-
nomenon is antinaturalistic at its core (Blackburn 1993: 71-72). 

 
I propose this “residual surd”, this resistance to natural explanation, as the real 
“bad residual must” of the necessity horn. I will shortly explain Blackburn’s think-
ing in more detail, but first note that, exactly as with the contingency horn, the 

 
3 In Hanks’s defence, he might be misled by some loose talk in Hale’s objection to Black-
burn’s first suggestion, where he (Hale) also seems to endorse something like this principle 
(Hale 2002: 312, quoted in Hanks 2008: 139).  
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problem here isn’t unique to explanations of truths of the form ‘Necessarily-P’ but 
rather generalises to explanations of all necessary truths. They, too, will need to 
be explained by appeal to a necessary truth (assuming the contingency horn really 
is untenable), which will thwart the explanation’s status as naturalistic. The “re-
sidual surd” plagues not only invocation-necessities, but all possession-necessi-
ties. Just as with the contingency horn, then, the problem of the mixed necessity 
horn is just a special case of the straight. 

Why might Blackburn think that using a necessary truth as explainer won’t 
amount to a natural explanation? The idea is that the contingent world is the nat-
ural world: it is the world of matter, where things change, start to exist, cease to 
exist, and exist in some places and not others. The necessary realm, on the other 
hand, is eternal and unchanging. Possession-necessities remain constant through-
out any change in the contingent facts, but what kind of fact is immune to varia-
tion, say, in the event of the Big Bang? How can there be such things which would 
remain untouched even if, as seems possible, physical reality had never existed in 
the first place? The existence of possession-necessities seems to require a parallel 
track, a paraphysical reality, more to the world than meets the eye.  

There is nothing new in the idea that possession-necessities are mysterious. 
Traditionally, as Casullo (2005: 97) points out, necessary truths were thought to 
be about abstracta, and just consider Kant’s aphorism that experience can tell us 
what is the case, not what must be (1781/1963: 43). Faced with possession-neces-
sities, those not fond of mysteries can choose between two Es: explain or elimi-
nate. These days elimination, usually associated with Quine, is widely seen as 
ignoring the problem rather than solving it. Explanation is more attractive; one 
allows for the existence of necessary truths while collapsing them, as it were, into 
contingent truths via explanation, thus removing the air of mystery. If it is right, 
however, that the contingency of the explainer undermines the necessity of the 
truth to be explained, then this kind of explanation is simply impossible. The 
problem of the necessity horn, then, and the badness of Blackburn’s residual must, 
is that the initial weirdness of necessary truths is set to remain. 

Blackburn’s insight thus surpasses that of Kant. Not only does he recognise 
the initial problem with possession-necessities; he has an argument for thinking 
that any attempt to sanitise them via explanation will fail. It can only refer to 
another possession-necessity, and that will present the same problem again. Ne-
cessity is like an antinaturalistic curse. We may explain a truth which possesses 
it, but then the truth doing the explaining must itself be tainted. Victimless relief 
can be gained only by doing something which Blackburn doubts is possible: ex-
plaining a possession-necessity in terms of a contingent truth.  

Just how problematic is the necessity horn thus construed? Of course, the 
necessity horn, unlike the contingency horn, doesn’t aim to refute the explana-
tions which fall on it; it simply imposes a limit on what such explanations will 
achieve. So if your explanation lacks even the pretence of doing away with the 
prima facie weirdness of possession-necessities, then the necessity horn has noth-
ing on you. It may be questioned whether it is even successful in imposing this 
limit. What, for example, does it say about a posteriori possession-necessities like 
water being H2O? This kind of case puts pressure on the idea that possessing ne-
cessity is inherently antinaturalistic. But even in these cases there is a problem in 
the immediate vicinity. It is widely held (even by Kripke 1993: 180) that in such 
cases there is an associated principle, known by “a priori philosophical analysis” 
as Kripke puts it, saying that, in the water case, if water is composed a certain 
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way, then it is necessarily composed that way. So even if ‘water is H2O’ is not 
itself strange, this associated principle plausibly is. Even in these cases there is a 
‘surd’. 

I will not argue further for the sharpness of the straight necessity horn. I put 
it out there for consideration as an improvement on the mixed necessity horn as 
standardly conceived, which bore no threat at all. But it is worth noting its poten-
tial force. The point is not simply that possession-necessities are strange when 
taken at face-value, nor that we currently have no remedy for this strangeness, 
nor that we are simply too stupid to ever have a remedy, like dogs trying to un-
derstand relativity theory. The point is that there is no remedy. The phenomenon 
is antinaturalistic at its core. That is the potential force of the straight necessity 
horn.  

It would be good, therefore, if we could make the contingency horn work 
instead, and in what remains I will argue that we can. 
 

5. Clarifying the Contingency Horn 

To give a solution to the problem of the contingency horn it is necessary to get 
clear about exactly what the problem is, and that is the project of this preparatory 
section.  

It has transpired that on the contingency horn the explanation takes the form 
‘P because Q’, where P is necessary and Q contingent. The problem is supposed 
to be that this explanation undermines the P’s necessity. We saw Hale’s attempt 
to make this into a formal argument earlier using a counterfactual covariance 
principle of explanations to the effect that whenever P explains Q, if P were false 
then Q would be too. But there are familiar counterexamples to this noted by Hale 
himself, e.g. overdetermination cases in causal explanations (see section 2). 

Doubtless it would be possible to resurrect the problem of the contingency 
horn using a weaker counterfactual covariance principle. However, the problem 
of the contingency horn is easier to appreciate and certainly to discuss (as we shall 
see) when formulated in terms of the more lightweight notion of a guarantee in-
stead of the more heavy-going explanation. Guaranteeing (which is just factive en-
tailment) is a broader notion than explanation, and in particular it seems unlikely 
that anyone would deny that a contingent truth can guarantee a necessary truth. 
Consider the pair of truths: 

(1) Brutus killed Caesar 
(2) Brutus killed Caesar or he didn’t.  

The first of these is contingent, the second necessary, and yet there seems little 
doubt that the former guarantees the latter, being a disjunct of it.4 Perhaps the 
word ‘explanation’ is flexible enough to cover even this kind of case, but it seems 
implausible that appealing to (1) should account for (2) to a philosopher’s 

 
4 Of course, if entailment turns out to be nothing more than strict implication (as some 
think, e.g. Lewy 1976), then anything will guarantee a necessary truth like (2). This might 
seem to trivialise talk about what guarantees necessary truths like (2), for although it is true 
that (2) will indeed be guaranteed by (1), it will also be guaranteed by e.g. the existence of 
cars. I will ignore this complication here, except to say that I don’t think this trivialisation 
would actually occur. For even if (1) trivially guarantees (2) (in virtue of (2)’s necessity), 
that doesn’t interfere with it non-trivially guaranteeing it as well (in virtue of (1)’s being a 
disjunct of (2)). 
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satisfaction—if it did, Blackburn’s dilemma would of course be very easy to solve 
indeed. The reason for this, I believe, is that even after appealing to (1) the feeling 
remains that there must be more to be said about the truth of (2)—after all, (2) 
would have been just as true even if Brutus hadn’t killed Caesar (another way to 
reach this conclusion is epistemological, since we know disjunctions of this kind 
before knowing which disjunct is true). Insofar as we’re on the contingency horn 
precisely to dispel fears that there might be something weird going on with neces-
sary truths, this is an unsatisfactory state of affairs. What we want is to account 
for (2) and other necessary truths in such a way that we scratch that philosophical 
itch; that we aren’t left feeling that there might be more to it.  

Again, this conception of the problem appears in Blackburn’s original paper. 
Considering a conventionalist explanation of ‘2+2=4’, he says: “if that's all there 
is to it, then twice two does not have to be four” (Blackburn 1993: 54, my empha-
sis). The challenge, therefore, to the philosopher seeking a comfortable life on the 
contingency horn, is to maintain both that some contingent A guarantees a nec-
essary B and that this gets to the heart of the matter. The worry is that if we respect 
B’s necessity, then B should persist even in those possible hypothetical situations 
where its (contingent) guarantor A is withdrawn—just like the disjunction that 
either Brutus killed Caesar or not would still hold even in the hypotheticals where 
Brutus didn’t kill Caesar. But if so, how can we claim that A really gets to the 
heart of B, given that B manages just fine without it? If A isn’t just overdetermin-
ing something which would hold anyway, then withdrawing A should produce a 
change in B. But that would interfere with its necessity. 

And note that it would be insufficient at this stage to go revisionary and give 
up the necessity of the necessary truth, because exactly the same point can be 
made by reference to non-hypothetical situations where the contingent truth fails 
to hold. As applied specifically to the linguistic theory, the problem can be formu-
lated by reference to the non-linguistic past. Thus Boghossian (1996: 365) asks: 
wasn’t snow white or not long before language existed? I assume that denying this 
is beyond the pale. 

The primary benefit of casting the dilemma in terms of guarantees rather than 
explanations is that it allows us to recognise one thing contingencies definitely 
can do for necessities—guarantee them. In the next section we’ll see that this pro-
vides us with the foothold we need to provide a possible solution to the problem, 
sourced from the linguistic theory of modality. Incidentally the problem of the 
contingency horn as we now understand is identical to the historically prominent 
“contingency objection” to explaining possession-necessities by contingent 
truths. An early rendition of this objection is Russell’s against Kant’s theory of 
arithmetic (see van Cleve 2002: 38), and similar arguments against linguistic ap-
proaches appear frequently in the 20th century philosophy, e.g. in Lewis (1946: 
148), Lewy (1976) and Stroud (1984).  
 

6. The Straight Contingency Horn and the Linguistic Theory of 
Modality 

According to the linguistic theory of modality, necessary truths, or at least an 
important subset of necessary truths, are analytic. Exactly what it takes for some-
thing to count as analytic depends, notoriously, on who you ask. Some see ana-
lyticity non-cognitively, more closely related to a species of rule than of truth (e.g. 
Ayer 1936b: 20); others see it as conventionally stipulated truth for the purpose of 
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implicit definition (e.g. Carnap 1937); others still see analyticity as a purely epis-
temic matter (Boghossian 1996). The kind of analyticity relevant to this article, 
however—and incidentally the only analyticity I believe in—is truth guaranteed 
by meaning. There is, I believe, a way of making the notion of truth-by-meaning 
both clear and plausible, but establishing that is the project of a different article. 
Here the existence of such a notion is instead assumed and put to use in the solv-
ing of Blackburn’s dilemma, and given that the linguistic theory is supposed to be 
a victim of the dilemma, I assume that this strategy is legitimate. Suppose, there-
fore, if only for the sake of argument, that for a given possession-necessity—to 
take the trite example, that all bachelors are unmarried men—the conjunction of 
all the facts about the meaning of ‘All bachelors are unmarried men’ (saliently, I 
think, that ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ are synonymous, though again this 
isn’t the place to defend this claim) guarantees it. To give these two things a name:  

C: The words ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ are synonymous and… (etc. for 
all the other facts about D’s meaning). 

D: All bachelors are unmarried men. 

And the assumption (for the sake of argument) is that C guarantees D (or that 
that-C guarantees that-D). Since, by common philosophical consent, linguistic 
facts are contingent and D necessary, this constitutes a case of a contingent truth 
guaranteeing a possession-necessity.  

As we saw in the previous section, nothing in Blackburn’s dilemma disproves 
that C guarantees D. What is potentially disproved is rather that this is the full 
story, that it gets to the heart of the matter. The reason for this denial is what we 
should say happens to bachelors’ being unmarried men (i.e. that D) under the 
supposition that the contingent linguistic facts fail to hold (i.e. that not-C). We are 
faced in effect with another dilemma. Either we deny that it persists on that sup-
position, in which case we would be undermining its necessity. Or we respect its 
necessity and judge that bachelors would have been unmarried men no matter 
how we had used words, which appears to show that even if the relevant linguistic 
facts fully guarantees that bachelors are unmarried men, this only overdetermines 
it; there is more going on than that.  

But the linguistic theorist has a comeback. The basis of the reply is that the 
contingent linguistic facts in C are about the necessary sentence D (or, if you will, 
about the sentence which expresses a necessary proposition). This is why D is 
analytic: it follows from facts about its meaning. Once this point is internalised, 
the linguistic theorist’s reply is simple to understand. When her opponent asks 
whether bachelors are still unmarried men (i.e. whether D) on the supposition that 
the relevant linguistic facts fail to hold (i.e. that not-C), the linguistic theorist 
should seek to clarify exactly what is meant. Should we understand the question 
‘Whether D?’ according to its customary English meaning? If so, then the linguis-
tic theorist will have no problem accounting for a positive answer: although there 
is no synonymy (per supposition) inside the situation described, there doesn’t need 
to be, for we supply it ourselves in our description of it. C—which remember is 
about D’s meaning—simply hasn’t been negated. So the linguistic theory’s guar-
antor isn’t withdrawn after all, and then it is no surprise that all bachelors are still 
unmarried men. On the other hand, if the question’s meaning is not the customary 
English meaning, then it must be admitted that the linguistic theory’s guarantor 
C really has been withdrawn. But then the answer depends on what new meaning 
we imbue the question with, and the pressure to give a positive answer will be 
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relieved without that undermining the necessity of bachelors being unmarried 
men. It would amount to nothing more than a change of subject.  

In short: either the linguistic theory’s guarantor is withdrawn and there is no 
threat to necessity, or it isn’t and there is no need to posit anything else going on. 

So for example, when Williamson asserts that bachelors would have been 
unmarried men no matter how we used words (2007: 59, adapted example), he’s 
using ‘bachelor’ as synonymous with ‘unmarried man’ (etc.). This means that the 
supposition ‘no matter how we used words’ has failed to negate C and that the 
truth of D is still open to the linguistic diagnosis. In general, in order to negate 
the linguistic theory’s guarantor of D, it is insufficient to focus on a situation with-
out English, because we might still be using D in such a way as to verify C. And 
if we used D any other way, though that would be enough to negate C, it would 
also make the truth or falsity of the newly interpreted D entirely irrelevant to the 
necessity of bachelors being unmarried men. 

 This defence is similar to an idea pioneered by Wright 1985. He says that 
the linguistic theorist can defend herself against the contingency objection by 
claiming that there is a convention in force as follows: 

 
What is true to say of a hypothetical state of affairs ... is to be determined by refer-
ence to our actual linguistic conventions, even if those are not the conventions that 
would then obtain (Wright 1985: 190). 

 
And this convention (henceforth CON), Wright thinks, enjoins that analytic sen-
tences, if there are any, will “remain assertible” even when considering counter-
factual situations where the relevant linguistic facts don’t obtain (191). So the fact 
that bachelors are unmarried men even in a possible world without English 
doesn’t show that there is more going on with this truth than its linguistic guar-
antor. This basic idea has become more or less standard, see e.g. Einheuser 2006, 
Sidelle 2009, Nyseth 2017 and Topey 2019.  

I regard what Wright writes as essentially right. I particularly agree that when 
Williamson (or whoever) asserts that bachelors would have been unmarried men 
no matter how we used words, the linguistic theorist can and should see him as 
making use of the linguistic resources we have here in actual reality, which means 
that the linguistic guarantor of D hasn’t been removed. But Wright’s idea can, I 
think, be improved by making two modifications.  

First, thus formulated CON overshoots. Not only does it make analytic sen-
tences assertible even when considering non-linguistic counterfactuals, it does the 
same for ordinary metalinguistic sentences too, wrongly. For if you were to con-
sider whether, say, ‘bachelor’ was synonymous with ‘unmarried man’ in some 
counterfactual scenario sans language and you followed CON, then you would 
have to say that it was, because CON dictates that sentences are evaluated “by 
reference to our actual linguistic conventions, even if those are not the conven-
tions that would then obtain”. But it is easy to modify CON in such a way that 
this consequence is avoided. Instead of saying that sentences have their truth de-
termined by “reference to our actual linguistic conventions”, we say simply that 
we evaluate sentences according to their customary English meaning; that we 
continue to use English in the ordinary way when we move from descriptions of 
present English reality to descriptions of non-linguistic counterfactual situations. 
This suffices to make analytic sentences always come out true, for their truth is 
guaranteed by their meaning, and it also avoids making metalinguistic sentences 



William Bondi Knowles 

 

368 

like ‘’bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ are synonymous’ always come out true, for 
these are not true in virtue of their meaning. If ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ 
weren’t synonymous, the sentence reporting their synonymy would be false but it 
wouldn’t change meaning. The meaning of this metalinguistic sentence is inde-
pendent of the meanings of ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ even though its truth 
is not.  

Given the first modification, a second comes naturally. Wright regards con-
vention CON as something the linguistic theorist will claim is in force and the 
realist will deny (192-94). The realist, Wright thinks, will regard the relevant coun-
terfactuals (that even if we had used words differently, bachelors would still have 
been unmarried) as the result of some kind of insight, “rationally demanded of 
us”, whereas the linguistic theorist sees them as a result of convention CON. 
When conceived in this way, the defence risks falling victim to the familiar realist 
phenomenological reminder of the appeal of the counterfactual: it is not some-
thing we choose to say as though we were choosing what to have for dinner, it is 
something we must say to speak truly. But given the previous modification, a) it 
is hardly right to think of CON as the presence of a convention rather than the 
absence of a contrary one—after all, we’re just continuing to standard English 
words according to their standard English meaning, and b) even if someone did 
stop hypothesising in accordance with CON, this would not be bad news for the 
linguistic theorist, for then they would not be using language according to its 
standard English meaning, and so whatever judgement they made would be quite 
irrelevant to the necessity of bachelors being unmarried men.  

What emerges is that analyticity, far from undermining necessity, actually 
supports it. For if a sentence P follows from its meaning, then the question 
‘Whether P?’ will have a positive answer no matter what possible world we aim 
it at. In fact, that analyticity explains rather than undermines necessity is what the 
logical positivists saw from the beginning (e.g. Ayer 1936a: 47, Hahn 1933: §3, 
Hempel 1945: 545), and the same line is towed even by some who reject analyt-
icity (e.g. Fodor and Lepore 2006). It is certainly ironic that the very analyticity 
the positivists used to explain necessity was subsequently argued to undermine it, 
and it is curious that the two lines of argument haven’t, to my knowledge, been 
juxtaposed in the literature. I have argued that the positivists’ argument comes 
out on top. 

 
7. An Objection 

I turn finally to an objection to this line of argument. The objection is voiced by 
Wright himself: 

 
The obvious worry is whether the defensive strategy supplied is not a little too 
powerful. If the status assigned by orthodoxy to subjunctive conditionals of the 
appropriate kind is not to the point, what is to be the appropriate form of the con-
ventionalists’ co-variance claim? (Wright 1985: 195).  

 
So far we have argued only that the counterfactual behaviour of necessities is not 
different from what the linguistic theory would expect it to be. Wright’s worry is 
that by accepting these counterfactuals, we thereby lose a way of formulating the 
linguistic theory. For how can we understand C as explaining D if we have no way 
of saying that if C were false, D would be too? For an explanation, we need to be 
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able to formulate some counterfactual sensitivity between C and D. Or so the 
imagined objection goes.  

I can’t see that there is a problem here, for two reasons. First, the linguistic 
theorist is in the same boat as anyone else on this matter, even those on the ne-
cessity horn of the dilemma. According to the counterfactual-modality link as 
standardly conceived, when A is necessary it would hold no matter what else was 
the case. So when we explain it with B, we can’t require that varying the truth of 
the explainer would produce variation in the truth of A: nothing would do that. 
So the inability to formulate the sensitivity seems to be a general problem rather 
than something specific to the linguistic theory. Sidelle considers giving this re-
sponse to Wright’s worry, but rejects it: 

 
It may be granted that when B is necessary, nothing will produce variation in it. 
But this is cold comfort to the Conventionalist, it will be urged, because there 
nonetheless can be variation in our conventions (Sidelle 2009: 231). 

 
But I don’t see why the variability in the linguistic facts should affect this point 
(as long as it doesn’t undermine the necessity of the necessary truths, but that, 
given Wright’s defence, isn’t the case). Being in the same boat as anyone else 
seems like quite warm comfort. It means that the problem Wright identifies, if it 
really is a problem, isn’t unique to the linguistic theory. 

Second, it is not as if the linguistic theorist needs counterfactual sensitivity 
to separate her view from anyone else’s. This point is made by Topey (2019: 
1747), who is on the right lines when he suggests that the linguistic theorist can 
say that meaning linguistic conventions “fully guarantee” the analytic truths. I 
would only add that in order for this to be incompatible with realism, we need to 
combine this guarantee with a kind of ‘and that’s it’-clause: the guarantee holds 
and it gets to the heart of the matter; there is nothing else going on. 

Sidelle (2009: 232) and Nyseth (2017: 122) seem to think that it is a fact about 
what explanation is or what ‘explanation’ means that it involves counterfactual 
sensitivity. If so, then maybe Blackburn got it right after all, indeed maybe Black-
burn didn’t go far enough, maybe all explanations of possession-necessities—not 
just on the contingency horn but the necessity horn too—really are doomed. But 
even if correct, this shouldn’t worry the linguistic theorist. She will have missed 
out on explanation over a technicality, but what really matters, that her favoured 
guarantor provides the necessary illumination and scratches that itch, goes unde-
feated.  
 

8. Conclusion 

Blackburn’s dilemma is better understood as applying to explanations of truths 
which possess necessity than of truths which invoke it. This shift leads to a more gen-
eral dilemma and shines a light on the true problem of the necessity horn, where 
the “bad residual must” is an antinaturalistic “residual surd”. The contingency horn 
nevertheless fails to show that we cannot satisfactorily account for a possession-
necessity by appealing to a contingent truth. For this is possible in the special cir-
cumstance where that truth describes the meaning of the possession-necessity, i.e. 
where the possession-necessity is analytic; guaranteed by its meaning.  

Of course, the solution depends on accepting the analyticity of at least some 
possession-necessities. The majority of contemporary philosophers will not grant 
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this assumption. On the other hand, the linguistic theory is one of the dilemma’s 
most high-profile casualties, and even more significantly, the contingency horn 
and variations thereof is one of the most prominent reasons for rejecting the lin-
guistic theory. The conclusion, therefore, is not just that there is a chink in the 
armour of Blackburn’s dilemma, but moreover that the aforementioned majority 
will need a rethink—either of their reasons for rejecting the linguistic theory, or 
indeed of that very rejection.  
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Abstract 
 

What does it take for a necessity operator to capture an absolute as opposed to 
merely relative sense of necessity? Bob Hale (2013) delineates and formalizes three 
conceptions of absolute necessity, which he takes to be co-extensive, and to permit 
non-logical, absolutely necessary truths. We raise problems with Hale’s three con-
ceptions of absolute necessity, both on their own terms and as regards the compat-
ibility of all the features Hale wants them to possess. We show that Hale’s formu-
lations are less informative than they may seem. They are all in important respects 
under-specified, and turn out to be highly sensitive to presuppositions which must 
be made in specifying them. Hale’s claim that his three conceptions are co-exten-
sive is, consequently, at best misleading: They are co-extensive only if the required 
presuppositions align, and there is no obvious reason that they must align. We also 
show that, while the formulations can be specified in such a way as to leave room 
for non-logical necessities, they only do so if the required presuppositions are not 
of the sort Hale intends. Non-logical necessities only come out as absolute if non-
logical senses of necessity are chosen to play roles that Hale wishes to reserve for 
logical necessities. The failure of Hale’s conceptions raises doubts about the possi-
bility of defining absolute necessity in terms of other necessities. 
 
Keywords: Modality, Absolute necessity, Relative necessity, Logical necessity. 
 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 

Many philosophers wish to distinguish between senses of necessity which are ab-
solute and those which are relative.1 Physical necessity, i.e. necessity given the 
actual laws of physics, is often taken to be relative.2 Even if certain physical out-
comes could not be otherwise given the actual physical laws, these outcomes still 

 
1 For instance Masterton (2012). A denial that there are any absolute necessities is some-
times attributed to Quine on the basis of Quine 1951, but as Shalkowski (2004: 55) points 
out, Quine’s views on this matter are complex. 
2 Leech (2016) defends the view that “natural necessity”, or necessity given the laws of 
nature, should be understood as a relative necessity. 
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could be otherwise if the physical laws were different. Supposing that the laws of na-
ture are themselves contingent, it follows that a physical necessity is not on that 
account absolutely necessary. 

What would it take for a necessity to be “absolute” rather than relative? In 
chapter 4 of his (2013), Bob Hale sets out to explain “how the claim that necessities 
of a given kind are absolute should be understood” (Hale 2013: 115). Hale deline-
ates three conceptions of what it means for a given necessity operator to be absolute: 
the limit-absolute conception, the generalized counterfactual conception, and the 
maximally-absolute conception. He argues, however, that, “under plausible as-
sumptions”, all three conceptions of absoluteness “coincide in extension” (Hale 
2013: 3; cf. 110-12). Hence, any one of these may be taken, according to Hale, as a 
precise definition of absolute necessity. Hale also believes that his conceptions of 
absolute necessity leave open the question of whether there are absolutely necessary 
propositions that are not logical necessities (cf. Hale 2013: 115). 

In this paper, we raise problems with Hale’s three conceptions of absolute 
necessity, both on their own terms and as regards the compatibility of all the fea-
tures Hale wants them to possess. 

On the one hand, Hale’s formulations turn out to be less informative than 
they appear. His conceptions are all in important respects under-specified, and 
they turn out to be highly sensitive to presuppositions which must be made in 
specifying them. Hale’s claim that all three senses of absolute necessity coincide 
is, consequently, at best misleading: They do so only if the required presupposi-
tions align, and there is no obvious reason that they must align.  

On the other hand, we show that, while the definitions can be specified in 
such a way as to leave room for non-logical necessities, they only do so if the 
required presuppositions are not of the sort Hale intends. Non-logical necessities 
only come out as absolute if non-logical necessity operators are chosen to play 
roles that Hale wishes to reserve for logical necessities. We also argue that Hale’s 
observations about the relationships between these three conceptions of absolute 
necessity cannot serve the more modest role of defusing debates about which one 
is correct. The failure of Hale’s conceptions raises doubts about the possibility of 
defining absolute necessity in terms of other necessities. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 rehearses Hale’s conceptions of 
absolute necessity, pointing out the intuitive appeal of each. In Section 3, we es-
tablish our results regarding each conception, showing that they are not informa-
tive as definitions nor do they allow Hale to maintain the philosophical position 
he intends. Section 4 concludes the paper by addressing an objection, and point-
ing to what we take to be the philosophical lesson to be learned. 

 
2. Hale’s Three Conceptions of Absolute Necessity 

Hale’s three definitions of necessity are tailored to a certain intuitive “picture” of 
necessity (Hale 2013: 114). On the one hand, Hale holds that some necessities are 
truly absolute and others merely relatively so. There is a coherent question, in 
Hale’s view, about whether a proposition is necessary tout court, rather than 
merely necessary on this or that assumption, relative to this or that background 
condition, etc. On the other hand, Hale holds that there are multiple, non-com-
peting senses of necessity that are absolute. He contrasts this with a view on which 
only one sense of necessity is absolute (some particular logical necessity, say, or 
metaphysical necessity) and all others are to be viewed as merely relative. On his 



Hale on Logical and Absolute Necessity 375 

preferred view, two necessity operators may differ in extension (that is, in the class 
of propositions they deem necessary) while both expressing a genuinely “abso-
lute” sense of necessity. 

In order to state this position coherently, care is needed in stating what is 
meant by saying that a sense of necessity or a necessity operator is “absolute”. So 
as to avoid confusion we will adopt the following convention. For a sense of ne-
cessity to be “absolute” means that all propositions which are necessary under 
that operator are absolute necessities, but it does not require it to capture all abso-
lute necessities. Formally, if n is an operator expressing a given sense of necessity 
S, and nabsolute means “it is absolutely necessary that …”, then for S to be an abso-
lute sense of necessity (and n to be an absolute operator) means that, for all prop-
ositions p, if np then nabsolute p.  

Note that the conditional runs only in one direction. Thus, on this usage, it 
at least makes sense to say, as Hale (2013: 104) points out, that the necessity of 
first-order logic and the necessity of propositional logic are both “absolute” ne-
cessities, and that will be true under the assumptions that the truths of first-order 
logic are absolute necessities, and that the truths of propositional logic are a 
proper subclass of these. Hale (2013: 47, 99, 139) holds that “broadly logical” 
necessities (such as that vixens are female), and at least some metaphysical neces-
sities (2013: 112-13, 157), are also absolute, and correspondingly that such senses 
of necessity pick out distinct but non-competing senses of absolute necessity. 
There is a non-trivial question about whether Hale can maintain his commitment 
to this, which we take up below. For now, we simply wish to make the point that 
the question is not trivial. 

Following Hale, we will take for granted that we have some pre-theoretical 
grasp of what it means for an operator to express some sense of necessity (or, 
equivalently, for an operator to mean “it must be the case that …” in some sense 
of this phrase, or, again equivalently, “it could not be otherwise than that …”). 
Our project in this paper is to interrogate the extent to which Hale’s three concep-
tions succeed in capturing what it means for a necessity, in this pre-theoretical 
sense, to be absolute rather than relative. 

Other authors, noting the difficulty of finding any criterion to characterize 
those operators which capture a sense of being unable to be otherwise, take a for-
mal approach to necessity. Bacon and Zeng (2022: 157), for instance, explicitly 
understand a necessity operator and its dual possibility to be any pair of operators 
which are “well-behaved” in the sense that they satisfy certain axioms. They con-
cede that the class of operators they delineate may contain some that “do not 
really express a sense in which things couldn’t have been otherwise” (Bacon and 
Zeng 2022: 157), and are pessimistic about the prospects of defining the subclass 
of operators that do express some such sense. 

Since our project is to explore the extent to which Hale’s three conceptions 
capture what it takes for a necessity that does express a sense in which things could 
not have been otherwise to be absolute, Bacon and Zeng’s approach is not open 
to us here. Instead, we take necessity operators to be those operators which ex-
press the pre-theoretical concept of being unable to be otherwise in some sense, 
rather than taking this class of operators to be characterized in some formal way. 
We will not, therefore, attempt to define what it means to be a necessity operator 
in general. 

We proceed now to present Hale’s three conceptions (subsections 2.1-3), and 
then raise problems for them (section 3). 
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2.1 Generalized Counterfactual Necessity 

The first conception of absolute necessity Hale discusses is intended to capture 
the intuition that for p to be absolutely necessary it is necessary and sufficient that 
“no matter what else was the case, it would be true that p” (2013: 98).3 So, for 
instance, if we say that some logical truth is absolutely necessary, we mean that 
no matter what else was the case—even if the moon were made of cheese, even if 
the world was governed by cats—that logical truth would still hold. Conversely, 
one reason someone could have for holding that the law of universal gravitation 
is not absolutely but only relatively necessary is that it could have failed to be true 
if something else were the case–for instance, if the geometry of space-time had 
been different. Hale (2013: 98) expresses this symbolically by introducing a gen-
eralized counterfactual operator: 

(D1)   ncfac p =def "q(q □® p)  

where □® represents counterfactual implication, and q ranges “over all proposi-
tions whatever […] or as we might express it in terms of worlds, that it is true that 
p at every possible world” (Hale 2013: 99). We will return to issues regarding how 
this set of possibilities is to be determined in Section 3. 
 

2.2 Limit-Absolute Necessity 

Another way of defining absolute necessity, according to Hale (2013: 100), is to 
think of it as the “limit” of relative necessity. What Hale (2013: 100) means is that 
absolute necessities may be thought of as those which are necessary relative to 
any given body of propositions. 

For the purposes of this definition, Hale encourages us to think of relative 
necessity as entailment from some set of background propositions F. So, for in-
stance, to say that physical necessities are necessary relative to the laws of physics 
is to say that they are in some sense consequences of the laws of physics (but not, 
say, consequences of the laws of logic). Now, it is not enough that the proposi-
tions in F together materially imply p, since that condition is too weak to repre-
sent any plausible notion of entailment. Hale (2013: 100) therefore defines limit-
absolute necessity in terms of some presupposed necessity operator, n: 

p is necessary relative to F iff n(F É p).4 

Here, F É p is false if every element of F is true and p is false; otherwise F É p is 
true.5 The operator n characterizes the modal force of the implication holding 
between the background assumptions and p (we will return to this below). 

 
3 Hale (2013: 98-100) arrives at this view by generalizing the proposal due to McFetridge 
(1990) that an inference is logically necessarily truth-preserving if it would hold no matter 
what else was the case.  
4 A similar condition is argued for by Smiley (1963), with logical necessity as n. Kratzer 
(1977: 346) gives a related analysis of the expression ‘must in view of’. Problems with this 
definition of relative necessity are raised in Humberstone 1981 and a revised definition of 
the condition is suggested in Hale 2013: 102n7 and elaborated in Hale and Leech 2017. 
For reasons of simplicity, we do not consider this revised definition here. 
5 We have not set out the formalities that a logical language would require to ensure that 
F É p is well-formed, nor all the additional inference rules that such a language might 
involve. Neither does Hale (2013) address such matters. We consider that the formalities 
involved would be straightforward, but require more space than is available. See also note 8. 
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A conception of absolute necessity may now be characterized—again in an 
intuitively appealing way—as what is entailed by every set of background as-
sumptions, including the limiting case where the set of assumptions is the empty 
set. Hale (2013: 110) expresses this symbolically as: 

(D2)   nlim p =def "F n(F É p). 
 

2.3 Maximal-Absolute Necessity 

Hale’s third conception of absolute necessity starts from the following intuition. 
To say that a proposition p is absolutely necessary is to say that there is no sense of 
possibility according to which p is false. 

It turns out, however, that some refinements must be made to this picture 
(Hale 2013: 103-104). Hale points out, for instance, that it is possible, for all we 
currently know, that Goldbach’s conjecture is false. Yet, this merely epistemic 
possibility ought not to be sufficient grounds to preclude the conjecture from be-
ing absolutely necessary. Hale (2013: 104) suggests that the “the simplest course 
is […] simply to exclude epistemic modalities by an additional stipulation”. In 
addition, it would be unreasonable to say that p is absolutely necessary if p is not 
actually true; yet some modalities (e.g. deontic and doxastic) are not even factive. 
By “factive”, Hale (2013: 103, cf. 112) means merely that whatever is necessary 
is true.6 So the senses of possibility which would count against the absolute ne-
cessity of p should be confined to non-epistemic modalities that are factive. 

In addition to requiring that all the modalities to be taken into account are 
factive and non-epistemic, Hale (2013: 105) imposes upon them the following 
closure and non-contradiction requirements: 

Closure Principle: If vA and nclosure (A É B) then vB 
No Contradictions: ¬v(A Ù ¬A) 

where v is the possibility operator for any of these modalities. The Closure Prin-
ciple tells us that if B is strictly implied by A according to nclosure, and A is possible 
in the sense denoted by v, then B is possible in the same sense as A. The Closure 
Principle and No Contradictions are also, naturally, to apply to the possibility 
operator uclosure corresponding to nclosure. Hale (2013: 105) does not specify what 
precise sense of necessity nclosure should represent, but clearly envisages that some 
sense of logical necessity should play this role, ensuring that each possibility op-
erator v is “closed under logical consequence”.7  

Hale (2013: 105-106) attempts to minimize the assumptions he needs to 
make regarding the logic satisfied by nclosure, but notes that he must make use of 
certain rules which “all hold in that fragment of the minimal logic consisting of 
just the standard introduction and elimination rules for É and Ù, together with 
weak reductio ad absurdum”. In what follows, we will assume that nclosure satisfies 
the logic of this fragment of classical logic. That is, where├M is the relevant frag-
ment of minimal logic, we will assume that: 

If nclosure p1,…, pn and p1,…, pn ├M q, then nclosure q.  

 
6 Some researchers, e.g. Bacon (2018), prefer to call the stated condition weak factivity. 
7 Morvarid (2017) argues that maximal absoluteness should include Finean essentialist 
modalities which may fail to satisfy these requirements. This gives rise to a substantially 
different conception of absolute necessity, which we will not consider in this paper. 
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Taking into account all the above considerations, it would seem that we can 
define what it means for a proposition A to be maximally-absolutely necessary—
to be written as nmax A—as: 

(D3)   nmax A =def ¬$vv¬A  

where the quantification ranges over the factive, non-epistemic, senses of possi-
bility that satisfy the Closure Principle and No Contradictions.8 

Hale (2013: 104), however, has one further concern. There may be perfectly 
respectable sorts of necessity that are proper sub-classes of what one might regard 
as absolute necessity. For instance, the set of propositions which are necessities 
of propositional logic are a proper subclass of those which are necessities of first-
order logic; yet we may well be unwilling to say that only propositional but not 
first-order logical necessities are absolutely necessary. He fears that, as it stands, 
(D3) would frustrate desires of this sort. Hale responds to this issue by modifying 
the quantification in (D3) to exclude any sense of possibility, v, whose corre-
sponding necessity operator, §, is a mere restriction of the operator nmax. By 
“mere restriction” Hale means that a necessity operator n1 is a mere restriction of 
n2 iff n1 entails n2 but n2 does not entail n1. 

We can express precisely the distinction between the original and modified 
versions of (D3) if we introduce the notation E(§) to denote the extension of a 
necessity operator, i.e. the class of propositions A such that §A. Then n1 is a mere 
restriction of n2 iff E(n1) Ì E(n2), where the symbol Ì represents “is a strict sub-
class”. Hale’s modification of (D3) is then: 

(D3*)   nmax A = ¬$v(¬(E(§) Ì E(nmax)) Ù v¬A). 

 
3. Our Analysis 

We now deal with each of Hale’s conceptions of absolute necessity in turn, and 
then consider the issue of the relationship between their extensions. We begin 
with the maximally-absolute conception, which presents the greatest complexity. 
 

3.1 Maximally-Absolute Necessity 

Hale’s stipulation that all the senses of modality under consideration are non-epis-
temic is not wholly perspicuous absent a technical criterion of what makes an arbi-
trary modality “non-epistemic”. We are unaware of such a criterion. This absence 
becomes critical when, in seeking to establish one of his results,9 Hale assumes that 
if a non-epistemic necessity n is relativized to form a new necessity §A =def n(q É A), 
where q is some arbitrary proposition, then § will also be non-epistemic. Yet it is 
unclear how, or even whether, such an assumption can be justified.10 

One might also ask whether we can be sure that it is only non-factive and 
epistemic senses of necessity that should be excluded from consideration. Even 
more generally, Hale takes as given that we have an adequate sense of what it is 
to be a necessity operator rather than a sentential operator of some other sort. Our 

 
8 Following Hale 2013, we do not address the technicalities required to formalize quantifi-
cation over operators. The comments made in note 5 apply here also. 
9 Namely, in the purported proof Hale (2013: 112) offers of the claim that his conceptions 
of maximally-absolute and limit-absolute necessity are coextensive. 
10 We are grateful to the anonymous referees who flagged this assumption as problematic. 
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purpose in this paper is to investigate the value of Hale’s conceptions of absolute 
necessity. For the sake of this investigation, therefore, we will simply grant Hale 
that there is some class of appropriate senses of necessity upon which to draw for 
the purposes of the quantification in (D3) and (D3*). We additionally maintain 
Hale’s decision to confine attention to those appropriate senses of modality that 
satisfy the Closure Principle and No Contradictions. 

Let N denote the necessity operators, and C denote the possibility operators, 
for this restricted class of senses of modality. Since Hale (2013: 105) clearly in-
tends that nclosure corresponds to a modality that satisfies all these requirements, 
nclosure Î N. In what follows, all quantification over possibility (resp. necessity) 
operators will be over C (resp. N). 

We commence this investigation with what Hale calls “McFetridge’s Lemma”. 

Lemma 1 (McFetridge’s Lemma):  If nclosure (A É B), and u satisfies Closure 
Principle and No Contradictions, then ¬u(A Ù ¬B). 

Proof (Hale 2013: 105):  Suppose nclosure (A É B). Then nclosure ((A Ù ¬B) É B). 
Since nclosure (¬B É ¬B), we have similarly that nclosure ((A Ù ¬B) É ¬B). 
Combining these two results, nclosure ((A Ù ¬B) É (B Ù ¬B)). If now u(A Ù 
¬B), then, by the Closure Principle, it would follow that u(B Ù ¬B) in vio-
lation of No Contradictions. So, by reductio ad absurdum, ¬u(A Ù ¬B). QED  

Lemma 2:   Let § Î N. Then nclosure entails §. 
Proof:  Assume nclosure p. Then, by weakening, nclosure(¬p É p). Since every 

member of C satisfies the Closure Principle and No Contradictions, we can 
apply McFetridge’s Lemma to nclosure(¬p É p) to obtain that ¬v(¬p Ù ¬p). 
Now suppose v¬p. For any A, nclosure (A É (A Ù A)); so, nclosure (¬p É (¬p Ù 
¬p)). Applying the Closure Principle to v¬p and nclosure (¬p É (¬p Ù ¬p)) 
yields that v(¬p Ù ¬p). By reductio ad absurdum, therefore, it must be the case 
that ¬v¬p, i.e. §p.11 QED 

We are now in a position to establish the first major result of this sub-section, 
namely that any proposition that is necessary under nclosure is maximally-abso-
lutely necessary. 

Theorem 1: Under either (D3) or (D3*) we have that, for all p, if nclosure p then nmax p. 
Proof:  Consider any p such that nclosure p. By Lemma 2, then, §p holds for 

every § Î N. Applying necessity/possibility duality, ¬v¬p holds for every 
v Î C. Hence, ¬$v v¬p. A fortiori, restricting the quantification to exclude 
modalities whose necessity operators are mere restrictions of nmax will leave 
intact that ¬$v v¬p. According to either (D3) or (D3*), therefore, nmaxp.   
QED 

While Theorem 1 tells us that nclosure entails nmax, it leaves open the question 
of whether there are any maximally-absolutely necessary propositions other than 
propositions that are necessary under nclosure, or whether instead nclosure exhausts 
nmax. Our next major result shows that, under (D3), nclosure would exhaust nmax. 

 
11 Following Hale, we assume throughout this paper the standard duality of necessity and 
possibility. 
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Theorem 2:   Suppose that we take nmax to be defined by (D3). Then, for all p, if nmax 
p then nclosure p. 

Proof:  Consider any p such that nmaxp. Then, by (D3), there is no v Î C such 
that v¬p, which of course is precisely to say that, for every v Î C, we have 
¬v¬p. This, in turn, is precisely to say that, for every § Î N, we have §p. 
But nclosure Î N. So, nclosure p.   QED 

Theorems 1 and 2 amount to a collapse result concerning maximally absolute 
necessity when (D3) is taken as the definition of maximal absolute necessity. This 
presents a problem for Hale’s view that there are non-logical senses of necessity that 
are absolute.12 Suppose that some sense of logical necessity is selected as the closure 
necessity, as Hale (2013: 105) intends. Under (D3), Theorem 1 then tells us that all 
propositions which are logically necessary in this chosen sense are maximally abso-
lute, and Theorem 2 tells us that only propositions which are logically necessary in 
this sense are maximally absolute; therefore, no non-logical necessities are absolute. 

Under (D3*), the same is not true. Theorem 1 tells us that every proposition 
that is necessary under the closure necessity is maximally absolutely necessary. 
Theorem 2, however, applies only under (D3), and so the issue is still open 
whether nclosure exhausts maximally absolute necessity. Consequently, under 
(D3*), there appears to be scope for non-logical but maximally absolute senses of 
necessity even when some sense of logical necessity is selected for nclosure.13 

However, there are problems with taking (D3*) as a definition of absolute neces-
sity. nmax appears on both the left-hand and right-hand sides of (D3*), rendering (D3*) 
not a definition of nmax but rather a characterization. Thus Hale’s adoption of (D3*) 
introduces the issue of whether it might be satisfied by multiple operators, perhaps 
with differing extensions, with the result that these operators give competing answers 
to the question of what propositions are maximally-absolutely necessary.14 We will 

 
12 Cf. Hale 2013: 115. 
13 Hale purports to show that, under (D3*), it cannot be proven that nmax coincides with 
nclosure when nclosure is any sense of logical necessity □. His argument runs as follows: 

It might seem that […] we could prove that if nmax p then □p—by arguing that if à¬p, then 
$vv¬p, so that not-nmax p, with the result that maximally-absolute necessity coincides with 
logical necessity. But to argue thus, we have to assume that □, taken as expressing logical 
necessity, does not merely restrict n, understood as expressing some kind of maximally ab-
solute necessity. [… T]his condition can only be satisfied if np does not entail □p—that is, 
the argument envisaged is legitimate only if its conclusion is false! (Hale 2013: 105). 

Hale correctly reminds us here that for □ to compete with some maximal-absolute n, it is 
required that □ not be a mere restriction of n—this is part of this definition of maximal-abso-
lute necessity. He then says this condition can only be satisfied if np does not entail □p. 
This latter statement of Hale’s is false. From the definition of mere restriction, one way for a 
necessity operator n1 not to be a mere restriction of n2 is for the two necessity operators to 
coincide. But, trivially, if two necessity operators coincide, then each does entail the other. 
14 Hale (2013: 104) claims that any two maximal-absolute necessity operators are co-exten-
sive, but the argument he gives is not valid. Hale argues that “[s]upposing both n1 and n2 
maximally-absolute, it follows that for every p, n1 p É ¬$vv¬p and n2 p É ¬$vv¬p, 
whence n1 p É n2 p and n2 p É n1 p, so that n1 p º n2 p”. Hale overlooks here that competing 
necessities for n1 may differ from those for n2, and so the ranges of modalities quantified 
over may not coincide. Strangely, Hale does not seem to recognize that, were this co-ex-
tensivity result valid, it would contradict his view that there can be multiple, non-equiva-
lent, maximal-absolute necessity operators (2013: 105, 114). 
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now show that there are various conditions under which (D3*) can give rise to com-
peting answers. Obviously, such answers cannot arise if N is a singleton; in what fol-
lows we assume it is not, so $§ Î N\nclosure. 

Define E =def      ⋂       E(§).  
            §ÎN\nclosure 

Lemma 3:   If  n Î N is such that E(n) Í E then n satisfies (D3*). 
Proof:  Let n Î N be such that E(n) Í E. To establish that n satisfies (D3*), we 

need precisely to prove that np iff ¬$v (¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p). 
(Left to right) Let p be such that np, i.e. p Î E(n). Now, E(n) Í E; so p Î E, 

which is precisely to say that p is in the extension of every § Î N\nclosure. 
That, in turn, is to say that, if § Î N\nclosure, then §p, i.e. it is not the case 
that v¬p; whence, a fortiori, it is not the case that ¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p. 

It remains to consider the sole other member of N, namely nclosure. By 
Lemma 2, we know that nclosure entails n; equivalently, that E(nclosure) Í 
E(n). Two cases arise: (1) E(nclosure) = E(n); or (2) E(nclosure) Ì E(n). Under 
(1), it follows from np that nclosurep; so when nclosure is selected as §, the 
second conjunct of ¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p does not hold. Under (2), we 
have that E(nclosure) Ì E(n); so, when nclosure is selected as §, the first con-
junct of ¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p does not hold. 

(Right to left) Let p be such that ¬$v (¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p). Suppose that 
u¬p (where u, of course, is the possibility operator corresponding to n). 
Now, trivially, ¬(E(n) Ì E (n)). So, ¬(E(n) Ì E (n)) Ù u¬p. Hence, since 
u is a member of C, $v (¬(E(§) Ì E (n)) Ù v¬p). By reductio ad absurdum, 
therefore, ¬u¬p, i.e. np.   QED 

Theorem 3: nclosure satisfies (D3*). 
Proof:  By Lemma 2, nclosure entails every n Î N. So E(nclosure) Í E. The result 

follows by Lemma 3.   QED 

This theorem leaves open the question of whether there is some other operator, 
n say, that satisfies (D3*) and thus meets the definition of maximally-absolute ne-
cessity, yet whose extension is broader than that of nclosure. By Lemma 3, however, 
if there is an operator n such that E(nclosure) Ì E(n) Í E, then there are competing 
answers to the question of what propositions are maximally-absolute necessities. In 
this case, there would be (one or more) propositions that are maximally-absolute in 
one sense (namely that given by n), but which fail to be maximally-absolutely nec-
essary in another sense (namely that given by nclosure).15 

This would be a very disconcerting outcome. Recall that the notion of abso-
lute necessity that Hale is seeking to capture is that a proposition is absolutely 
necessary just in case there is no sense—or, at least, no factive and non-epistemic 
sense—in which it can fail to be necessary. The notion is that a proposition is 
absolutely necessary just in case it is necessary, simpliciter, tout court, come what 
may, etc. So, to say that a proposition is maximally-absolutely necessary in one 
 
15 Let us emphasize that the problem is not that there are multiple necessity operators that 
are maximally absolute. That only implies that there are multiple senses of necessity whose 
extension contains only maximally-absolutely necessary propositions. The issue is 
whether, under (D3*), there are competing answers to the question of what propositions 
are absolutely necessary. 
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sense, even though merely contingent in another sense, would be to make a very 
odd, even oxymoronic, statement. 

Now, to be sure, we are not in a position to assert that there are multiple non-
coextensive necessity operators that satisfy (D3*)—either by meeting the conditions 
of Lemma 3 or in some other way.16 We have insufficient knowledge of what oper-
ators comprise N to assert any such thing. Our concern is rather that the character-
ization (D3*) is defective, given that it does not wholly preclude there being com-
peting answers to the question of which propositions are absolutely necessary. 

The only motivation Hale provides for adopting (D3*) in place of (D3) is 
that, unless the quantification on the right-hand side of (D3) is subjected to re-
strictions, then the limited extension of the necessities of propositional logic 
would prevent the necessities of first-order logic from emerging as absolutely nec-
essary.17 (Similar considerations would apply, mutatis mutandis, to other logics to 
which one might be committed.) 

Hale’s concern is an important one, but in light of our results there is no need 
to restrict the quantification in (D3) in order to address it. For if a theorist is unequiv-
ocally committed to some particular logic, with necessity operator n* say, then it 
would appear reasonable—or even be mandated by that commitment—for that the-
orist to be committed to the view that if A strictly implies B under n*, and A is in 
some sense possible, then B is also possible in that same sense. Yet that is precisely 
to say that the closure necessity operator nclosure should be chosen so to entail n*. Our 
Theorem 1 assures that, if such a step is taken, then every proposition necessary un-
der n* is absolutely necessary, including any proposition necessary under a weaker logic. 
So, for example, if the theorist chooses nclosure so as to entail all of the necessities of a 
first-order logic, then all the necessities of that first-order logic will be absolutely nec-
essary, including any proposition necessary under the underlying propositional logic. 

These considerations favor retaining (D3) over (D3*). This also has the ad-
vantage, as we have shown, of precluding competing answers to questions about 
which propositions are absolutely necessary, given a choice of nclosure. Yet, as we 
have noted, in this case nmax simply collapses to nclosure. 

If the choice of nclosure is some species of logical necessity, as Hale (2013: 105) 
envisages, then Theorems 1 and 2 jointly ensure that this species of logical neces-
sity exhausts maximal-absolute necessity. But the results in this section allow a 
wide range of choices for nclosure. The theorist can incorporate into nclosure meta-
physical or mathematical principles (say) to which she is fully committed. These 
non-logical principles will then turn out to be absolutely necessary. There is no 
contradiction between our result that logical necessity can exhaust maximal-ab-
solute necessity, and that absolute necessities can include non-logical principles. 
For which propositions turn out to be absolutely necessary varies according to the 
theorist’s choice of nclosure—what you get out is what you have chosen to put in.18 
 
16 For example, if there were a “catch-all” sense of necessity in N, which treated as neces-
sary every proposition for which there is some sense in N under which that proposition is 
necessary, then this catch-all sense of necessity would satisfy (D3*) and thus qualify as 
maximally-absolute.  
17 See §2.3 above. 
18 If it turned out that (D3*) could be retained without competing answers in fact arising, 
then there could be maximally-absolutely necessary propositions other than those entailed 
by nclosure. Even so, all the propositions necessary under nclosure would be maximally abso-
lutely necessary (Theorem 1). Hence, what you put in through the choice of nclosure would 
still determine a great deal of what you get out. 
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What this shows is that Hale’s definition of maximally-absolute necessity is 
far less informative than it appears. It is a plausible definition only to the extent 
that the closure necessity employed in its definition really is absolutely necessary. 
On pain of circularity, Hale’s definition of absolute necessity can offer no guid-
ance as to whether a given closure necessity is absolute.  

 
3.2 Limit-Absolute Necessity 

The maxim that what you put in is what you get out applies also to Hale’s limit-
absolute conception of absolute necessity. 

Recall that Hale (2013: 101) defines limit-absolute necessity in terms of a 
presupposed necessity n intended to capture the modal robustness of the depend-
ence of p upon any given set of background assumptions F: 

(D2)   nlim p =def "F n(F É p). 

This, of course, raises the question of how n is to be chosen. The necessity 
operator in the definiens cannot be a relative necessity operator, as Hale (2013: 
101) points out. If, for instance, it were identified with physical necessity, then the 
definition would say that p is absolutely necessary just in case p is physically nec-
essary relative to any given background assumption. Being physically necessary 
relative to a given background assumption is however a weaker condition than 
being physically necessary, and it is not clear why quantifying over all possible 
background assumptions should deliver a necessity any stronger than plain phys-
ical necessity. In general, this definition is a plausible definition of absolute ne-
cessity only if n is already an absolute necessity. 

In fact, under modest conditions, we can prove that nlim is extensionally 
equivalent to n. Hale (2013: 102) himself shows this under the assumptions that 
n(F É p) may be simplified to np and that n is monotonic in the sense that if F 
Í F* and n(F É p), then n(F* É p). In place of the monotonicity assumption, the 
proof may also be carried out by making the assumptions that u¬ (F É p) implies 
u (F Ù ¬p) and that u(p Ù q) implies up, which we will adopt here. 

Theorem:   np  iff  nlim p. 

Proof:  (Left to right)  Let p be any formula such that np but not "F n(F É p). 
Then, for some F, we have u¬ (F É p), which by our first assumption gives 
u (F Ù ¬p). This, by our second assumption, gives us that u¬p, which con-
tradicts the initial assumption. 

(Right to left)  Let p be any formula such that nlim p. Since F is any set of for-
mulae, one set to be considered is the empty set. So, under our assumption 
that nlim p, we have that n(∅ É p). By assumption, n(∅ É p) reduces to np.   
QED 

This theorem shows that, in this case too, “what you put in is what you get 
out”. So long as n is monotonic or satisfies the alternative assumptions we have 
used above (which are all very weak), Hale’s definition of nlim will deem as abso-
lutely necessary exactly what is necessary under n. 

Our theorem thus renders Hale’s limit-absolute definition uninformative. 
Hale does not make fully explicit precisely how (D2) is supposed to define limit-
absolute necessity, but as far as we can see, there are three possibilities compatible 
with the text: 
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1. Hale’s claim is that a given necessity, § say, is limit-absolute iff, for all p, 
§p entails "F n(F É p). n is some particular necessity operator, whose 
identity (beyond the fact that it is absolute) remains to be specified. 

2. (D2) states a recipe for generating new absolute necessity operators from 
a given absolute necessity operator. That is, if n is absolutely necessary, 
then (D2) says we can be sure that nlim defined for any given p as 
nlim p =def "F n(F É p) will be absolutely necessary as well. 

3. A “fixed point” interpretation: A necessity operator is absolute if, and only 
if, for all p, np is equivalent to "F n(F É p). 

Now, the fact that n and nlim are extensionally equivalent rules out interpre-
tation (1), since the definition then tells us what counts as necessary under nlim 
only to the extent to which we already know what counts as necessary under n. 
Under interpretation (1), Hale ought not to leave the identity of n open as a topic 
for future research because the definition collapses to this operator alone, and 
hence the definition is uninformative until n is identified. 

The fact that n and nlim are extensionally equivalent also rules out interpre-
tation (2), for similar reasons. Under this interpretation, (D2) does not give a for-
mula for generating new necessity operators, since it does not generate any new 
operator at all; under weak assumptions, it merely gives an alternative formula-
tion of the original operator. 

By the same token, our theorem rules out (3). For the theorem shows that 
any necessity operator which satisfies the weak conditions described above would 
come out as absolutely necessary on this definition. Clearly, however, we ought 
to mean more than this by “absolutely necessary”. 

However (D2) is interpreted, then, it gives us scant information about what 
propositions are absolutely necessary. The only propositions that are limit-abso-
lutely necessary are those which are necessary under n, and (D2) places only very 
minimal restrictions on how n is chosen. 

This also has implications for the relationship between limit-absolute neces-
sity and logical necessity. If (D2) is taken as a definition of absolute necessity, 
then propositions that are logically necessary under some operator □ in some 
given sense will count as absolutely necessary only if an operator that is entailed 
by □ is chosen for n. This will be so merely because limit-absolute necessity is 
effectively just defined in a roundabout way as n itself. Given this, nothing is 
gained by talking about nlim rather than just n. 

If we take n to be a species of logical necessity,19 then nlim collapses to logical 
necessity—as Hale (2013: 102) himself notes. Hale wishes to avoid the result that 
absolute necessity is exhausted by logical necessity. His proposed remedy is to 
take n to be some non-logical absolute necessity (Hale 2013: 102). 

This remedy is surprising, in the light of his ambition to make do only with 
assumptions about what is logically necessary in formulating his definition of 
maximally-absolute necessity. If Hale is prepared in this case to bake certain non-
logical necessities into the presupposed operator, it is not clear why Hale should 
not extend the same treatment to nclosure in the maximal-absolute case. 

 

 
19 Specifically, any logical necessity satisfying both □(A É A) and also □A, □(A É B)├ □B. 
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3.3 Generalized Counterfactual Necessity 

Recall that Hale (2013: 110) defines his generalized counterfactual conception of 
absolute necessity by: 

(D1)   ncfac p =def "q(q □® p)  

where □® represents counterfactual implication, and q ranges “over all proposi-
tions whatever […] or as we might express it in terms of worlds, that it is true that 
p at every possible world” (Hale 2013: 99). 

The interpretation of this depends, obviously, upon the technical formulation 
of the counterfactual operator, □®, and upon what Hale means by his expression 
“every possible world”. 

Hale (2013: 129 including n19) assumes the “standard semantics for □®”, 
as per “Stalnaker 1968 and, with minor differences, by David Lewis in Lewis 
1973”,20 namely that “the conditional p □® q is true at a given world w iff q is true 
at the closest world(s) to w at which p is true. Intuitively, ‘closest’ means—‘most 
like w in relevant respects, save, perhaps in that p is true’”.21 

Counterfactuals, then, are what Lewis calls variably strict conditionals (Lewis 
1973/2001: 13-18). In the Lewisian framework, the worlds to be taken into ac-
count when evaluating a counterfactual at some world w are those encompassed 
by the outermost sphere, Sw, of a centered system of spheres around w.22 

We have not noticed anywhere where Hale addresses the question of what 
truth value to assign a counterfactual with a non-entertainable antecedent, i.e. one 
holding at no world in Sa, where a is the actual world.23 Since, however, Hale’s 

 
20 Stalnaker 1968; Lewis 1973/2001. 
21 While Hale (2013: 111, 129) proposes to eventually reformulate these semantics in terms 
of possibilities which are “not assumed to be fully determinate or complete, so they are not 
possible worlds in the usual sense”, he says that “[n]othing in the argument under discus-
sion turns on the distinction between worlds and possibilities”. Following Hale, we will 
speak freely of possible worlds in what follows, without thereby intending to commit our-
selves to a distinction between worlds and possibilities. 
22 Given some set W of possible worlds, and a mapping, $, from W to the power set of W 
such that, for each possible world, w, its image $w, called a centered set of spheres around w, 
is such that (Lewis 1973/2001: 14): 

• (Centered)   {w} Î $w 
• (Nested)   For all S,T Î $w either S Í T  or T Í S 
• (Closed under unions)   For every S Í $w, ⋃S Î $w. In particular,  Sw = ⋃$w  Î  $w 
• (Closed under non-empty intersections)  For every non-empty S Í $w, ⋂S Î $w 

23 A proposition q is called entertainable at w just in case $u Î Sw such that q is true at u. Call 
a sphere S Î $w q-permitting just in case $u Î S such that q is true at u. For such q, q □® p 
at w iff either: 

(a) there exists a smallest q-permitting sphere, i.e. a sphere S that is a subset of all other 
q-permitting spheres, and p holds at every v Î S at which q holds; or 

(b) there does not exist a smallest q-permitting sphere, but there is some sphere T Î $w  
such that, if S Í T is a q-permitting sphere, then p holds at every v Î S at which q 
holds. 

In case (a), we can think of those worlds in the smallest q-permitting sphere at which q is 
true as the “closest” worlds to w at which q holds. Allowing the alternative case (b) avoids 
relying on what Lewis calls the “Limit Assumption” that a smallest q-permitting sphere 
exists in every case. See Lewis 1973/2001: 19-21. 
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conception of maximally-absolute necessity involves the No Contradictions rule, 
and Hale purports to show that his three conceptions of absolute necessity are co-
extensive, we deem it safe to assume No Contradictions here also. If counterfac-
tuals with non-entertainable antecedents were vacuously false, then nothing 
would be a generalized-counterfactual necessity.24 We take it, therefore, that Hale 
deems such counterfactuals vacuously true.25 

We suppose that what Hale has in mind in his locution ‘every possible world’ 
is the widest sense of ‘possible’ that is to be accepted. Hale (2013: 114) makes 
clear that he takes logical necessities—at least, the necessities of some proposi-
tional or first-order logic—to hold at all possibilities whatever. This commits Hale 
to the view that the abovementioned outermost sphere, Sa, must coincide with the 
set of worlds accessible from the actual world under the accessibility relationship 
associated with some logical necessity operator.26 

One might suppose that generalized counterfactual necessity would depend 
not only upon what determines Sa, but also upon what determines further aspects 
of the centered system of spheres around the actual world, a. Because, however, 
the antecedent proposition q in (D1) ranges over all propositions whatever, it turns 
out that only the outermost sphere, Sa, matters. Indeed, we now show that ncfac is 
coextensive with any necessity operator, n say, such that the set of worlds acces-
sible from a under n coincides with Sa; that is to say, such that Sa = {w: aRw} 
where R is the accessibility relation corresponding to n. 

Theorem:   Let n be any necessity operator such that the set of worlds accessible from 
the actual world coincides with Sa. Then ncfac p  iff   np. 

Proof:   (Left to right)  Suppose that ncfac p. Then, in particular, ¬p □® p. If there 
were a world u, accessible from the actual world a under R, such that ¬p 
holds at u, then there would be closest such world(s), and at each such clos-
est world v we would have both ¬p and p. But this would violate No Con-
tradictions. So, there is no such world as u. Hence, ¬u¬p, i.e. np. 

(Right to left) Suppose that np but that ¬ncfac p. Then, by definition, there is 
some proposition q such that ¬(q □® p). A counterfactual implication can 
only be false if the antecedent is entertainable. So, we can assume that q is 
entertainable. Therefore, either there is a unique smallest q-permitting 
sphere, S say, or every sphere that is a subset of some sphere T is q-permit-
ting. 

In the former case, the falsity of q □® p requires that it is not the case that 
p holds at every v Î S at which q holds. 

In the latter case, the falsity of q □® p requires that it is not the case that, 
for every sphere S Í T, p holds at every v Î S at which q holds. So, there is 
some such S such that p holds at every v Î S at which q holds. In either case, 
since S is q-permitting, q holds at some worlds in S. So, there must exist at 

 
24 Assume for a reductio ad absurdum that ncfac p. Then, by definition, "q(q □® p), whence 
in particular, (p Ù ¬p) □® p. But (p Ù ¬p) is necessarily false under No Contradictions, and 
thus non-entertainable; so ¬ ((p Ù ¬p) □® p). 
25 Lewis first adopts the vacuous truth approach (Lewis 1973/2001: 16), and later discusses 
alternative options (Lewis 1973/2001: 25-26). 
26 The view that the widest class of possible worlds corresponds to logical possibility is also 
espoused by Lewis (1973/2001: 7). 
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least one world v´ Î S such that q holds but p does not. But v´ is accessible 
from the actual world under R. Thus v´ would provide a counterexample to 
np.  QED 

The extension of ncfac, then, depends on how Sa is specified. An obvious cor-
ollary of this result is that, if Sa has been specified—as Hale (2013: 99) seems at 
one point to intend—as the set of worlds accessible from a according to some 
logical necessity operator □, then ncfac is coextensive with □, i.e. generalized coun-
terfactual necessity is exhausted by logical necessity. Moreover, this is true what-
ever species of logical necessity □ represents.  

In fact, even if some non-logical operator n determines Sa, the theorem will 
still hold, although now ncfac will be exhausted by n rather than □. The plausibility 
of such a choice will of course depend on whether that operator can reasonably 
be taken to access all possible worlds. Such a choice will however be mandatory, 
if Hale wishes to maintain his position that there are non-logical absolute neces-
sities. We have here another instance of “what you put in is what you get out”. 

 
3.4 The Extensions of the Varieties of Absolute Necessity 

We have seen that each of Hale’s conceptions of absolute necessity requires that 
some presupposition be supplied in order to determine the class of propositions 
that are absolutely necessary. For the maximally-absolute conception, the presup-
position takes the form of the closure necessity nclosure in the Closure Principle. 
For the limit-absolute conception, the presupposition is the necessity operator n 
intended to capture the modal robustness of the dependence of propositions upon 
any given set of background assumptions. For the generalized counterfactual con-
ception, the presupposition is an outermost sphere of possible worlds. Unless 
these presuppositions are carefully aligned, the class of propositions deemed ab-
solutely necessary under one of those conceptions will not be coextensive with 
the class so deemed under another of the conceptions. 

Indeed, it is easy to construct examples where co-extensiveness fails. For in-
stance, if the presupposed operator n in the definition (D2) of limit-absolute ne-
cessity is chosen as that of a classical propositional logic, then (section 3.2) the 
propositions that are limit-absolutely necessary will be precisely those that are 
necessities of that propositional logic. If the presupposed operator nclosure in the 
Closure Principle that forms part of the conception of maximally-absolute neces-
sity is chosen to be that of a classical first-order logic, then (section 3.1) the prop-
ositions that are maximally-absolutely necessary will include all the necessities of 
that first-order logic—a class strictly broader than the necessities of the underlying 
propositional logic.27 And, if the outermost sphere of worlds presupposed in the 
conception of generalized counterfactual absolute necessity were that correspond-
ing to some modality under which certain non-logical principles were necessary, 
then those non-logical principles would be deemed absolutely necessary. Thus the 
class of propositions deemed absolutely necessary under any one of the three con-
ceptions would differ from the class so deemed under either of the others. 

 
27 We assume here that the definition of maximally-absolute necessity being used is (D3), 
or that (D3*) is being used and that it so happens that there are no competing answers to 
the question of what propositions are maximally-absolutely necessary. 
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All this being so, there must be one or more deficiencies in Hale’s (2013: 111-
12) purported proofs that, quite generally, the varieties of absolute necessity cor-
responding to his three conceptions are co-extensive. We will not attempt an ex-
haustive analysis here, but will now identify a number of deficiencies, sufficient 
to undermine Hale’s proofs. 

In seeking to prove that if ncfacp then nlimp, Hale supposes that if n(q´É p) 
then q´É p holds at every possibility. In this supposition, n is the operator afford-
ing modal robustness of implications in (D2), while he takes ‘every possibility’ to 
refer to all the members of the outermost sphere of worlds used to evaluate coun-
terfactuals in (D1). But, unless the modality for which n is the necessity operator 
is the very one that is presupposed to determine that outermost sphere of worlds, 
there is no good reason to suppose that the possible worlds accessible under n 
will be coextensive with that outermost sphere. 

In seeking to prove that if nmaxp then nlimp, Hale introduces a relativized pos-
sibility operator vA =def u(q°Ù A) where: (a) u is the possibility operator dual to 
the necessity operator n that is presupposed, for the purposes of the limit-absolute 
conception, in order to capture the modal robustness of the dependence of prop-
ositions upon any given set of background assumptions whatever for the purposes 
of the limit-absolute conception; and (b) nothing is known of the proposition q° 
other than that u(q°Ù ¬p). Hale (2013: 112) makes the inference that “[s]ince v 
is defined in terms of u, which is alethic and non-epistemic, it is itself alethic and 
non-epistemic”. Absent any formal characterization of non-epistemic operators, 
it is at best unclear that the latter part of this inference is valid. 

In seeking to prove the converse implication, namely that if nlimp then nmaxp, 
Hale (2013: 112) infers that if, for some choice of q, ¬(q É p) is true at some world 
w at which q is also true, then it cannot be the case that "q n(q É p). All that is 
known of the world w is that it is accessible from the actual world under some 
alethic and non-epistemic sense of necessity § that is not a mere restriction of 
nmax. But in order to infer from the truth of ¬(q É p) that it cannot be the case that 
"q n(q É p), the world w needs to be accessible from the actual world not only 
under the modality corresponding to § (as given) but also under a different mo-
dality, namely that corresponding to n. Hale gives us no reason to believe that 
the accessibility relations for these two modalities have this property. 

 
4. The Significance of These Results 

Hale gives three intuitively appealing conceptions of absolute necessity. At first 
blush, Hale seems to have provided us with much information about absolute 
necessity. We have shown, however, that Hale has provided far less information 
than one might hope. 

As we saw (in subsection 3.1), the definition of maximally-absolute necessity 
relies on the specification of a modality for the closure principle, nclosure, that gov-
erns all modalities over which the definition quantifies. We have shown that, if 
competing answers to what propositions count as absolutely necessary are to be 
precluded, then nmax collapses to nclosure. 

Likewise, the definition of limit-absolute necessity relies on the presupposi-
tion of a sense of modality under which absolute necessities are robustly implied 
by any set of background assumptions whatever. We saw (in subsection 3.2) that, 
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under very weak assumptions, it can be shown that nlim collapses to this presup-
posed modality. 

Finally, in the case of generalized counterfactual necessity, we must deter-
mine what counts as the entire space of possibilities by settling the set of worlds 
that make up the outermost sphere of worlds Sa. It then turns out (subsection 3.3) 
that ncfac is coextensive with any necessity operator whose set of worlds accessible 
from the actual world coincides with Sa. If, as Hale intends, some logical necessity 
operator has this property, then that logical necessity exhausts ncfac. 

In each of these cases, then, what you get out of Hale’s results is very largely 
determined by, or even just is, what you put in. Each of Hale’s conceptions re-
quires that some necessity operator, or some sphere of worlds, be presupposed. 
Depending on how this requirement is met, very different classes of necessities 
can count as absolute according to Hale’s conceptions. Formally, nothing in 
Hale’s conceptions prevents any proposition you please from being deemed abso-
lutely necessary. 

For instance, suppose that nclosure is an operator which deems necessary not 
only all truths of classical logic but also that Canberra is the capital of Australia. 
Then when nclosure is used in Hale’s maximally-absolute definition, the proposition 
that Canberra is the capital of Australia will be deemed maximally-absolutely nec-
essary. A reader might object that this is not a reasonable choice for nclosure, and 
hence the definition formulated using it will not be a reasonable definition of ab-
solute necessity. This is true. What this extreme example highlights, however, is 
that Hale’s results only deliver serviceable senses of absolute necessity to the ex-
tent that we already know what counts as absolutely necessary in formulating 
them. 

Our results also have implications for the relationship between absolute ne-
cessity and logical necessity. Hale (2013: 105) considers—and even takes himself 
to have shown—that logical necessities are absolute necessities. This claim is 
somewhat misleading. Hale’s conceptions of absolute necessity are, as he formu-
lates them, largely agnostic about the logical truths which come out as absolutely 
necessary. Just which logical truths—or any other truths—come out to be abso-
lutely necessary depends on the presuppositions that the theorist is required to 
supply. Hale’s conceptions may or may not, for instance, deliver the result that 
the truths of first-order logic or propositional logic are absolutely necessary.28  

Similarly, Hale’s conceptions cannot, by themselves, deliver a verdict on 
whether “broadly” logical necessities, like the fact that vixens are female or that 
if A is east of B then B is west of A are absolutely necessary. Hale’s definition of 
maximally-absolute necessity cannot by itself deliver such guidance, since it will 
deem such facts absolutely necessary if and only if they get built into nclosure.29 
Analogous limitations apply, mutatis mutandis, to Hale’s conceptions of limit-ab-
solute and generalized counterfactual necessity. 

In this sense, Hale’s definitions turn out to be more permissive than he in-
tends. Yet there is also a sense in which they are too restrictive for his purposes. 

 
28 If the theorist supplies a merely propositional logical necessity as the operator presup-
posed in limit-absolute necessity, then just the necessities of this modality will be limit-
absolutely necessary, and not the further necessities of first-order logic. The same point 
applies, mutatis mutandis, under Hale’s other two conceptions. 
29 We assume here (D3). Shalkowski (2004: 59-60) makes a similar point regarding an ear-
lier analysis of absolute necessity in Hale 1996. 
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For, as we have seen, Hale wishes to formulate a conception of absolute necessity 
which leaves room for non-logical necessities, and Hale (2013: 115) believes that 
he has done so. Yet it is not clear that he has. To make this point in a simple way, 
suppose a theorist holds that there is one correct logic with necessity operator □. 
Then Hale’s (2013: 105) view that the role of the closure necessity is just to ensure 
that every competing modality is “closed under logical consequence” would 
counsel her to choose □ as the closure necessity operator. But in that case, as our 
result in section 3.1 shows, maximally-absolute necessity simply collapses to log-
ical necessity, and so there are no other absolute necessities on this definition be-
sides the logical necessities described by □.30 Likewise, in the definition of coun-
terfactual absolute necessity, it will be plausible to identify the outermost sphere, 
Sa, with the worlds accessible under □ from the actual world. This has the conse-
quence, as we have shown, that logical necessity exhausts generalized counter-
factual necessity. 

Although Hale’s definitions of maximal absolute necessity formally leave 
open a wide range of possible specifications, then, if these specifying choices are 
made in the spirit which Hale intends, they actually restrict the class of absolutely 
necessary propositions more than Hale would wish. This shows up a conflict be-
tween two of Hale’s ambitions. Hale seems to want, on the one hand, to rely only 
on presuppositions about what counts as logically necessary in determining what 
propositions are absolutely necessary according to each of his conceptions. On 
the other hand, Hale wants also to allow scope for there to be non-logical absolute 
necessities. Our results show that Hale’s three conceptions will not allow him to 
have it both ways: Non-logical necessities count as absolute only if they are built 
in via the respective presuppositions.31 

It seems relatively clear, then, that Hale (2013) does not accomplish the goals 
he sets for himself in chapter 4. It would exceed the scope of this paper to trace 
the implications this result has for the remainder of Hale’s project in Necessary 
Beings, but we note in passing that Hale relies upon the results in chapter 4 in 
subsequent chapters (e.g. Hale 2013: 128-29), and to this extent our results cast 
some doubts on other parts of Hale’s project. 

Nevertheless, it might seem that Hale has at least shown something more 
modest. It might seem that Hale has shown that certain debates about absolute 
modality can be circumvented. For (so the apology goes) Hale has shown that 
once certain background issues are settled, there can be no more question as to 
whether the maximally-absolute, limit-absolute or generalized counterfactual ab-
solute definition is correct. Parties may sensibly disagree on the background issues 
which determine the extension of absolute necessity in his three senses, but, given 
agreement about these background issues, all three notions coincide, and so de-
bate about whether absolute necessity is captured by the maximally-absolute, 
limit-absolute, or generalized counterfactual absolute definition is empty.32 

The problem with this line of defense is that presuppositions about absolute 
modality enter into the three definitions in very different ways, and consequently 

 
30 Again, we assume here (D3). 
31 Subject, again, to the proviso that (D3) is used in maximal absolute necessity rather than 
(D3*), in order to preclude there being competing answers as to what propositions are 
maximally-absolutely necessary. 
32 We thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this possibility to our attention. 
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the classes of absolutely necessary propositions that result from the three concep-
tions can easily come apart (section 3.4). In order for the apology to succeed, there 
would need to be some philosophical question or natural set of philosophical is-
sues whose resolution would determine these suppositions such that all three clas-
ses coincide. But it is not clear that there is any such philosophical issue or set of 
issues. Even if all parties agree that some operator n is absolute, a further justifi-
cation would be needed that n ought to play the role of the base modality in the 
definition of limit-absolute necessity, the closure necessity in the case of maximal 
absolute, and govern the choice of the outermost sphere of possible worlds in the 
counterfactual definition. After all, parties might recognize other, more extensive 
absolute operators as well.33 In certain cases, there might be a single necessity 
operator which is agreed to be absolute and whose extension is agreed to encom-
pass those of all other absolute necessities, and in this case perhaps an argument 
could be made that this operator ought to constrain all three choices. In general, 
however, there is no guarantee that this will be the case. 

Consider the case of two parties who agree that the necessity of first-order 
logic, of second-order logic, and in general of any nth-order logic is absolute, but 
who do not hold any logic strictly stronger than all of these to be absolutely neces-
sary nor do they suppose any other modality to be absolute. In this case it will not 
be possible to simply select the most extensive logical necessity operator agreed to 
be absolutely necessary, since there is no such operator. Hence, although both par-
ties agree on exactly which necessity operators can be presupposed as absolute, they 
will still be faced with an open question about how to formulate the three defini-
tions. Further, it is not clear that any limit-absolute or maximally-absolute defini-
tion could be satisfactory by either party’s lights, since if they each formulate these 
choosing the relevant input operators as, say, the necessity of nth-order logic, the 
definitions will imply that, for any m > n, all truths of any mth-order logic that are 
not also truths of nth order logic will fail to be absolute necessities–and yet the par-
ties do take the necessity of mth-order logic to be an absolute necessity. 

The apologist might rejoin by saying that it would be sensible for the parties at 
this point to distinguish between the respective definitions relative to each logic 
agreed to be absolutely necessary; they can then at least agree that there is no sub-
stantive choice to be made between a maximally-absolute and a limit absolute def-
inition relative to each choice of underlying modality (first-order logic, second-order 
logic, third-order logic, etc.). Yet if that much is conceded, it becomes hard to see 
why any of these definitions ought to provide a definition of absolute necessity, since 
they are now each explicitly relative to some other modality taken as “really” abso-
lute.34 

The types of criticisms we have made of Hale’s three conceptions indicate a 
problem that runs deeper than the specific technicalities of Hale’s formulations. 
Although we have not proven it to be impossible, in light of our results it is diffi-
cult to see how any definition of absolute modality that proceeds by quantifying 
over modalities (as in limit-absolute or maximally-absolute necessity), or over 
some outermost sphere of possibilities (as in counterfactual absolute necessity), 
can avoid circularity. There is a real question of whether this approach puts the 
cart before the horse. 

 
33 Recall that, on our usage, a necessity operator is absolute iff every proposition it deems 
necessary is an absolute necessity. 
34 We thank an anonymous reviewer for a similar observation. 
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It is illuminating to compare relative necessity with quantifier scope restriction 
in this connection. The observation is often made that when, peering into the fridge, 
someone says “there is no beer”, that person does not mean that there is no beer in 
the universe. The context of the utterance restricts the quantifier “there is no …” in 
such a way that only items in the fridge, or some other immediate vicinity, are quan-
tified over. Likewise, when we say “it is necessary that …” we do not always mean 
to exclude all possibilities to the contrary tout court. We may mean that there is no 
possibility compatible with, say, the laws of physics or even the laws of California. 
Just as we can make the scope restriction of a quantifier explicit with a phrase like 
“here” or “in the fridge”, so too we can make the scope of necessity explicit with a 
phrase like “physically” or “given the laws of California”. 

Even if we accept all this, it is quite another thing to suppose that it is possible 
to give a formal characterization of absolute necessity by quantifying over some 
set of senses of “necessary”, whether directly (as in the maximally-absolute defi-
nition) or indirectly (as in the limit and counterfactual definitions). To do so is 
analogous to attempting to give a formal definition of “all” in the unrestricted 
sense as the limit or conjunction of all restricted uses of “all”. Such an approach 
will face the difficulty of needing to specify in a non-circular way just what all 
such senses of “all” are. 

If there seems little hope of achieving this, then we see little reason to hope 
that it is possible to define absolute necessity along the lines of Hale’s conceptions. 
A natural response to this predicament is to reverse the order of definition regard-
ing relative and absolutely necessity. Thus, we believe that the most promising 
approach is to settle, on philosophical grounds, which necessities are absolute, 
and then define relative necessity in terms of absolute necessity.35 
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Abstract 
 

This article introduces Logicism about Necessity as a competitor to the currently 
popular Essentialism. The main point of contention between the two views con-
cerns the ultimate source of metaphysical necessity. Essentialists take essences to 
ultimately ground metaphysical necessity, Logicists take logic to play that role. I 
provide some support for the claim that one of these two views is correct, and I 
use recent material from Fabrice Correia and Alex Skiles to develop a specific 
version of Logicism in some detail. The main ambition of the article is to present 
an argument against Logicism. I argue that Logicists do not provide a successful 
account of de re necessity. 
 
Keywords: Necessity, Essences, Modal logicism, Generalized identity.  

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Modality was crucial to the revival of metaphysics in the 20th century. After a 
long period of domination by anti-metaphysical outlooks like positivism and 
pragmatism, groundbreaking work on modality, by Saul Kripke, David Lewis, 
and others, brought metaphysics back into focus. Possible worlds were their key 
to such modal notions as necessity, possibility, counterfactuals, dispositions, 
and supervenience, which still pervade philosophical inquiry today. What has 
changed, however, is that we no longer trust possible worlds as a guide for the 
metaphysics of modality. The currently most popular view on the metaphysics 
of modality is hyperintensionalism, the view that necessity and possibility derive 
from more fine-grained phenomena like essences, laws, and logic. Focusing on 
so-called “metaphysical necessity”, the most popular view among modal meta-
physicians today is that it is grounded in essence or, as I will put it, that essence 
is the source of metaphysical necessity. 

A hyperintensionalist alternative to this Essentialism about (metaphysical) Ne-
cessity is beginning to crystalize in the literature on modality. Several authors 
have recently developed views which allows us to construe logic as the ultimate 
ground of metaphysical necessity. We can contrast this alternative with Essen-
tialism. Essentialists ground the necessity of essential truths in essence, and they 
use logic to extend necessity to the logical consequences of essential truth. Logi-
cists about (metaphysical) Necessity, or Modal Logicists, on the other hand, ground 
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the necessity of logical truths in logic and use essences to extend that necessity 
from logical truths to essential truths. Whereas Essentialists consider essence the 
ultimate source of necessity, Logicists consider logic its ultimate source.  

Logicists promise to demystify the notion of essence and the grounding of 
necessity. The gist of their promise is that logic is overall less problematic than 
essence and that the step from logical truth to necessity is less puzzling than the 
Essentialist’s step from essence to necessity. The aim of this article is to spell out 
a version of Logicism and to develop an argument against that view. I will argue 
that Logicists cannot give a satisfactory account of necessity de re. However, alt-
hough I hope that my argument is at least intriguing, it is far from providing a 
knock-out blow against the view. My goal here is to initiate a debate about Log-
icism, not to put it to rest. Since there is a whole family of Logicist views, I will 
focus on one specific version that I will build in large parts from recent work by 
Fabrice Correia and Alex Skiles.  

Here is what I will do. In section 2, I introduce Essentialism and Logicism, 
and I motivate the disjunctive claim that one of them is correct. In section 3, I 
give the details of the version of Logicism that I will discuss. In section 4, I pre-
sent my argument against Logicism to the effect that Logicists cannot account 
for necessity de re. I discuss responses in sections 5, and I explain why Essential-
ists can resist an analogous argument in section 6. Section 7 concludes. 

 
2. Creation and Propagation Views  

The question that I will discuss concerns the source of metaphysical necessity. It 
arises in the framework of hyperintensionalism, which presupposes that necessi-
ty-facts are not fundamental but that we can explain them in terms of suitable 
phenomena like essence or logic. The following discussions do not only make 
sense in this framework, but it will be useful to assume the hyperintensional 
stance. For, from within this stance it makes perfect sense to ask what the 
sources of metaphysical necessity are. Kit Fine’s influential view on the matter 
is that we can explain all metaphysical-necessity facts with the essence of all 
things. But essence is only one of several candidate sources. A list of alternatives 
might include logical consequence, laws, numerical identities, and powers. I will 
set most of these options aside to focus on two of them: which of essence and 
logical consequence is better suited to ground metaphysical necessity? 

I begin with the observation that essential truths, such as “You are human if 
you exist”, and logical truths, such as “Peter is Peter if he exists”, are necessary. 
As hyperintensionalists, we need to assign sources for these necessities and for 
the necessity of essential and logical truths in general. On what may be the most 
obvious assignment, essences explain the necessity of essential truths and logic 
explains the necessity of logical truths: Peter is necessarily human because he is 
essentially human, and it is necessary that Peter is Peter because it is a logical 
truth that Peter is self-identical. Isn’t that just obvious? 

But this natural assignment of sources conflicts with two principles that I 
would like to accept. The first principle (local modal monism) says that the neces-
sity of essential truths is the same as the necessity of logical truths. Support for 
this principle comes from the observation that there is no genuine sense of “pos-
sible”, such that essence-violating scenarios are possible. Point-sized guitarists, 
for instance, or egg-shaped human beings, are absolutely impossible. It is in no 
way a matter of chance that such creatures have not come to be! But if there is a 
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distinctive kind of necessity that applies only to logical truths, then there is also 
a corresponding kind of possibility that would apply to essence-violations, since 
they are not logical contradictions.1 

The second principle that I like (the individuation thesis) says that distinct 
sources of necessity exert distinct kinds of necessity. The individuation thesis 
entails, for instance that if essences and laws of nature are sources of necessity, 
then they exert two distinct kinds of necessity, namely metaphysical and natural 
necessity. My reasoning for the individuation thesis relies on commitments that 
I won’t defend here. I use a primitive generic notion of necessity and I individu-
ate kinds of necessity in terms of that generic notion and the exerting source. 
Natural necessity, for instance, is (generic) necessity exerted by laws of nature. 
From this principle of individuation, which I defend in Wilsch (2018, manu-
script), it follows that distinct sources exert distinct kinds of necessity. However, 
here I only say that the individuation thesis looks quite plausible. 

The conjunction of local modal monism and the individuation thesis con-
flicts with the obvious assignment of sources to the necessity of essential and 
logical truths. For, if essence were the source of the necessity of essential truths, 
and if logic were the source of the necessity of logical truths, then essential 
truths would (as per the individuation thesis) not have the same kind of necessi-
ty as logical truths. And that would contradict our local monism. That’s why I 
will investigate alternative assignments. But I hasten to add that even if you 
don’t find the argument thus far very convincing, I still hope that you might find 
a discussion of the two alternative views worthwhile. 

What I want to suggest is that we give up the “Dual Source” conception of 
the modal roles of essence and logic, and that we look for a different way to di-
vide their modal labour instead. I collect alternatives to the Dual Source concep-
tion under the label “Creation and Propagation”: one of essence and logic “cre-
ates” necessity, in the sense of accounting for an initial stock of necessity-facts, 
and the other one “propagates” necessity, in the sense that it extends the initial 
stock of necessities to all remaining necessity-facts that need accounting for.  

There are two candidate Creation and Propagation views. One assigns the 
creating role to essence and the propagating role to logic, the other one switches 
these roles around. I call the first sort of view Essentialism about Necessity, and the 
second one Logicism about Necessity.2 There are, in fact, several Essentialist and 
Logicist views. As Essentialism is more familiar, I will first present some ver-
sions of it with the intention to give you a feel for the view. Expounding Logi-
cism will take up more space, and so I postpone that to the next section. But let 
me pause to formulate the big-picture question that I address in this article: Is 
logic or is essence the ultimate source of metaphysical necessity? 

 
1 I agree with Rayo’s (2013) assessment that such essence-violations are absurd and hence 
are not possible in any genuine sense. The question of what “genuine” means here is dif-
ficult to answer in general. A primitivist about necessity, for instance, could say that a 
kind of possibility is genuine only if we can define it in a sufficiently straightforward 
manner from a primitive notion of necessity. 
2 I take the label from Stang (2016), who explains that Logicism used to be popular prior 
to Kant. Rayo uses the similar label “Modal Logicism” for the view “that a metaphysical 
possibility is just a non-absurd way for the world to be” (2020: 1). Rayo’s view is close in 
spirit to Logicism about Necessity. 
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Essentialism is familiar from Fine (1994a), Hale (2013), Lowe (2008), and 
others. The view says that every essential truth is necessary because it is an es-
sential truth (the Essentialist creation clause) and that every logical consequence 
of some necessary truths is necessary because it’s a logical consequence of some 
necessary truths (the Essentialist propagation clause). Logical truths are necessary 
on this view because they follow logically from any other necessity. We can ex-
press Essentialism as follows, where “N” is necessity and “®” has a suitable 
explanatory reading: 

(Essence as Source) p is an essential truth ® Np 
(Logical Closure) Np & (p ⊨ q)  ® Nq. 

The two principles work together in the manner of a recursive definition. The 
creation clause Essence as Source acts as the base-clause, and the propagation 
clause Logical Closure is the recursion clause. Proper Essentialists will add a 
“nothing else” clause, which says that we can account for every (metaphysical-) 
necessity-fact in terms of the two clauses. That said, Essentialism is neutral on 
whether these principles give a (reductive) definition of necessity, or whether 
they specify substantive explanations of necessity-facts. They are compatible, for 
instance, with “Moorean” views about necessity, on which necessity is primitive 
but necessity-facts are grounded in facts about hyperintensional sources (Wilsch 
2017, manuscript).3  

Fine’s own view differs in letter from this template in at least two ways. 
First, he uses logical consequence not to close the notion of necessity, but to 
close the notion of essence: the consequential essence of an object is (roughly) 
the logical closure of its constitutive essence (Fine 1994b). And secondly, Fine 
thinks that logical truths are constitutively essential to certain logical concepts, 
and so their necessity would seem to be over-determined by the constitutive es-
sences of logical concepts and the logical closure of essence (Ibid.). (It might be 
comforting that logical truths would still be necessary, even if no other truths 
were.) I conclude that Fine accepts Essence as Source as creation clause. He al-
so accepts Logical Closure as propagation clause, and he explains Logical Clo-
sure with another closure principle concerning essences. I will not be concerned 
with any of these details of Essentialism here. What matters to us is that accord-
ing to Essentialists, essence is the ultimate source of necessity and logic propa-
gates necessity via Logical Closure.4  

 
3. Logicism about Necessity 

In chapter 1 of Kant’s Modal Metaphysics, Nick Stang explains that metaphysical 
rationalists, including Leibniz and his successors up to Kant, were Logicists: 
they thought that necessity was ultimately grounded in logic or, as they pre-
ferred to put it, in the principle of non-contradiction. The reason that anything is 

 
3 These views are “Moorean” because they are structurally analogous to G.E. Moore’s 
view that goodness is a primitive constituent of facts that are grounded in non-normative 
facts. 
4 Correia (2012), Fine (1994b), and Hale (2013) all seem to think that we can reduce logi-
cal consequence to the notions of essence, logical constant, and (logical) rule of infer-
ence. These extremist Essentialists would, for better or worse, reduce logic’s propagation-
role to essence. 
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metaphysically necessary is, according to Modal Logicism, that certain facts are 
logical truths and their negations logical contradictions. 

This view looks initially quite odd because garden-variety essential truths 
like “Peter is human if he exists” are not logical truths, and their negations are 
not logical contradictions. Logicism seems to entail that such essential truths are 
not necessary. But Logicists would reply that although “Peter is not human” is 
not a logical contradiction, it still ‘amounts to’ a logical contradiction, and that 
this becomes clear when we analyze Peter into its essential constituents. For, if 
humanity is essential to Peter, then we can analyze Peter into a collection of 
properties, including the property of humanity. Peter is, in his essential core, a 
bundle of humanity and other properties. To say then that Peter is not human is 
to say that a bundle consisting, among other things, of humanity, is not human. 
And that does sound very much like saying “the thing which is human and … is 
not human”. Contradiction! 

Setting talk of “analysis” and “bundles” aside, we can also frame Logicism 
with the notion of definition. Think of Quine’s conception of analyticity, on 
which a truth is analytic just in case it can be transformed into a logical truth by 
substitution of definiens for definiendum.5 Thus, if we define “husband” as “mar-
ried male”, then the sentence “Every husband is married” is analytic because it 
can be transformed into the tautological sentence “Every married male is mar-
ried” by substituting “married male” for “husband”. And if we define “Peter” as 
“the F”, then the sentence “Peter is F” is analytic because we can transform it 
into the tautology “The F is F” by the same kind of substitution. We can glean a 
version of Modal Logicism from the Quinean foil simply by replacing Quine’s 
nominal definitions with Fine’s real definition, and by replacing analyticity with 
necessity: a truth is necessary just in case we can transform it into a logical truth 
by substitution via real definitions.6 

The Quinean formulation of Logicism fits the Creation and Propagation 
mold: logic makes logical truths necessary, and real definitions merely “pass on” 
the necessity to further truths. If all goes well, definitions pass on necessity to all 
essential truths. With suitable notions of real definition and of substitution in 
hand, we could define a propagation-clause: if p is necessary and if the opera-
tion of substitution as applied to p and the real definitions yields q, then q is also 
necessary. 

I could proceed by trying to make the notion of a real definition precise, 
and by articulating a suitable substitution-operation. But this is challenging 
work. Moreover, this project faces a difficulty concerning objects whose defini-
tion is merely partial. Consider Carla, who is essentially human and whose hu-
manity exhausts her essence; she’s got only this one essential property (aside 
perhaps from such general properties as ‘being a material object’). How do we 
turn “Carla is human if she exists” into a logical truth, and what would it mean 
to replace “Carla” with her definition in “Carla is human”? The replacement 
might yield “some human is human” or “anything human is human”. But these 
transformations do not match the initial idea of inserting definiens for definien-

 
5 He uses that conception in his “Truth by Convention” (1936) and “Two Dogmas of 
Empiricism” (1951). 
6 James Van Cleve (2018) notes a similar analogy between Quine and Fine. 
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dum. A proper characterization of the substitution-operation needs to account 
for cases of this sort. 

Fortunately, Correia and Skiles (2019) have recently done much of the 
work for us. They argue for a systematic connection between essences and iden-
tities which the Logicist can exploit. We can use these identities to explain how 
the necessity of logical truths is propagated to essential truths. Correia and 
Skiles argue that every essence-fact entails corresponding property-identities and 
fact-identities. (They cast these entailments in terms of “generalized identity”. 
But since the “objectual” notion of numerical identity is more familiar, I will use 
that notion for the sake of simplicity. The generic/objectual distinction strikes 
me as orthogonal to my purposes here and to some of their own purposes as 
well.) To illustrate these entailments, I will focus on paradigmatic essence-
claims concerning the essential properties of objects. 

I begin by introducing two essences that I will use as examples throughout 
this article. I distinguish individual essences of objects from partial essences: 

(Individual Essence)   Peter is essentially the F 
(Partial Essence)  Carla is essentially G. 

Peter’s individual essence supplies a modally necessary and sufficient profile for 
being Peter; Carla’s partial essence specifies an essential property, which is mo-
dally necessary but not sufficient for being Carla. It will be useful to think of G 
as Carla’s only essential property. 

Correia and Skiles point out that individual and partial essences of objects 
entail definitions of properties, namely of the property of being the object who is 
the essence’s bearer. Peter’s individual essence, for instance, entails a definition 
of the property of being Peter or, as they suggest, of being identical to Peter. 
And if the property of being identical to Peter is defined as the property of being 
the F (I henceforth drop “the” for simplicity), then the former property is identi-
cal with the latter. I use �[…] as property abstraction, where � binds the varia-
ble z. The following reads “the property of being identical to Peter is identical 
with the property of being F”: 

(Being Peter)   �[Peter = z] = �[Fz]. 

My Logicist claims that Peter’s Individual Essence entails the property-identity 
Being Peter. Moreover, not only individual essences entail property-identities, 
but partial essences do, too. This is not obvious in the case of Carla, as the prop-
erty being Carla is distinct from the property being G. But Correia and Skiles point 
out that we can identify being Carla with the conjunctive property of being Carla-
and-G:  

(Being Carla)   �[Carla = z] = �[Carla = z & Gz]. 

The redundant conjunct on the right looks strange at first, but it makes sense on 
reflection. For, if Carla is essentially G, then being G is “contained in” or “part 
of” being Carla. Thus, if we add “being G” to “being Carla”, we don’t get any-
thing in addition to “being Carla”. Compare the mereological fusion of Carla 
and her arm: since the arm is part of the woman, fusing the two simply returns 
the woman. What goes for the arm vis-à-vis the woman goes for being G vis-à-vis 
being Carla. 

If individual and partial essences entail property identities in this way, then 
they also entail various fact-identities, where facts are the “portions of reality” 
that correspond to true propositions. (I am using a coarse-grained, worldly no-
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tion of fact.) Many facts survive substitution of identical properties. An atomic 
fact [Fa], for instance, is identical with the fact [Ga] if the properties F and G 
are identical or if, in our idiom, �[Fz] = �[Gz]. Hence, Being Peter entails that 
the fact that something is identical to Peter is identical to the fact that something 
is F. And Being Carla entails that the fact that something is identical to Carla is 
identical to the fact that something is identical to Carla and G. More identities 
follow, if we consider facts involving Peter as identical to facts involving some-
thing that is identical to Peter: [H(Peter)] = [$x(Peter = x & Hx)], and if we ac-
cept analogous fact-identities for Carla: [H(Carla)] = [$x(Carla = x & Gx & 
Hx)]. With these assumptions about fact-identities in place, Logicists reject the 
distinction between singular and qualitative facts, at least for entities with indi-
vidual (i.e. not merely partial) essences. According to our version of Logicism, 
singular facts involving objects with individual essences are identical to qualita-
tive facts. Peter-facts are identical to facts about the F.7  

These entailments from essences to fact-identities are the backdrop for Log-
icism. For, if the entailments do in fact hold, then it turns out that every essen-
tial truth, which corresponds to an individual or partial essence, represents the 
same fact as some logical truth. To see this, consider the essential truth that Pe-
ter is F if he exists. We can formalize this truth as "x(Peter = x É Fx). Next 
consider the following sequence:  

1.  ["x(Peter = x É Fx)] 
2.  �[Peter = z] = �[Fz] 
3.  ["x(Fx É Fx)]. 

The fact in line 1 is the fact corresponding to our essential truth. The property 
identity in line 2 is Being Peter and (according to Logicists) follows from Peter’s 
Individual Essence. Since facts survive replacement of identical properties, the 
fact in line 1 is identical to the fact in line 3, which we can express with the logi-
cal truth “"x(Fx É Fx)”. The essential truth Peter is F if he exists expresses the 
same fact, or has the same “factual content” as, a logical truth; it is a logical 
truth in disguise. Similar reasoning will show that the essential truth “Carla is G 
if she exists” has the same factual content as the logical truth "x(Carla = x & Gx 
É Gx). Generalizing from these cases, our Logicist will claim that every essential 
truth is a logical truth in disguise. 

My version of Logicism requires the property-identities and fact-identities 
that I have assumed above. I will be happy to grant these identities for now, as I 
will object to Logicism on different grounds. I also find the proposed entail-
ments from essences to these property-identities and fact-identities quite plausi-
ble. The case of individual essences is especially convincing. Why wouldn’t we 
identify the fact that Peter exists with the fact that the F exists (and similarly the 
fact that Peter has some property with the fact that the F has some property)? 
That essences entail some identity-facts seems to follow from their connection to 

 
7 My brief presentation of Logicism glosses over the distinction between generic and ob-
jectual essences, which Correia (2006) introduces and Fine (2015) takes on board. Cor-
reia and Skiles (2019) analyze objectual essence in terms of generic essence, which they 
analyze in terms of (generalized) identity. My Logicist is neutral with respect to these 
analyses. A more thorough study of Logicism than I can provide here would benefit from 
a discussion of the relationship between objectual and generic essence. 
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real definitions. For, definitions have the function of “tagging” or “identifying” 
the defined entity: in defining Peter, I say that Peter is that thing, or that being 
Peter is that property, or that Peter-facts are those facts.8 We should, therefore, ex-
pect that essences entail identities. The identities in Being Peter and Being Car-
la, moreover, are pretty good candidates. 

We can now articulate a version of Logicism in terms of a creation clause 
and a propagation clause. The creation clause, Logic as Source, says that logical 
facts explain the necessity of logical truths. The propagation clause, Transparen-
cy, says that necessity is closed under (or “transferred across”) factual identity: 

(Logic as Source) (⊨p) ® Np 
(Transparency) (Np & [p] = [q]) ® Nq. 

If we give these clauses an explanatory reading, we can reason as follows: Since 
logic makes logical truths necessary, and since every essential fact is identical to 
some logical fact, the necessity of logical truths accounts for the necessity of all 
essential truths. This is the view that I will call Logicism about Necessity.9 The two 
principles work together in a recursive manner, and proper Logicists should add 
that they account for all (metaphysical-) necessity-facts. 

It remains to be seen whether Logicism is plausible. It will be difficult to 
criticize its creation clause directly. Essentialists, who use logic only as a propa-
gator of necessity, will reject the creation clause, but they do so for highly theo-
retical reasons. There is nothing wrong with that clause on its face, as logical 
truths are necessary on account of being logical truths. Transparency might seem 
more controversial, but I don’t think that it is especially problematic. There are 
two ways in which Transparency might be construed. One natural view on 
Transparency is that necessity is (akin to) a property of (coarse-grained worldly) 
facts. This would explain why “Np” and “Nq” have the same truth-value if [p] 
= [q], because it would follow that the necessity-facts [Np] and [Nq] are identi-
cal if [p] and [q] are. A second construal of Transparency denies the inference 
from [p] = [q] to [Np] = [Nq]. On that view, necessity is (akin to) a property of 
propositions, not of facts. [p] = [q] does not entail [Np] = [Nq] on this view, be-
cause the propositions <p> and <q> might be distinct. On this second view, 
Transparency is a more substantive principle, as it does not follow from general 
claims about the identity-conditions of facts. Either way, there is a certain parity 
among Logicism and Essentialism. Essentialists use logical consequence to 
propagate necessity, and Logicists use fact-identity to propagate necessity. I 
don’t see a general reason for deeming one more problematic than the other. 

Even if we don’t take issue with Logic as Source and Transparency, we 
might resist Logicism on different grounds. We could deny the claim that essen-

 
8 One might respond that tagging and identifying are features of nominal definitions only, 
not of real definitions. But I don’t know what would justify that restriction. 
9 Correia and Skiles (2021) offer accounts of metaphysical necessity that are not Logicis-
tic. Their accounts also have the recursive creation-and-propagation structure, but the 
creating phenomenon is identity. In the language of objectual identity, the creation claus-
es they consider are [p] = [q] ® N(p º q) and [p] = [q] ® N([p] = [q]). We could consider 
their accounts as versions of Essentialism or as an Essentialism-leaning third alternative, 
which considers identity as the source of metaphysical necessity, instead of logic or es-
sence. I think that Logicism fits better with other views they hold, but that’s a different 
issue. 
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tial truths have the same factual content as logical truths by rejecting the identi-
fication of Peter-facts with being-Peter-facts, or by rejecting the identification of 
being-Peter-facts with facts about the F. We might, for instance, claim that Pe-
ter-facts are not identical with F-facts, but with facts of the form “The thing 
which is essentially the F is thus and so”. But it is one thing to see how we can 
resist Logicism, and it is another thing to show why we should resist it. Logicists 
can assume a defensive position and wait for their opponents to produce reasons 
against the fact-identity claims that they rely on. 

Another line of attack on Logicism concerns its scope. I have only used rel-
atively simple essential truths that concern essential properties of objects. But 
there are also essential truths about properties, relations, laws, logical constants, 
necessity, essence, existence, etc. It is far from clear that Logicists can apply the 
same treatment to all such essential truths. (It would be interesting to see wheth-
er Logicists are committed to certain restrictions on the notion of essence.) One 
interesting case involves generative principles, which are material conditionals that 
take us from truths about more fundamental entities to truths about less funda-
mental entities. Paradigm examples include set-theoretic and mereological prin-
ciples, which regulate the existence of sets and sums based on the features of 
members and parts. I have not found a convincing way to turn such principles 
into logical truths, and I believe that if such principles are indeed essential—
which Fine (2010) claims and Rosen (2006) denies—then Essentialists have an 
easier way to account for their necessity.10, 11  

These issues aside, Logicism seems quite attractive because its creation 
clause might face fewer problems than the Essentialist creation clause. Some au-
thors have recently suspected that there is a “gap” between essence and necessi-
ty, and that it is mysterious how essences would manage to make essential 
truths necessary.12 The step from logic to necessity seems so very tight that no 
analogous concern could arise. Similarly, some have wondered how essences 
could give rise to necessity without presupposing their own necessity. This chal-
lenge might be less concerning for Logicists if logic’s own necessity is easier to 
explain than the necessity of essences.13 One might, finally, be uncomfortable 
with Fine-style essences and might prefer a “thinner” notion of essence that only 
fixes identities, but which does not itself wield a modal power. The Logicist 
conception of the role of essence vis-à-vis necessity might make essences more 
palatable. But even if none of these reasons turn out to be decisive, Logicism 
seems hard to resist. For, we have seen that the step from essences to identity-

 
10 Consider the principle that if the os satisfy condition C, then they compose object c. 
Assume that this principle is essential to c. Logicists will derive the identity �[c = z] = 
�[c = z & (C(the os) É z exists)]. But that identity does not help to transfer “if C(the os), 
then c exists” into a logical truth. If we replace “c exists” with “$x(�[c = z & (C(the os) 
É z exists]x))”, we get “If C(the os), then $x(c = x & (C(the os) É x exists))”, which is not 
a logical truth. 
11 The interested reader should consult section 5.6 in Rayo (2013) for some important 
work on the question of scope. 
12 For a discussion of this gap-problem, see Mackie 2020, Romero 2019, and Leech 2018, 
and for a discussion of the role of logic in addressing it, see Leech 2021 and Correia & 
Skiles 2021. 
13 Hale 2002 is a classic source for the problem. See Wallner and Vaidya 2020 and Bovey 
(forthcoming) for discussion of the difficulty of explaining the necessity of essences. 
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facts is very plausible on its face. And once we agree that every essential truth is 
a logical truth in disguise, it gets difficult to resist the thought that the necessity 
of essential truths has something to do with logic! Logicism at the very least 
merits our attention. 

 
4. The Challenge from De Re Necessity 

I will next develop a challenge to Logicism. Unfortunately, this challenge rests 
on controversial claims about necessity de re and might seem a bit ambitious. It 
would be useful to find more direct challenges to Logicism that carry less theo-
retical baggage. But we’ve got to start somewhere! Anyways, I will argue that 
even if Logicists can account for the necessity of singular propositions, they 
cannot account for necessity de re, because to have a property necessarily re-
quires more than the necessary truth of a singular proposition. I will develop this 
argument and will then explain why essences are better suited than logic to ac-
count for necessity de re. 

We often characterize the distinction between de dicto and de re necessity in 
terms of propositions: de dicto necessity applies to qualitative or quantificational 
propositions, and de re necessity applies to singular propositions, propositions 
that we can express with the help of individual constants. Now, I will draw the 
distinction in a different, although principled, way. I will call a necessity de dicto 
if it is of the form N(p), and thus if we can read it as applying necessity to a 
proposition, any proposition. I contrast this with de re necessity in the narrow 
sense I will be using here, the sense of ascribing a modal property to an object. 
Thus, if we say that it is necessary that Peter is human, then this counts as de dic-
to, as it assigns necessity to the proposition (the dictum) that Peter is human. But 
if we say that Peter is necessarily human, then this counts as de re necessity, as 
we ascribe to Peter the modal property of being necessarily human. 

Necessity de dicto (in my use) concerns Fregean and Russellian proposi-
tions. The necessity of a Fregean proposition, an abstract structured complex 
composed from abstract concepts, is akin to the necessary inclusion of one con-
cept in another. Thus, if the Fregean proposition <Fa> is necessarily true, then 
it is necessary that the extension of <a> is in the extension of <F>. The necessi-
ty of a Russellian proposition, in contrast, does not involve concepts but objects 
and properties. If the Russellian proposition Fa, which is composed from F and 
a, is necessary, then it is necessary that a is F, never mind what concepts we use 
to represent this. On my use of the expression, necessity applied to either Fre-
gean or Russellian propositions is necessity de dicto. 

Necessity de re concerns objects, not propositions. The canonical expression 
for necessity de re is adverbial: a is necessarily F. The term “necessarily” expresses 
a modification of the way in which a instantiates F, and “being necessarily F” 
expresses a modal property. We can often force the de re reading of an operator 
with the “true of” locution: it is true of a that it is necessarily F. I will express 
such de re readings in terms of property abstraction. To say of a that it is F, we 
can say that a has the property of being F: �[Fz]a. Similarly, the de re reading of 
the necessity operator as applied to a and F amounts to �[N(Fz)]a, which 
means that a has the property of being necessarily F. 

I will use the bare expression “N(…)” to express de dicto necessity, and I 
will use property abstraction to express necessity de re. Thus, “N(Fa)” expresses 
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the necessary truth of the proposition Fa, and “�[N(Fz)]a” says that a is neces-
sarily F. I will use “it is necessary that” for de dicto and “necessarily” for de re 
necessity in what follows. These are just terminological stipulations. The con-
troversial claim that I will argue for is this: N(Fa) is not the same as and does 
not account for �[N(Fz)]a, whether “Fa” expresses a Fregean or a Russellian 
propositions. We will see that if this claim is correct, then Logicism does not ac-
count for necessity de re. For, the Logicists’ creation clause generates only de dic-
to necessity, and if that cannot account for necessity de re, then the Logicist can-
not account for necessity de re. 

Whether de dicto necessity even entails de re necessity depends in part on the 
kinds of propositions in play, as the entailment seems implausible for Fregean 
propositions. For, the necessity of the Fregean proposition <Fa> amounts to the 
fact that it is necessary that what is in the extension of <a> is also in the exten-
sion of <F>. But that by itself does not guarantee that the object a is necessarily 
in the extension of <F>. To reach that result, we must also presuppose that a is 
necessarily in the extension of <a> (and thus that the concept <a> is a “rigid 
designator”). For, if a were only contingently in the extension of <a>, then an 
implication from “being in <a>” to “being in <F>” would not guarantee that a 
is necessarily in the extension of <F>. Only the necessity of the Fregean propo-
sition <Fa> together with the de re necessity “a is necessarily in the extension of 
<a>” would secure that a is necessarily F. So, we would have to put de re neces-
sity in to get de re necessity out; the de dicto necessity of <Fa> does not by itself 
account for �[N(Fz)]a. 

Things appear different for Russellian propositions. For, if the proposition 
Fa, which consists not of concepts but of the object a and the property F, is nec-
essarily true, then that necessity seems to establish a relationship between the 
object and the property directly: a is necessarily F. It would thus seem as though 
de dicto necessity applied to Russellian propositions, N(Fa), entails necessity de 
re, �[N(Fz)]a. If this is correct, we can account for necessity de re in terms of ne-
cessity de dicto as follows: 

�[N(Fz)]a := N(Fa) 
 (a is necessarily F just in case it is necessary that a is F) 
�[P(Fz)]a := P(Fa) 
 (a is possibly F just in case it is possible that a is F). 

I will call this account the “reductive account” of de re necessity. This account 
has been extremely popular since Kripke’s Naming and Necessity.14 

The reductive account runs into difficulties which resemble those difficul-
ties that undermine the inference from the necessity of Fregean propositions to 

 
14 A historical note: Burgess (1997) explains that Quine considered and discarded this ac-
count, based on the observation that “N(Fa)” is an opaque context (for “a”). For, assum-
ing that a is the G, and hence that “a” and “the G” are co-extensional, we cannot replace 
“a” in “N(Fa)” with “the G” salva veritate. This is the point of Quine’s famous “number 
of planets” example. Since “�[N(Fz)]a” is not opaque (for “a”), we cannot reduce it to 
“N(Fa)”. The crucial response to this argument by neo-Russellians was to modify the ac-
count in terms of “genuine names”: Where “A” is any referring expression, “�[N(Fz)]A” 
reduces to “N(Fa)”, where “a” is a genuine name that is co-referential with “A”. Many 
have taken this response to put Quinean qualms about the intelligibility of necessity de re 
to rest. My own qualms below are in the Quinean spirit. 
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necessity de re. That inference requires de re modal information about the desig-
nation of objects by concepts (a is necessarily in the extension of <a>). For Rus-
sellian propositions, the inference requires de re modal information about the 
identity of objects. To see this, assume that the Russellian proposition Fa is nec-
essary, and hence that a is F obtains at every possible world. Does this entail that 
a is necessarily F? Not if a fails to be (identical to) a in one of these possible 
worlds! For, if our actual a is in fact b in world w17, and if b is not F in that 
world, then a is not necessarily F, even though Fa obtains in every world. Put 
differently, if it was possible for a to be something else, then N(Fa) would not 
entail that a is necessarily F.  

To be clear, I don’t think that it is possible for an object to be something 
else. I believe that everything is necessarily itself: "x(�[N(x = z)]x). My point is 
that necessary self-identity plays an essential role in the step from N(Fa) to 
�[N(Fz)]a. For, we must assume that a is necessarily a, and not possibly some 
other thing, to conclude that a is necessarily F. If a could have been b, which 
may fail to be F, then a wouldn’t be necessarily F, even if it was necessary that a 
is F. What we need to assume then is that our a is a in every world, and hence 
that it is necessarily a. So, N(Fa) does not explain �[N(Fz)]a all by itself; only 
N(Fa) and �[N(a = z)]a taken together explain �[N(Fz)]a. We need to add the de re 
necessity of identity to get from de dicto to de re necessity. 

Consider temporal necessity for another instance of the same reasoning. Pe-
ter will grow up eventually. Sadly, he must grow up, and, in fact, every possible 
future contains Peter who grows up there. Although he is fully aware of this 
fact, desperate Peter finds an escape. He could just become someone else, like 
Tom, who will be 8 years old when the time comes. (The case is complicated by 
the fact that Peter would have to switch identities every time before the new 
“host” is about to grow up.) To get from “It will certainly be the case that Peter 
grows up” to “Peter will certainly grow up”, we need to foreclose the possibility 
that Peter becomes someone else; we must presuppose that Peter will certainly 
(remain to) be Peter. Thus, to get from a de dicto inevitability to the correspond-
ing inevitability de re, we must assume the de re inevitability of identity. Reading 
“N” this time as inevitability, we can say that N(Peter grows up) entails �[N(z 
grows up)]Peter only if we also assume that �[N(Peter = z)]Peter. We must add 
de re necessity in to get de re necessity out. 

Once again, I do not claim that a or Peter could be or could become some-
one else, but merely that N(Fa) does not by itself explain �[N(Fz)]a. For, if 
N(Fa) explains �[N(Fz)]a at all, then that explanation is merely partial, as we 
can complete the explanation by adding �[N(a = z)]a to the explanans. I call 
this the explanatory intuition, and I will use it to challenge Logicism. If we take 
the explanatory intuition seriously, which I think we should, we must reject the 
reductive account. For, the reductive account says that de dicto necessities con-
cerning singular Russellian propositions suffice to account for their de re corre-
lates, and that directly conflicts with the explanatory intuition, which I hope you 
find as forceful as I do.15 

 
15 The explanatory intuition suggests that necessity de re is “more than” necessity de dicto. 
If that is correct, we should find ways to characterize those notions independently. One 
intuitive difference might be the following: Necessity de re settles what is possible for a 
thing; it generates “individual possibility spaces”. Necessity de dicto, in contrast, concerns 

 



Modal Logicism and De Re Necessity 

 

407 

This result is a problem for Logicism because Logicists require the reduc-
tive account or something like it. For, Logicists start with the notion of logical 
truth, and they generate de dicto necessity on that basis. They need to bridge the 
gap from de dicto to de re necessity in an explanatory step, and that step will have 
to invoke something like the reductive account. Without the account, the gap 
seems unbridgeable and the Logicist explanation of metaphysical necessity will 
remain incomplete. (I have not explained yet why Essentialists do not face the 
same challenge; I will get to that in section 6 below). 

 
5. Responses to the Challenge from De Re Necessity 

Logicists can respond to my argument in one of two ways. Their first option is 
to accept the explanatory intuition and to provide a separate account of the de re 
necessity of identity. They could then use the de re necessity of identity to ac-
count for other facts involving necessity de re. Note, however, that they cannot 
account for the de re necessity of identity by appeal to the tautological status of a 
= a. For, ⊨(a = a) only accounts for the de dicto necessity of a = a. And if we fol-
low the explanatory intuition, then we can only get from N(a = a) and �[N(a = 
z)]a taken together to the associated de re necessity �[N(a = z)]a, which gets us 
nowhere. Thus, if Logicists wish to respect the explanatory intuition, they need 
to explain the de re necessity of identity altogether differently. 

Their second option is to reject the explanatory intuition and to accept the 
reductive account of de re necessity. If there is a compelling argument for the re-
ductive account, then we must accept that the explanatory intuition is mislead-
ing. One such argument proceeds from the view that “a” in “N(Fa)” has a 
“purely referential occurrence” in Quine’s sense from Word and Object: “the term 
is used purely to specify its object, for the rest of the sentence to say something 
about” (Quine 1960: 177). If “a” has a purely referential occurrence in “N(Fa)”, 
then “N(F_)” says something about a; and what could that be other than that it 
is necessarily F? Moreover, since I grant that “a” is a genuine name, “a” has no 
semantic function other than to supply its referent. So, it seems plausible that 
“a” has a purely referential occurrence in any context (other than the context of 
quotation), including “N(Fa)”. 

I believe that something like this argument is partly responsible for the re-
ductive account’s popularity. But the argument does not work. For, even if we 
agree that “N(Fa)” says something about a, this does not settle what exactly it 
says about a. In particular, “N(Fa)” might say about a that it features in a prop-
osition, Fa, which is necessarily true. This would amount to the de dicto interpre-
tation of “N(Fa)” and would thus not force its de re interpretation. Another way 
to resist the argument is this: that “a” has no semantic function other than sup-
plying its referent, does not entail that, as Quine puts it, “the rest of the sen-
tence” says something about the referent of “a”. Perhaps only part of the rest of 
the sentence says something about a, and the remainder says something about 
what was said so far. In this vein, “Fa” might say of a that it is F, and the “N” 

 
what is possible for the world at large. The former sort of necessity is local, the latter 
global. If this was correct, N(Fa) would not settle whether ~F might still be a possibility for 
a, locally speaking, as there might be some global requirements entail that everything is 
F. Anyways, I remain open to different independent characterizations. 
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might add that this fact obtains necessarily. Either way, there is no direct route 
from the pure referentiality of “a” to the claim that N(Fa) entails �[N(Fz)]a.  

The other important reason for the popularity of the reductive account 
emerges from Kripke’s work on possible worlds. Kripke (1980: 44) offers his fa-
mous piece of advice to think of the inhabitants of possible worlds as “stipulated, 
not discovered by powerful telescopes”. I take this to entail that we can construe 
possible worlds as collections of Russellian propositions. For, if we stipulate a 
world to contain a, we want a itself and not some doppelganger to be part of 
that world. And if we say that a is F at the world in question, we want a’s being 
F included in that world. We can capture this with the idea that the Russellian 
proposition Fa is part of the relevant world. If we follow Kripke’s lead, we 
should thus accept a Russellian pluriverse, and we should say that N(Fa) obtains 
just in case the proposition Fa is part of every world of that pluriverse. (The 
Russellian pluriverse is not like Lewis’. Accepting Russellian propositions does 
not involve accepting concrete worlds other than our own.)  

I find it plausible that we should be able to understand modality de re in 
terms of the Russellian pluriverse. (The possible worlds model has been remark-
ably successful after all). But how should we make sense of de re modality in that 
framework? Kripke’s own proposal is quite simple: a is necessarily F just in case a 
is F at every possible world, which means that every possible world contains the 
proposition Fa. And a is possibly F just in case some possible world contains the 
proposition Fa. This world-theoretic treatment of modality de re in the Russelli-
an pluriverse secures the inference from N(Fa) to �[N(Fz)]a with ease. For, it 
reduces the de re necessity of a’s being F to the corresponding de dicto necessity 
by assigning the truth-conditions of “N(Fa)” as truth-conditions for 
“�[N(Fz)]a”. Kripke’s proposal is nothing other than a world-theoretic version 
of the reductive account of necessity de re. 

Anyone who is even a little bit impressed by the explanatory intuition 
should begin to doubt whether Kripke’s proposal is particularly plausible. If a de 
dicto necessity is not enough to explain its de re correlate, then how could we de-
fine de re necessity as some proposition being part of every world? We might 
have independent reasons to accept Kripke’s proposal. For, we could argue that 
we must make sense of de re necessity within the Russellian pluriverse somehow, 
and that Kripke’s proposal is the only way or at least the best way to get this 
done. If this reasoning is sound, then we should reject the explanatory intuition. 
But I doubt that Kripke’s proposal is really the best, let alone the only, way of 
fitting de re necessity into the Russellian pluriverse. 

I don’t doubt that we can give satisfactory truth-conditions for statements 
of modality de re in terms of the Russellian pluriverse. Worlds have proven to be 
a very fruitful and resilient metaphor for matters of modality. But why should 
we think that Kripke’s proposal is the only viable option? This question is not 
rhetorical. Some have thought that Kripke’s treatment of de re modality in the 
framework of Russellian worlds is obvious. Lewis (1986), for instance, discusses 
Kripke’s Russellian worlds in his famous chapter “Counterparts or Double 
Lives”. Since these worlds contain actual entities, they “overlap” with our world 
and in that sense allow for genuine cross-world identity. Lewis thinks that it is 
obvious how such “overlapping” worlds represent actual objects de re, namely 
“by identity”: for w to present a as being F is for w to contain something identi-
cal to a, which is F. For a to be possibly F is, thus, for there to be a world in 
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which a is F. This is precisely the Kripkean view, and it is the one that Lewis 
thinks we should use if worlds overlap. (Lewis’ own worlds do not overlap. 
That’s why he uses counterpart theory for de re modality). 

But Lewis should also be the first to admit that nothing forces the propo-
nents of “overlapping worlds” to employ this analysis of modality de re. Lewis’ 
own counterpart-theoretic machinery allows us to ask of some actual object a, 
and some possible world w, which object a is in w. For Lewis, a world represents 
a as being F, not by containing a but by containing an F that stands in the coun-
terpart-relation to a. All that is familiar. What I wish to add is that we can use a 
similar relation even if our Russellian worlds overlap, i.e. even if they contain 
actual objects. Using “R” for the Lewis-style relation, we can analyze that a is 
possibly F just in case there is an object, x, and a world, w, such that Fx is true in 
w and R(a, x, w), which means that a bears the relation R to x relative to w. 
Thus, whether a is F according to w does not depend on the a-involving Russel-
lian propositions in w, but it depends on whether some proposition Fx is includ-
ed in w, where R(a, x, w).16 

It would be misleading to call the relation R the “counterpart relation”. For 
once, I do not suggest that R is selected by features of the conversational con-
text. And I don’t presuppose that R has anything to do with resemblance. It 
might be possible for me to be someone else in some other possible world only if 
there is some degree of resemblance between that otherworldly thing and my-
self. My own view is the much more restrictive orthodox view that a can bear R 
only to a. But these are substantive claims that do not concern the logic of the 
relation. A better name for the relation R would be the “location relation”, as it 
locates actual objects at objects in other worlds. But from a technical point of 
view, R is much like a counterpart-relation and features in the truth-conditions 
for statements of modality de re in just the same way: you are possibly F if you 
are located at an object in some world, which is, in that world, F. 

I agree that we should make sense of de re necessity in the Russellian plu-
riverse. But there are at least two strategies that accomplish this. There is Krip-
ke’s proposal and there is the location-based proposal. Kripke’s proposal con-
tradicts the explanatory intuition because it entails that N(Fa) suffices to explain 
�[N(Fz)]a. On the location-based proposal, in contrast, N(Fa) and �[N(a = z)]a 
together explain �[N(Fz)]a. For, �[N(a = z)]a is true, on the location-based 
model, if a is located only at a in other worlds. So, N(Fa) and �[N(a = z)]a 
combined entail that a is located only at objects that are F. And this entails that 
a is necessarily F. Any force that the explanatory intuition might have, there-
fore, counts in favour of the location-based model.  

Do we have independent reasons to prefer Kripke’s proposal? One might 
prefer that proposal on the grounds that it is simpler than the location-based 
proposal, or because the location-relation smacks of obscurity. But I am not im-
pressed by either one of those reasons. Kripke’s reductive proposal is simpler. 
But simplicity is not much of an advantage if it leads to counterintuitive results. 

 
16 We need to world-relativize that relation R: “R(a, x, w)” says that a is x in w. This is 
relevant if we want to allow, as I think we should, that a is x in w, but is not x in w*, 
even though x exists in both worlds. Lewis doesn’t seem to need this complexity, as his 
counterparts are “world-bound”. Although I won’t discuss this here, that added complex-
ity might matter to the discussion below. 
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The explanatory intuition suggests that the reduction-base of Kripke’s proposal 
is too austere. Moreover, in the context of metaphysics (as opposed to logic or 
semantics) we should think of worlds as an elaborate metaphor for modality, 
not as a theory of modality. Our job in metaphysics is to fit necessity and possi-
bility into reality; worlds only act as a model or picture aiding our theorizing 
about necessity and possibility. If reflections on modality de re suggest a certain 
complexity within the metaphor of worlds, so be it. The mere simplicity of the 
metaphor does not count for very much. And the extension of Kripke’s proposal 
to a view, on which actual entities are also located in various worlds, strikes me 
as no less elegant or natural a development of the metaphor, despite the addi-
tional complexity. 

But isn’t the location-relation, which says who I am in a given world, utter-
ly obscure? What does it mean to say that the actual a is b and not a in world w? 
I can personally report to have a fairly good grasp of that notion. But it doesn’t 
really matter. For, facts about worlds are secondary to modal facts and are set-
tled by them. Facts about the constitution of worlds are determined by de dicto 
modal facts; and facts about the location-relation are determined by modal facts 
de re. If I am located at myself in every world, then this is so because I am neces-
sarily me. And if I am you in world w, then this is so because I am possibly you. 
De re modal facts determine the location facts; that’s why we can use the loca-
tion-relation to model de re modality in the Russellian pluriverse. We, therefore, 
do not require an independent grip on the location-relation. 

Summing up, I don’t think that the reductive account of de re necessity, 
which seems counterintuitive on its face, can be supported in terms of direct ref-
erentiality or in terms of possible worlds. There might be other reasons in favour 
of the reductive account, which I have not considered here. But I don’t know 
what these reasons would be. Without the reductive account, Logicists don’t get 
from de dicto necessity to necessity de re; their account captures only half of what 
they intended to capture. 

 
6. Logic Is De Dicto and Essence Is De Re  

There might be another response to the challenge, one which respects the ex-
planatory intuition. Couldn’t we give an independent account of the de re neces-
sity of identity? Once we secure for all x that x is necessarily x, we get the remain-
ing de re necessities for free. And perhaps Kripke never thought that �[N(a = 
z)]a is irrelevant for grounding a’s de re modal properties, but rather that �[N(a 
= z)]a is trivial, and hence that its grounding is somehow easy or automatic.  

One suggestion along those lines is that �[N(a = z)]a is itself a logical truth. 
Logic would then explain �[N(a = z)]a in the way in which ⊨A explains A. 
However, this claim is plausible, only if we add that it is a truth of modal logic. 
This is the case within Kripke’s own modal logic, which assigns to “�[N(a = 
z)]a” the tautological truth condition that a = a is part of every possible world. 
But this assignment of truth-conditions is an instance of the reductive account 
that reduces necessity de re to necessity de dicto. Since the explanatory intuition 
suggests that we should not choose a model theory for de re modal claims which 
amounts to the reductive definition, it also conflicts with Kripke’s modal logic. 

A more ambitious strategy takes �[N(a = z)]a to be grounded not in modal 
logic, but in logic. This strategy also seems to conflict with the explanatory intu-
ition. For, if we accept the intuition, then there is no feasible route from ⊨(a = 
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a) to �[N(a = z)]a, because we simply don’t get from the de dicto N(a = a) to the 
de re �[N(a = z)]a. It therefore looks as though �[N(a = z)]a couldn’t be 
grounded in logic. This reasoning, however, relies on our creation clause from 
section 3, Logic as Source, which establishes an explanatory connection from 
logic-facts to de dicto necessity: 

(Logic as Source) (⊨p) ® Np. 

Logicists could try to forge a direct connection between logic and de re necessity, 
one that doesn’t take a detour through de dicto necessity. Such a direct connec-
tion seems implausible for the notion of logical truth, which grounds de dicto ne-
cessity of logically true propositions. But we can distinguish logical truth, which 
is itself a de dicto notion (it applies to propositions), from a de re notion of logic. 
If there are de re logical facts of the form “a is logically F”, then such facts might 
directly ground the modal de re fact “a is necessarily F”. Specifically, if a is logi-
cally �[a = z], then this might ground the de re necessity �[N(a = z)]a. We 
could thus supplement or replace Logic as Source with such a de re principle, 
which says that if a is logically F, then a is thereby necessarily F: 

(De Re Logic as Source) a⊨F ® �[N(Fz)]a. 

This strategy, however, has two significant problems. The first problem is that 
one might expect only “tautological predicates” to be logically satisfied: if a is 
logically F, then "x(Fx) is a logical truth. Since �[a = z] is not a tautological 
predicate in that sense, a is not logically �[a = z].17 The second problem is that 
we commonly take logic itself to be thoroughly de dicto. Logic as we know it to-
day centers around the notions of logical truth and logical implication. That’s 
why it is so natural for Logicist to construe a direct connection between logic 
and necessity de dicto. To think of logic as supplying a separate route do necessi-
ty de re, and perhaps even to think of logical satisfaction as not reducible to logi-
cal truth, might deform our current de dicto conception of logic beyond recogni-
tion. (Something like this might be the core of Quine’s concern that logical ne-
cessity de re is unintelligible).18  

This point is pertinent for us because it highlights that contrast between log-
ic and essence that is central for our topic. Whereas logic seems thoroughly de 
dicto (logical truth, not logical satisfaction is the central notion), the clearest uses 
of essence are de re: a is essentially F. (The de re construal of essence sounds more 
natural than the de dicto construal “It is an essential truth that …”. Fine’s de dicto 
construal of essence was a surprising discovery). Essentialists can simply craft a 
creation clause that gets us from essence to de re necessity directly: If a is essen-
tially F, then a is necessarily F. 

(De Re Essence as Source) Ea(F) ® �[N(Fz)]a.  

 
17 Schwarz (2013) explains this point in more detail. Fine (2005a) experiments with an 
“object-sensitive” notion of logical satisfaction, which vindicates that <a, b> logically 
satisfy ‘x = y’ and that a logically satisfies ‘a = x’. But Fine seems inclined to reduce this 
notion of satisfaction to logical truth. 
18 We can define notions of logical satisfaction in terms of logical truth (see Fine 2005a, 
Schwarz 2013). But I doubt that a defined notion would generate modal facts in addition 
to those generated by facts involving logical truth. If we want logical satisfaction to give 
us additional modal facts, we should not reduce it to logical truth. That’s where things 
would get dubious, however. 
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The difference to the case of logic is that such de re uses of essence can “stand on 
their own”; they don’t collapse into a de dicto use. There is, therefore, nothing 
wrong with the proposal that essences provide a direct route to de re necessity; 
one that (in some cases) does not go through de dicto necessity. 

To be sure, this does give rise to thorny questions about the exact shape of 
the Essentialist creation clause and about the relationship between de re and de 
dicto necessity. Do we need both Essence as Source and De Re Essence as 
Source, or do we get one from the other? Do we ground de dicto necessities in de 
re necessities, or how else do they interact? But these questions are not our con-
cern here. The bottom line is that Logicists struggle to account for necessity de re 
without doing violence to de re necessity or to logic itself. Essentialists, on the 
other hand, don’t seem to struggle, as they can craft a creation clause that leads 
directly from essences to necessity de re.19 

 
7. Conclusion 

I have argued that we must choose between Essentialism and Logicism: the ul-
timate source of metaphysical necessity is either essence or logic, not both. I 
have then presented and motivated a version of Logicism, according to which 
every necessary truth is a logical truth in disguise. Although there are several po-
tential points of attack, Logicism is prima facie an appealing view about the 
source of metaphysical necessity. I have offered a principled argument against 
that view, which claims that Logicism cannot account for de re necessity because 
the necessity of propositions does not suffice for explaining the necessary instan-
tiation of a property. If my argument is sound, we need to ground de re necessity 
in other de re phenomena. Since essence is, and logic is not, itself a de re phe-
nomenon, we can only use essence to ground de re necessity. Whether or not the 
reader is impressed by this argument, I hope to have shown at least that the de-
bate over Logicism and Essentialism is one worth having.20 
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An increasingly popular view at the intersection of logic and metaphysics is that 
logical necessities have their source in the essences of logical entities: metaphysi-
cal necessity has its source in the essences or natures of things, and logical neces-
sity is a restriction of metaphysical necessity. But logical and metaphysical neces-
sity are, nevertheless, importantly distinct: there are metaphysical necessities that 
are not logical necessities. I raise a serious problem for this essentialist view. It 
seems as though they must misclassify some merely metaphysical necessities as 
logical necessities. I argue that the essentialist can accommodate these cases only 
at the cost of sacrificing core features of the view: either that it is recognizably an 
account of logical necessity; or that it is given in terms of logical entities. I close 
by offering a brief diagnosis of the root of the problem. 
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1. Introduction 

An increasingly popular view at the intersection of logic and metaphysics is that 
logical necessities have their source in the essences of logical entities. On such a 
view, metaphysical necessity has its source in the essences or natures of things, 
and logical necessity is a restriction of metaphysical necessity. But logical and 
metaphysical necessity are, nevertheless, importantly distinct: there are meta-
physical necessities that are not logical necessities. In this paper I raise a serious 
problem for this essentialist view: it seems as though they must misclassify some 
merely metaphysical necessities as logical necessities. I argue that the essentialist 
can accommodate these cases only at the cost of sacrificing core features of the 
view: either that it is recognizably an account of logical necessity; or that it is 
given in terms of logical entities. I close by offering a brief diagnosis of the root 
of the problem.1 

 
1 One can read this paper as a partial record of a conversation with Bob Hale, beginning 
in Oxford in 2015, and including a memorably enjoyable afternoon in the summer of 
2017 sitting outside the cafe at Southwark Cathedral. The suggested solutions of sections 
5 and 6 were made by Bob in response to my proposed challenge to essentialism. I do not 
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2. The Essentialist View 

Traditionally, essence was defined in terms of metaphysical necessity, i.e., 𝑎 is 
essentially 𝐹 if and only if it is metaphysically necessary that, if 𝑎 exists, 𝑎 is 𝐹.2 
More recently it has been argued that such a definition is inadequate, and that 
we should give an account of metaphysical necessity in terms of essence: it is 
metaphysically necessary that 𝑎 is 𝐹 if and only if it is true in virtue of the es-
sence(s) of some thing(s) that 𝑎 is 𝐹.3 More generally: it is metaphysically neces-
sary that 𝑝 if and only if it is true in virtue of the nature of all things that 𝑝 (see 
Fine 1994a). Essence itself is understood either primitively, or in terms other 
than metaphysical necessity. One common approach is to gloss essence as the 
real definition of a thing.4 

 
By the nature or identity of a thing, I mean what it is to be that thing—what 
makes it the thing it is, and distinguishes it from every other thing. We may think 
of the nature or identity of a thing as what is given by its definition—that is, the 
definition of the thing, and not that of some word for the thing or concept of the 
thing. I think that once it is granted (vide infra) that we can intelligibly speak of a 
thing’s nature, or identity, it must be agreed that truths about it are necessary 
(Hale 2013: 132-33).5 

 
Metaphysical necessity has its source in the natures of all things; further va-

rieties of necessity are defined in terms of a more restricted class of things. Im-
portantly for present purposes, logical necessity is defined as having its source in 
the essences or natures of logical things. So, it is logically necessary that 𝑝 if and 
only if it is true in virtue of the nature of logical things that 𝑝. 

 
The logical necessities can be taken to be the propositions which are true in vir-
tue of the nature of all logical concepts (Fine 1994a: 10). 

 
[Logical necessities] have their source ... in the nature of the functions of various 
kinds which are the semantic values of the logical constants. Where 𝑝 is a logical 
truth, we can explain why it is necessary that 𝑝 by citing some facts about the na-
ture of the logical functions involved (Hale 2013: 145). 

 
We have two examples, then, of the view that logical necessities are true in vir-
tue of the natures of logical things: Fine’s view, where those things are logical 

 
know what his ultimate settled view on these matters was, although I suspect it would 
have been a version of that discussed in section 6. 
2 For alternative formulations see e.g. Fine 1994a: 3-4, and Fine 1994b. 
3 Sometimes this is the essence of 𝑎 itself, sometimes not. E.g., it is metaphysically neces-
sary that Socrates is human because it is true in virtue of the nature of Socrates that he is 
human; but it is metaphysically necessary that Socrates is a member of {Socrates} because 
it is true in virtue of the nature of {Socrates}—not Socrates—that Socrates is a member of 
that set. 
4 See also, e.g., Correia and Skiles 2019 who give an account of essentialist statements in 
terms of generalized identity. Rayo 2015 does something similar, offering an account of 
essence in terms of a “no-difference operator”. 
5 I think there are reasons to doubt that this notion of real definition does imply necessity 
in the way suggested here. See Leech 2018, 2021. 
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concepts, and Hale’s, where those things are logical functions. Broadly speak-
ing, we might say that Fine takes the logical things to be the senses of the logical 
constants—what we mean by ‘and’, ‘not’, etc.—whereas Hale takes them to be 
the referents of the logical constants—what logical functions are referred to by 
‘and’, ‘not’, etc. 

In what follows, I raise a general problem for this variety of essentialism 
about logical necessity, one that genuinely takes the essences of entities to be the 
source of logical necessity. We might call this objectual essentialism. Later (section 
7) I consider an alternative essentialist approach that we might call generic essen-
tialism. My primary target here is the former view, but I also discuss some wor-
ries about the latter. There may be further varieties of essentialism, with poten-
tially different ways in which the essentialist could respond. I do not pretend to 
argue against all possibility of an essentialist account of logical necessity here, 
although I do raise some general worries about this in my concluding remarks. 

The views of Hale and Fine diverge, quite obviously, in the entities they 
take to provide the source of logical necessity, but there are other ways that es-
sentialist accounts may differ. In particular, they may make different, or no, re-
ductive claims. As Vetter puts things, 

 
Modality comes in a package. There are, of course, the two familiar modalities 
of necessity and possibility. There are also such modal phenomena as ... laws of 
nature, essences, the counterfactual conditions, causation, and dispositions. A 
reductive approach to modality will try to describe all of these phenomena in a 
language that is taken from outside the modal package [...] A non-reductive ac-
count of modality [...] can impose a hierarchy on the package itself, understand-
ing parts of the package in terms of other parts (Vetter 2015: 4-5). 

 
It seems to me that Fine and Hale are engaged in non-reductive projects of dif-
ferent kinds. Fine proposes a reduction of necessity to essence, where essence is 
nevertheless understood as a broadly modal notion (see Fine 2007: 85). Hale 
denies any reduction of necessities to non-necessities, but imposes a hierarchy 
between fundamental and dependent necessities (see Hale 2013: 158-59). What-
ever the merits of reductive or non-reductive approaches of various stripes, I 
want to stress that this does not bear on the present discussion. The question is 
whether certain necessities are correctly classified by the essentialist view as log-
ical and/or metaphysical, regardless of whether that view is to be interpreted as 
making any kind of reductive claim. 

In the course of my discussion, I will need to make some assumptions 
about the nature of purported logical entities. It would be beyond the scope of 
this paper to discuss these ontological issues in depth, but let me note a few 
points. First, I intend ‘entity’ to be permissive, applying to anything that exists, 
including, depending on one’s proclivities, particulars, properties, relations and 
so on. I’ll be assuming that functions are a particular species of relation, namely, 
many-one relations, which map a relatum or relata (the argument(s)) to a fur-
ther, unique relatum (the value) (see Hale 2013: 170-71). Furthermore, I’ll as-
sume that concepts are mental entities, and functions abstract entities. One may 
disagree with these ontological assumptions, but the particular choices I’ve 
made here are (largely) incidental. As will become apparent, what does the work 
in generating problems for the essentialist is the assumption that there are logical 
entities that have some such nature or other. 
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3. A Problem 

Consider the truth function conjunction, a paradigm case of a logical entity.6 
Consider also a version of essentialism according to which logical necessities are 
true in virtue of the natures of logical entities. Then, the essentialist proposal in-
cludes the claim that some logical necessities have their source in the nature of 
conjunction. For example, it is logically necessary that 𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only if 
𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true, because it is true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that 
𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only if 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true (Hale 2013: 134). Hence, we 
have a case of logical essence giving rise to a recognizable logical necessity. 

However, there is a problem for this view, raised by Correia (2012). We 
begin with the following observation. 

 
Logical concepts, being objects of their own (I am here following Fine), plausibly 
have basic essential properties which have nothing to do with their proper logical 
nature. For instance, the concept of disjunction may plausibly be said to be basi-
cally essentially a concept (Correia 2012: 646). 

 
In other words, there is more to the nature of a logical entity than that in virtue 
of which certain logical rules hold. 

I will consider two kinds of case: essentiality of kind and essentiality of category. 
First, some philosophers have found the essentiality of kind to be a plausible 
metaphysical principle: if a thing is of a particular kind, then that is part of what 
it is to be that thing, and so the thing is essentially, and necessarily, of that kind. 
So, if conjunction is a function, then it is essentially a function. But conjunction is a 
logical entity, so it follows, given the essentialist account, that it is logically nec-
essary that conjunction is a function. Similarly, if we take the logical entities to be 
concepts: if CONJUNCTION is a concept, then by the essentiality of kind, it is es-
sentially a concept. But if CONJUNCTION is a logical entity, then it follows, given 
the essentialist account, that it is logically necessary that CONJUNCTION is a con-
cept. But this seems wrong: what kind of thing something is, is a matter of met-
aphysics, not logic.7 These may be metaphysical necessities, but it is hard to 
swallow that they are logical necessities. 

 
6 Throughout the paper I shall use italicization to indicate a name of a function (e.g. ‘con-
junction’) and small caps to indicate a name of a concept (e.g. ‘CONJUNCTION’). 
7 One might respond, suggests an anonymous referee, that a neo-Fregean approach to on-
tology, as is adopted by Hale (2013) (see especially Chapter 1), takes logic to determine 
the ontological categories. For example, ‘objects can be defined as those things which can 
only be referred to by singular terms, properties as those things which can be referred to 
be predicates, relations those things which can be referred to by relational expressions, 
and so on’ (Hale 2013: 31). The logical categories of singular term, predicate, relational 
expression etc. are in turn determined logically, not with reference to their possible refer-
ents, on pain of circularity. However, it is important to note that, at least in Hale’s case, 
the intention is not to replace metaphysical considerations with logical ones: “It would be 
a gross misrepresentation of the Fregean approach to claim that it makes the answers to 
questions about what kinds of things there are wholly a matter of the analysis of language. 
To think it does so is to overlook the crucial point that, on the Fregean approach, wheth-
er or not there exist, say, objects of some specified kind [...] turns upon whether there are 
true statements of an appropriate sort, viz. true statements featuring expressions function-
ing as singular terms which, if they stand for anything at all, stand for objects of that 
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Note: one need not take the essentiality of kind to hold in full generality. If 
the essentialist simply agrees that it is metaphysically necessary that conjunction is a 
function, and/or that it is metaphysically necessary that CONJUNCTION is a con-
cept, then they are committed to giving an essentialist account of this, which most 
plausibly will be that it is true in virtue of the nature of conjunction (CONJUNCTION) 
that conjunction is a function (CONJUNCTION is a concept). But then, given that 
these entities are logical entities, this renders the metaphysical necessities also log-
ical necessities, according to the essentialist account. The problem remains.8 

Second, entities of various kinds, such as functions, or concepts, or objects, 
are often classified into various ontological divisions or categories. For example, 
one might think that functions, relations, properties, and numbers, are abstract 
entities, that thoughts and concepts are mental entities, and that tables, chairs, 
rocks, and human beings are concrete entities. So perhaps the function conjunction 
is abstract, and the concept CONJUNCTION is mental. It is also tempting to think 
that ontological categories are essential to things: Socrates couldn’t have been a 
number because it is part of what it is to be Socrates, at the very least, that he is 
concrete; or conjunction couldn’t have been a rock because it is part of what it is 
to be conjunction that it is abstract. Even those who reject other essentialist the-
ses, such as essentialism of origin and kind, are more sympathetic to this. As a 
case in point, Mackie (2006: 151-52) comes close to endorsing an “extreme 
haecceitism”, according to which there are no “qualitative constraints on the 
ways that individuals could have been different”, but even she concedes that 
“there may be some essential kinds or categories, exemplified, perhaps, by such 
broad categories as event and abstract object” (166). 

One might think, then, that conjunction is essentially abstract.9 As with any 
essential property, this gives rise, according to the essentialist, to necessity: it is 
true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that conjunction is abstract, so it is nec-
essary that conjunction is abstract. What kind of necessity is this? Conjunction is a 
logical function, so it is true in virtue of the nature of some logical entity that 
conjunction is abstract. Therefore, by the essentialist definition of logical necessi-
ty, it is logically necessary that conjunction is abstract. But surely this is wrong. It 
is a matter of metaphysics, not logic, that things are abstract or concrete (or oth-
erwise). So it should be at most metaphysically necessary, not logically necessary, 
that conjunction is abstract. 

Of course, the abstract/concrete distinction is notoriously difficult to pin 
down. There is disagreement over how to characterize the distinction.10 It is also 

 
kind” (Hale 2013: 19). The linguistic or logical notion of a singular term may, for exam-
ple, contribute to an account of what an object is, but it is still how things are inde-
pendently of our language that determines what statements containing singular terms are 
true, and of what they are true. I take it that on such a view, even if logical considerations 
tell us what a truth-functional expression is, it is still the entity and its nature that deter-
mines that such a kind of expression can refer to conjunction, and hence that conjunction it-
self is a truth function. 
8 Thank you to an anonymous referee for raising this point. 
9 Again, this might be a consequence of a general commitment to the essentiality of cate-
gory, or a more specific commitment to its being metaphysically necessary that conjunc-
tion is abstract. As before, the same problem arises. 
10 See Rosen (2017) for an instructive overview, or Lewis (1983: 82-86). Hale—one of our 
representative essentialists—can be understood as favouring an approach according to 
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open to question whether, even if we can make good on the distinction, it is ex-
haustive. And one may also dispute the essentiality of abstractness/concreteness. 
For example, Williamson not only argues that an entity could be neither abstract 
nor concrete, but also that we should understand the purported contingent existence 
of an entity in terms of the contingent concreteness of an otherwise necessarily exist-
ing being. 
 

If my parents had never met, I would have been something neither abstract nor 
concrete, but something that could have been concrete. I would have been a pos-
sible concrete object. I would not have been a physical object, but I would have 
been a possible physical object (Williamson 2002: 246). 

 
To properly address these issues would take me beyond the scope of the present 
paper. In any case, if any other cases of essentiality of category—broader than 
essentiality of kind—turn out to be plausible and defensible, whether they con-
cern abstractness or something else, then I maintain that the following problems 
will arise, mutatis mutandis. I take the abstractness of a function as an instructive 
example here, without intending to commit myself to a particular view about 
the abstract nature of functions. 

The problem, in sum, is this. It is only part of the essence of a logical entity 
that is relevant to logical necessity. There are extraneous elements of these es-
sences that pertain, for want of a better phrase, to the being of the logical entity, 
rather than to its logical behaviour. There are different candidates for the kinds 
and categories to which the logical entities belong, such as function, concept, ab-
stract, mental. But in all cases, the fact that a logical entity is a function rather 
than a concept, or is abstract rather than mental, is a matter of metaphysics, not 
logic. Any necessities arising from these essential kinds should be merely meta-
physical, not logical. But the essentialist account of logical necessity, as it 
stands, counts these necessities as logical. To put the point another way: we typ-
ically think of logical necessity as being closely allied with logical truth. Whilst it 
may seem reasonable to take it to be a logical truth that a proposition of the 
form 𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only if 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true, the thought that it might 
be a logical truth that conjunction is abstract seems absurd.11 

We should, therefore, reject the version of the essentialist account of logical 
necessity presented thus far, because it yields the result that cases of metaphysi-
cal but not logical necessity are systematically misclassified as logical necessi-
ties. Can we repair the essentialist account? This question will inform the rest of 
this paper. 

To summarize, I will consider the following cases as examples. 

1. Conjunction is a logical function, and is abstract. 
2. CONJUNCTION is a logical concept, and is mental. 

The following are the necessities at issue. 

Function version: it is true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that: 

 
which abstract entities can be introduced via abstraction principles. This is related to Hale 
and Wright’s Neo-Fregean philosophy of mathematics, e.g. Hale and Wright 2001. See 
also Hale 2013: 173-75. 
11 I say more about logical truth and logical necessity in section 6. 
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(i) 		𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true. 
(ii)  Conjunction is a function. 
(iii)  Conjunction is a logical function. 
(iv)  Conjunction is abstract. 

Concept version: it is true in virtue of the nature of CONJUNCTION that: 
(v) 		𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only if 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true.12 
(vi)   CONJUNCTION is a concept. 
(vii)   CONJUNCTION is a logical concept. 
(viii) CONJUNCTION is mental. 

According to the simple version of the essentialist account, (i)-(viii) are all logi-
cally necessary. Whilst this seems correct for (i) and (v), the other cases appear 
to be misclassified. 

Note: depending on how one interprets the structure of ‘logical function’ 
and ‘logical concept’, it may be that (ii) follows from (iii), and (vi) follows from 
(vii).13 If ‘logical function’ works like ‘red ball’, then a logical function is logical 
and is a function (as a red ball is red and is a ball). However, one might have 
reasons to interpret this structure differently (compare: a toy gun is not both a 
toy and a gun). One might read the relevant cases such that, for example, ‘𝑥 is a 
logical function’ has ‘𝑥 is a function’ as merely an analytic or a priori conse-
quence (similar to ‘𝑥 is red’ and ‘𝑥 is coloured’). I leave this open for now, and 
will note when it becomes relevant in due course. Note also: for present purpos-
es, I am taking it for granted that one can give an account of what it is for a 
function to be a logical function, or what it is for a concept to be a logical con-
cept. But this may pose an additional challenge to the essentialist about logical 
necessity (see Keefe and Leech 2018).14 

 
4. Properly Logical Features and a Modified Problem 

Let us first consider the proposal briefly offered by Correia (2012). 
 

It makes very good sense indeed to distinguish, amongst the basic essential fea-
tures of the logical concepts, those features from the properly logical features, be 
they thought to be propositional or inferential in character (Correia 2012: 646). 

 
Correia is here distinguishing between basic essential facts and derivative essential 
facts. Roughly: the basic essential facts cannot be explained in further essentialist 
terms (e.g. <Socrates is distinct from the Eiffel Tower>), whereas the derivative 

 
12 (i) and (v) appear to be the same. The difference is that they belong to different versions 
of the essentialist account, i.e. one in terms of functions and one in terms of concepts. As 
such, I’ll keep the cases separate to keep these two claims apart. 
13 Thank you to Nathan Wildman for raising this point. 
14 The problem raised here may extend to any essentialist account of a kind of necessity 
as a restriction of metaphysical necessity. For example, if conceptual necessity is under-
stood in terms of truth in virtue of the nature of concepts, then there will be cases of ap-
parently mere metaphysical necessity that are counted as conceptually necessary, such as 
CONJUNCTION is a concept. I shall not pursue these extensions of the problem in this paper. 
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essential facts can be (e.g. <(Socrates is human if he exists) and (the Eiffel Tower 
is a non-living, concrete thing if it exists)> (Correia 2012: 642-43).15 

What is a properly logical feature? According to Correia, ‘the properly logical 
features basically essential to logical concepts are inferential in character’ (Cor-
reia 2012: 646). Such features are not given by propositions, but by rules of infer-
ence. 

 
[T]he essence of a logical concept [...] is given, not by certain propositions, but 
rather by certain rules of inference. On such a view, for instance, it will be taken 
to be part of the nature of conjunction that from a conjunctive proposition one 
can infer each of its conjuncts (Correia 2012: 646).  

 
[T]o each logical concept is associated some fixed and well-defined collection of 
rules of inference which characterize its basic logical nature (Correia 2012: 646).16 

 
With these ideas in hand, we can thus formulate an amended essentialist 

view: 

It is logically necessary that 𝑝 if and only if it is true in virtue of the properly 
logical features essential to logical entities that 𝑝.17 
A feature is properly logical if and only if it is given by a rule of inference. 

This is a promising proposal. It seems plausible to suppose that (i) and (v) are 
true in virtue of features given by rules of inference, since they themselves seem 
to state something close to a rule of inference, whilst the other cases are not, 
since they do not. 

There are of course questions concerning which concepts or functions are 
the logical ones, and which rules of inference one takes to be the correct ones.18 
Setting such questions to one side, I believe there is still reason for dissatisfac-
tion with the proposal. In short, the account is too narrow; there are logical ne-
cessities that it fails to account for. But the reason for this is rather interesting, 
because it brings out an additional commitment of the essentialist. 

Consider again what the essentialist claims about logical necessity: it is log-
ically necessary that 𝑝 if and only if it is true in virtue of the natures of logical 

 
15 This aligns approximately with Fine’s constitutive/consequential essence distinction 
(Fine 1994b): approximately, because Correia’s aim in this paper is to provide an account 
of derivative essence, where consequence is one option for giving that account. 
16 One might ask (as has Bob Hale in conversation) whether this favours a proof-theoretic 
approach to logic which would be unable to accommodate model-theoretic logical no-
tions such as validity. I will set this concern to one side here. 
17 For Fine, the expression ‘it is true in virtue of the identity of 𝑥’ is not to be understood 
as a compound expression, but rather as an unanalyzed primitive: ‘The notation should 
be taken to indicate an unanalyzed relation between an object and a proposition’ (Fine 
1995: 273). This might seem to preclude our being able to talk of elements or parts of the 
essence (identity) of a thing or meaningfully inserting additional content into the expres-
sion, as in ‘it is true in virtue of the properly logical features of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝’. I do 
not take this to be an insurmountable problem for the essentialist: they can either give up 
the unanalyzability claim, or multiply the number of true-in-virtue-of... primitives they 
admit. Thank you to Alex Skiles for discussion of this point. 
18 See Correia 2012: 645. See also Keefe and Leech 2018. 
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entities that 𝑝: □𝑝 ≡ ∃𝑥(□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥),19 where ‘□’ signifies logical necessity, ‘□!’ 
signifies ‘it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that…’, and ‘𝐿𝑥’ signifies ‘𝑥 is a 
logical function’ (or ‘𝑥 is a logical concept’). One doesn’t usually see the ‘𝐿𝑥’ 
clause included explicitly in such a formulation, but it seems to be crucial to cap-
ture, not just that it is necessary that 𝑝, but that it is logically necessary that 𝑝. It is 
the fact that the thing whose nature in virtue of which it is true that 𝑝 is a logical 
entity that makes the ensuing necessity logical, rather than merely metaphysical. 

The following argument relies on the assumption that an S4 axiom is valid 
for the essentialist analogue of logical necessity, i.e., if it is true in virtue of the 
nature of logical entities that 𝑝, then it is true in virtue of the nature of logical 
entities that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entities that 𝑝. There are 
two routes to this assumption. First, and straightforwardly, it is plausible that 
the logic of logical necessity validates (at least) the S4 axiom: that whatever is 
logically necessary is logically necessarily logically necessary: □𝑝 → □□𝑝.20 But 
if logical necessity just is truth in virtue of the nature of logical things, then one 
should expect S4 also to hold of this latter: that if it is true in virtue of the nature 
of logical entities that 𝑝, then it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entities 
that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entities that 𝑝. This is a sufficient 
basis for the argument that follows, but I shall briefly consider a second route to 
S4, because it is put forth by one of our card-carrying essentialists. 

Second, one might hold that the correct logic of truth-in-virtue-of-the-nature-of 
validates the S4 axiom. Hale (2020) writes, 

 
Suppose it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝, briefly □!𝑝. We may ask: 
what makes that true? That is, what makes it true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 
𝑝? Given that it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝, 𝑥 must exist, and given 
that it is true that 𝑝 in virtue of what it is to be 𝑥, it cannot but be that 𝑝 (i.e. □𝑝). 
But further, it cannot but be that it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝. For 𝑥 
could not have had a different nature. So necessarily, it is true in virtue of the na-
ture of 𝑥 that 𝑝. So if the essentialist theory is correct, it must be true in virtue of 
something’s nature that it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝. But what 
could this be, if not 𝑥 itself? For it is hardly going to be true in virtue of the na-
ture of anything else. We are thus driven to the conclusion that if it is true in vir-
tue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝, then it is true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that it is 
true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑝. That is: □!𝑝 → □!□!𝑝. Thus □! validates 
the S4 law (Hale 2020: 147). 

 

 
19 Note: it would be better to use plural quantification, or quantification over a list of var-
iables, to allow that it may be true in virtue of the nature of some entities together that 𝑝. 
I use singular quantification here to keep the argument simple, as my key example is sin-
gular (being true in virtue of the nature of conjunction). 
20 It is beyond the scope of this paper to defend S4 for logical necessity, but others have 
paved the way. For example, Rumfitt (2015: 76) presents an argument, drawing on Car-
nap 1946 and Parsons 2008, that the logic of logical necessity—as associated with the 
consequence relation of classical first-order logic—is S5. From which it follows that it al-
so validates the S4 axiom. Hale (2013: 128-31) argues that the logic of absolute necessity 
validates S4 and S5 principles. He argues elsewhere, in 2013 and 1996, that logical neces-
sity is absolute. 
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Hale’s argument concerns any kind of entity; the formulation for logical 
necessity specified logical entities. We can thus modify the argument: 

Suppose it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entity 𝑥 that 𝑝 [□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥]. 
We may ask: what makes that true? Given that it is true in virtue of the na-
ture of logical entity 𝑥 that 𝑝 [□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥], 𝑥 must exist, and given that it is true 
that 𝑝 in virtue of what it is to be 𝑥, it cannot but be that 𝑝 (i.e. □𝑝). But fur-
ther, it cannot but be that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entity 𝑥 
that 𝑝. For 𝑥 could not have had a different nature. So necessarily, it is true in 
virtue of the nature of logical entity 𝑥 that 𝑝 [□(□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥)].21 So if the essen-
tialist theory is correct, it must be true in virtue of something’s nature that it 
is true in virtue of the nature of logical entity 𝑥 that 𝑝 [∃𝑦□"(□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥)]. 

So far, this yields: if □!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥 then ∃𝑦□"(□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥).22 However, this lacks the 
final conjunct ‘𝐿𝑦’ which would ensure the logical necessity of the logical neces-
sity. Continuing with a version of the second half of Hale’s argument: if it is true 
in virtue of something’s nature that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical en-
tity 𝑥 that 𝑝, it is plausibly 𝑥 itself that is this something. 𝑥 could not have had a 
different nature, and 𝑥 is by nature a logical entity. So, it is true in virtue of the 
nature of a logical entity (𝑥) that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entity 
𝑥 that 𝑝: □!(□!𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑥) ∧ 𝐿𝑥. 

With a version of S4 in place, one way or another, we can now move on to 
the modified problem for the essentialist. Take an uncontroversial claim of logi-
cal necessity, □𝑝, where p =(i) (𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true). 
We can take two lines of argument, depending on whether we assume which en-
tity is doing the work (along with Hale) or not. 

General Argument 
1. □𝑝 

Applying the essentialist account, we have 
2. □#𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑐 

where ‘𝑐’ stands for conjunction. Applying S4,23 we have: it is true in virtue of the 
nature of logical entities that □#𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑐: 

3a. ∃𝑥□!(□#𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑐) ∧ 𝐿𝑥 
Therefore, it is logically necessary that conjunction is a logical function. For it fol-
lows that it is true in virtue of the nature of some logical entity that conjunction is 
a logical function.24 

 
21 In other words, suppose that 𝑥 could not have had a different nature. Then, no matter 
what, it would still have been a logical entity, and it would still have been true in virtue of 
its nature that 𝑝. In which case, no matter what, it would have been true in virtue of the 
nature of logical entity 𝑥 that 𝑝. 
22 ‘𝑥’ here is a constant rather than a variable, in line with the Hale passage. This should 
not be confused with my use of ‘𝑥’ as a variable elsewhere. 
23 The general version: if it is true in virtue of the nature of logical entities that 𝑝, then it is 
true in virtue of the nature of logical entities that it is true in virtue of the nature of logical 
entities that 𝑝. 
24 This step assumes that truth-in-virtue-of-the-nature-of distributes over conjunction, i.e., 
if □!(𝐴 ∧ 𝐵) then □!𝐴 and □!𝐵. This seems plausible in the case where □! is taken to 
capture a notion of derivative or consequential essence. What about in the case of basic 
or constitutive essence? Details aside, the basic/constitutive notion would tend to rule 
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4a. ∃𝑥□!𝐿𝑐 ∧ 𝐿𝑥 
This is just what the essentialist account requires for logical necessity. 

5. □𝐿𝑐 
Particular Argument 

1. □𝑝 
Applying the essentialist account, we have 

2. □#𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑐 
This time we apply the S4 principle we derived by following Hale, where we al-
ready assume which logical entity is doing the work: 

3b. □#(□#𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑐) ∧ 𝐿𝑐 
Therefore it is logically necessary that conjunction is a logical function. For it fol-
lows that it is true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that conjunction is a logical 
function.25 

4b. □#𝐿𝑐 ∧ 𝐿𝑐 
This is just what the essentialist account requires for logical necessity. 

5. □𝐿𝑐 

If one takes the claim that it is logically necessary that conjunction is a logi-
cal function to be obviously false, then this argument may be viewed as an ob-
jection to the essentialist: their account of the nature of logical necessity, along 
with a commitment to at least S4 for logical necessity (and/or □!), generates an 
unacceptable conclusion. However, being more charitable, one might think that 
such a conclusion should not be unwelcome to the essentialist after all. For sup-
pose 𝑥 is a logical function. It is plausible that it is essentially so. So as well as it 
being true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that various logical principles hold, it is al-
so true in virtue of the nature of 𝑥 that 𝑥 is a logical function. And this is precise-
ly the result we expect: it is true in virtue of the nature of some logical function 
that 𝑥 is a logical function. The essentialist should be happy to accept that it is 
logically necessary that, say, conjunction is a logical function. For this provides a 
quintessentially essentialist explanation of why the logic of logical necessity val-
idates at least the S4 axiom.26 

Returning to Correia’s proposal: can we account for this case of logical ne-
cessity by appeal to only those essential features that are given by rules of infer-
ence? The case at issue concerns what kind of thing something is; a logical, rather 
than a non-logical, function, say. But it seems that these inferential features con-

 
out the other direction, i.e. if Socrates is (basically) essentially human, and Socrates is 
(basically) essentially descended from gametes 𝑔" and 𝑔#, then it may follow that it is 
true that Socrates is essentially human and descended from gametes 𝑔" and 𝑔#, but only de-
rivatively, and not basically, so. However, the step in question moves the other way: 
from a conjunction to its conjuncts. Again, the move seems plausible for derivative es-
sence. And in this case, it is harder to see a problem if we are considering basic essence. 
For example, if Socrates is basically essentially a rational animal, (assuming that if 𝑥 is a 
rational animal, then 𝑥 is rational and 𝑥 is an animal), it would seem to follow that Soc-
rates is essentially rational, and essentially an animal. And, plausibly, basically so. For 
removing either of these properties would remove part of Socrates’s basic essence. Thank 
you to an anonymous referee for raising this point. 
25 The assumption of distribution over conjunction is made again.  
26 I was persuaded that the essentialist may well look kindly on this line of thought by 
Bob Hale in conversation. 
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cern something else to do with the entity; its behaviour, or its relation to proof 
and/or truth, etc. However, one might contend that having essential features 
that are inferential in character is itself a mark of being a logical entity, hence 
these features do give rise to the logical necessity: it is true in virtue of the 
properly logical—inferential—features of conjunction that conjunction is a logical 
function. 

Still, things get more difficult when we consider the S4 claim cashed out in 
this way, namely, that if it is logically necessary that 𝑝, then there is some logi-
cal entity such that it is true in virtue of its properly logical nature that there is 
some logical entity such that it is true in virtue of its properly logical nature that 
𝑝. Applying this to our example, and noting that it is permissible, and indeed in 
some cases plausible (as Hale argued) that the two mentions of a logical entity 
might refer to the same, we have: if it is logically necessary that conjunction is a 
logical function, then there is a logical function (plausibly, conjunction itself) such 
that it is true in virtue of the properly logical nature of conjunction that there is a 
logical function (conjunction) such that it is true in virtue of the properly logical 
nature of conjunction that conjunction is a logical function. The problem here is 
this: suppose the properly logical nature of conjunction is just its characteristic in-
troduction and elimination rules. Then, I do not see how it is true in virtue of 
these rules that [there is a logical function (conjunction) such that it is true in vir-
tue of the properly logical nature of conjunction that conjunction is a logical func-
tion]. The problem is not that this seems to imply the existence of conjunction. 
(In fact, Hale (2013: 170-75) argues for the necessary existence of pure func-
tions.) The problem is that the rules of inference characteristic of conjunction do 
not themselves seem to make true, in the sense required, the contents of the 
square brackets. The rules concern permissible steps in an inference, not any-
thing about the existence or nature of certain entities. 

One might respond: the properly logical essential features of a logical entity 
are those that can be expressed by a rule of inference. But Hale (2013) offers an 
argument for the necessary existence of pure functions—including logical func-
tions such as conjunction—on the premise that a function exists just when it is 
possibly expressed by functional expressions (that do not include singular 
terms). Hence, there is a candidate argument to show that those features given 
by rules of inference do, in fact, entail that there exist certain functions with cer-
tain features, as required. 

 
[Let 𝑝 abbreviate ‘𝑃 exists’, and 𝑞 abbreviate ‘there is a predicate having 𝑃 as se-
mantic value.] By the abundant conception [of properties, relations, and func-
tions], □(𝑝 ↔ ♢𝑞). But from this it follows both that ♢𝑝 ↔ ♢♢𝑞 and 𝑝 ↔ ♢𝑞. 
But in S5, ♢♢𝑞 ↔ ♢𝑞. Whence, by the transitivity of the bi-conditional again, 
𝑝 ↔ ♢𝑝. That is, any pure property which could exist does exist—there are no 
‘merely possible’ properties (Hale 2013: 167). 
 

However, such an argument crucially draws on a particular account of the exist-
ence conditions of functions, according to which a pure function exists just 
when it is possibly the semantic value of a functional expression (captured by 
□(𝑝 ↔ ♢𝑞)). Hence, it is not true in virtue of just the properly logical features of, 
say, conjunction that there is a logical function of a certain kind; by this line of 
thought, the existence conditions of properties, relations and functions are also 
relevant. 
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To summarize: a problem arises for the essentialist account if it is restricted, 
as proposed, to concern only those essential features given by a rule of inference. 
If the essentialist is to account for logical necessity validating at least the S4 axi-
om, then they must be able to account for its being logically necessary, e.g., that 
conjunction is a logical function. However, it is not plausible that it is true in vir-
tue of the inference rules for conjunction, that conjunction is a logical function. 
Even if this concern can be overcome, the problem remains that it is even less 
plausible that it is true in virtue of the inference rules for conjunction, that [there 
is a logical function (conjunction) such that it is true in virtue of the properly logi-
cal nature of conjunction that conjunction is a logical function]. 

I contend, then, that the essentialist needs a better way to distinguish be-
tween those features of a logical entity that are, and are not, relevant for ground-
ing logical necessity. 

We have also established a modified version of the main problem posed, 
namely, that the essentialist needs to distinguish between (i), (iii), (v) and (vii) as 
logically necessary, and (ii), (iv), (vi), and (viii) as at most metaphysically neces-
sary, if the logic of logical necessity is to validate S4.27 

 
5. Distinctively Logical Features 

A different approach is to take the properly logical features of logical entities to 
be those features that only logical entities have, the properties distinctive of logi-
cal entities.28 More generally, the essential properties relevant for 𝑋-necessity, 
where 𝑋-necessity is a restriction of metaphysical necessity, are those essential 
properties only had by 𝑋-entities. So it is 𝑋-necessary that 𝑝 if and only if it is 
true in virtue of the distinctively 𝑋 features in the natures of 𝑋-things that 𝑝. 
Note: different logical entities will have some different properties. The sugges-
tion is not that logically relevant features must be shared by all logical entities, 
rather that they must be had only by logical entities. 

Suppose, for example, that the logical entities are logical functions, and that 
logical functions are abstract. There are lots of other kinds of abstract entity, one 
might suppose—numbers, non-logical functions, universals—and so being ab-
stract is not distinctive of the logical entities. As such, it isn’t relevant for logical 
necessity. By contrast, it seems plausible that only the logical functions are given 
by rules of inference. For example, it doesn’t seem plausible that a number has 
such a rule as part of its nature. Extending this line of thought to other exam-
ples: being a function wouldn’t count as relevant, because there are non-logical 
functions. And being a concept wouldn’t count, because there are non-logical con-
cepts. Hence, it looks as though this proposal correctly counts (i) and (v) as logi-
cally necessary, and (ii), (iv), (vi) and (viii) as not. 

 
27 Alternatively, depending on the logical relationship between (ii) and (iii), and (vi) and 
(vii), as discussed earlier: if one takes ‘conjunction is a function’ to follow logically from 
‘conjunction is a logical function’, and accepts that it is logically necessary that conjunction 
is a logical function, one will have to conclude also that it is logically necessary that con-
junction is a function. It seems to me that the essentialist will be less sanguine about this 
conclusion, which may give them good reason to resist the claim that (iii) follows logical-
ly from (ii). 
28 This suggestion was made by Bob Hale in conversation. 
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Moreover, the proposal counts (iii) and (vii) as logically necessary, as re-
quired by the modified problem. The features of being a logical function and being 
a logical concept count as properly logical according to the proposal: they are had 
only by logical entities. Hence, they ground logical necessities: it is logically 
necessary that conjunction is a logical function, or it is logically necessary that 
CONJUNCTION is a logical concept. 

However, the proposal threatens to make what counts as a properly logical 
feature—and hence what is logically necessary—depend upon the existence of 
non-logical entities. The proposal defines the essential properties of 𝑋-entities 
that are relevant for 𝑋-necessity, where 𝑋-necessity is a restriction of metaphysi-
cal necessity, as those essential properties only had by 𝑋-entities. Whether or not 
a property is only had by 𝑋-entities, however, depends not just on the 𝑋-entities, 
but also on all of the non-𝑋-entities, and whether or not they share essential 
properties with the 𝑋-entities. 

Compare: what it is for something, say 𝑡, to be the tallest tree is not just for 
𝑡 to be a tree of a certain height, but also that there are no other trees with a greater 
(or equal) height. As such, being the tallest tree is a common example of an extrinsic 
property. If we wanted to suppose that 𝑡 was necessarily the tallest tree, and also 
to explain this in essentialist terms, it would not be enough to appeal to the na-
ture of 𝑡 itself; we’d also need to appeal to the natures of other things, to ensure 
that, no matter what, 𝑡’s height is the greatest of the trees. 𝑡’s nature alone is not 
enough to ensure that no other tree is taller. In sum, something’s having a prop-
erty like being the tallest tree would seem to essentially or constitutively depend 
upon how other things are: what it is to be the tallest tree involves the properties 
of other things. 

Similarly, and generally, what it is for something 𝑎 to be distinctively 𝐹 is not 
just for 𝑎 to be 𝐹, but also that nothing else is 𝐹. And, for present purposes, what 
it is for 𝑋 to be distinctive of logical functions is not just for some logical func-
tion(s) to be 𝑋, but also that there is nothing that is not a logical function and is 𝑋. As 
with the tallest tree, then, for 𝑋 to be a distinctive feature of logical functions es-
sentially depends upon how other things are: what it is to be distinctively 𝑋 in-
volves the properties of other things. 

According to the present proposal, it is logically necessary that 𝑝 just when 
it is true in virtue of the distinctively logical features in the natures of logical 
things that 𝑝. However, what the distinctively logical features in the natures of 
logical things are, I have argued, essentially depends upon non-logical things as 
well. We might here read “true in virtue of the nature of the distinctively logical 
features in the natures of logical things” as shorthand for “true in virtue of (the 
differences between) the nature of logical things and non-logical things.” But 
then the logical necessity of 𝑝 in turn depends upon not just the logical entities 
and their features, but also on the non-logical entities and their features as well. 
This now goes against the essentialist proposal, that logical necessity has its 
source in the essences of logical things, not all things. In fact, it has its source in 
the natures of non-logical things as well.29 I therefore take the option of restrict-

 
29 Another option, rather than taking into account the natures of all things, would be to 
introduce a special Totalizer fact, along the lines of a fact that nothing else (nothing other 
than the logical functions) is 𝑋, or that 𝑋-necessity depends on the 𝑋-entities and nothing else, 
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ing the account to distinctively logical features to undermine the essentialist 
view. 

 
6. Logical Necessity and Logical Truth 

The options for solving the problem considered so far have proved unsatisfacto-
ry. I have been assuming that biting the bullet is an option that would be unat-
tractive to the essentialist, but this is too hasty. Let us reconsider. 

The essentialist, first and foremost, takes metaphysical necessity to have its 
source in the natures of things. Logical necessity is classed as a species of meta-
physical necessity—those metaphysical necessities that have their source in the 
natures of logical things. No wonder, the essentialist may then retort, that some 
logical necessities seem distinctively metaphysical. All logical necessities are 
metaphysical necessities! So it should be no surprise—and no problem—to find 
out that some logical necessities appear to be metaphysical necessities. Any dis-
comfort with cases can be diagnosed as arising from a confusion of logical necessi-
ty and logical truth.30 A logical necessity, for the essentialist, is anything that is 
true in virtue of the nature of logical entities. A logical truth, by contrast, can be 
defined as “a statement which is [necessarily] true […] and essentially involves 
only logical vocabulary” (Hale 2013: 163). It is uncontroversial, for example, 
that it is not a logical truth that conjunction is abstract. But the essentialist never 
said it was. If one conflates logical necessity with logical truth, then one will find 
cases such as (ii), (iii) and (iv) troubling. But with this distinction in place, we 
can explain these as cases of logical necessity that are not also logical truths. 

However, even if one is happy with a distinction between the way in which 
a proposition is true (logically necessarily) and the kind of truth it (or the state-
ment of it) is (logical truth), one may nevertheless deny that they come apart in 
the way the essentialist requires. One kind of case that seems prima facie reason-
able is that of instances of logical truths. Take the necessity of identity: 
∀𝑥∀𝑦(𝑥 = 𝑦 → □(𝑥 = 𝑦)). It seems plausible to take particular identity state-
ments, such as Hesperus = Phosphorus, or Cicero = Tully, to be logically neces-
sary.31 But they are not logical truths, containing as they do non-logical vocabu-

 
grounded not in the natures of all things, but in something else: some kind of “Totalizer” 
entity or similar. Aside from incurring a commitment to explain the nature of such a 
weird entity, and defending its existence, this move will only help the essentialist if the 
Totalizer is a logical entity. Otherwise, the same line of objection holds: that the logical 
necessities depend not only on the natures of logical things, but also (at least one) non-
logical thing. Is the Totalizer a logical entity? I’m not sure how to answer such a question 
without understanding what such a thing could be more clearly. This, then, is perhaps 
still a live option for the essentialist. Although I’m not sure how attractive it is. Thank 
you to an anonymous referee for the suggestion. 
30 Thank you to Bob Hale for pressing this option. 
31 The whole formula “∀𝑥∀𝑦(𝑥 = 𝑦 → □(𝑥 = 𝑦))” has a proof, and so is logically neces-
sary (Barcan 1947). So the instances should count as logically necessary, e.g. “if Hesperus 
= Phosphorus, then it is logically necessary that Hesperus = Phosphorus”. Such an instance, 
however, does not seem to contain any non-logical vocabulary essentially, if we allow 
that ‘it is logically necessary that’ is logical vocabulary. However, given that it is indeed 
the case that Hesperus = Phosphorus, it follows that it is logically necessary that Hesperus = 
Phosphorus. And this latter statement—“it is logically necessary that Hesperus = Phospho-
rus”—does contain non-logical vocabulary essentially. 
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lary essentially. Hale offers analytic truths as another kind of case where logical 
necessity and truth plausibly come apart: “the proposition expressed by ‘Vixens 
are female’ is logically necessary, but the statement is no truth of logic” (Hale 
2013: 163). But Hale also notes what is common to the cases so far considered, 
that “there will always be a corresponding logical truth nearby—in this case, the 
statement: ‘Female foxes are female’” (ibid.). In the previous case, the nearby 
logical truth is the general statement of the necessity of identity. So, there do 
seem to be relatively uncontroversial cases where logical truth and logical neces-
sity come apart, namely, cases where there is a corresponding logical truth near-
by. Our problem now, though, is that the crucial problem cases at issue do not 
seem to be of that kind. There is, so far as I can see, no corresponding logical 
truth in the vicinity of ‘conjunction is abstract’ or ‘CONJUNCTION is a concept’. 
Hence, the essentialist requires a stronger distinction than that sketched so far. 

There is a distinctively essentialist motivation for this stronger distinction. 
We saw above that if the logic of logical necessity is to validate the S4 axiom 
then it must be the case, for the essentialist, that it is logically necessary that, 
say, conjunction is a logical function. But, if we are to accommodate such a case, 
we need a distinction between logical necessity and logical truth that goes be-
yond the relatively uncontroversial cases just surveyed. A non-essentialist is not 
subject to the same motivation. Absent a commitment to the essentialist account 
of logical necessity, they also lack a commitment to the logical necessity of 
something like ‘conjunction is a logical function’, and hence have no case they 
need to accommodate in their distinction between logical necessity and logical 
truth. 

Where does this leave us? We started with a problem that it looked like the 
essentialist needed to solve. Now, by contrast, it looks as though there is no 
problem at all. Rather, perhaps, we have simply made the commitments of the 
essentialist about logical necessity more perspicuous. (1) Some cases are not 
merely by-products of the essentialist account, but in fact seem to be required by 
the account (as, e.g., conjunction is a logical function). So the essentialist must 
find a way to rule in these latter cases as logical necessities. (2) A distinction be-
tween logical truth and logical necessity would seem to allow the essentialist to 
bear all of the commitments they need to, but that distinction is much more sub-
stantive than a comparable distinction motivated by considerations outside of 
the essentialist account itself. Our puzzle has thus generated, not a knock-down 
argument against the essentialist, but a clearer picture of the package of views re-
quired by the essentialist. As such, we can see more clearly how we might com-
pare the essentialist account to rivals. We must not simply compare accounts of 
logical necessity, but also what different accounts have to say about the relation 
between logical truth and logical necessity. 

That said, I have some residual discomfort with the stronger distinction be-
tween logical necessity and logical truth that I think gives us reason to look 
elsewhere for a resolution of the present issues. If there is anything like a pre-
theoretical or familiar notion of logical necessity, then it is one that is closely re-

 
The necessity of such an identity claim also raises questions of necessitism—if it’s 

true in all worlds that Hesperus = Phosphorus then it would seem to follow, absent further 
assumptions about the behaviour of singular terms etc., that Hesperus exists necessarily. I 
here leave questions of contingentism and necessitism to one side. 
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lated to logical consequence.32 The bullet-biting essentialist, however, is trading 
on a notion of logical necessity that has travelled far beyond this: there are logi-
cal necessities that are not instances of or otherwise related to nearby logical 
truths, because what it is to be a logical necessity is to be true in virtue of the na-
ture of logical entities. But then, the justification for calling these logical necessi-
ties lies in the specifics of the essentialist account. From the inside, this is per-
fectly consistent. From the outside, one could reasonably accuse the essentialist 
of having given a consistent account of something, but not of our familiar notion 
of logical necessity. 

 
7. Generic Essence 

Thus far, I have treated claims about the essences of logical entities as being on 
a par with comparable claims about the essences of ordinary objects such as, for 
example, that Socrates is essentially human. Perhaps this is a mistake. It may be 
that once this is corrected, the problem no longer arises.  

A distinction between objectual and generic statements of essence is made 
by Correia (2006).33 
 

The concept of essence is traditionally associated with questions of the form 
‘What is 𝑎?’, where ‘𝑎’ is a singular term like ‘Socrates’ or ‘the Moon’. [...] The 
concept of essence is also traditionally associated with questions of the form 
‘What is it to 𝐹?’, where ‘𝐹’ is a predicate expression like ‘be a human being’, ‘be 
wise’, ‘think’, or ‘be related as father to son’. […] Let me sort the essentialist 
statements into the objectual and the generic. An objectual statement is one 
which states that a given object is by its very nature so and so, and a generic 
statement is one which states that to be thus and thus is essentially to be so and 
so. An objectual statement is simply an answer to an essentialist question of the 
first kind, and a generic statement an answer to one of the second kind (Correia 
2006: 753-54). 

 
Correia argues that we should not attempt to give an account of generic essence 
statements in terms of objectual essence. For example, we cannot give an ac-
count of a generic essence claim of the form ‘It is true in virtue of what it is to be 
an 𝐹 that 𝑝’ in terms of an objectual essence claim of the form ‘It is true in virtue 
of the nature of the property 𝐹-ness that 𝑝’.34 

Would an appeal to generic, rather than objectual, essence claims, solve the 
present problem? There are two ways this might pan out. First, some of the 
problematic properties might be said to be generic consequences of properties 
had by the logical entities quite innocently. Second, we might treat the essential-
ist claims themselves generically. 

First, let us grant that ‘conjunction is a logical function’ is, for the essential-
ist, logically necessary, but that ‘conjunction is abstract’ is not. Conjunction is es-

 
32 See, for example, McFetridge 1990, Rumfitt 2010. 
33 In more recent work, Correia further develops an account of essentialist statements in 
terms of generalized identity and metaphysical dependence (Correia 2017). See also Cor-
reia and Skiles 2019. 
34 I have re-formulated the phrasing of these statements slightly to fit in with my discus-
sion so far. 
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sentially a logical function. What is the link to being abstract? Let us suppose: It 
is true in virtue of what it is to be a logical function that logical functions are abstract. So, 
on this view, the necessity of ‘conjunction is abstract’ has its source not only in 
the objectual essence of conjunction, but also in the generic essence of what it is to 
be a logical function. It is not straightforwardly true in virtue of the nature of 
conjunction that conjunction is abstract. And so the original route to the logical ne-
cessity of conjunction’s being abstract is blocked. 

This option would, however, collapse if we allow that from the objectual 
essence claim that 𝑎 is essentially 𝐹, and the generic essence claim that 𝐹s as 
such essentially 𝐺, it follows that 𝑎 is essentially 𝐺. For if that were the case, it 
would follow from the proposal above that conjunction is essentially abstract after 
all. Such an issue would have to be settled by a more extended discussion of the 
logic of essence. Whatever the outcome, it is worth pointing out why, even if 
this entailment is blocked, further trouble lies in wait. 

Logical necessity is supposed to be truth in virtue of the natures of logical 
entities. If we allow that both objectual and generic essences of logical entities 
count, then it isn’t at all clear that it doesn’t turn out to be logically necessary 
that conjunction is abstract after all. For whilst it may no longer be true in virtue 
of the nature of conjunction alone, it does seem to be true in virtue of the nature 
of conjunction and the generic essence of being a logical function, and being a 
logical function—even if generically understood—would seem to be in some 
sense logical in nature. So, even if the original route to the logical necessity of 
conjunction’s being abstract is blocked, the alternative takes us to the same desti-
nation. 

Let us turn to the second option. Perhaps we can treat the essences of the 
logical entities themselves generically. So far I have perhaps treated the logical 
function conjunction as if it were an exotic object. But I noted above a working 
assumption to treat logical functions as a species of relation. Rather than claims 
of the form 

It is true in virtue of the nature of conjunction that 𝑝, 

let us consider generic essence claims. The form suggested for relational generic 
essence is 
 

Being 𝐹-related (in a given order) essentially involves being 𝐺-related (in the 
same order) (Correia 2006: 756). 

 
So in the case of conjunction we have cases such as, 

Being conjoined essentially involves being related such that both conjuncts 
are true if and only if the conjunction is true.35 

The essentialist view would become: logical necessity has its source in the generic 
essence of logical functions. 

Let us return to cases (i)-(iv). Plausibly, (i) can be accommodated as logical-
ly necessary, as required. 

It is true in virtue of the nature of being conjoined that 𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and 
only if 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true. 

 
35 I have omitted “in a given order”, as conjunction commutes. 
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(ii) and (iv) fail to be logically necessary, as required. What it takes, essentially, 
to be conjoined, does not in and of itself—absent further metaphysical commit-
ments—require anything about the nature of any entity that might be called 
‘conjunction’, and indeed, on the face of it, it doesn’t require there to be any 
such entity at all. 

For the same reasons, one might also say that (iii) is not logically necessary. 
However, if I am right that the essentialist is committed to the logical necessity 
of conjunction being a logical function (or something similar), then this may raise 
a problem. Let us revisit the worry in terms of generic essence. 

Correia (2006) introduces some notation that will help here. 

‘□’ for the necessity operator. 
‘⊟$,&,…’ for the generic operator ‘it is true in virtue of what it is to 𝐹, what it is to 
𝐺,… that’ (collectively understood) (Correia 2006: 765).36 

The revised essentialist view is: it is logically necessary that 𝑝 if and only if it is 
true in virtue of what it is to be related by logical functions that 𝑝.37 

 □𝑝 ≡ ∃𝑓(⊟$ 𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝑓) 
Let us again take the case where 𝑝 =(i), and it is true in virtue of the nature of 
being conjoined. 

 ⊟% 𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝐶 

As it stands, it’s not clear that ‘𝐿𝐶’ is well-formed, but I leave this as a place-
holder for the time being: being conjoined is logical, in some sense to be made 
clear. 

Consider next an application of the S4 axiom  

 ∃𝑓 ⊟$ (⊟% 𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝐶) ∧ 𝐿𝑓 

There is some logical function 𝑓 such that it is true in virtue of what it is to be 𝑓-
related that it is true in virtue of what it is to be conjoined, which is logical, that 
𝑝. Again, if logical necessity validates the S4 axiom, then it is true in virtue of 
the generic essence of being 𝑓-related, where being 𝑓-related is logical, that being 
conjoined is logical. That is, according to the essentialist account, it is logically 
necessary that being conjoined is logical. 

I have deliberately left ‘being 𝑓-related is logical’ and ‘being conjoined is 
logical’ in imprecise terms. The task now is to make that more precise. This 
might be understood objectually, as ‘𝑓 [being conjoined] is a logical function’ or 
‘𝑓 [conjunction] is a logical entity’. However, this rests on treating an essentialist 
claim objectually, and on taking this to be sufficient to yield a logical necessity. 
But if this is allowed in this case, it seems that we can no longer block the es-
sences of logical entities, objectually understood, from yielding the problematic 
cases again, such as its being logically necessary that conjunction is a function. 
We are back to the (slightly modified) original view, that logical necessity has its 
source in the essences (generic or objectual) of logical entities. 

We might then read this generically as ‘being 𝑓-related [being conjoined] 
essentially involves being logically related’. But what does it mean to be logical-
 
36 There are also objectual and hybrid operators, but we won’t need these here. 
37 I use quantification here to mirror the argument above, but of course, if one wishes to 
avoid commitment to the existence of functions as entities one will need to read the 
quantifier here, and in what follows, non-objectually. 
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ly related? Perhaps that there is another relation, 𝐿, being logically related. But 
surely we wanted to say that things might be related by conjunction (or disjunc-
tion, or negation, etc.), and that to be so related is to be related in a logical way, 
not to say that in addition to being so related, things would then also be logically 
related. 

The problem common to both these attempts to resolve this problem is that 
they appeal to further entities—functions or relations—taken objectually. How-
ever, part of the motivation offered by Correia for an irreducibly generic reading 
of some essence claims is precisely that they are not (or do not have to be) 
committed to the existence of such entities (Correia 2006: 761). If we give up the 
idea that there really are logical entities doing the work, with natures of their 
own, and endorse only generic essence claims, then it seems that all the prob-
lems go away. We can simply say, for example, that it is true in virtue of the na-
ture of being conjoined that 𝐴 ∧ 𝐵 is true if and only if 𝐴 is true and 𝐵 is true, 
and that being conjoined essentially involves being logically related, where no 
explanation in terms of, for example, a logical relation or entity is required. 
What is striking about this proposal, however, is that it appears to give up on 
what was distinctive about the essentialist view, at least as presented and devel-
oped by Fine (1994a) and Hale (2013): a commitment to the idea that the source 
of logical necessity is to be found in the natures of logical entities (logical con-
cepts or logical functions).38 It is still a substantive claim to say that we can give 
an account of logical necessity in terms of generic statements of essence. But if 
this is essentialism about logical necessity, it seems to me to be of an important-
ly different kind to that introduced at the beginning of this paper, and to bear 
importantly different metaphysical commitments. 

 
8. Pessimism for Logical Essence 

At the beginning of this paper, I raised a problem for the essentialist account of 
logical necessity, namely, that logical entities ground necessities that we want to 
class as non-logical and metaphysical but which, on the standard versions of the 
account, are counted as logical. I have surveyed some responses to this problem. 
The first options I found lacking. Two further options seem more promising but 
each, in its own way, could be accused of abandoning the original essentialist 
project: drawing a strong distinction between logical necessity and logical truth, 

 
38 What is an entity? One might think that falling into the range of any existential quanti-
fier of any order is the mark of entity-hood. In which case, even forcing a generic reading 
of a proposition such as ∃𝑓 ⊟( (⊟) 𝑝 ∧ 𝐿𝐶) ∧ 𝐿𝑓 would involve commitment to (higher-
order) logical entities, the essences of which could then be said to ground the logical ne-
cessities. Even in this case, this would at least mark a significant commitment for the es-
sentialist, i.e., to higher-order entities. However, my own preference is to follow Prior 
(1971) in taking quantification into non-nominal positions to inherit the role of those 
non-nominal positions, and not automatically to involve denotation of entities, in which 
case, the kind of quantification at issue here would not commit one to logical entities. It 
is also noteworthy that, as noted in the main text, part of Correia’s argument for generic 
readings of essentialist claims is to avoid ontological commitment to entities such as 
properties (Correia 2006: 761). So it is also not clear that those who develop the notion of 
generic essence themselves would think of this as existentially committing them to high-
er-order entities. Thank you to an anonymous referee for raising this point. 
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in no longer giving an account of a generally recognizable logical necessity; and 
the generic essence option, in no longer giving an account in terms of logical enti-
ties.39 A straightforward and unproblematic account of logical necessity in terms 
of the essences of logical entities remains elusive. To close, I offer some remarks 
on why I would expect the truth about logical necessity to lie elsewhere, and 
hence why I think such an account has eluded us. 

I can see why one might find the view that metaphysical necessities are 
grounded in the natures of things attractive. The very idea of metaphysical ne-
cessity seems to be tied tightly to the idea of things in the world, or the notion of 
being, and what the most general constraints on being are. As such, it seems 
natural to find the source of this kind of modality in things themselves, rather 
than anywhere else. But what about logic? Logic has typically been understood 
precisely as something disconnected from things and the world. This idea surfaces 
in different ways: we might say logic is topic neutral, or formal, or general, or 
that it bears no ontological commitment.40 These are all getting at the same core 
conception of logic as not concerned with things in the world at all. What is log-
ic concerned with? It seems to me, with how we think or reason. Logic is a reg-
imentation of ways to move from one thought to another. Logical necessity, in 
turn, might plausibly be thought of as the necessity distinctive of logic, in partic-
ular, the necessity implicated in the idea that logical laws are necessarily true, 
and the idea that rules of inference are necessarily truth-preserving. If these 
claims are broadly correct, then they suggest that we should not hold out much 
hope for an account of logic—and its associated kind of necessity—that has at 
its heart kinds of entities rather than ways of thinking or kinds of reasoning.41 

Essentialism about logical necessity doesn’t count what we might expect to 
be mere metaphysical necessities as logical necessities just because we haven’t 
yet found the right logical entities, or the right features of the logical entities, but 
rather because it is metaphysical necessity, and not logical necessity, that can 
appropriately be understood to be grounded in entities. An approach considered 
above characterized the properly logical features of things as being connected in 
an important way to rules of inference. I argued that this didn’t work, but not 

 
39 It is of course open to a proponent of a generic essence essentialism to use this paper as 
support for their view over an objectual essence essentialism. 
40 See, e.g., Batchelor 2011, Dutilh Novaes 2011, MacFarlane 2002. 
41 This suggestive line of thought is at odds more generally with Metaphysical Logical 
Realism (MLR), the view that the One True Logic (OTL) ‘either directly correspond[s] to 
the structure of mind-and-language-independent reality or [is] located in mind-and-
language-independent reality’ (McSweeney 2019: 1). However, even if one was more 
sympathetic to MLR in general, that need not involve commitment to special kinds of en-
tities. Indeed, McSweeney argues that many metaphysicians are committed to MLR, but 
her argument targets a commitment to what she calls ideological realism—according to 
which ‘the OTL is the OTL in virtue of being a part of the language (ideology) that best 
captures the structure of reality’ (2019: 4), rather than ontological realism—according to 
which ‘the OTL is true in virtue of directly reflecting something about items in our ontol-
ogy’ (2019: 4). One way to frame the argument of the present paper would be as focusing 
on an essentialist version of ontological logical realism, perhaps as follows. I argue that 
there is a problem for essentialist ontological logical realism. Following the generic es-
sence route might result in a version of essentialist ideological logical realism. My closing 
remarks suggest that the underlying problem is a commitment to MLR in general. 
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because rules of inference are not of central importance. We should indeed see a 
connection between rules of inference and logical necessity, but because the 
former concern how we think and reason, not because they are written into the 
natures of mysterious entities.42 
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Abstract 
 

Finean essentialists take metaphysical necessity to be metaphysically explained by 
essence. But whence the explanatory power of essence? A recent wave of criticism 
against the Finean account has put pressure on essentialists to answer this question. 
Wallner and Vaidya (2020) have responded by offering an axiomatic account of the 
explanatory power of essence. This paper discusses their account in light of some 
recent criticism by Bovey (2022). Building on work by Glazier (2017), Bovey suc-
ceeds in showing that Wallner and Vaidya’s account is in need of modification and 
clarification. In this paper, I take up Bovey’s challenge and argue that Wallner and 
Vaidya have the resources available to incorporate the necessary modifications. I 
discuss the details of this modification, specifically, the question of what kind of met-
aphysical explanation is at work in the explanation of the necessity of essence itself. 
To get clear on this, I will introduce the distinction between generative and non-
generative metaphysical explanation. In this way the paper contributes to both, the de-
bate about whether essences can explain necessity and to the ongoing debate about 
metaphysical explanation. 
 
Keywords: Essence, Necessity, Metaphysical explanation, Grounding. 

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

According to Finean essentialists, essence is the metaphysical source or ground 
or explanation of metaphysical necessity. Fineans hold that metaphysically nec-
essary facts are metaphysically explained by facts about essence. Recently, there has 
been a wave of criticism against Finean essentialism. According to Casullo 
(2020), Leech (2018, 2021), Mackie (2020), Noonan (2018) and Romero (2019) 
essences by themselves are incapable of explaining necessity. The critics believe 
there to be an explanatory gap between essence and modality and charge the 
Finean essentialist with the task of accounting for why and how precisely essences 
are supposed to explain necessity. More specifically, those critics maintain, that 
in order for the Finean essentialists to be able to account for the explanatory 
power of essence, they have to be able to account for the necessity of essentialist 
facts in essentialist terms. 
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Wallner and Vaidya (2020) have responded to this kind of criticism.1 Accord-
ing to Wallner and Vaidya, both the explanatory power of essences with regard 
to modality and the necessity of essence are part of the real definition, i.e., the 
nature or essence of essences themselves. In other words, their answer to the question 
“In virtue of what do essences have the capacity to explain necessity?” is simply: 
“in virtue of the essence of essence”. 

However, this account has recently been criticized by Bovey (2022). Bovey 
argues that Finean essentialists cannot explain the necessity of essence. In this 
paper I assess Bovey’s criticism. I accept that Bovey’s objection shows that the 
metaphysical explanation of the necessity of essence cannot be a grounding expla-
nation. While this indeed forces Wallner and Vaidya to modify their account, I 
shall argue that they have the resources to do so, such that the objection is avoided 
and the Finean essentialist spirit of the approach is preserved. Nonetheless, 
Bovey’s result puts pressure on Wallner and Vaidya to explain exactly what kind 
of metaphysical explanation is at play in their account of the necessity of essence, 
if not grounding explanation. I respond by distinguishing two kinds of metaphys-
ical explanations: those that are generative and those that are non-generative. While 
generative explanations have received the most attention (especially grounding), 
there are also examples of non-generative explanations: examples include Gla-
zier’s (2017) essentialist explanation and Bertrand’s (2019) explanation by constraint. 
I will argue that Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of the necessity of essence also 
should be considered non-generative. 

By arguing for this strategy, the present paper wishes to contribute to the 
ongoing debate between Fineans and their critics about whether essences are ca-
pable of explaining necessity, as well as to the debate about metaphysical expla-
nation in general. 

After a brief note on some terminology and formalism (section 1.1), I will 
start by sketching the initial criticism against Finean essentialism (section 2), 
Wallner and Vaidya’s response (section 3) and Bovey’s (2022) worry concerning 
this response (section 4). Then, I’ll respond to Bovey’s worries by introducing the 
notion of non-generative explanation and further qualify the specific kind of non-
generative metaphysical explanation at work in Wallner and Vaidya’s so-called 
axiomatic solution (section 5). Section 6 concludes. 

 
1.1. A Note on Terminology and Formalism 

I will be using ‘◁’ to denote metaphysical explanation in general. ‘p ◁ q’ reads: 
‘p metaphysically explains q’ or: ‘q is metaphysically explained by p’. The most 
discussed kind of metaphysical explanation is either identical to, or underwritten 
by, metaphysical grounding.2 I will call this kind of explanation ‘grounding ex-
planation’ and I will write ‘p ◁g q’, which reads: ‘p grounding-explains q’ or: ‘q is 
grounding-explained by p’. I will use similar symbols with different indices for 
other kinds of metaphysical explanations. There is a debate over whether ◁ con-
nects sentences, claims, truths, propositions, or facts. I wish to remain neutral on 

 
1 See also Correia and Skiles (forthcoming) for an alternative attempt to respond to the 
criticism. 
2 I wish to remain neutral as to whether metaphysical grounding qua determination relation 
is identical to a specific kind of metaphysical explanation (unionism) or whether it backs 
grounding explanation (separatism). For discussion, see, e.g., Raven 2015. 
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this matter. I switch between talk of claims, truths, propositions, and facts figuring 
in metaphysical explanations. 

I will use ‘£’ to denote metaphysical necessity, as is standard. ‘£p’ reads: ‘it 
is metaphysically necessary that p’. I will use ‘Ex’ to denote the indexed essential-
ity operator. ‘Ex p’ reads: ‘it is true in virtue of the essence of x that p’ (or: ‘it is 
essential to x that p’). While x ranges over entities, it is debatable as to whether p 
should be taken to be a sentence, claim, truth, proposition, or fact. I wish to re-
main neutral on this matter, too. I switch between talk of claims, truths, proposi-
tions, and facts embedded in the essentiality operator. 

If ‘Ex p’ is true, I will call p, i.e., the claim/proposition/fact embedded in the 
essence operator, an ‘essential claim/proposition/fact’. In contrast to that, ‘Ex p’, 
i.e., the claim with the essence operator, I will call ‘essentialist claim’ or, alterna-
tively, ‘essence claim’ or ‘essentiality claim’. ‘x’ in ‘Ex p’ is called the ‘bearer’ of the 
essence, the entity whose essence the essentialist claim is concerned with. 

It helps to draw a similar distinction in the realm of necessity. If ‘£p’ is true, 
(and the kind of modality at issue is metaphysical modality) we can call p, i.e., 
the claim/proposition/fact embedded in the necessity operator, a ‘(metaphysi-
cally) necessary claim/proposition/fact’. In contrast to that, ‘£p’, i.e., the claim 
with the operator, can be called a ‘(metaphysical) necessity claim/truth/proposi-
tion/fact’; or a ‘(metaphysical) necessity’, for short. 

Returning to essences, claims of the form ‘Ey Ex p’ are ‘iterated essentialist (or 
essentiality or essence) claims’. (Sometimes I’ll just speak of ‘iterated essence’ for 
the sake of brevity.) Depending on whether x and y in ‘Ey Ex p’ are identical or 
distinct, I shall speak of an ‘iterated essentiality claim with or without bearer iden-
tity’, respectively. I will call an essentiality claim of the form ‘Ex p’, where x is 
essence or essentiality itself (i.e., ‘EE p’) a ‘higher-order essence claim’. Note that ‘EE’ 
does not count as an iteration of the essentiality operator. The subscripted ‘E’ in 
‘EE’ does not itself function as an operator binding formulas in its scope; it rather 
denotes essence itself as the bearer of the higher-order essence. Hence, such 
higher-order essences like ‘EE p’ are not automatically iterated essences like 
‘Ey Ex p’. 

 
2. Essence Cannot Explain Necessity 

Numerous authors have recently expressed doubt as to whether Finean essences 
can indeed explain metaphysical necessity. Casullo (2020), Leech (2018, 2021), 
Mackie (2020), Noonan (2018) and Romero (2019) all hold that since Fine is en-
dorsing a definitional notion of essence, according to which essentiality pertains 
to real definition and is not reducible to (de re) necessity, it is unclear how such 
essences affect the modal profile of their bearers. According to Fine’s definitional 
or “non-modal” account of essence, all essential properties of x are necessary 
properties of x. However, the converse does not hold. There are some necessary 
properties of, say, Socrates, that are not, in the definitional sense, essential to Soc-
rates. It is necessary for Socrates, as the famous example goes, to be a member of 
the singleton set {Socrates}. However, it is plausible that this property does not 
belong to the constitutive essence of Socrates, i.e., to his real definition, since the 
constitutive essence does not “know” anything about sets. Mathematical objects 
like sets are not among the things that are most directly and basically definitive of 
what Socrates is in its “innermost core”. In the eyes of the critics, this “divorce of 
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essence and necessity” makes it questionable or even implausible that Finean es-
sences can indeed explain necessity. 

According to Leech (2021: 888), Finean essentialism owes us an answer to 
the following two questions: 

(L1) What is essence? 
(L2) Why should essence generate necessity?  

The answer to (L1) should ground the answer to (L2).3 Canonically, the answer 
to (L1) involves talk of “real definitions” (that I will also be alluding to). But 
Mackie voices a general worry about Finean essentialism: 

 
I do not see how it is possible to isolate a notion of real definition that will generate 
a conception of essence that delivers the result that essential properties are neces-
sary properties, unless we appeal to modal notions—in particular, to the notion of 
metaphysical necessity—in explaining what the relevant notion of real definition 
is. It looks as if the account of essence in terms of real definition is intended to 
deliver a modal rabbit out of a non-modal hat. And I do not see how this can be 
done (Mackie 2020: 252). 
 

Mackie’s point here is that definitional essences alone do not have an effect on the 
modal profile of their bearers. To assume that effect, i.e., to assume that essence 
generates (or gives rise to) necessity, is to presuppose the notion of metaphysical 
necessity rather than to explain it. Finean essentialists are accused of begging the 
question: they presuppose that essences explain necessity rather than accounting 
for why or how they do so. This circularity worry is also present in Casullo and 
Noonan. Due to reasons of space, I will concentrate on Romero’s criticism, who 
puts an interesting spin on the question-begging objection. 

Romero argues that Finean essences are incapable of explaining necessity. 
Being definitional, rather than modal, essences have lost their modal oomph, so 
to speak. For essences to be able to explain or generate necessity, a “modal posit” 
is needed. What does he mean, exactly? The modal posit in question might consist 
in the claim that essences, i.e., essentialist facts, are themselves necessary (Ex p → 
£Ex p). However, any modal posit is crucially external to Finean definitional es-
sences, according to Romero. Ever since Fine’s “divorce of essence and neces-
sity”, an explanatory gap between essence and modality has emerged, which can 
only be bridged by a modal posit such as the assumption that essences are them-
selves necessary. Romero (2019: 125) concedes that if there were an obvious prob-
lem with the claim that a thing could have a different essence or nature (than it 
actually has), essences would indeed be capable of explaining necessity. In other 
words, if it could be shown that the necessity of essence (Ex p → £Ex p), i.e. the 
needed modal posit, would be built into Finean essences, the purported explana-
tory gap between essence and modality would not arise and Finean essentialism 
would be out of the woods. Romero interprets a passage in Hale 2013 (133) as an 
attempt to provide an argument precisely to the effect that there is an obvious 
problem with the claim that a thing could have a different essence or nature (than 

 
3 Leech goes on criticizing Correia and Skiles (2019), by arguing that their answer to (L1) 
(essence = generalized identity) cannot deliver the right answer to (L2). I won’t pursue this 
line of discussion, since I am interested in a different strategy: to answer (L2) based on a 
different answer to (L1). 
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it actually has), i.e., for the conclusion that essences are themselves necessary. 
Wallner and Vaidya (2020: 421-22) reconstruct the argument as follows: 

(H1) Suppose, α might have had a different nature. 
(H2) So, possibly there is a β=α, such that β has a different nature than α. 
(H3) Yet, the nature of α tells us what it is for α to be α. 
(H4) So, β lacks what it takes to be α. 
(H5) But, then, it is not possible that β=α. 
(H6) Thus, we have to reject the supposition that α might have had a different 

nature. 
Romero thinks that this argument fails. Most importantly, he holds that there is 
a gap between (H3) and (H4). Wallner and Vaidya (2020: 422) have dubbed this 
the essence-modality-gap (EMG): 

(EMG) Essences are what it is for something to be what it is; it doesn’t follow   
that they are what it must be (Romero 2019: 126). 

The only way that this gap can be filled, according to Romero, is by adding the 
assumption that essences are necessary. However, since this is what Hale’s argument 
is supposed to establish, this would make the argument viciously circular. So, 
Romero’s criticism is that this argument is either invalid (due to (EMG)) or vi-
ciously circular. Romero remains convinced that Finean essences cannot explain 
necessity, for the modal posit needed for this (i.e., what I’ve called the modal 
oomph) cannot be established as belonging to Finean essence.4 

Leech, Mackie, Noonan, Casullo and Romero, all complain that Fineans beg 
the question of why or how essences explain or generate necessity, i.e., (L2). The 
spin Romero puts on the argument is that he seems to concede that if it could be 
shown that the necessity of essence would be built into Finean essences, Fineans 
would have a non-question-begging answer to (L2). Hence, the crucial point that 
needs to be shown by essentialists is that the necessity of essence, i.e., the needed 
“modal posit”, is built into essences. However, so goes Romero’s criticism, rather 
than showing or proving that essences are necessary, Hale presupposes this very 
assumption, hence begging the question. So, there is, again, a question-begging 
objection that is supposed to show that Finean essentialist cannot account for how 
or why essences explain necessity. But the exact question that is purportedly 
begged, according to Romero, is slightly different. 

 
3. Essence Can Explain Necessity 

There is a standoff of contrasting intuitions as to whether the modal oomph is 
built into the notion of essence. In an attempt to tip the scale in favor of Finean 
essentialism, Wallner and Vaidya (2020) offer an account of what it means for 
essence to have such modal oomph built in: i.e., they propose that both, the ne-
cessity of essence and the power to explain necessity lies in the essence of essence. 

While Romero and other critics hold that the entirely non-modal Finean es-
sences need an additional modal posit to explain necessities, Wallner and Vaidya 
defend the intuition that this very “modal posit” is built into the notion of essence.5 

 
4 Note that this criticism of Hale is only part of Romero’s paper. Romero criticizes the 
claim that Finean essences are capable of explaining necessity from many different angles. 
However, his discussion of Hale will suffice for the purposes of this paper. 
5 For a somewhat similar view, see Wilsch 2017. 
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What does that mean, precisely? It is in virtue of the very essence of Fine’s notion 
of essence that essentialist truths hold as a matter of necessity and that essentialist 
truths have the bearing on the modal profile of the entities they are about. So, 
when the critics ask why essences are necessary and why essences have this bearing 
on the modal profile of their bearers, Wallner and Vaidya simply respond: be-
cause it is essential to essences that they are necessary and have this modal bearing.6 
Wallner and Vaidya are aware that rather than being the substantive answer that 
the critics might have expected, this, admittedly non-substantive, answer, in the 
eyes of the critics, might be a mere statement of the very intuition they reject. The 
point of their so-called axiomatic solution, however, is that expecting a substantive 
answer to questions like why and in virtue of what essences explain necessity misses 
the point about what dialectical role essences in the Finean sense are supposed to 
play. This is best illustrated in analogy to Schaffer’s (2016) assessment of Lewis’s 
criticism against non-Humean accounts of lawhood. 

According to the Dretske-Tooley-Armstrong (DTA) view, laws of nature are 
fundamental necessitation relations of the form N<F, G>, which is to be read: ‘being 
F necessitates being G’. Being critical of (DTA), Lewis (1983: 366) complains that 
he “cannot see how it could be absolutely impossible to have N(F, G), and Fa 
without Ga”, thereby claiming that it is unclear why and how such a fundamental 
necessitation relation can entail the claim that "x (Fx → Gx), i.e., the regularities 
that it is supposed to govern. Schaffer remarks that Lewis’s complaint rests on a 
confusion. (DTA) is positing a fundamental notion ‘N’ in order to capture their 
notion of a law, according to which it is the business of laws to govern (Schaffer 2016: 
582). Since ‘N’ is a fundamental posit, (DTA) should be allowed to equip their 
notion of ‘N’ with the appropriate axioms for it to be able to do the work it is 
intuitively supposed to do. If (DTA) wishes to capture the intuition that governing 
is what it is for laws to be laws, it should be allowed to simply add the axiom that 
N<F, G> entails "x (Fx → Gx). Analogously, if Finean essentialists wish to cap-
ture the intuition that essences are themselves necessary and that they have modal 
bearing and the explanatory power to explain (metaphysical) necessities, they 
should be allowed to equip their notion of essence with the appropriate axioms. 
Note that it is very plausible for Fineans to take essence to be a basic, primitive 
notion and a fundamental posit in much the same sense that (DTA) takes ‘N’ to 
be.7 

Yet, this also means that, against the background of this axiomatic solution, 
it is a mistake, a confusion, to expect a substantive explanation as to why or in virtue 
of what essences have modal bearing and explain necessity. Just like Lewis was 

 
6 Note that the claim that essentialist facts have modal bearing, i.e., that they are capable 
to explain, give rise to, or ground necessity facts (Ex p ◁g £p), is different from the claim 
that essentialist facts are themselves necessary (Ex p → £Ex p). The precise relation of these 
two claims is subject of debate. Wallner and Vaidya (2020) endorse Hale’s non-transmis-
sive picture, according to which the necessity of the essentialist claim in the explanans does 
not itself play an explanatory role in explaining the respective necessity claim in the ex-
planandum, but rather a higher-order explanatory role in explaining why essences have 
modal bearing and are capable of explaining necessity. However, since this paper is mainly 
focused on the necessity of essence, I don’t see a reason to commit to any specific view 
concerning the relation of the two claims here. 
7 For a recent discussion of (DTA) in essentialist terms, see Hirèche et al. 2021. For a recent 
critical assessment of Schaffer’s axiomatic solution, see Coates (forthcoming). 
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confused when he did not see the impossibility “to have N(F, G), and Fa without 
Ga” (Lewis 1983: 366), Romero and other critics of Finean essentialism are con-
fused when they see a gap between essence and modality. It is part of the very 
notion, i.e., of the essence of Finean essences that there is no such gap. 

So, Wallner and Vaidya answer Leech’s two crucial questions. Their answer 
to (L1) is: essences are essentially such that they are themselves necessary and 
that they have modal bearing such that they are capable of explaining necessity. 
Their answer to (L2) is: essences generate/explain necessity because it is essential 
to essences to generate/explain necessity; this is just what essences do; it is the 
business of essence to explain necessity. Granted, these responses might not ex-
actly be what the critic was after, but, according to the axiomatic solution, it is a 
mistake to expect answers mores “substantive” than those. 

To Mackie’s (2020: 252) worry, according to which Fineans seem to “deliver 
a modal rabbit out of a non-modal hat”, Wallner and Vaidya respond that the hat 
is not actually a non-modal one. If we understand essences as being essentially 
necessary and as essentially having that modal bearing on their bearers, it is plau-
sible that essences, even if they are definitional and not reducible to (de re) neces-
sity, still belong to the family of modal notions in the broad sense.8 This point 
gives rise to Wallner and Vaidya’s non-reductive interpretation of Finean essential-
ism.9 

In this paper I don’t want to dwell on whether the axiomatic solution is dia-
lectically appropriate, whether it can indeed tip the scales or satisfy the critics. 
Rather, I want to discuss a direct problem for the axiomatic solution in itself, from 
Bovey 2022. So, in what follows, I wish to move away from the broadly meta-
metaphysical question as to whether the axiomatic solution is dialectically viable 
and towards a more first-order question: does the axiomatic solution even fit the 
bill? 

With regard to this latter question, Bovey (2022) has put pressure on the ax-
iomatic solution. Rather than insisting on a rival intuition concerning essence and 
necessity, Bovey objects that Wallner and Vaidya’s attempt to explain the neces-
sity of essence in terms of the essence of essence is in conflict with other claims and 
principles concerning modality, essence, grounding, and explanation that Wall-
ner and Vaidya themselves endorse. 

 
4. Essence Cannot Explain All Necessities 

Bovey (2022) argues that the appeal to the essence of essence in order to explain 
the necessity of essence must fail. While Bovey’s main arguments revolve around 
some alleged regress or circularity charges against the Finean essentialist, in my 
opinion his strongest argument builds on recent work by Glazier (2017). Due to 
space limitations, I will concentrate on the argument that I think succeeds in 
showing that essentialist accounts like Wallner and Vaidya’s are in need of qual-
ification and clarification. 

Bovey takes this principle, (Source), to be the main idea of Finean essential-
ism: 

 
8 For the distinction between a narrow and a broad sense of modal notions see Vetter 2011 
(and also Vaidya and Wallner 2021). 
9 For more discussion see Wallner and Vaidya 2020, sect. 3. 
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(Source) If some p is (metaphysically) necessary, then this modality fact that p 
is (metaphysically) necessary will be metaphysically explained by the 
fact that there is some x, such that it is true in virtue of the essence of 
x that p. 
More formally: "p (£p → $x (Ex p ◁ £p)) 

He argues that (Source) must fail in its generality, since the essentialist is incapa-
ble of explaining the necessity of essence. That essences are necessary, as we have 
seen, is a very common (and crucial) assumption in essentialist theories, call this 
principle ‘(NE)’. 

(NE) If it is true in virtue of the essence of some x that p, then this very essen-
tialist fact/proposition/claim is itself necessary. 
More formally: "x "p (Ex p → £Ex p) 

According to (Source), for any necessity, £p, there is some x, such that £p is 
metaphysically explained by the fact that it is true in virtue of the nature of x that 
p. If we allow ourselves to be somewhat sloppy with quantification the explana-
tion looks like this: 

(1) Ex p ◁ £p. 

If, as (NE) says, essentialist facts are themselves necessary, what is the explana-
tion of their necessity? According to (Source), £Ex p is metaphysically explained 
by the fact that, for some y, it is true in virtue of the nature of y that Ex p. Again, 
being sloppy with quantification we get: 

(2) Ey Ex p ◁ £Ex p. 

Since (Source) is supposed to be valid for all p, this explanatory structure goes on 
indefinitely. Yet, the mere fact that this structure is infinite is not a problem by 
itself.10 At least, it is not what Bovey identifies as the problematic aspect. The 
problem for Bovey is rather that in (2) we are alluding to an iterated essence claim 
of the form ‘Ey Ex p’ in the explanans. As mentioned, Bovey has several arguments 
against this move. The one I wish to concentrate on here concerns the question 
as to whether any such iterated essence-claims of the form ‘Ey Ex p’ can even be 
true.  

In an iterated essence claim, like ‘Ey Ex p’, what could y even be, such that its 
essence contains the essentialist claim that some x is essentially such that p? Gla-
zier (2017: 2886-88) discusses this question in detail. He appeals to an intuitively 
plausible principle he calls ‘Sources are Constituents’ (SaC): 

(SaC) If Ex p, then x is a constituent of p. 

“According to this principle, the ‘essentialist source’ of a proposition, that in 
whose nature the proposition lies, must itself be a (Russellian) constituent of the 
proposition” (Glazier 2017: 2887). Note that what Glazier calls the ‘essentialist 
source’ of a proposition is just what I have called the ‘bearer’ of the essence.11 

It is plausible to think that an essence contains only claims/proposi-
tions/facts that contain the bearer of this essence as a constituent. Now, what 
does this say with regard to iterated essence claims of the form ‘Ey Ex p’? According 
to (SaC), if Ey Ex p, then y must be a constituent of Ex p. There are three ways in 
which y can be a constituent of Ex p: 

 
10 For a detailed discussion of this point, see Wallner 2020. 
11 Wilsch (2017) argues for the same principle under the heading ‘bearer constraint’. 
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(i)   y is a constituent of p 
(ii)  y is the essentialist operator E 
(iii) y=x. 

Let’s start with (iii). Remember Fine’s (1995b) distinction between constitutive and 
consequential essence. The constitutive essence of some x expresses what x is in its 
most core respects. In other words, the constitutive essence contains the proposi-
tions that are directly and most basically definitive of x. The consequential essence 
of x contains all the propositions the constitutive essence of x contains and every-
thing that follows logically from those propositions. Take this as an example. If it 
is constitutively essential to Taylor Swift that she is human, it is consequentially 
essential to her (but not constitutively) that she is human or feline. Hence the 
consequential but not the constitutive notion of essence is closed under logical 
consequence. 

When it comes to explanatory purposes, the constitutive notion of essences 
seems to be more suitable than the consequential one. However, it is plausible 
that no claim of the form ‘Ey Ex p’ where x=y can be true, under the constitutive 
notion of essence. The propositions that are directly and most basically definitive 
of x, are likely about x and not about the essence of x. Fine’s (1995a) logic of essence 
allows to derive Ex Ex p from Ex p. However, Fine is clear that this logic captures 
the consequential, not the constitutive, notion of essence. If, as is plausible, the 
notion of essence at issue is the constitutive one, no claim of the form ‘Ey Ex p’ 
where x=y can be true, and, hence, (iii) is not an option. 

Glazier argues that (i) cannot be an option either, i.e., that y can’t be a con-
stituent of p: If y is a constituent of p, then the essence of x involves y. If Ey Ex p, 
however, the essence of y involves x. Since the essence of some entity explains what 
that entity is, y would be explained by x and vice versa. Hence, y can’t be a constit-
uent of p on pain of the circularity of essentialist what-explanations.12 

What about (ii)? Can y be the essentiality operator E? This would amount to 
y being essence or essentiality itself. I take this to be the most interesting option 
among the three that Glazier discusses. Can Ex p be essential to essence itself? Can 
a claim of the form ‘EE Ex p’ be true? If we want this claim to be about constitutive 
essence, x cannot be E. And if Glazier is right about (i), E can also not figure as a 
constituent in p. Hence, ‘Ex p’ must be the claim that some proposition/fact, p, 
not involving essence, lies in the essence of something other than essence. The 
crucial question is whether such a claim could be true in virtue of the essence of 
essence. Glazier admits that he does not have a knock-down argument against the 
truth of claims of that form but he also notes that he is “unable to think of an 
example with any plausibility” (Glazier 2017: 2887).13 Building on Glazier, Bovey 
(2022: 14) argues that the attempt to explain the necessity of essence claims (like 
‘£Ex p’) by appeal to the essence of essence (i.e., in virtue of ‘EE Ex p’) must fail. 
On this proposal, all essence claims are true in virtue of the essence of essence. 
Hence, it must be true in virtue of the essence of essence, that Socrates is essen-
tially human, that {Socrates} essentially contains Socrates, that triangles are es-
sentially such that their interior angles sum up to 180 degrees, that gold is 

 
12 See also Fine (2015: 296-97) who argues for the principle that if x is a constituent of the 
explanans in a what-explanation of y, y cannot be a constituent of the explanans in a what-
explanation of x. 
13 For a recent criticism of Glazier’s argument, see Ditter (ms). 
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essentially the element with atomic number 79, … etc. However, this cannot be 
the case, according to Bovey: 

 
[I]t does not seem that we are in the business of characterizing what Essence [itself] 
is if we say that Essence [itself] is such that Socrates/Plato are essentially human. 
Intuition suggests that Essence [itself] knows nothing of the particular other es-
sences (and, by the same token, of the entities they are about). It seems clear that 
the propositions that are essential to Socrates do not characterize what the nature 
of Essence [itself] is (Bovey 2022: 14). 
 

So, if Glazier already has considerable doubts as to whether there is any x and p 
such that a claim like ‘EE Ex p’ can be true, Bovey has all the more reason to doubt 
that for all x and p ‘EE Ex p’ is true, if ‘Ex p’ is. But this, says Bovey, would be the 
consequence of (Source) and (NE) on the best available y≠x option, i.e., the one 
where we take y in ‘Ey Ex p’ to be essence itself. 

I think that this objection really stings. I will refer to this as the ‘Gla-
zier/Bovey-objection’. I think this objection is not easily fended off by the essen-
tialist. Importantly, it seems to attack the appeal to the essence of essence, which 
is an integral part of Wallner and Vaidya’s account. In the next section I will 
elaborate on how exactly the Glazier/Bovey-objection affects Wallner and 
Vaidya’s account and how their account needs to be clarified and qualified in 
order to avoid the objection. Luckily, it will turn out that Wallner and Vaidya’s 
approach has all the resources it needs to do so. I will argue that the best way to 
see this is to introduce the notion of non-generative metaphysical explanation to the 
debate. 

 
5. The Axiomatic Solution and Non-Generative Metaphysical 

Explanation 

What are the consequences of the Glazier/Bovey-objection for Wallner and 
Vaidya’s view? Wallner and Vaidya (2020: 419) endorse a version of (Source) that 
is formulated in terms of grounding: 

(SourceWV) Every metaphysical necessity truth is grounded in one or more es-
sentialist truths.14 

As part of their axiomatic solution, they also endorse (NE). Hence, if all meta-
physical necessities are grounded in essentialist facts and if essentialist facts are 
themselves metaphysically necessary, we get the following explanatory structure: 

(1g) Ex p ◁g £p 
(2g) Ey Ex p ◁g £Ex p 
… 

Since Wallner and Vaidya take the necessity of essence (i.e., ‘£Ex p’) to be true in 
virtue of the essence of essence, it seems obvious that they endorse a grounding 
explanation like in (2g) above where ‘y’ in the iterated essence claim on the left 
hand side is supposed to be essence or essentiality itself: 

(2g¢) EE Ex p ◁g £Ex p 

 
14 In Wallner and Vaidya 2020, (SourceWV) is called ‘(FE)’. 
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Wallner and Vaidya’s version of (Source) together with (NE) and their appeal to 
the essence of essence runs straight into the Glazier/Bovey-objection, so one of 
those needs to give. Which one? Given the importance of the axiomatic solution for 
their account, they cannot give up (NE), nor the appeal to the essence of essence 
itself. Hence, their version of (Source) needs to be altered, just like Bovey (2022: 
7 fn. 16) expects. Luckily, their account provides the resources for such a modifi-
cation or qualification of (Source). Their repeated emphasis that the explanation 
of the necessity of essence in terms of the essence of essence, that the axiomatic 
solution provides, is non-substantive is, as we will see shortly, best interpreted as 
the claim that this is not a grounding explanation. However, Wallner and Vaidya 
fail to spell this out explicitly. With that failure goes hand in hand their oversight 
that (SourceWV) needs to be modified. In this section I will discuss the details of 
this modification. I will argue that, generally, it can be maintained that essences 
ground necessity, but the explanation of the necessity of essence is different, since it 
is not a grounding explanation. To make this plausible, I will provide answers to 
these two questions: 

(Q1)   What kind of explanation is at play in the relation between the essence 
of essence and the necessity of essence? What is this non-substantive ex-
planation, precisely? 

(Q2)   Why is such a modification of (SourceWV), according to which the ne-
cessity of essence is special, not unacceptably ad hoc? 

The answers to these two questions will provide important insights for the general 
debate about metaphysical explanation and touch upon what we are to expect 
from a metaphysical theory in principle. More specifically, the answers to these 
questions will make it clear that Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of the neces-
sity of essence does not allude to iterated essences at all, such that they can avoid 
running into the Glazier/Bovey-objection. 

Let’s start with (Q1). How should Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of the 
necessity of essence be understood, precisely? Since Wallner and Vaidya (2020: 
430) hold that “the question of why essences are necessary (and in turn the ques-
tion of why essences can explain necessity) does not have a substantive answer”, 
their explanation of the necessity of essence in terms of the essence of essence, is, 
as they emphasize, a “non-substantive” one. The best interpretation of this is that 
this explanation does not provide a substantive metaphysical source or ground of 
the necessity of essence. The point about the axiomatic solution is precisely to 
convey that we don’t need any substantive source or ground for the necessity of 
essences or essentialist claims/propositions/facts, since their necessity is “built 
into” the very nature of what essence is. This interpretation leads to a distinction 
between two basic kinds of metaphysical explanation: those that provide substan-
tive metaphysical sources or grounds for the truth of some claim or proposition, 
or the obtaining of some fact, or the existence (or being) of some entity, and those 
that do not. I call the former category ‘generative metaphysical explanation’, since 
their explanantia metaphysically generate their explananda. Grounding is the most 
paradigmatic example of this generative kind of metaphysical explanation. The 
ground makes the grounded exist, or obtain, or have being, it is the metaphysical 
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and ontological source of the grounded.15 This, of course raises a question con-
cerning the relation between the explanans and the explanandum in non-generative 
metaphysical explanation. If this relation is not generative, what is it?  

The paradigmatic case for non-generative metaphysical explanation (though 
not the only one, as I will argue later) is Glazier’s essentialist explanation. Ac-
cording to Glazier (2017), there is an explanatory connection between a given 
essentialist claim/proposition/fact and its prejacent claim/proposition/fact. In 
other words, if Ex p, then there is a sense of explanation—essentialist explanation—
according to which p is explained by Ex p. E.g., {Socrates} contains Socrates as a 
member because it is essential to {Socrates} to contain Socrates as a member. 
Since those explanations are metaphysical in nature, they are a kind of metaphys-
ical explanation. However, this kind of explanation is importantly different from 
grounding explanation. 

Glazier’s argument that essentialist explanation is crucially distinct from 
grounding clearly shows that the former is non-generative in the sense that it does 
not provide a substantive metaphysical source or ground for its explanandum. 
Glazier (2017: 2875) invites us to think of a fact that is fundamental, such that it 
is ungrounded and no grounding explanation of that fact could be given. His ex-
ample is the fact that electron e has negative charge. For some such fundamental 
facts at least, so Glazier argues, we can still have an essentialist explanation. It is 
plausible that [it is essential to e that e has negative charge] explains [e has negative 
charge]. This shows that essentialist explanation is crucially different from 
grounding explanation. 

Being a generative kind of explanation, grounding depicts the layered struc-
ture of the world, from the fundamental to the increasingly derivative.16 Glazier’s 
essentialist explanation is best captured to not have this connection to fundamen-
tality. One reason for this is that it is a substantive issue which of the two facts ‘p’ 
and ‘Ex p’ is more fundamental or whether they are on the same fundamentality 
level. Essentialist explanation captures the intuition that the latter explains the 
former while being neutral about that substantive issue. This substantive issue, or 
so the standard story goes, revolves around whether there is a generative ground-
ing explanation between those two facts. If we were to build a connection to fun-
damentality into the form or structure of essentialist explanation, this substantive 
issue would be settled by the mere form of this explanation. On top of that, the 
difference to grounding explanation would be undermined. Glazier’s point about 
essentialist explanation is precisely to introduce an explanatory relation between 
p and Ex p that does not entail anything concerning grounding or fundamentality. 

So, grounding explanation and essentialist explanation differ from each other 
in as much as that the former is generative, while the latter is not. But again, if 
the explanantia in non-generative explanation do not provide a substantive met-
aphysical source or ground of their explananda, what do they do, precisely? I 
contend that they provide a reason for the explanandum to be true, to exist, or to 
obtain that is not a substantive metaphysical source or ground of its truth, exist-
ence, or obtaining. The reason in a non-generative metaphysical explanation does 
not generate the truth of the explanans. Non-generative metaphysical explanations 

 
15 This is in line with Bennett’s (2017: 57-59) verdict that grounding qua building relation 
is generative. Besides grounding, Bennett knows more building relations, which license 
talk of generative metaphysical explanation of the kind I am sketching here. 
16 See, e.g., Bennett 2017, Correia 2021a, 2021b, and Werner 2020. 
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do not provide sources that make explananda true, but they explain an explanan-
dum by conveying that and in some sense why it must be true. This distinction will 
become clearer when I introduce Bertrand’s non-generative metaphysical explana-
tion by constraint. For now, we can use an admittedly imperfect but perhaps helpful 
analogy to a certain kind of mathematical explanation to somewhat clarify the 
distinction. Some (though not all) mathematical proofs are considered to be ex-
planatory. They do not only prove but they explain their result.17 Some of the par-
adigmatic examples of explanatory proofs (though not all) involve certain pictures 
and/or diagrams that are supposed to make us “see” that and why the theorem at 
issue is (and must be) true. Indeed, those pictures are considered to be the proof 
(Brown 1997). Hence, the proof, i.e., the picture is the explanans. However, the 
picture-proof does not (metaphysically) generate the mathematical truth it proves. It 
is not as if the proof (in this case of explanatory picture-proofs) makes the result 
true.18 Rather the explanatory proof conveys that and why the result must be true. 

The distinction between generative and non-generative metaphysical expla-
nation is vital to understand how precisely Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of 
the necessity of essence works and how their account escapes the Glazier/Bovey-
objection. However, this distinction alone does not seem to be sufficient as a re-
sponse to this objection. One might object that it does not matter, how exactly we 
interpret Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of the necessity of essence in (2g¢). 
(2g¢) will be problematic, regardless of whether the explanatory connection be-
tween the explanans and the explanandum is generative or non-generative. The 
problem about (2g¢), and what makes Wallner and Vaidya susceptible to the Gla-
zier/Bovey-objection, is the fact that the explanans in (2g¢) is an iterated essence 
claim of the form ‘EE Ex p’. Glazier’s and Bovey’s point is that such claims are 
highly unlikely to be true, such that they cannot figure in any kind of explanation 
of the necessity of essence. The solution to this will lie in the fact that Wallner 
and Vaidya’s non-generative explanation of the necessity of essence does not take 
the form of (2g¢). Most importantly, as will become clear shortly, their explanation 
does not appeal to an iterated essence claim of the form ‘EE Ex p’, nor of any other 
form, for that matter.  

The way Wallner and Vaidya can escape the Glazier/Bovey-objection is by 
refraining from any kind of iterated essence claim whatsoever. But what then is 
the connection to the fact that their explanation of the necessity of essence is of a 
non-generative kind? If the solution to the Glazier/Bovey-objection lies in the kind 
of claim involved in the explanation, what matters the kind of explanation? As it 
will become clear below, it is precisely the fact that the explanation of the neces-
sity of essence is of a non-generative kind that allows Wallner and Vaidya to re-
frain from iterated essence claims in their explanation. If the necessity of essence 
would have to be grounding-explained à la (2g¢), the explanans would include an 
iterated essence.  

 
17 See, e.g., D’Alessandro 2019 for an introduction to and some nice examples of mathe-
matical explanation. 
18 Note that since proofs involving certain pictures and diagrams are not the only proofs 
considered to be explanatory, the characteristic (and kind of explanation) of other explan-
atory truths might be different. Also, I expect (some or all?) mathematical intuitionists to 
disagree with the verdict that the proof does not generate the result. If this is so, I am willing 
to premise my point here on the falsity of mathematical intuitionism. 
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I will be returning to this point later, for now it is important to see how the 
axiomatic solution can didge reference to any iterated essence claim. To see this, 
remember the analogy between Schaffer’s axiomatic solution in the 
Humeanism/Non-Humanism-debate about laws and Wallner and Vaidya’s axi-
omatic solution to the necessity of essence. Just like in Schaffer’s axiomatic solu-
tion, where the axiom that N<F, G> entails "x (Fx → Gx) was added to the real 
definition or essence of the primitive necessitation relation ‘N’, it makes sense 
that the axiom to be added to the real definition or essence of essence in Wallner 
and Vaidya’s axiomatic solution is the following: 

(A) "x "p (Ex p → £Ex p). 

According to the axiomatic solution, the non-substantive answer to the question 
as to why essences are necessary, consists the fact that (A) is true in virtue of the 
essence of essence. Hence, rather than the iterated essence claim ‘EE Ex p’, the ex-
planans in Wallner and Vaidya’s explanation of the necessity of essence is this: 

(Explanans) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)). 

While (Explanans) is a claim about the higher-order essence of essence itself, it does 
not appeal to iterated essence claims at all. This is how Wallner and Vaidya’s non-
generative explanation escapes the Glazier/Bovey-objection. The problem Gla-
zier and Bovey had was with iterated essence claims involving the higher-order essence 
of essence, not with the higher-order essence of essence itself. An iterated essence-claim 
like ‘EE Ex p’ is very plausibly false for it seems that the essence of essence “knows 
nothing of the particular other essences (and, by the same token, of the entities 
they are about)” (Bovey 2022: 14). But for (Explanans) to be true, the essence of 
essence does not need to know anything about specific other essences or the entities 
they are about. What is said to be in the essence of essence here is a maximally 
general claim about essences or essentiality as such, namely that all essentialist 
claims are necessary. It is not at all implausible, at least not for the reasons that 
Glazier and Bovey endorse with respect to iterated essence, that this, i.e., (A), is true 
in virtue of the essence of essence.19 

Summing up, we now know that (Explanans) is the actual explanans in Wall-
ner and Vaidya’s explanation of the necessity of essence. We also know that the 
relevant kind of explanation is a non-generative one. But what is the explanan-
dum? Indeed, what exactly we take to be the explanandum will determine the 
kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation that is at work. 

Concerning the explanandum, there are two options. What precisely is the 
question that the axiomatic solution wants to provide a non-substantive answer 
to? We have been talking about the question of why essence claims are themselves 
necessary but are we to understand this question as a general one, asking why all 
essences are themselves necessary, or as an individual one, asking why a specific 
essence claim is necessary? Accordingly, we have two possible explananda. 

(Explanandum 1) ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) 
(Explanandum 2) £Ea p20 

But, wait, why is ‘£Ex p’ not a possible explanandum? Have I not repeatedly em-
phasized that the axiomatic solution is supposed to explain the necessity of 

 
19 For a different problem concerning the higher-order essence of essence, see Lowe 2008, 
2012. See Spinelli 2018 for a response to Lowe, and Wallner 2020 for some discussion.  
20 Note that (Explanandum 2) contains an individual ‘a’, instead of a variable ‘x’. 
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essence, i.e., claims of the form ‘£Ex p’? So, really this should be the explanan-
dum. Note, that in stating this claim about the necessity of essence as ‘£Ex p’, I 
have just been sloppy with quantification. ‘£Ex p’ clearly contains an open varia-
ble that needs either to be bound by a quantifier (Explanandum 1) or replaced by 
a constant (Explanandum 2). So, the question is whether the axiomatic solution 
is supposed to explain the general claim that all essences are necessary or the in-
dividual claim that some specific essence claim is necessary.  

Consider (Explanandum 1) first. On this account, the axiomatic solution of-
fers the following explanation: 

(Ex1) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) ◁NG ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p))21 

Note that (Ex1) has exactly the right form to be an essentialist explanation à la 
Glazier, ‘Ex p ◁ p’. Why are essences necessary? Because it is essential to essence 
that essences are necessary. So, opting for (Explanandum 1) might allow us to 
view the specific kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation at work in the 
axiomatic solution to be Glazier’s essentialist explanation.22 

(Ex1e) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) ◁e ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p))23 

I do not see any obstacle for interpreting (Ex1) in terms of (Ex1e), i.e., of taking 
the axiomatic solution to provide an essentialist explanation of the fact that all 
essences are necessary in terms of the higher-order essentialist fact that it is true 
in virtue of what essences themselves are, that all essences are necessary. 

What about (Explanandum 2)? On that account, the axiomatic solution of-
fers the following explanation: 

(Ex2) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) ◁NG £Ea p24 

But what is the precise kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation here? 
(Ex2) cannot be a Glazier-style essentialist explanation. It does not have the right 
form. For it to have the right form the explanandum would have to be identical 
to the claim/proposition/fact that is embedded in the essentiality operator ‘EE’ in 
the explanans, like it is the case in (Ex1). (Ex2) can also not be a grounding 

 
21 ‘◁NG’ denotes non-generative metaphysical explanation. 
22 One might worry that (Ex1) is at odds with what Glazier (2017: 2884) calls the ultimacy 
of essentialist explanations (UoE). Yet, it isn’t. (UoE) says that no explanans in an essen-
tialist explanation, i.e., no essentialist claim, has itself an essentialist explanation. (Ex-
planandum 1) does not have the right form to function as an explanans in an essentialist 
explanation. It is a universally generalized conditional, not an essentialist claim. It might 
contain essentialist claims but just like containing a conjunction does not make ‘p → (p Ù 
q)’ itself a conjunction, containing an essentialist claim does not make (Explanandum 1) 
itself an essentialist claim. Hence, since (UoE) does not speak against the possibility for 
(Explanandum 1) to have an essentialist explanation and, thus, it does not speak against 
the possibility of taking (Ex1) to be an essentialist explanation. 
23 ‘◁e’ denotes Glazier’s essentialist explanation. 
24 Note that, as it stands, (Ex2) can only be a partial explanation of (Explanandum 2). The 
point is that for (Ex2) to be a full explanation of (Explanandum 2) we have to assume that 
p is indeed essential to a. So, the full explanation of (Explanandum 2) would have two 
explanantia: 

(Ex2*) EE("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)), Ea p ◁NG £Ea p 
However, I will omit this in the main text for the sake of readability. The reader should 
either supplement (Ex2) in the appropriate way (to (Ex2*)) or read (Ex2) as providing a 
partial explanation of (Explanandum 2). 
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explanation. Despite the fact that the axiomatic solution calls for a non-generative 
metaphysical explanation and grounding is generative, the explanans in (Ex2), as 
will become clear shortly, does not seem to have the right form to be the ground 
of (Explanandum 2).25 If we stick with the standard “recipe” in (Source), a 
(grounding) explanation of (Explanandum 2) in terms of the essence of essence 
would take the following form: ‘EE Ea p ◁g £Ea p’. This, however, would make us 
slip right back into the Glazier/Bovey-objection. 

So, is there a kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation that has the 
right form, such that the axiomatic solution could be understood in terms of 
(Ex2), i.e., as being concerned with an explanation of the necessity of a specific 
essentialist claim? I think there is. I am talking about Bertrand’s (2019) metaphys-
ical explanation by constraint. Looking at this kind of explanation will help us to get 
clearer about some features of non-generative metaphysical explanation in gen-
eral. 

Bertrand (2019: 1327-28) observes that there are, broadly, two different kinds 
of scientific explanations on offer. Those that function from the bottom up, like 
causal-mechanical explanations, explain the explananda by identifying particular 
underlying mechanisms that produce the explananda. In contrast to those, there 
are also explanations that function from the top down, like scientific explanations 
by constraint, which explain their explananda by subsuming them under some 
principles, showing that they must be the case. Those top-down scientific expla-
nations often do not even cite causes at all. Bertrand extends this distinction to 
metaphysics. He makes a compelling case that also in metaphysics there are bot-
tom-up and top-down explanations. Grounding explanations are the paradig-
matic examples for bottom-up metaphysical explanations. Analogous to causal-
mechanical explanations in science, 

 
[g]rounding explanations explain why something exists or has the features it does 
by identifying the metaphysical mechanisms that give rise to it: the more funda-
mental bits of the world in which it is grounded (Bertrand 2019: 1329). 
 

Bertrand takes the distinguishing feature of bottom-up metaphysical explanations 
like grounding to be that they describe “the way in which their explananda were 
generated” (Bertrand 2019: 1330). This, as we shall see shortly, is not the case for 
top-down metaphysical explanations, such as metaphysical explanation by con-
straint. 

Bertrand offers the following example of a metaphysical explanation by con-
straint: 

 
Dishes: Imagine five dishes in a sink, one stacked on top of the other, and suppose 
that exactly these dishes taken together sum to form an object. Call the resulting 
object a stack. The fact that composition is unique explains the fact that there are 
not two distinct stacks composed of exactly our five dishes (Bertrand 2019: 1330). 
 

 
25 That the explanatory relation between ‘EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p))’ and ‘£Ea p’ is best 
interpreted to be different from (even partial) grounding will become clear shortly, when I 
discuss Bertrand’s metaphysical explanation by constraint and the way in which it differs 
from grounding explanation.  
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Let ‘◁c’ denote metaphysical explanation by constraint, then we get the fol-
lowing: 

(Dishes) Composition is unique ◁c there are no two distinct stacks composed 
of exactly our five dishes. 

We can call the explanans in (Dishes) ‘uniqueness’. If uniqueness is supposed to 
be able to function as the explanans of the claim/proposition/fact that there are 
no two distinct stacks composed of exactly our five dishes in the way envisioned, 
we have to think of uniqueness as a limiting constraint on all instances of composi-
tion.26 

Intuitively, metaphysical explanations by constraint, like (Dishes), do not 
seem to share the features of prototypic instances of grounding explanations. 
While the grounds in grounding explanations can be seen as 

 
making up, bringing about, generating, or producing groundees […] [t]he fact that 
if x and y have exactly the same proper parts then x is identical to y [i.e., unique-
ness] does not seem to bring about, generate, or produce the fact that there are not 
two distinct stacks composed of exactly our five dishes (Bertrand 2019: 1334). 
 

Bertrand makes it clear that while grounding explanations are bottom-up, expla-
nations by constraint are top-down. This difference seems to fall in line with the 

 
26 For this to be the case, Bertrand (2019: 1331) argues, those constraints need to be ex-
planatorily prior to the individual instances of, say, composition, that are their explananda. 
But Bertrand seems to think that for constraints to be explanatorily prior to their instances, 
the former cannot be taken as (formulated in terms of) universal generalizations, since it is 
standard to take universal generalizations to be metaphysically explained by their instance. 
On this account, the idea that metaphysical explanations by constraint flow from universal 
generalizations to their instances is bankrupt on pain of a violation of the asymmetry of 
(metaphysical) explanation. However, I think there is a rather easy solution to this. Argu-
ably the kind of metaphysical explanation at play in an explanation of the universal gener-
alizations in virtue of their instances is generative, bottom-up grounding explanation, while 
the explanation flowing from the universal generalizations to their instances is non-gener-
ative, top-down metaphysical explanation by constraint. Bertrand’s own account makes 
grounding explanation significantly different from explanation by constraint. So much so 
that it is plausible that universal generalizations being grounding explained by their in-
stances will not be at odds with there being a metaphysical explanation by constraint run-
ning from the generalizations to their instances. This view has the somewhat surprising 
consequence that while all specific kinds of metaphysical explanations might indeed be 
asymmetric, the generic notion of metaphysical explanation does not obey asymmetry. I 
contend that there is no such principle like “generic asymmetry” (GA): 

(GA) (p ◁ϕ q) → ¬(q ◁ϕ p). 
Specifically, (GA) does not hold if the kinds of explanation on the LHS and the RHS are 
different. There being a generative, bottom-up explanation of q in virtue of p does not seem 
to automatically preclude there being a non-generative, top-down explanation of p in virtue 
of q. (GA) does not necessarily hold across different kinds of metaphysical explanation, 
even though it might hold within any kind of metaphysical explanation. (Whether (GA) 
holds across different kinds of non-generative metaphysical explanation is a different, very 
interesting question that I cannot tackle here.) What is important here is that the failure of 
(GA) across the difference generative and non-generative metaphysical explanation seems 
to resolve the problems we might have with treating metaphysical constraints as (law-like) 
universal generalizations. 
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distinction between generative and non-generative metaphysical explanation.27 
Hence, explanations by constraint and grounding explanations come apart and 
the former can be seen as a kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation in 
the sense described above: it does not provide the source of its explanandum. It 
rather explains its explanandum by providing at reason that (and in a sense why) 
it must be true. As Bertrand (2019: 1326) puts it, “correct metaphysical explana-
tions by constraint explain their targets by showing them to result from constitu-
tive parts of some suitably chosen nature”. 

So, can we interpret (Ex2) in terms of such an explanation by constraint? 
Does (Ex2) have the right form to be interpreted along the lines of (Ex2c)? 

(Ex2c) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) ◁c £Ea p 

We know that ‘◁c’ is a non-generative kind of explanation, so that bit should be 
fine. Also, just like in Bertrand’s metaphysical explanations by constraint, the ex-
planandum in (Ex2c) (i.e., (Explanandum 2)) is an individual claim/proposi-
tion/fact.28 Yet, it does not seem as if the explanans in (Ex2) is of the right form. 
The explanans here is an essentialist claim. Prototypical explanations by con-
straint à la Bertrand do not appeal to essentialist facts in their explanans. Just 
consider (Dishes). However, I will argue that allowing for essentialist facts in the 
explanantia of explanations by constraint is in the spirit of Bertrand’s idea of those 
explanations. I will do so by alluding to Bertrand’s own definition of constraints 
and by dispelling a particular worry one might have with explicitly allowing es-
sences in the explanantia. I think we can establish that explanations like (Ex2c) 
with essentialist facts in the explanans are perfectly fine explanations by con-
straint à la Bertrand, or, at least, that such explanations form a kind that is a very 
plausible extension of Bertrand’s category of explanations by constraint. 

So, what does Bertrand think constraints are? Where do they come from? 
This is what Bertrand (2019: 1336) offers as a definition of metaphysical con-
straints: 

(Constraints) “For some (worldly) fact F and entity x, F counts as a metaphys-
ical constraint on x if and only if that F is the case is part of what 
it is to be x”. 

This definition neatly squares with essentialism. The metaphysical constraints on 
things flow from the very nature of those things. Metaphysical constraints are 
exactly those facts that are true in virtue of the essence of some x. However, the 
constraints, i.e., the explanantia of explanations by constraint are not the essen-
tialist facts themselves but the essential facts, so to speak, i.e., the facts embedded 

 
27 It seems that the reasons what makes an explanation bottom-up for Bertrand coincide 
with the reasons I have given for an explanation to be generative. In addition, the reasons 
Bertrand gives for his brand of explanation to be top-down would be the same reasons I 
would give to characterize it as non-generative. So, do these distinctions coincide? I am 
not sure. In particular, while I am confident that Glazier’s essentialist explanation is non-
generative, I am not certain that ‘top-down’ would be the best label for this kind of expla-
nation. This is why I will stick with my terminology. Anyway, I will take reasons that an 
explanation is bottom-up to be reasons that it is generative and reasons that an explanation 
is top-down to be reasons that it is non-generative.  
28 However, there might be a wrinkle. It seems that the explananda in Bertrand’s meta-
physical explanations by constraint are all negative claims/propositions/facts, ‘£Ea p’, 
however, is not negative. This problem might be circumvented simply by pointing to the 
logical equivalence between ‘£Ea p’ and ‘¬¯¬Ea p’. 
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in the essentiality operator. (Explanans), i.e., ‘EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p))’, then, is 
not itself a constraint. If true, however, (Explanans) makes ‘("x "p (Ex p → 
£Ex p))’ a metaphysical constraint. So, since (Explanans) is an essentialist claim, 
it is not fit to figure as the explanans in an explanation by constraint. But why 
not, one might ask. If constraints are all true in virtue of the essence of some entity 
anyway, why not include the essentiality operator into the explanans of explana-
tions by constraint? 

I think Bertrand’s reason for this has to do with his discussion of Glazier. 
Bertrand (2019: 1337) correctly observes that despite all similarities, Glazier’s es-
sentialist explanation and his explanation by constraint are different in at least 
two respects: 

(a) the explicit appeal to essence in the explanans 
(b) the demand for the explanandum to be part of some relevant thing’s im-

mediate constitutive essence. 

Concerning (a), (Dishes) should make it clear that no explicit mention of essence 
in the explanans is required for metaphysical explanations by constraint. But does 
this also mean that no such explicit mention is allowed? Again, since all con-
straints are true in virtue of the essence of some entity anyway, maybe we might 
not need to include the essence, but could we? 

One reason why Bertrand is hesitant here might concern (b). Bertrand (2019: 
1337) takes note that in Glazier’s essentialist explanations the explananda must 
be parts of some relevant thing’s immediate constitutive essence. However, the 
explananda of explanations by constraint are not plausibly part of the constitutive 
essence of the entities figuring in the explanantia. Take (Dishes). The constitutive 
essence of composition “knows” nothing about the specific five dishes in the sink. 
So, clearly, there is a difference concerning (b). Note, however, that this does not 
entail that there must be also a difference concerning (a). Allowing for an explicit 
appeal to essence in the explanans of explanations by constraint (i.e., relaxing 
difference (a)), does not automatically amount to giving up the difference con-
cerning (b). Even if we allow for the essentiality operator to figure in the meta-
physical constraint, i.e., in the explanans, the explanandum would not need to be 
part of the immediate constitutive essence of the thing mentioned in the explan-
ans. To see what I mean, let’s modify Bertrand’s initial example: 

(Dishes*) It is essential to composition that composition is unique ◁ there are no 
two distinct stacks composed of exactly our five dishes.  

My point is that we can relax difference (a) without making explanation by con-
straint identical to essentialist explanation. Relaxing (a) does not force us to 
change the explanandum in (Dishes). I do not want to force the explicit appeal to 
essence in the explanans on to Bertrand’s explanation by constraint. I am just 
saying that, given the definition of constraints at play here, I do not see what 
stands in the way of such an explicit mention of essence in the explanans. Hence, 
I contend that, even if it is not required, explicitly mentioning essence in the ex-
planans is in the spirit of Bertrand’s explanation by constraint or, at least, consti-
tutes a very natural and plausible essentialist extension of explanations by con-
straint, which could be called ‘explanation by essentialist constraint’. Let ‘◁ec’ denote 
that kind of explanation, then, even if (Ex2c) fails, (Ex2ec) seems to hold.  

(Ex2ec) EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p)) ◁ec £Ea p 
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Even if explanation by essentialist constraint is different from explanation by con-
straint, it should be clear that both are top-down explanations in Bertrand’s sense 
and, hence, non-generative explanations in my terminology. I conclude that there 
is a kind of non-generative metaphysical explanation, either ◁c or ◁ec, such that 
either (Ex2c) or (Ex2ec) are true. Together with the fact that (Ex1e) holds, we can 
conclude that Wallner and Vaidya’s axiomatic solution can, in principle, provide 
a (non-substantive) answer to both questions; to the one about (Explanandum 1), 
i.e., why all essences are necessary, and the one about (Explanandum 2), i.e., why 
a specific essentialist claim is necessary, both in terms of the essence of essence.  

Let’s take stock. I have argued that Wallner and Vaidya escape the Gla-
zier/Bovey-objection by taking the explanation of the necessity of essence to be a 
non-generative metaphysical explanation different from grounding, whose ex-
planans does not contain an iterated essentiality claim. I have answered (Q1) and 
discussed precisely what kind of explanation might be at play in the axiomatic 
solution. My answer included three different moves. First, I presented the kind of 
explanation in the axiomatic solution to be non-generative. Second, I provided the 
precise form of the explanans in this explanation. Third, I distinguished two dif-
ferent interpretations of the explanandum in this explanation, resulting in different 
types of non-generative explanation. I concluded that among those different types 
of non-generative explanation we find enough resources for the axiomatic solu-
tion to provide non-generative explanations of both explananda. According to the 
Glazier/Bovey-objection, any (generative) grounding explanation of the necessity 
of essence (i.e., the claim ‘£Ex p’) in terms of essence will allude to iterated essen-
tiality claims, which are problematic. In my response, I did not disagree with that 
assessment. I did not try to ground the necessity of essence in some claim not in-
volving iterated essence. Rather, I argued that because the kind of explanation of 
the necessity of essence (interpreted as two different explananda) is different from 
grounding, the explanans is also different. While it does allude to a higher order 
essence claim, it does not involve iterated essences. 

We can now more clearly see why the first step, i.e., the point about the kind 
of explanation (non-generative) is needed to escape the Glazier/Bovey-objection, 
even if what actually disarms the worry about iterated essence is the precise form 
of the explanans (without iterated essence claims), i.e., the second step. The point 
is that the form of both, the explanans and the explanandum is intimately tied to 
the kind of explanation. Just like the kind of explanation in (Ex1) or (Ex2) could 
not be generative, it seems that any (generative) grounding explanation of the ne-
cessity of essence (i.e., of ‘£Ex p’) in terms of essence would involve iterated es-
sence claims like in (2g¢).29 This is why I do not propose the necessity of essence 

 
29 This, of course, presupposes that Finean essentialism is true. If the metaphysical source 
of necessity would not lie in essences at all, essence facts might still be necessary, but it 
would not be necessary for the ground of ‘£Ex p’ to involve iterated essences. But still, even 
if we grant that essences figure in the ground of necessity, why must iterated essences figure 
in the ground of the necessity of essence? This has to do with the precise “recipe” that is 
given in (Source). Providing a grounding explanation of ‘£Ex p’ in terms of something 
other than an iterated essence claim would be too big of a digression from (Source) and 
Finean essentialism in general. More specifically, an attempt to reinterpret (Ex2) in a gen-
erative way, as relating its explanans ‘EE ("x "p (Ex p → £Ex p))’ and its explanandum 
‘£Ea p’ by way of grounding, would be implausible, since the explanandum does not seem 
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to be grounded in something other than an iterated essence but that the entire ex-
planation is of a different kind (involving a difference in the explanans). 

However, taking the explanation of the necessity of essence to be non-gener-
ative and, thus, special, comes with a price. As indicated, (SourceWV) needs to be 
restricted or modified. In this regard, I am yet to answer (Q2) from before, i.e., 
why is such a modification of (SourceWV), according to which the necessity of 
essence is special, not unacceptably ad hoc. To this I shall now turn.  

Remember, according to (SourceWV), every metaphysical necessity truth is 
grounded in one or more essentialist truths. In the light of the interpretation of the 
axiomatic solution as providing a non-generative explanation of the necessity of 
essence, (SourceWV) has to be modified. But how? There are, broadly, two options. 
Either (SourceWV) can be restricted, such as to not apply to the necessity of essence, 
or it can be modified, so as to not be formulated in terms of grounding, but maybe 
a more generic notion of metaphysical explanation, that also encompasses non-
generative explanation.  

Which of these options seems best? Which is less ad hoc? Let’s start with 
restriction. 

(SourceR) All and only those metaphysical necessity truths/propositions/facts 
that do not concern essentialist truths/propositions/facts (i.e., that 
do not have the form ‘£Ex p’) are grounded in one or more essentialist 
truths/propositions/facts. 

Such a restriction of (Source) is at work in Hale 2013. Like Bovey, Hale thinks 
that the necessity of essence cannot be explained.30 So, he concludes that the ne-
cessity of essence is beyond the scope of Finean essentialism. However, such a 
view might fall short of what Wilsch (2017: 432) calls the “explanation challenge” 
imposed on the metaphysics of modality: “We must accommodate explanations 
of necessity-truths through sources and avoid implausible unexplained necessity-
truths”. What is more, however, we have seen that the necessity of essence can 
be explained in terms of essence, just not in the way the rest of the necessities are 
explained. This seems to speak against restriction and for modification. 

(SourceM) Every metaphysical necessity truth/proposition/fact is metaphysi-
cally explained by one or more essentialist truths/propositions/facts. 

Note that the notion of metaphysical explanation in (SourceM) must be generic 
such that both generative and non-generative kinds fall under it. But still, even if 
we can formulate such a principle using a generic notion of metaphysical expla-
nation, isn’t it ad hoc that some necessities are explained by appeal to essence via 
generative grounding explanations and others via non-generative explanations? 

At this point we have to ask: why not think that all necessities are non-gener-
atively explained by essence? I think this undermines the intuition that most ne-
cessities indeed have their metaphysical source in essentiality, as well as the intuition 
that the necessity of essence is special in this sense.31 The question at issue here is 

 
to have the right form to act as a ground for the necessity of essence. The reasons for this 
have been detailed by Bertrand and discussed above. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer 
for pushing me on this point. 
30 For discussion and criticism of his argument, see Wallner 2020. 
31 Since Wallner and Vaidya’s axiomatic solution not only provides a non-substantive, i.e., 
non-generative explanation of the necessity of essence, but, as has been indicated before, a 
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about the relative weight of theoretical virtues like unity and simplicity on the one 
hand and being true to the intuitive “data points” on the other.  

The axiomatic solution in Wallner and Vaidya rests on the intuitive pull of 
the idea that what an entity is essentially has bearing on the modal profile of that 
entity. This is where the intuitive appeal of the essentialist thesis in modal meta-
physics comes from. Modal facts seem to be plausibly explained by facts about 
essence. Now, granting that intuitive appeal, what should we do if we detect a 
wrinkle in the theory? What if not all metaphysical necessities can be explained 
by essence in the same way? Should we give up the appeal to essence in general in 
favor of an entirely different theory about the source of modality, X, that is sim-
pler or more unified in the sense that there is no such wrinkle, and all necessities 
can be explained in terms of X in the same way? Well, if such a simpler and more 
unified theory with an intuitive appeal comparable to essentialism were to come for-
ward, I would strongly consider trading it for essentialism. Yet, I am not aware 
of any theory that fulfills those criteria. This is why I am prepared to defend es-
sentialism, especially since there might be reasons to think the wrinkle can be 
smoothed out by formulating (Source) in terms of a more generic notion of met-
aphysical explanation (SourceM). Of course, some caveats remain: First, even if 
the universal claim is true that all metaphysical necessities are metaphysically ex-
plained (in the more generic sense, incorporating both generative and non-gener-
ative metaphysical explanation) by facts about essence, it still will be the case that 
some necessities are explained by essence in a different way than others. Second, 
and interrelated, due to the fact that the generic sense of metaphysical explanation 
also encompasses non-generative metaphysical explanation, i.e., metaphysical 
explanation that does not provide a metaphysical source of the explanandum, we 
might need to find a better name for that principle. Third, since (SourceM) allows 
for exceptions from the familiar Finean “recipe” that for every necessity there is 
an essence fact that grounds it (the exception being the necessity of essence), some 
might think that a brand of essentialism championing (SourceM) no longer de-
serves the qualification “Finean”. This, though, is largely a dispute about labels. 

 
6. Conclusion 

I have argued that thanks to the recognition of non-generative explanation in es-
sentialist modal metaphysics, Wallner and Vaidya can evade the Glazier/Bovey-
objection by modifying (SourceWV) to a principle we could call ‘(Essentialism)’.  

(Essentialism) All metaphysical necessities are metaphysically explained in 
terms of essence facts. 

This preserves the essentialist spirit that every necessity is explained in terms of 
essence. While necessities that are not about essentialist facts have generative 

 
non-substantive, i.e., non-generative explanation of the power of essences to explain ne-
cessity, one might worry whether their account can even accommodate the intuition that 
most necessities are (generatively) grounded in essence but that the necessity of essence is 
special. Unfortunately, I lack the space to deal with this in detail. However, the short story 
is that I think that this worry might rest on a conflation between the explanation of the 
power of essence to explain necessity and the explanation of necessity in terms of essence. 
The fact that the former explanation is non-substantive, i.e., non-generative, does not pre-
clude the latter from being generative (for the most part). Thanks to an anonymous re-
viewer for pushing me on this point. 
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grounding explanations in terms of essence, the necessity of essence is special. 
The necessity of essence is non-generatively explained by the essence of essence, 
both the necessity of essence in general (Ex1) and the necessity of each essence 
fact in particular (Ex2).32 

 
 

References 
 

D’Alessandro, W. 2019, “Explanation in Mathematics: Proofs and Practice”, Philos-
ophy Compass, 14, 11, 1-17. 

Bennett, K. 2017, Making Things Up, New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bertrand, M. 2019, “Metaphysical Explanation by Constraint”, Erkenntnis, 85, 1325-40. 

Bovey, G. 2022, “On the Necessity of Essence”, Philosophical Studies, doi: 
10.1007/s11098-021-01758-2 

Brown, J.R. 1997, “Proofs and Pictures”, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 48, 
161-80. 

Coates, A. forthcoming, “The Primitivist Response to the Inference Problem”, Dialec-
tica. 

Correia, F. 2021a, “Fundamentality from Grounding Trees”, Synthese, 199, 3-4, 5965-92.  

Correia, F. 2021b, “A Kind Route from Grounding to Fundamentality”, Synthese, 
199, 3-4, 8299-8315. 

Correia, F. and Skiles, A. 2019, “Grounding, Essence, and Identity”, Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research, 98, 3, 642-70. 

Correia, F. and Skiles, A. forthcoming, “Essence, Modality, and Identity”, Mind, doi: 
10.1093/mind/fzab017 

Ditter, A. ms, “Are There Iterated Essentialist Truths?”. 

Fine, K. 1994, “Essence and Modality”, Philosophical Perspectives, 8, 1-16. 

Fine, K. 1995a, “The Logic of Essence”, Journal of Philosophical Logic, 24, 241-73. 

Fine, K. 1995b, “Senses of Essence”, in Sinnott-Armstrong, W., Raffman, D., and 
Asher, N. (eds.), Modality, Morality, and Belief: Essays in Honor of Ruth Barcan Mar-
cus, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 53-73. 

Fine, K. 2015, “Unified Foundations for Essence and Ground”, Journal of the American 
Philosophical Association, 1, 2, 296-311. 

Glazier, M. 2017, “Essentialist Explanation”, Philosophical Studies, 174, 2871-89. 

Hale, B. 2013, Necessary Beings: An Essay on Ontology, Modality, and the Relations Between 
Them, New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hale, B. 2018, “The Basis of Necessity and Possibility”, Royal Institute of Philosophy 
Supplement, 82, 109-38. 

 
32 Interestingly, note while (Ex2) type explanations have necessities for their explananda. 
(Ex1) does not. Hence, while (Ex2)-explanations have direct bearing on (Essentialism), 
(Ex1) is not actually entailed by (Essentialism). Nevertheless, according to Wallner and 
Vaidya, (Ex1) is an integral part of Finean essentialism. 

Acknowledgements: I am indebted to Antonella Mallozzi, Sònia Roca Royes, Anand 
Vaidya, Gaétan Bovey, Carlos Romero, Giacomo Giannini, Joaquim Giannotti and to an 
anonymous reviewer. 



Michael Wallner 462 

Hirèche, S., Linnemann, N., Michels, R., and Vogt, L. 2021, “The Strong Arm of the 
Law: A Unified Account of Necessary and Contingent Laws of Nature”, Synthese, 
199, 10211-252. 

Kment, B. 2014, Modality and Explanatory Reasoning, New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Leech, J. 2018, “Essence and Mere Necessity”, Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement, 
82, 309-22. 

Leech, J. 2021, “From Essence to Necessity via Identity”, Mind, 130, 519, 887-908. 

Lewis, D. 1983, “New Work for a Theory of Universals”, Australasian Journal of Phi-
losophy, 61, 343-77. 

Lowe, E.J. 2008, “Two Notions of Being: Entity and Essence”, Royal Institute of Phi-
losophy Supplement, 62, 23-48. 

Lowe, E.J. 2012, “What is the Source of Our Knowledge of Modal Truths?”, Mind, 
121, 919-59. 

Mackie, P. 2020, “Can Metaphysical Modality Be Based on Essence?”, in Mircea, D. 
(ed.), Metaphysics, Meaning, and Modality: Themes from Kit Fine, New York and Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 247-64. 

Noonan, H. 2018, “The New Aristotelian Essentialists”, Metaphysica, 19, 1, 87-93.  

Raven, M. 2015, “Ground”, Philosophy Compass, 10, 5, 322-33. 

Romero, C. 2019, “Modality Is Not Explainable by Essence”, The Philosophical Quar-
terly, 69, 274, 121-41. 

Schaffer, J. 2016, “It Is the Business of Laws to Govern”, Dialectica, 70, 4, 577-88. 

Spinelli, N. 2018, “Essence and Lowe’s Regress”, Organon F, 25, 3, 410-28. 

Wallner, M. 2020, “The Structure of Essentialist Explanations of Necessity”, Thought: 
A Journal of Philosophy, 9, 1, 4-13. 

Wallner, M. and Vaidya, A.J. 2020, “Essence, Explanation, and Modality”, Philoso-
phy, 95, 4, 419-45. 

Werner, J. 2020, “A Grounding-Based Measure of Relative Fundamentality”, Syn-
these, 198, 10, 9721-37. 

Williamson, T. 2007, The Philosophy of Philosophy, Oxford: Blackwell. 

Wilsch, T. 2017, “Sophisticated Modal Primitivism”, Philosophical Issues, 27, 428-48. 



Argumenta 7, 2 (2022): 463-484                                                      © 2022 Salim Hirèche 
ISSN 2465-2334                                                         DOI 10.14275/2465-2334/202214.hir 

 
Relativized Essentialism about Modalities 

 
Salim Hirèche 
Université de Genève 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 

On what I call absolutist essentialism about modality (AE), the metaphysical neces-
sities are the propositions that are true in virtue of the essence (i.e. Aristotelian, 
absolute essence) of some entities. Other kinds of necessity can then be defined by 
restriction—e.g. the conceptual necessities are the propositions that are true in virtue 
of the essence of conceptual entities specifically. As an account of metaphysical mo-
dality and some other kinds (e.g. logical, conceptual), AE may have important vir-
tues. However, when it comes to accounting for further important kinds, like natural 
or normative necessity, it faces a challenge. Three main options have been de-
fended: treat those kinds as further restricted forms of metaphysical necessity; define 
them as conditional forms of metaphysical necessity; treat them as primitive kinds. 
In this paper, I propose a new option, which combines the main idea of AE (reduc-
ing necessities to essences) with an idea which has been developed largely inde-
pendently: that of relative essence. On the proposed view, those kinds (e.g. natural 
necessity) that cannot be grounded in the essences (i.e. absolute essences) of the 
relevant entities (e.g. natural entities) may be grounded in their relative essences 
instead. Thus, I propose a generalized, or extended, version of AE, which I call 
relativized essentialism about modality (RE). In particular, RE offers prospects for a 
general framework for kinds of modality which is flexible enough to cover a large 
range of kinds (both absolute and relative ones) while remaining parsimonious and 
unified. 
 
Keywords: Essence, Modality, Relative essence, Relative necessity, Varieties of ne-

cessity. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

The last few decades have witnessed a revival of essentialism in metaphysics—
with essence understood in the Aristotelian, absolute sense. One main way in 
which essence has been put to work is as a source1 of modality (see e.g. Fine 1994; 

 
1 Although the fine-grained distinctions between reducing necessity to essence, grounding 
necessity in essence, locating the source of necessity in essence, defining necessity in terms 
of essence, accounting for necessity in terms of essence, for instance, are an important 
philosophical debate of its own, they will not play a crucial role in the context of this paper 
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Lowe 2008; Hale 2013). On what I call absolutist essentialism about modality (AE), 
the metaphysical necessities are the propositions that are true in virtue of the es-
sence (i.e. absolute essence) of some entities—e.g. <Socrates is human (if he ex-
ists)> is metaphysically necessary because it is true in virtue of the essence of an 
entity, namely Socrates. On that basis, other kinds of necessity may be defined by 
restriction—e.g. the conceptual necessities are the propositions that are true in vir-
tue of the essence of conceptual entities specifically.  

On the other hand, recent research on essence also includes various relativist 
views—with essence being understood as relative e.g. to contexts of utterance, to 
explanatory frameworks, or to our values and interests (see Quine 1960; 
Sveinsdóttir 2008; Sullivan 2016). Up to now, these two lines of philosophical 
inquiry have been undertaken largely independently from each other: to my 
knowledge, essentialist accounts of modality, and the kinds of modality, have 
been developed based exclusively on the absolute notion of essence; likewise, no-
tions of relative essence have been developed without any explicit links to kinds 
of modality. This paper is as an attempt to put together these two main ideas (the 
idea of reducing modalities to essences and the idea of relative essences) as a way 
to provide a novel answer to a challenge faced by absolutist essentialism about 
modality (AE). 

The challenge that I have in mind is briefly the following. As an account of 
metaphysical modality and some other, restricted kinds (e.g. conceptual neces-
sity, logical necessity), AE may have important virtues—or so I will assume. 
However, when it comes to accounting for further important kinds, like natural or 
normative necessity, it may seem more problematic. There are three main com-
mon answers: just treat those kinds as further restricted forms of metaphysical ne-
cessity (like e.g. conceptual necessity); define them as conditional forms of meta-
physical necessity; treat them as primitive kinds. All three options come with their 
own characteristics, which one may see either as virtues or drawbacks. My main 
aim in this paper is not to offer a critical assessment of these existing options, but 
rather to argue that—contrary to what Fine (2005) suggests—they are not the only 
possible options: I will propose a new option, whose core idea is to incorporate 
the notion of relative essence into AE—i.e. to supplement absolute essence with 
relative essence in order to cover a larger range of kinds of modality (both absolute 
and relative kinds). In a nutshell, those kinds which are plausibly absolute kinds 
of necessity, namely metaphysical necessity and its special cases (e.g. logical ne-
cessity), can simply be grounded in the absolute essences of the relevant entities 
(e.g. logical entities), just as they are on absolutist essentialism (AE). But if some 
kinds (e.g. perhaps natural necessity) cannot be grounded in the absolute essences 
of the relevant entities (e.g. natural entities), those kinds may instead be grounded 
in the relative essences of those entities—in a sense to be specified. Thus, I propose 
a relativized, or generalized, version of AE, which I call relativized essentialism 
(RE).  

The paper is structured as follows. After presenting the challenge to AE and 
the existing options (§2), I present the core idea of RE as a novel alternative (§3). 
I then suggest one way in which RE may be developed into some more detail, in 
particular as regards the crucial notion of relative essentiality (§4-5). Finally, I 

 
(as far as I can see); accordingly, I will remain neutral on that matter and allow myself to 
use the corresponding terms interchangeably. 



Relativized Essentialism about Modalities 465 

consider some potential virtues and challenges for RE as general framework to 
account for kinds of modality (§6).  

 
2. Motivation: A Challenge for Absolutist Essentialism 

On standard, absolutist essentialism (AE) about modality, for a proposition to be 
metaphysically necessary is for it to be true in virtue of the essence of (for short: essen-
tial to) some plurality of (i.e. one or more) entities. (I will mainly follow Fine’s 
(1994) approach in this paper; see also e.g. Shalkowski 1997; Lowe 2006, 2008; 
Correia 2006, 2012; Jubien 2009; Hale 2013; Leech 2020.2) In symbols, 

(Necessity) 
(1) ☐p Ûdef $xx: ⊠xx p, 
where ☐ is the metaphysical necessity operator, ⊠xx is the essentiality opera-
tor, with “xx” standing for a plurality of (i.e. one or more) entities.3  

On that basis, Fine (1994, p. 10) suggests how we may account for other kinds—
e.g. conceptual necessity and logical necessity.4 The idea is to define those deriv-
ative kinds from the fundamental kind, metaphysical necessity, by entity re-
striction. For instance, the conceptual necessities are the propositions that are es-
sential, not to some entities of any sort, but to some conceptual entities specifically. 
More generally, using “K-necessity” (“K” for “kind”) as a generic term for any 
derivative kind of necessity (e.g. conceptual necessity) to be defined from the fun-
damental kind, and “K-entities” for the corresponding entities (e.g. conceptual 
entities), a K-necessity is a proposition that is essential to some K-entities. In sym-
bols,  

(Entity Restriction) 
(3) ☐!" p Ûdef ☐! p,  
where ☐!" is the K-necessity operator, and ☐! is the restriction of ☐ to K-
entities, i.e. ☐! p Ûdef $xx(Kxx˄⊠xxp). 

The resulting account of metaphysical necessity, namely absolutist essentialism 
(AE), including logical and conceptual necessities (and perhaps mathematical ne-
cessity) as restricted cases, may be quite appealing—or so I will assume in this 
paper.5 For one thing, it covers some of the most important kinds of necessity in 

 
2 For objections, see e.g. Gorman 2005; Correia 2007; Cameron 2010; Vetter 2011; Wild-
man 2021. 
3 ⊠xx is meant, not as a purely objectual essentiality operator (as in Fine 1994), but as a 
mixed, objectual-generic essentiality operator (see Correia 2006)—more on this in §3.  
4 See also Correia 2012; Hale 2013. 
5 One of the potential problems with this view is that it may seem to generate too many K-
necessities. For example, assuming that <Rightness is a variably polyadic property> is true 
and indeed essential to rightness, that proposition will come out as a normative necessity 
on the view under consideration, which may not sound correct on pre-theoretical intui-
tions. Note that this problem is not specific to an extension of AE to e.g. normative or 
natural necessity; plausibly, it is already faced by standard AE, including its common re-
stricted kinds of necessity, namely logical and conceptual necessity. For instance, assum-
ing that <Conjunction is an abstract entity>, or <Conjunction is a logical concept>, is true 
and indeed essential to conjunction, standard AE entails that this proposition is a logical 
necessity, which one may find unintuitive. Discussing that problem for AE is beyond the 
scope of this paper—though I will briefly consider whether and how RE faces it in a later 
footnote (fn 18). 
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a way that is parsimonious, with metaphysical necessity as the only fundamental 
kind—which is an appealing feature on the assumption that parsimony, ceteris 
paribus, is a theoretical virtue. Relatedly, the account is unified, all these kinds 
being treated in a similar way, based on essence and relevant classes of entities. 
Again, this will be a virtue if unity is seen as a theoretical virtue in the first place.  
Yet, AE may seem more problematic when it comes to accounting for further im-
portant kinds of necessity, in particular natural necessity and normative necessity. 
There are three common ways for the friend of AE to meet that challenge. I will 
now briefly present them in turn, mentioning some of their potential virtues and 
drawbacks. My aim is not to properly discuss or argue against any of them, but 
rather to set up the background for the alternative option that I will propose later; 
in particular, this background should help make it clearer how RE is a distinct, 
novel option which may be worth considering seriously. 

First, the friend of AE may simply extend her favourite account of modality 
to the problematic kind (e.g. natural or normative necessity), that is, treat it as a 
further restricted form of metaphysical necessity, using entity restriction: for in-
stance, on such a view, the normative necessities are the propositions that are 
essential to some normative entities (e.g. goodness, rightness, or justice). This 
may seem like a convenient solution in some respects; in particular, the resulting 
overall view of modality would cover more kinds while remaining just as parsi-
monious and unified as original AE.  

However, even an essentialist may have independent reasons to think that 
natural or normative necessity—unlike e.g. conceptual necessity—cannot be 
treated in that way. In general, it is not uncommon to think that laws of nature 
and other natural necessities, or normative laws and other normative necessities, 
are not (all) metaphysically necessary in the essentialist sense of (3)—or indeed 
not (all) metaphysically necessary in the first place.6  

For instance, it may be plausible that some natural necessities are essential to 
(i.e. true in virtue of the essence of) the relevant natural entities, and hence meta-
physically necessary: perhaps <Gold has atomic number 79> is essential to gold, 
and <Electrons are particles> is essential to electrons. But it seems less plausible 
for other ones: for instance, <Electrons repel when in proximity> looks like a 
typical natural necessity, but many would maintain that it is not true in virtue of 
the very essence of electrons, or of any other natural entity. Likewise, some nor-
mative necessities may be plausibly understood as metaphysically necessary in 
the essentialist sense of (3): perhaps <For any x, if x is right, then x is an action>7, 
or <Rightness is a moral value>, is essential to rightness as a normative entity. 
Yet, in other cases, it looks less plausible: for instance, one could reasonably 
maintain that <Pain is bad>, a plausible candidate normative necessity, is not 

 
6 On some views, often labelled ‘dispositional essentialist’, laws of nature, and natural ne-
cessities in general, are metaphysical necessities in roughly the sense of (3) (Shoemaker 
1980; Swoyer 1982; Ellis 2001; Bird 2007); but they have often been attacked precisely on 
those grounds (see e.g. Fine 2005; Mumford & Anjum 2011). Indeed, views on which (at 
least some) natural necessities are metaphysically contingent are still quite common (see 
e.g. Lewis 1973: 72-77; Armstrong 1983; Tahko 2015). As regards normative necessities, 
some argue that they are not (all) metaphysically necessary in the precise sense of (3) (e.g. 
Enoch 2011; Leary 2017), while others indeed argue that they are simply not (all) meta-
physically necessary (Fine 2005; Rosen 2020).  
7 See Leary 2017: §4. 
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true in virtue of the essence of badness, or goodness, or any other normative en-
tity8; likewise, <Lying is wrong>, even if a normative necessity, may not be true 
in virtue of the essence of wrongness or any other normative entity.  

A second common answer, for the friend of AE, is to adopt a hybrid view, 
where AE is mixed with another account of the kinds of necessity, which I call 
the conditional account. On the latter account, instead of starting with metaphysical 
necessity as the broadest kind and then derive stricter kinds from it by entity re-
striction (as on AE), one takes the strictest kind (typically, logical necessity) as 
fundamental and then derives broader kinds from it by set conditionalization: the 
K-necessities (e.g. normative necessities) are the propositions that are necessary 
(in the fundamental, or absolute, sense) given a relevant set of basic K-truths (e.g. 
normative truths)—i.e. the propositions that follow from this set as a matter of 
fundamental necessity. (See Smiley 1963; Hale 1996; Leech 2016; Rosen 2006.) 
In symbols, 

(Set Conditionalization) 
(4) ☐!" p Ûdef ☐(ÙK→p),  
where ☐!" is the K-necessity operator, ☐ is the fundamental, or absolute, ne-
cessity operator (whether it is e.g. metaphysical necessity in the essentialist 
sense of (1), or metaphysical necessity understood differently, or logical neces-
sity), K is a relevant set of basic K-truths, and “ÙK” stands for the conjunction 
of K’s members.9  

For instance, if the fundamental necessity is logical necessity, we may define nat-
ural necessities as the propositions that follow, as a matter of logical necessity, 
from some appropriate set of basic natural truths—e.g. the laws of nature.  

Now, the proponent of AE may mix her account with the conditionalization 
account as follows: whereas stricter kinds like logical or conceptual necessity are 
still defined by entity restriction from metaphysical necessity (using (3) above), 
broader kinds such as natural or normative necessity may be defined by set con-
ditionalization from metaphysical (or logical) necessity. 

The resulting hybrid account remains as parsimonious, in the sense that met-
aphysical necessity remains the only fundamental kind. Moreover, as set condi-
tionalization defines broader kinds, it escapes the main drawback of the first op-
tion considered above: K-necessities (e.g. natural necessities) no longer need to be 
all metaphysically necessary. 

However, one might still find that option unattractive. First, although still a 
parsimonious, indeed a monist one, the resulting overall account, defining vari-
ous derivative kinds in two quite different ways (through entity restriction and set 
conditionalization), loses some unity—which again one might reasonably see as 
a disadvantage, ceteris paribus.  

Second, although the kinds defined by entity restriction have their modal sta-
tus clearly accounted for—conceptual necessities are necessities because they are 
essential to conceptual entities—it might be more disputable for the kinds defined 
by set conditionalization. The fact that, say, normative necessities follow, as a 
matter of metaphysical necessity, from a certain set S of basic normative truths 

 
8 See Fine 2005: 251-52. 
9 For our present purposes, the simple formulation in (4) will suffice; but note that propo-
nents of this view have offered refined versions to overcome some important objections to 
it (see Leech 2016; Hale & Leech 2017). 
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may indeed account for their truth, and perhaps for their being truths of a partic-
ular sort; but it may be more difficult to see how it really accounts for their being 
necessities (see Fine 2005, §3).  

The third common option is to go pluralist: if some K-necessity cannot be 
derived from the fundamental kind (using e.g. entity restriction or set condition-
alization), we may use the primitivist strategy—just treat K-necessity as a sui generis 
kind, unrelated to the initial fundamental kind (e.g. metaphysical necessity). (For 
some primitivist views of natural or normative necessity, see e.g. Armstrong 1983; 
Fine 2005; Mumford & Anjum 2011; Scanlon 2014, p. 41; Rosen 2020.)  

On this strategy, a proposition p’s being a K-necessity just amounts to this 
modally primitive fact: 

(Primitivism) 
(5) ☐!" p. 

Again, the proponent of AE may keep his original account for metaphysical ne-
cessity and its usual restricted forms (e.g. conceptual necessity), but treat some K-
necessity (e.g. natural necessity) as primitive. This option, defended by Fine 
(2005) himself for both natural necessity and normative necessity, might be found 
problematic as well.  

In general, the resulting overall account of necessities, as a pluralist account, 
is less parsimonious. Moreover, one may reasonably think that K-necessity in par-
ticular should not be understood as primitive. First, natural or normative neces-
sity—unlike e.g. metaphysical or logical necessity—might not intuitively look like 
a good candidate for a fundamental kind. Second, if natural or normative necessity 
is primitive, it is difficult to see how it may be substantially related to metaphysical 
or logical or conceptual necessity—unless the latter can be understood in terms of 
the former, which seems quite implausible in general, and anyway excluded on 
our currently assumed essentialist understanding of the latter. Yet, one might ar-
gue, it is quite natural to see some clear, intuitive similarity or continuity between, 
say, natural and metaphysical necessity, or normative and conceptual necessity, 
so that it may seem implausible that they turn out to have no substantial relation. 

In sum, there are three common ways in which the friend of AE may account 
for further important kinds such as natural or normative necessity. Again, I do 
not claim to have provided any proper argument to the effect that these options 
should be rejected; my aim was rather to present some of the characteristic fea-
tures of those accounts, some of which one might see as problematic. What I do 
want to argue is that these three options are not the only ones (contrary to what 
Fine 2005 suggests): even if the friend of AE does find them problematic, she is not 
doomed to face the resulting trilemma, and pick the lesser of three evils. Indeed, 
in what follows, I will propose a new option: a generalized version of AE, which 
I call relativized essentialism (RE), and which mainly relies on supplementing abso-
lute essence with relative essence. 
 

3. Relativized Essentialism (RE): The Basic Idea 

Before I suggest one way of developing RE and discuss certain aspects of it in 
some more detail in later sections (§§4-6), it may be useful to first have the big 
picture of the view in mind, which is the main purpose of the following brief 
sketch.  
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The basic idea of RE is to put together two ideas: first, the idea at the core of 
AE, which is to reduce necessity to essence, and kinds of necessity to the essences 
of the corresponding classes of entities; second, the idea of relative essence, which 
I will use as a basis for defining a corresponding idea of relative necessity. These 
ideas themselves will not be argued for but largely assumed: I will neither provide 
a defence of AE, nor of the idea of relative essence (in the particular, of the claim 
that it makes sense). Rather, I will rely on those ideas, which have been defended 
independently in the literature, and show how they can be put together to get a 
new account of the kinds of modality.  

In particular, the proposed view will offer a new solution to the challenge of 
accounting, not just for the restricted kinds commonly covered by AE (e.g. logical 
necessity), but for further kinds, such as natural or normative necessity. The sug-
gestion will be to treat those further kinds as kinds of relative necessity, in the spe-
cific sense that they find their source in relative essences—with the consequence 
that necessities of such kinds need not (all) be metaphysical necessities. 

The first basic element in the account, then, is inherited from AE: metaphys-
ical necessity is understood in terms of essence, and other kinds of (absolute) ne-
cessity can be defined as special cases of it, through entity restriction. Thus, as we 
have seen ((3) above), any kind of (absolute) necessity, K-necessity (e.g. logical 
necessity), can be defined as follows: a proposition p is a K-necessity iff it is essen-
tial to some K-entities.  

(K-necessity)  
☐! p Ûdef $xx(Kxx˄⊠xx p). 

The second step is to define a notion of relative necessity from a notion of relative 
essence—in roughly the same way as absolute necessity is defined from absolute 
essence in AE. More will be said about this later on (in particular in §5), but the 
basic idea is the following. The relative essence of a thing is the essence of that 
thing relative to something else, which is external to that thing itself. The various 
forms of relative essence will mainly depend on what the relativization basis is, 
namely what essence is supposed to be relative to—e.g. a context of utterance, a 
theory, an explanatory framework, our values and interests, a culture, a person’s 
opinion (see e.g. Quine 1960; Lewis 1968; Sveinsdóttir 2008; Sullivan 2016). For 
instance, even if it is not absolutely essential to Socrates that he be a philosopher, 
his being a philosopher may be R-relatively essential to him, where R is, say, a 
particular context of utterance (where that feature of Socrates is particularly sali-
ent or crucial to him, where Socrates is mainly considered qua philosopher). Like-
wise, even if it is not absolutely essential to pain or badness (or goodness) that 
pain is bad, it might still be R-relatively essential to it, where R is a particular 
culture or moral theory on which it is indeed constitutive, or definitional, of pain 
or badness that pain is bad.  

Based on the notion of R-relative essence, the idea is then to define a corre-
sponding notion of R-relative necessity, as follows: A proposition p is R-relatively 
necessary iff it is R-relatively essential to some entities. In symbols, 

(R-relative necessity)  
☐#$%	# p Ûdef $xx ⊠''

#$%	# p,  
where R is the relevant essence-relativization basis, ☐#$%	# is the R-relative 
necessity operator, and ⊠''

#$%	# is the R-relative essentiality operator. 
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The third step consists in putting the above two steps (entity restriction and es-
sence relativization, respectively) together to define a notion of R-relative K-ne-
cessity: p is an R-relative K-necessity iff p is R-relatively essential to some K-entities. 
In symbols,  

(R-relative K-necessity) 
☐!
#$%	# p Ûdef $xx(Kxx˄⊠''

#$%	#p) 

Finally, on that basis, one can define relativized essentialism as the view on which 
each kind of necessity covered is defined as an R-relative K-necessity, for some 
appropriate parameters K and R: 

(Relativized essentialism) 
☐!" p Ûdef ☐!

#$%	# p,  
where ☐!" is the necessity operator for the kind of necessity defined, K is the 
relevant entity-restriction parameter, and R is the relevant essence-relativiza-
tion parameter. 

For instance, metaphysical necessity is the special case where both K and R are 
trivial: metaphysical necessities are the propositions that are non-relatively, i.e. 
absolutely, essential to some entities belonging to any class of entities whatsoever. 
Conceptual necessity is the case where R is trivial and K is conceptual: conceptual 
necessities are the propositions which are absolutely essential to some conceptual 
entities. Assuming that at least some natural necessities are not absolute (i.e. not 
metaphysically necessary), natural necessity may be the case where K is natural 
and R is, say, our epistemic capacities and interests. On the resulting view, for 
instance, <Electrons repel when in proximity>, even if not absolutely essential to 
electrons, would be R-relatively essential to them: relative to our scientific capaci-
ties and interests, it is essential to electrons that they possess the dispositional 
property of repelling other electrons—to put it otherwise, in a final theory of the 
natural world reflecting those capacities and interests, the repulsion property 
would be constitutive, or definitional, of electrons. As a last example, normative 
necessity (assuming that not all normative necessities are metaphysical necessi-
ties) may be the case where K is normative, and R is, for instance, a moral theory, 
or a culture, or human nature (depending on what views one holds on normative 
matters in the first place). 

Fixing parameters K and R for specific kinds of necessity on the RE frame-
work will also determine the relations between those kinds. To illustrate, take two 
kinds of necessity, KN1 and KN2 (e.g. natural necessity and conceptual necessity). 
Their relations will partly be fixed by their respective entity restriction parameters 
K1 and K2, corresponding to the classes of entities whose essences ground them 
(e.g. the natural entities and the conceptual entities, respectively). Suppose, for 
instance, that the class of entities associated with KN1 is not included in the class 
of entities associated with KN2. Then, in particular, KN1 will not be as strong as 
KN2 on RE—i.e. not all necessities of kind KN1 will be necessities of kind KN2 

(whatever their respective essence-relativization parameters R1 and R2 are). Like-
wise, suppose that a kind of necessity KN1 (e.g. logical necessity) is wholly abso-
lute (all its members are absolute necessities), so that the corresponding essence-
relativization parameter R1 is trivial. And suppose that another kind KN2 (e.g. 
normative necessity) is partly relative (it has at least some members which are 
only relative necessities), so that the relevant essence-relativization parameter R2 
is non-trivial (e.g. R2 is a theory or culture). Then it will follow, on RE, that the 
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latter kind of necessity is not as strong as the former—i.e. not all members of the 
latter kind can be members of the former kind.  

It should already be clear from the above brief sketch that RE is a generali-
zation of AE: AE is the special case of RE where essence-relativization is always 
trivial. Relatedly, unlike AE, RE is in principle capable of accounting for kinds 
that are intuitively weaker than metaphysical necessity, like perhaps natural or 
normative necessity, by treating them as kinds of relative necessity, having their 
sources in relative essences—thereby providing a novel answer to the challenge 
described above for the friend of AE.  

Before I come back to the general RE framework just sketched and consider 
some of its main potential virtues and problems (§6), I will, in the next two sec-
tions (§§4-5), suggest one way in which it may be developed—not in a fully de-
tailed way, but at least in some more detail. I do not claim that this is the only, or 
even the best, way. Rather, my main purpose, beyond suggesting one concrete 
direction for development, will be to illustrate RE itself as a general framework 
and help us better understand some of its core features. 

 
4. One Way to Develop RE: From Absolutely Essential Fea-

tures to Absolute Necessity 

My proposed further development of RE will focus on one of its core elements, 
namely the relative essence operator mentioned in the above sketch (⊠''

#$%	#). In-
stead of treating it as primitive (which would be an available option), I suggest to 
further explain it in terms of the relatively essential features of the entities involved 
(the xx). This is partly motivated by some metaphysical intuitions which I tend to 
share, according to which entities and their features are plausibly more funda-
mental than corresponding facts, or propositions. But more importantly, this spe-
cific understanding will illustrate one way in which RE may be developed, and 
help better understand some general aspects of the view as I mean it—in particu-
lar, which elements in the account are supposed to be relativized and which are 
not, and how relative essence is to be related to truth and to absolute essence.  

Before addressing relative essence and necessity in the next section (§5), it 
will help to first treat the standard, absolute notions of essence and necessity in 
an analogous way—which is what I now turn to.  

I mainly follow Fine (1994) in understanding essence in the Aristotelian way: 
the essence of an entity x is its real definition—that in virtue of which x is the thing 
that it is.10 What Fine had in mind when talking about essence in this way, how-
ever, was mainly objectual essence, as opposed to generic essence (see Correia 2006; 
Fine 2015). Here, I suggest that we understand essence in an inclusive sense: as 
objectual or generic, depending on the sort of entity considered. Accordingly, I 
suggest that we use “entity” in a very broad sense, covering not only what we may 
call “objectual entities”—namely objects sensu stricto (e.g. an individual I) and ob-
jects sensu lato (e.g. a property F, a kind K)—but also what we may call “generic 
entities”—namely features (e.g. having property F, being of kind K, being identi-
cal to individual I). When considering objectual entities, essence will be objectual 

 
10 See Aristotle, Topics, 101b38, 102a3; Metaphysics, 1031a12; Locke 1689, III, III, 15; Fine 
1994, 1995a, 1995b,1995c; Correia 2000, 2006; Lowe 2006, 2008; Oderberg 2007; Koslicki 
2018. 
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essence—what the object considered essentially consists in. When considering ge-
neric entities, namely features, essence will be generic essence—what having this 
feature essentially involves or consists in, that is, what it essentially is for some-
thing to have this feature. 

To each plurality of entities xx (where a plurality is non-strict or strict, i.e. 
one or more), let us associate the class E(xx) of its essential features. When xx is 
a plurality of objectual entities, E(xx) is the class of features that xx essentially has 
(as a plurality)—the features whose possession by xx is that in virtue of which xx 
is the plurality of objects that it is. For instance, humanity, or being human, be-
longs to E(Socrates). When xx is generic, namely a plurality of features, E(xx) is 
the class of features that xx essentially involves or consists in—the features whose 
possession by any plurality of objects is that in virtue of which this plurality pos-
sesses xx. For instance, we may think that being rational belongs to E(being hu-
man).  

On that basis, let us define, for any plurality of entities xx, the essence of xx 
as the plurality e(xx) of all the facts of type [yy has/involves F], where yyÍxx (i.e. 
every one of the yy’s is one of the xx’s) and FÎE(yy). For instance, as humanity 
belongs to E(Socrates), the fact that Socrates is human—i.e. [Socrates is hu-
man]—belongs to Socrates’s essence, e(Socrates). 

To define what it is for a proposition to be essential to an entity (i.e. true in 
virtue of the essence of that entity), I will make use of the notion of metaphysical 
grounding11—as a way to capture the in-virtue-of part of the notion. I will assume 
that grounding is a relation between a fact (the grounded fact) and a plurality of 
facts (the grounding facts),12 and that it comes in two versions: a factive one (re-
quiring that the relevant facts obtain) and a non-factive one. We may take the 
non-factive notion to be primitive, and symbolise it with “>N”: for any (obtaining 
or non-obtaining) fact A and any plurality of (obtaining or non-obtaining) facts 
BB, A >N BB iff A is non-factively grounded in BB. Accordingly, I will use “>F” 
for factive grounding, and define the notion simply as a special case of non-factive 
grounding: A >F BB iff A >N BB and A and the members of BB obtain.13 

We can now suggest the following account of essentiality: for a proposition 
p to be essential to (i.e. true in virtue of the essence of) a plurality of entities xx is for 
the fact that p is true to be factively grounded—for short, groundedF—in (some 
part of) xx’s essence. For instance, if p is the proposition that Socrates is human 
(if he exists), p is essential to Socrates because [p is true] is groundedF in [Socrates 
is human], and {being human}ÍE(Socrates). The general definition may be for-
malised as follows:  

(Essentiality) 
(6)  ⊠xx p Ûdef [p is true]>FAA, for some AAÍe(xx). 

 
11 On metaphysical grounding, see e.g. Fine 2001, 2012; Correia 2005; Schaffer 2009; 
Rosen 2010; Correia & Schnieder 2012; Audi 2012. 
12 On grounding as a relation between facts, see e.g. Rosen 2010, Audi 2012. On grounding 
as a sentential (because) connective, see e.g. Correia 2010, Fine 2012. This and similar fine-
grained distinctions will not be crucial here. 
13 Nothing will crucially rely on non-factive ground being taken as more fundamental than 
factive ground; alternatively, we may have started with factive ground and defined non-
factive ground roughly as possible factive ground (for discussion, see Fine 2012, §5.1.) Here, 
it should be enough if both notions are reasonably intuitive, and understood in such a way 
that factive implies non-factive ground. 
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Given the above, we can define, for any plurality of entities xx, the class e(xx) of 
propositions that are essential to xx, and then define an essential truth as any prop-
osition that is a member of e(xx) for some xx. The standard, absolutist essentialist 
account of metaphysical necessity (AE), given by (1) above, amounts to defining 
a metaphysical necessity as an essential truth.14  
 

5. One Way to Develop RE: From Relatively Essential Features 
to Relative Necessity 

Let us now turn to the notions of relative essence and necessity. Various views of 
relative essence have been defended in the literature. Though different in some 
important respects, those views have one main underlying idea in common, 
which may be illustrated as follows: unlike the absolute essence of Aristotle, for 
instance, which corresponds to what he himself essentially is, independent of any-
thing else, a relative essence of Aristotle corresponds to what he essentially is rel-
ative to something else—e.g. a context of utterance (as in e.g. Quine 1960, p. 198; 
Lewis 1968; Lewis 1986, ch. 4), our values and interests, as reflected in our use of 
concepts (Sveinsdóttir 2008), an explanatory framework (Sullivan 2016), a the-
ory, a culture, a person’s judgment. Thus, the core idea of relative essence is that, 
in contrast with absolute essence, something may be essential to an entity only 
relative to some parameter—the parameter which I called “R” (for “relativization 
basis”) earlier. It is this common idea, and the thought that it can be made sense 
of, and do some useful work, which I will borrow from existing accounts of rela-
tive essence.  

However, just as these accounts, beyond this common idea, differ in content 
and purpose among each other, my proposed account will also differ from (some 
of) them in a number of respects. First, most of these accounts are not only de-
fending a notion of relative essence, but endorsing the view that (relative) essence 
is not prior to (relative) de re necessity: their notion of relative essence is in fact 
based on a corresponding notion of relative de re necessity (in terms of which rel-
ative essence is to be understood), or indeed they hold the view that essence just 
is de re necessity, so that their account of relative essence is at the same time an 
account of relative de re necessity. By contrast, my aim is to define a notion of 
relative essence, and then, on that basis, a notion of relative necessity: essence is 
prior to necessity on my proposed account, whether in the absolute case (as it was 
made clear in §4 above) or in the relative case. Still, ultimately, all these authors 
are defending the idea that something can be essential to some entity in a relative 
sense; and my proposed view is similar in that respect. 

 
14 Essentiality is here to be understood broadly, including not only direct, but also derivative 
essentiality—with the direct/derivative distinction understood along the lines of Fine’s 
(1995b) constitutive/consequential distinction, and Correia’s (2012) basic/derivative dis-
tinction. This inclusive view is important if we want every metaphysical necessity to be an 
essential truth. (See Fine 1995b: §3, for a simple view of derivative essentiality in terms of 
logical consequence and some of its drawbacks; see Correia 2012 for an alternative view 
avoiding these problems). Given (6), if we want p’s essentiality to xx to be indeed inclusive 
(i.e. direct or derivative), we have to assume that there is a similar sense in which p’s truth 
is inclusively groundedF in xx’s essence, and that the former inclusiveness will follow from 
the latter inclusiveness. I will not argue for that claim here, but it is at least prima facie 
plausible.  
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Second, the target of most of those philosophers is the general notion of es-
sence (and correspondingly the general notion of de re necessity, namely meta-
physical necessity). In other words, what they are proposing is mainly a relativist 
view of essence (and metaphysical necessity). As already mentioned, my target is 
different. On my proposed view, metaphysical necessity (and its special cases, 
such as e.g. logical necessity) is just as absolute as on standard absolutist essen-
tialism (AE); and the essence in which it finds its source is just the standard notion 
of absolute essence. The way I want to use the idea of essence relative to a param-
eter is to account for other kinds of necessity: those which, unlike metaphysical 
necessity, may not be absolute but only relative kinds of necessity. Thus, I will 
rely on the idea of relative essence, but as a supplement to absolute essence, in 
order to account for further kinds of necessity, beyond metaphysical necessity and 
its special cases. 

Third, each of the existing accounts of relative essence, as we have seen, pro-
poses its own relativization parameter. On my proposed view, RE, there may be 
more than one relative kind of necessity, each coming with its own appropriate 
relativization parameter R. Some of these parameters may be (partly) similar to 
those proposed in previous accounts of relative essence (e.g. contexts of utter-
ances, explanatory frameworks, values and interests); but RE is in principle also 
open to other choices (as illustrated earlier for the examples of natural necessity 
and normative necessity).  

In sum, what RE will keep from previous accounts is the general idea that 
we can make sense of relative essence—something being essential to something 
only relative to some parameter—even if the content and purpose of my proposed 
account differs in other important respects. 

With those preliminaries in place, let us get to our proposed development of 
the notion of relative essence, starting with the simple case of some feature being 
essential to some entity in a relative sense. For instance, arguably, Socrates is es-
sentially human, but only accidentally a philosopher. However, we may say that, 
relative to a certain context R (where his being a philosopher is crucial), Socrates 
is essentially a philosopher. To give another example, that electrons repel might 
not be essential to them in the absolute sense, but it might still be essential to them 
relative to a physical theory—within that theory, that feature is constitutive, or 
definitional, of electrons.  

More generally, for any plurality of entities xx and relativization basis R (e.g. 
a context, a theory), let us define RE(xx) as the class of features that are R-relatively 
essential to xx—i.e. the features that, relative to R, xx essentially has/involves. 
Note that RE(xx) may contain not only features that are not members of E(xx)—
e.g. being a philosopher, in Socrates’s case—but also features that are not even 
members of P(xx), namely the class of features that xx actually has/involves 
(whether accidentally or essentially). For instance, we may assume that being the 
best of all philosophers does not even belong to P(Socrates); but there may be an 
R (say, a context) such that this feature belongs to RE(Socrates).  

Let us now define, for any plurality of entities xx and any relativization basis 
R, the R-relative essence of xx as the plurality Re(xx) of all the facts of type [yy 
has/involves F], where yyÍxx and FÎRE(yy)—a plurality that, for reasons just 
mentioned, may contain non-obtaining facts. Accordingly, we will say that a 
proposition p is R-relatively essential to a plurality of entities xx just in case p’s truth 
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is non-factively grounded—for short, groundedN—in some part of x’s R-relative 
essence. In symbols, 

(R-relative Essentiality) 
(7) ⊠''

#$%	# p Ûdef [p is true]>NAA, for some AAÍRe(xx). 

Defined in that way, R-relative essentiality distinguishes itself from other notions 
of relative essentiality that may come to mind. Importantly, it does not simply 
amount to an overall R-relativization of absolute essentiality as defined in (6):  

(8) It is not the case that: for any p, ⊠''
#$%	# p iff Relative to R, ⊠xx p. 

The crucial difference between the two notions concerns what exactly they R-
relativize. R-relative essentiality as defined in (7) only relativizes the essence of 
xx—xx’s absolute essence, e(xx), is replaced with xx’s R-relative essence, Re(xx), 
in the definition. In particular, it does not relativize the grounding relation, 
namely the whole claim that the fact that p is true is non-factively grounded in xx’s R-
relative essence; that claim is not meant to be relative in any sense. By contrast, with 
an overall R-relativization of absolute essentiality, what is R-relativized is indeed 
the whole claim that p is absolutely essential to xx—i.e. ultimately, given (6), the 
whole claim that the fact that p is true is factively grounded in xx’s essence. 

To illustrate that distinction, let us consider an example. Let R be some rel-
ativization basis such that the following holds: relative to R, 2+2=4; moreover, 
relative to R, Socrates is essentially a philosopher—for simplicity, we may even 
assume that, relative to R, being a philosopher is Socrates’s only essential feature. 
Now suppose further that R is a person’s opinion and that this person holds unu-
sual views about the grounding of mathematical truths, thinking in particular that 
2+2=4 is true because Socrates is a philosopher. More precisely, relative to R, the 
fact that 2+2=4 is true is (factively) grounded in the fact that Socrates is a philos-
opher—i.e., relative to R, [<2+2=4> is true] is groundedF in [Socrates is a philos-
opher]. But recall that, relative to R, Socrates is essentially a philosopher—so that, 
according to R, [Socrates is a philosopher] belongs to Socrates’s absolute essence, 
e(Socrates). As a consequence, given the definition of (absolute) essentiality in 
(6), we get that, according to R, the proposition that 2+2=4 is essential to Socra-
tes—i.e. relative to R, ⊠Socrates <2+2=4>. 

Now, is it also the case that the proposition that 2+2=4 is R-relatively essen-
tial to Socrates in the sense of our proposed definition, (7)? Given what we have 
assumed about R, it will certainly be the case that the fact that Socrates is a phi-
losopher, [Socrates is a philosopher], belongs to Socrates’s R-relative essence, 
namely Re(Socrates). However, unlike the notion of relative essentiality consid-
ered above (i.e. an overall R-relativization of absolute essentiality), the notion of 
R-essentiality proposed in (7) is in general insensitive to what grounds what rela-
tive to R—i.e., in the example considered, what grounds what relative to our person’s 
opinion. It only takes into account what grounds what tout court—absolutely. In our 
example, most plausibly, the person considered is wrong to think that the fact that 
Socrates is a philosopher grounds the fact that the proposition that 2+2=4 is true: 
that grounding relation (whether factive or non-factive) does not hold. If so, in 
particular, it is not the case that the fact that the proposition that 2+2=4 is true is 
non-factively grounded in the fact that Socrates is a philosopher—i.e. [<2+2=4> 
is true] is not groundedN in [Socrates is a philosopher]. As a consequence, the 
proposition that 2+2=4 will not be R-relatively essential to Socrates in the sense 
of (7)—i.e. it will not be the case that ⊠()*+,-./

#$%	#
 <2+2=4>. Thus, the notion of 
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relative essentiality defined in (7) is distinct from a mere overall R-relativization 
of absolute essentiality. 

This distinction being drawn, we can now define a corresponding notion of 
R-relative necessity: for a proposition to be R-relatively necessary is for it to be R-
relatively essential to some plurality of entities. In symbols, 

(R-relative Necessity) 
(9) ☐#$%	# p Ûdef $xx ⊠''

#$%	# p. 

Let us now briefly mention some basic features of the notion of relative necessity 
just defined. These will be particularly relevant when using the notion to define 
kinds of necessity, the relations between them, and the relations within hybrid 
kinds (kinds with both members which are absolute necessities and members 
which are not). 

First, R-necessity has absolute necessity as a special case—the case where R 
is trivial: 

(10) ☐p iff  ☐#$%	Æ p.15 

This feature was mentioned when first presenting relativized essentialism (RE) in 
§3, and it is important because it ensures that, indeed, any kind of necessity cov-
ered by RE, including absolute ones, can be defined as an R-relative K-necessity, 
for some parameters K and R (to recall, in symbols:	☐!" p Ûdef ☐!

#$%	# p). 
Second, R-necessity will be factive (i.e. ☐#$%	#	p implies p) whenever R is such 

that, for any xx, all R-relatively essential features of xx are actual features of xx:   

(11) (Factivity) 
If RE(xx)ÍP(xx) for any xx, then ☐#$%	#	is factive: for any p, if ☐#$%	#	p, then 
p.16 

For instance, if natural necessity is R-relative K-necessity, where K is natural and 
R is a final true scientific theory, then presumably R-relative necessity will be fac-
tive (even if not all R-relative necessities are absolute necessities, they will all be 
true propositions), and so will natural necessity. By contrast, with a notion of 
normative necessity where K is normative and R is a particular culture or moral 
theory, it might be that normative necessity is not factive. (Note that, if needed, 
factivity may be imposed on R-relative necessity, and hence on the kind of neces-
sity to be defined from it, “by construction”: ultimately, on the suggested devel-
opment of RE based on features, by redefining RE(xx) as the intersection of the R-
relatively essential features of xx (namely RE(xx) as previously defined) with the 
actual features of xx (namely P(xx)).) 
 
15 “Æ” is an informal notation for “nothing”—R is not (always) strictly a set or class. “Æ-
relative(ly)” is to be read as “non-relative(ly)”, i.e. “absolutely”. Let us now consider the 
equivalence in (10): ☐p iff  ☐!"#	Æ p. Suppose first that ☐p. By definition, $xx: [p is 
true]>FAA, for some AAÍe(xx). With R=Æ,  RE(yy)=E(yy) for any yy, so that 
Re(xx)=e(xx). Moreover, factive implies non-factive grounding (see §4). As a result, we 
get: [p is true]>NAA, for some AAÍRe(xx)—i.e. ⊠%%

!"#	Æp. Therefore, ☐!"#	Æ p. The con-
verse may be proven in a similar way—relying on the further (plausible) assumption that 
any fact groundedN in obtaining facts does itself obtain. 
16 If ☐!"#	! p, then by definition $xx: [p is true]>NAA, for some AAÍRe(xx). As by hy-
pothesis RE(yy)ÍP(yy) for any yy, Re(xx) contains only obtaining facts, including AA. So 
[p is true] is groundedN in obtaining facts. On the plausible assumption that any fact 
groundedN in obtaining facts is itself obtaining, [p is true] obtains. 
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Finally, R-relative necessity will be conservative (i.e. absolute necessity implies 
R-relative necessity) whenever R is such that, for any xx, all the absolutely essen-
tial features of xx are among its R-relatively essential features: 

(12) (Conservativity) 
If E(xx)ÍRE(xx) for any xx, then ☐#$%	#	 is conservative: for any p, if ☐p, 
then ☐#$%	# p.17 

This will be particularly important when considering hybrid kinds of necessity 
and the relations within them on RE. For instance, if natural necessity is defined 
as R-relative K-necessity, where K is natural and R is non-trivial (i.e. some natural 
necessities are not metaphysically necessary), then R-relative necessity being con-
servative will ensure that natural necessity defined in that way indeed includes all 
the necessities that are intuitively natural, whether they are absolute, metaphysi-
cal necessities or not.  (Note that, just as factivity, conservativity may be imposed 
on R-relative necessity by construction: ultimately, by redefining RE(xx) as the 
union of the R-relatively essential features of xx (i.e. RE(xx) as originally defined) 
with its absolutely essential features (E(xx)).18) 

In sum, the general framework for kinds of necessity proposed earlier (§3), 
namely RE, may be developed in such a way that relative necessity is ultimately 
understood in terms of relatively essential features of entities. As I said, this is 
only one option: for instance, one may just define relative necessity in terms of 
relative essentiality and take the latter notion as primitive, or understand that lat-
ter notion in terms of facts, as I did, but without the further step down to features 
of entities. One motivation for that last option may be the following: perhaps not 
all the facts in e(xx) are of the form [yy has/involves F], where yyÍxx and 
FÎE(yy) (and similarly for the R-relative case). For instance, we may think that 
<If p&q, then p> is essential to conjunction because [If p&q, then p] is part of the 
essence of conjunction, but that this fact corresponds to a rule of inference, and is 

 
17 Proof omitted (similar as for (11)). 
18 Note that, in certain cases, imposing conservativity by construction may also reintroduce 
a difficulty that is faced by standard AE and that RE is sometimes able to avoid, thanks to 
an appropriate choice of the relativization basis R. The difficulty is one that I mentioned 
in a previous footnote (see fn 5): defining K-necessity by simple entity restriction, as on 
AE, may seem to generate too many K-necessities—for instance, even assuming that 
<Rightness is variably polyadic> and <Conjunction is an abstract entity> are indeed (ab-
solute) essential truths, and hence necessities, one may not think that they are specifically 
a normative and a logical necessity, respectively. Now, in certain cases, that difficulty may 
be avoided on RE, when accounting for a (partly) relative kind of necessity. For instance, 
one may define normative necessity as R-relative N-necessity, where N=normative and R 
is e.g. a moral theory such that <Rightness is variably polyadic> does not come out as a 
normative necessity. If one thinks that this is how things should be on pre-theoretical intu-
itions, but one also thinks that conservativity is a desirable property for a notion of relative 
necessity (and that conservativity should be imposed by construction if needed), then one 
finds oneself in front of a sort of dilemma: either make sure that normative necessity (as R-
relative N-necessity) is conservative, but at the expense of extensional accuracy (e.g. 
<Rightness is variably polyadic> will come out as a normative necessity); or else avoid 
that extensional problem, but at the expense of conservativity. Of course, the way out of 
such dilemmas for RE would be to solve the problem for AE, namely for absolute necessi-
ties, in the first place: to amend or replace the usual entity restriction strategy for defining 
special cases of absolute, metaphysical necessity in such a way that it does not generate 
intuitively incorrect necessities. But this is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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not reducible to a fact of the form [conjunction has F], where F is a feature of 
conjunction. One potential way out would be to accept a sufficiently broader view 
of features—such that e.g. conjunction has the feature of being such that it obeys the 
relevant rule of inference. 

Be that as it may, the above suggested one concrete way in which some as-
pects of RE, and in particular the relative necessity part of the account, may be 
made more precise; and it helped us better understand some aspects of RE as I 
see it—for instance, relative necessity should not just be an overall relativization 
of absolute necessity. 
 

6. Potential Virtues, Problems and Further Developments 

Let us come back to the basic RE framework presented in §3, and briefly consider 
some of its main characteristics, including potential virtues and challenges. My 
aim here is not to offer a proper defence of RE, or show that it is preferable to the 
three options considered in §2, but rather to show how RE distinguishes itself 
from rival views, and how it may reasonably be considered as a serious new op-
tion worth developing further.  

To recall, relativized essentialism (RE) is the view on which any kind of ne-
cessity (at least most of the important kinds) is defined as an R-relative K-neces-
sity, for some K (the entity restriction parameter) and some R (the essence rela-
tivization parameter): 

(Relativized essentialism) 
(13) ☐!" p Ûdef ☐!

#$%	# p,  
where ☐!" is the operator for some kind of necessity, KN. 

Let us now consider some aspects on which RE distinguishes itself, in particular 
from the three options considered in §2 for the friend of AE. To recall, those op-
tions were the following: just extend AE to any further kind to be defined (e.g. 
natural or normative necessity), i.e. keep using entity restriction alone (ER); use 
entity restriction supplemented with set conditionalization (ER+SC); use entity 
restriction supplemented with primitivism (ER+P).  

First, the simple ER strategy entails that all the necessities defined are abso-
lute essential truths, and hence metaphysical necessities. Clearly, this is a conse-
quence that the proposed view can avoid. For instance, suppose that natural ne-
cessity cannot be defined as a special case of absolute metaphysical necessity, 
grounded in the absolute essences of natural entities (i.e. K=N (for natural) and 
R=Æ) because, as many think, at least some natural necessities are metaphysically 
contingent. Then natural necessity, on the proposed view, may be grounded in 
the R-relative essences of natural entities, for an appropriate R (e.g. a final theory 
reflecting our scientific capacities and interests). 

Similar remarks apply to normative necessity. For instance, even if <Pain is 
bad> is not absolutely essential to badness (or goodness), or <Lying is wrong> is 
not essential to wrongness (or rightness), it may be understood as R-relatively 
essential to it—for an appropriate R. Depending on how one understands the nor-
mative realm, in particular as objective or not, one may choose various relativi-
zation bases, having to do with e.g. the human species, specific human capacities 
or interests, some particular culture within humanity, some period of time within 
human history, or some normative theory. And the resulting notion of normative 
necessity will inherit the corresponding sort of relativity.  



Relativized Essentialism about Modalities 479 

It should be emphasized that, for both the natural and the normative case, 
the proposed relativized essentialist framework still allows for views on which 
some (or indeed all) natural or normative necessities would be absolutely essential 
to the relevant entities, and thereby metaphysically necessary (perhaps <Gold has 
atomic number 79>, or <If something is right, then it is an action>). As a gener-
alization of AE, RE is just more flexible in this respect, being able to accommo-
date a larger range of views. 

At this point, it is worth mentioning a challenge to any further development 
of RE. For each specific kind to be accounted for within the proposed framework, 
it has to be determined which class of entities it should be associated with (param-
eter K), whether it is absolute or (partly) relative, and, in the latter case, which 
relativization basis may be most appropriate (parameter R). This will be crucial 
to get a precise account, not only of the specific kinds considered, but of the rela-
tions between those kinds, as noted previously. In particular, it should be shown 
that, for each (partly) relative kind, we can indeed plausibly find an appropriate 
relativization basis that makes for a satisfactory account of that specific kind.  

On the one hand, the fact that RE is very flexible, in that it is virtually totally 
open as to which kinds should be absolute or relative, and as to what relativization 
bases should be chosen, may be seen as an advantage, both because it means that 
the framework may be attractive to a large variety of views about kinds of neces-
sities (e.g. about whether natural or normative necessity is relative, and how), and 
relatedly because that lack of constraints allows for a wide range of possibilities, 
making it more plausible that at least one of them will be the appropriate one. 
Still, on the other hand, having a large range of possibilities does not guarantee 
that one of them will be satisfactory. Although I have made some brief sugges-
tions for potential relativization bases for natural and normative necessities (as-
suming that they are (partly) relative), more work would be needed in this respect. 
Indeed, this might be one of the most important tasks for further developments of 
RE. 

Another important feature of RE concerns how it accounts for kinds of ne-
cessity. As we have seen in §2, when a kind is defined by set conditionalization 
(the mixed ER+SC option), its modal status—why it counts as a kind of neces-
sity—might not seem to be properly accounted for (this is of course disputable). 
As regards the mixed ER+P option, where the relevant kind is treated as primi-
tive, it does not include, in itself, any (non-modal) account of its modal status. By 
contrast, just like the simple ER strategy, the proposed view includes a clear ac-
count of the modal status of the kinds defined: they are (relative) necessities because 
they are (relatively) essential to some entities. And we may add that, as those entities 
are K-entities, it is also clear why these necessities are (relative) K-necessities.  

Moreover, the proposed strategy, unlike ER+P, does not make the kind to 
be defined a fundamental kind of necessity, or a kind which is unrelated to other 
important kinds, like metaphysical, logical or conceptual necessity—which, as I 
noted earlier, one might take as an intuitive result. 

Finally, and relatedly, in terms of unity and parsimony, the proposed view is 
arguably preferable to the two mixed strategies, ER+SC and ER+P. Indeed, as it 
is a generalization of the simple ER strategy, the result of adding any new kind of 
necessity to standard AE amounts to a quite natural extension of it, with (13) 
above serving as a general definition for all kinds: metaphysical necessity itself is 
the special case where both entity restriction (parameter K) and essence relativi-
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zation (parameter R) are trivial; its absolute restricted kinds (e.g. conceptual ne-
cessity) are special cases where only R is trivial; and any (non-purely absolute) 
additional kind is a case with non-trivial K and non-trivial R. The result is unified, 
as each kind is accounted for in an analogous way, in terms of the (absolute or 
relative) essences of the relevant entities. Likewise, it is parsimonious, as meta-
physical necessity remains the only fundamental kind, from which all other kinds 
are derived.  

To anticipate a potential worry, let me add a few remarks about the unity of 
RE, which I take to be an important potential virtue of the view. First, I do not 
mean to claim that RE remains just as unified as AE, for instance. Depending on 
the relativization bases needed to define the non-absolute kinds, the overall view 
might end up with kinds which are indeed very different from each other. And of 
course, the more important such differences, the less unified the overall account—
this is not specific to RE, since no account of the kinds of necessities may be more 
unified than what the actual differences between the kinds allow for. However, 
what RE is able to do (arguably better than the two mixed accounts considered 
above) is precisely to maintain some form of unity despite those differences: even 
with huge differences between kinds, in particular between relative and absolute 
kinds, RE maintains at least a formal unity, which appears in the common defi-
nition for any kind of necessity covered by the view (13). Even if having that for-
mal analogy were all there is to the RE’s unity, it would already be something 
non-trivial. 

Now, is that formal unity only artificial, or is there something more substan-
tial behind it—in particular, are there some substantial relations between absolute 
and relative necessities? As a partial answer, let me suggest three ways in which 
one may understand the relation between absolute and relative necessity, and 
more fundamentally between absolute and relative essence, in RE—the three of 
which plausibly suggest at least some substantial link between the two. First, “rel-
ative essence” is not just an arbitrary name, but really a relativized version of 
absolute essence, the former being constructed based on the latter—as was made 
clear in the discussion in §5 in particular. And this seems like a reason to think 
that the two notions have some substantial link—just as, in general, a notion and 
a relativized version of it are usually taken to be substantially linked, beyond their 
names. Indeed, there might even be some intuitive sense in which they count as 
two species of the same genus—in our case, the general notion of essence as the 
common genus of absolute and relative essence. Second, as we have also seen, 
absolute essence (necessity) can be seen as a special, or limit, case of relative es-
sence (necessity)—and again, in general, such a relation between two notions sug-
gests that they bear some substantial relation. Perhaps one might even see relative 
essence as the common genus of both notions: non-trivial relative essence and 
trivial relative essence (i.e. absolute essence).  

A third way to motivate the same point is to focus, not on the notion of es-
sence or relative essence as the potential common genus, but on the notion of 
definition. Essentialists often understand essence in the Aristotelian sense of real 
definition (see e.g. Fine 1994). Assuming that the name is just not arbitrary, and 
that it indeed makes sense to take real definition and standard definition (verbal 
definition, definitions of words or concepts) to be substantially related as two spe-
cies of the same genus (definition of things and definition of words or concepts), 
it may also motivate the idea that absolute and relative essence in RE bear that 
same sort of substantial relation. While absolute essence may be identified with 
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real definition, relative essence may be identified with (something more like) 
standard definition. For instance, if electrons R-relatively essentially repel each 
other, where R is a theory, we may say that this feature is part of the definition of 
electrons in that theory. Likewise, if R is moral theory or a culture, and serves as 
the relativization basis for normative necessity, we may say that the features 
which are R-relatively essential to goodness or rightness are the features which 
are part of the very definition of those notions in the relevant moral theory or 
culture.  

The features just mentioned mainly distinguish RE from the three common 
options considered in §2, which all take AE as a basis. But there is a more general 
distinguishing feature of RE to be quickly mentioned. Unlike the main available 
accounts of the kinds of necessity and their relations that I am aware of (e.g. in 
Lewis 1986; Hale 1996; Fine 1994, 2005; Lange 2005)—whether essentialist or 
not, monist or pluralist, whether using entity restriction, set conditionalization, 
or any other tool to define derivative kinds—RE has the resources to clearly dis-
tinguish two intuitive dimensions of modal variety (two refinements of the usual, 
coarse-grained notion of kind): what we may call domain (the area, or scope, or 
specific source of a kind of necessity), which on RE is accounted for with entity 
restriction; and strength (or modal force), which on RE is independently accounted 
for with essence relativization. This allows for a particularly clear and precise ac-
count of the varieties of necessity and their relations—and may avoid some prob-
lems faced by the main available accounts (see Hirèche 2021). 

 
7. Conclusion 

In this paper, based on two major ideas in the literature about essence—first, the 
reduction of metaphysical necessity to essence and the definition of special cases 
through entity restriction, and second, the idea of relative essence—I have pro-
posed a generalized version of absolutist essentialism (AE), which I call relativ-
ized essentialism (RE), as a general framework to account for kinds of modality—
in particular, one which offers a new answer to an important challenge to AE. In 
order to illustrate and defend the proposed view, I have suggested one way in 
which it could be developed in some more detail, pointed out some of its potential 
advantages—especially with respect to standard, absolutist essentialism (AE), as 
well as accounts mixing AE with other common accounts of necessities—and 
briefly considered some potential challenges to it, and corresponding points on 
which it would need more development and argument. 

Although I have not provided a detailed account, or a full defence of it, I 
hope to have established some useful bases for RE as a novel framework to ac-
count for kinds of modality, and shown that it may be worth developing and de-
fending further, given some of its potential advantages. In particular, RE seems 
to offer good prospects for a general account of modalities with the following two 
features. Relying on various notions of essence, it is flexible enough to cover a 
large range of kinds of necessity—both absolute and relative. At the same time, 
treating all kinds in analogous ways, it remains, in some non-trivial sense at least, 
parsimonious and unified, accounting for the intuition that, however different, 
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whether stronger or weaker, all kinds of necessity still have, beyond just being 
called “necessities”, something in common—essence, or definition.19 
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Abstract 
 

Some philosophers believe that powers are more acceptable, naturalistic, non-ad 
hoc and actualist-friendly candidates to replace possible worlds (PWs) in a disposi-
tionalist analysis of modality. However, such a swift opposition between powers 
and PWs is both unwarranted and problematic. Furthermore, there is at least one 
power-based ontology of PWs, which in turn offers a power-based applied PW-
semantics for dispositionalists. On this account, first briefly suggested in Vetter 
2015, a PW is taken to be a dispositional array, viz., a power for the entire universe 
to be so-and-so. I discuss several features of this proposal, from the nature of dis-
positional arrays, to the true-at relation, to the range of possibilities countenanced 
by the semantics—and in doing so I will show that there are many advantages for 
those willing to countenance dispositional arrays in their ontology. Finally, I will 
illustrate a fascinating correlation between this PW-semantics and the usual power-
based semantics envisioned by the dispositionalist, which will bear crucial conse-
quences concerning the ultimate source of modality. 
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1. Introduction 

Recent years have not been kind to possible worlds (PWs). As accounts of PWs 
became increasingly complex, people began to express dissatisfaction with the 
notion altogether. The reasons are numerous: the ontological baggage of the er-
satzist is often unclear and at best dubious, while Lewis’ plurality of worlds, albeit 
metaphysically clearer, is outright outlandish. The dissatisfaction is reinforced by 
the persistent influence exerted by the charge of irrelevance: although it is notori-
ously difficult to articulate an object against PWs along these lines (as in Divers 
2002: 124-33), many still believe there to be a nugget of truth in such attempts 
(e.g., Jacobs 2010). Relatedly, there also is the worry that PW-ontology is imme-
diately read off the formal semantics, with little to no independent motivation—
which is, one may argue, a very ad hoc way of doing ontology (Borghini and Wil-
liams 2008: 25, Jubien 2009: 67-68, Vetter 2015: 6). 
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There are, of course, several ways of using PW-semantics without commit-
ments to PWs themselves, and by that I do not mean the “cheaters” who brandish 
PW-semantics while shying away from its ontology, the kind of attitude criticized 
in Martin and Heil (1999: 38-39); I am rather referring to those who actively con-
struct a theory in order to avoid ontological commitment to PWs in their deploy-
ment of PW-semantics. The “ontological commitment” I am referring to is the 
one conveyed through existential quantification according to standard Quinean 
meta-ontology; if the diamond operator is interpreted as an existential quantifier 
over worlds, as long as there is a single true possibility statement in the object 
language, the meta-language of PW-semantics will be ontologically committed to 
PWs. Yet there are many ways to escape such a commitment. First, one may 
consider a non-factualist stance on modal discourse (sometimes formulated rela-
tively to modal statements involving possibility and necessity, rather than their 
PW-involving interpretations), which has a venerable tradition in modern and 
contemporary philosophy—especially before the birth of modal logic—and has 
been recently revitalized in Thomasson 2020. Alternatively, one can accept PW-
semantics but reject any commitment to PWs by its formulas, manipulating their 
logical form until any such commitment is eliminated. The conditionalist position 
(Sider 2002) and the fictionalist position (Rosen 1990) both fall in this category. 
Finally, assuming such a stance to be stable, one can decide to employ a PW-
semantics but still remain agnostic, in some way or another, about its objects (Di-
vers 2004, 2006).  

That said, some have something more radical in mind: they would prefer a 
new analysis of modality entirely, both in the form of a new modal ontology, and 
a new interpretation of modal discourse that does not crucially hinge on Leibni-
zian biconditionals, viz. semantic clauses for box and diamond as quantifiers over 
worlds. Many of them are “anti-Humeans”, adversaries of neo-Humean meta-
physics, at least in the vague sense that they believe there to be something inher-
ently modal about this world, which would immediately undermine the need to 
outsource modality through other worlds.1 Amongst them, there are some who 
also believe there to be independent reasons to accept genuine powers, or dispo-
sitions (for the purposes of this paper, these terms are synonymous), in one’s on-
tology: for them, powers are the right tools for a new analysis of modality. This 
is not an entirely new approach, not even in contemporary metaphysics; some 
antecedent can be found in Mondadori and Morton 1976, and, since then, it has 
been intermittently advocated, e.g., in Martin and Heil (1999: 49-50), Ellis (2001: 
245), Pruss (2002: 329-30), Molnar (2003: 223), Mumford (2004: 168-70), and 
Bird (2007: 218, fn. 146). However, this approach has only been recently ex-
plored, mostly in Borghini and Williams 2008, Jacobs 2010, Contessa 2010, and 
Vetter 2015. That what is possible or necessary depends on powers, abilities, and 
capacities of worldly objects, is something that the layperson may find very intu-
itive, as opposed to the baroque constructions of PW-ontology. More to the point: 
as an ontology of modality, it has the virtue of being independently motivated, 
given that powers are already needed elsewhere (viz., in the debate about causa-
tion, laws of nature, the nature of properties, and so on), and it is not merely 
extracted from a convenient formal semantics. Some of the supporters of this 

 
1 The correlation between PW-ontology and neo-Humeanism is however not as straight-
forward, given that some supporter of ersatz PWs might put forward claims that are incom-
patible with neo-Humeanism; David Lewis is, most of the time, the preferred target. 
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powers-based approach take pride in being actualists (viz., unrestrictedly every-
thing is actual: no merely possible individual, or PW, that does not actually exist), 
and “naturalist”, in the loose sense that they do not posit anything over and be-
yond the physical realm of this, the actual world.  

As for the semantics, a power-based ontology of modality should pave the 
way (or perhaps follow, depending on the approach) a suitable power-based se-
mantics for modal discourse that does without the Leibnizian biconditionals—
although the formal work has only recently started (notably, Vetter 2015). This 
ontology-cum-semantics project has been pursued in a variety of different ways, 
which I will refer to collectively with the umbrella term modal dispositionalism, or 
dispositionalism for short. It is one of the many projects falling within the scope of 
the so-called “hardcore actualism” (Contessa 2010) or “new actualism” (Vetter 
2011), insofar it does not engage with PW-ontology, and avoids PW-semantics 
altogether; similarly, to highlight its actualist aspect, Eagle (2009) calls modal dis-
positionalism “dispositional actualism”. 

In this paper I will argue that, while dispositionalism is a worthwhile project, 
such a swift opposition between powers and PWs—as candidates is one’s modal 
ontology—is both problematic and unwarranted. Furthermore, it hides a poten-
tially interesting story to be told; for there is (at least) one power-based ontology of 
PWs, which can provide the dispositionalist with a power-based PW-semantics.  

Here is the plan of the paper. In section 2, I will argue that the opposition 
between powers and PWs is both problematic and unwarranted. In section 3 I 
will develop my power-based ontology of PWs—by introducing and discussing 
the notion of a dispositional array, discussing its correlation with certain ersatzist 
positions, and articulating the true-at relation needed to get the semantics off the 
ground. Section 4 will offer some considerations of range, while in section 5 I will 
make some crucial remarks about PW-ontology that will help framing my pro-
posal in the existing debate; more specifically, I will connect the PW-semantics 
involving dispositional arrays with the dispositionalist’s usual non-PW-semantics 
in a unified framework. Finally, I will offer some concluding remarks in section 
6. Since this is a fairly original topic, many issues will only be briefly touched on, 
and will be left for further exploration. 

Before starting, allow me to introduce an assumption and a restriction. The 
assumption is realism about modality, in the loose sense that there is an objective 
and mind-independent modal reality—thus, there should be at least one applied 
modal semantics equipped with a domain of entities one should be ontologically 
committed to; I will assume that the modal dispositionalist is a realist about mo-
dality as well: although it is rare to find dispositionalists who explicitly claim to 
be realists in this sense, I think that it is a background assumption. The restriction 
is that in what follows, I will only deal with the interpretation of propositional 
modal logic; this is unfortunate, for I believe that there is an interesting story to 
be told about powers and PWs relatively to the de re/de dicto distinction of modal 
discourse; but this will be the job for another time. 
 

2. The Opposition between Powers and PWs 

2.1 A Problematic Opposition 

At this stage, the theoretical virtues and sheer formal power of PW-semantics has 
not been matched by any alternative, and surely not by any alternative involving 
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powers. The most detailed power-based semantics for modality, to be found in 
Vetter 2015, explicitly postpones this important confrontation to another time. 
On the contrary, PW-semantics is still widely used, sometimes by dispositionalists 
themselves (Vetter included), in light of its versatility; dispositionalists usually 
claim that they keep the semantics in the loop as an heuristic tool to help us in the 
difficult field of modal inference, even though it does not really reflect the nature 
of modal reality; Vetter (2015: 10) perfectly encapsulates this line of reasoning: 
“[p]ossible-world talk has its place, of course, as a formal model in some areas, 
and perhaps as a descriptive and heuristic tool. But we should not make the mis-
take […] of thinking that ‘possible worlds’ are genuine worlds”. Even more 
starkly, the dispositionalist can embrace materially adequate PW-semantics while 
rejecting any commitment to PWs (in one of the ways suggested above), while 
refusing to give anything as strong as a definition of the modal operators through 
Leibnizian biconditionals.2 

This means that, as long as this state of affairs continues, dispositionalists 
will be working with a semantically inferior framework; this is what, I believe, 
Jacobs (2010: 240) has in mind when he claims that  

 
[t]he most powerful objection […] to any version of the properties-based theory of 
modality is the lack of any developed alternative to the powerful, possible worlds 
semantics of modality. 
 

This is not, per se, a crippling flaw of the position; after all, the dispositionalist is 
upfront about the fact that their power-based semantics has not been devised to 
be technically superior, but only to represent more clearly the modal reality; and 
trades-offs between ontology and semantics are a familiar occurrence for anyone 
theorizing around modality. But there is a real danger for the dispositionalist here, 
albeit not one usually recognized. This stems from the fact that the dispositionalist 
is still a realist about modality, at least in the loose sense that they believe there 
to be an objective modal reality. In general, an instrumentalist about modality 
will be skeptical about the ontological and metaphysical value of modal seman-
tics—if not outright rejecting modal truths. But dispositionalists are realists about 
modality, and believe that some modal semantics somehow maps on certain fea-
tures of reality. As such, they should be moved by the usual line of reasoning that 
the powerfulness of PW-semantics indirectly lends support to the existence of 
PWs—just like a scientific realist (unlike an instrumentalist) will believe that the 
theoretical virtues of certain scientific approaches lend support to the existence of 
certain particles. But this is not the case. Dispositionalists find themselves in a bit 
of a pickle: the failure of dispositionalist’ semantics to match the virtues of PW-
semantics forces them to conclude that the arguably best interpretation of modal 
discourse is a formal device that fails to map unto anything—even though there 
is another, less virtuous, interpretation that does. In simpler terms: the best inter-
pretation of modality is not the right one.  

This is, to my eyes, a methodologically confused situation. It reminds me of 
those creationists how believe that God has put dinosaurs’ bones in the ground to 
test their faith: for them too, the best explanation for the presence of dinosaur’s 
bones in the ground (viz. that there were dinosaurs) is not the right one. Keep in 

 
2 E.g., I believe dispositionalism to be compatible with “timid fictionalism” about PWs 
(Rosen 1990: 354), although I am not sure which benefits such an association would bring. 
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mind that this is not meant to be a knockdown argument against modal disposi-
tionalism—I have much sympathy for the position, and I do not wish to see it fail. 
It is more of an observation. To confine PW-semantics to a merely heuristic tool 
forces the dispositionalist in an uncomfortable spot: that of believing that a sub-
stantially correct description of modal reality can only be delivered through a 
technically suboptimal tool. 

 
2.2 An Unwarranted Opposition 

We have seen how the opposition between powers and PWs may be problematic; 
but why is it unwarranted? A better way to frame this question might be the fol-
lowing: is there some (insofar unexplored) conception of PWs that the disposi-
tionalist might find acceptable? Or, on the contrary, do dispositionalists have 
problems with PWs in general, viz., with the very notion of a possible world? 
These are hard questions to settle; part of the difficulty lies in the fact that, for all 
the attention that PWs have received throughout the years, it has hard to find a 
“minimal” characterization of PWs, and PW-ontology, of which every PW-on-
tology is an elaboration. This is why one will almost never find top-down exposi-
tions of PW-ontology, but rather, bottom-up expositions, presenting the most fa-
mous alternatives (usually starting by opposing Lewisian concretism to ersatz 
PWs), with a proviso that this is by no means intended as an exhaustive list of 
positions. In other words, the logical space of PW-ontology is, to this day, still 
largely unmapped. 

The distinction between pure and applied PW-semantics might be relevant for 
our current purposes. A pure semantics is concerned with any set-theoretically 
well-behaved collection of entities; it is committed, at best, to the set-theory 
needed to properly formulate Kripkean frame triples <W, @, R>, whereas mem-
bers of W may be PWs, dolphins, or rocks, as the case might be. Applied seman-
tics is, on the other hand, any semantic theory that is properly applied to the in-
terpretation of modal discourse; in an applied semantics, members of W are 
PWs.3 For simplicity, we may consider a Kripkean frame triple, in an applied 
semantics, to be a PW-ontology; viz. a set of worlds, including a privileged one, 
and a dyadic relation imposed upon them. The set of applied semantics thus com-
prises the set of all PW-ontologies; this might seem like the perfect place to look 
at for a minimal characterization of PWs and PW-ontology. Unfortunately, the 
defining feature of this set of applied semantics is the one I just offered: that mem-
bers of W are PWs. This is hardly informative, if our goal is a minimal character-
ization of PWs, for it presupposes what we are searching for: the thin line that 
separates the set of PWs from any other W set. 

Alternatively, one might claim that the right restriction from pure to applied 
semantics is one that selects all Kripkean triples that are somehow relevant for the 

 
3 That said, it is also possible to have an applied PW-semantics, in which members of the 
W set are not PWs; this is notably the case of Humberstone (1981) and his notion of possi-
bilities, viz. incomplete worlds. Similarly Divers (2006: 196, fn. 12) claims that it is perfectly 
sound “to hold that the right things to be W-members, if we are to achieve semantic illu-
mination of modality, are entities other than possible worlds”; yet what he means, follow-
ing Plantinga (1974: 250), is simply that “one might […] take talk of possible worlds to be 
a mere façon de parler or a heuristic device to aid the imagination. One is then obliged to 
give meaning to “□” […] in some other way—possibly in terms of speakers of natural lan-
guages (or some favourite fragment of them) and their linguistic commitments”. 
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interpretation of modal discourse, thus effectively skimming off modally irrele-
vant, but set-theoretically well-behaved, collections of entities. It thus follows that 
any pure semantics that is modally relevant in this sense, can provide a PW-on-
tology; and thus, the members of its W set, are PWs. But this strategy, as bare-
bones as it is, does not lend any support to the dispositionalist, for nothing has 
been said as to why PWs, in this very general sense, are suspicious ontology; fur-
thermore, it makes it impossible—by virtue of a mere stipulation—to object to the 
relevance of PWs in matters of modal ontology. In short, by simply claiming that 
PWs are modally relevant entities in a pure Kripkean semantics, we will have 
learned nothing on their nature and their supposed shortcomings. 

There is, of course, a very broad and somewhat intuitive characterization of 
a member of W in any applied PW-semantics, one that we can extract considering 
the Leibnizian biconditionals in such a semantics; a member of W is some kind 
of alternative scenario, or “global possibility” for things to be; some different way 
things could be—complete or incomplete as it may be (see Humberstone 1981)—
something not dissimilar to what we entertain in truth-tables (Fitting & Mendel-
sohn 1998: 12). One could then try to argue that this general conception of PWs 
is already metaphysically problematic for the dispositionalist, for example by sug-
gesting that PW-semantics itself is deeply embedded with broadly neo-Humean 
“reductionist” premises, in the sense that (e.g., Jubien 2009: 75) 
 

what passes for necessity is in effect just a bunch of parallel “contingencies”. The 
theory provides no basis for understanding why these contingencies repeat unre-
mittingly across the board […]. What looks superficially like an analysis is really 
just the flip side of the central tenet: Of course if something is necessary, and there 
really are all these “possible worlds”, then the something that is necessary will be 
true in each of them. But that doesn’t tell us why it is true in each of them, in other 
words, what its necessity consists in.4 

 
There is much I wish to concede to this (admittedly very general) point. But one 
thing is worth stating. Jubien’s worry is one concerning a presumably non-causal 
explanation of necessities—viz. the “ultimate source” of modality. But seeking 
out this source of modality is not the concern of a modal semantics, not even an 
applied one: it seems to me perfectly acceptable to employ an applied PW-seman-
tics, and thus accept ontological commitment over PWs, without also believing 
that the semantic clause for the box operator provides the “ultimate source” of 
necessities in terms of quantification over worlds. E.g., one may be ontologically 
committed to the entities in the W domain set of an applied PW-semantics, while 
reading Leibnizian biconditionals in the opposite direction: not as explaining p’s 
necessity in terms of p’s holding at all worlds, but the other way round (deRosset 
2014). In most cases, where the source of modality will be found will depend on 
the nature of the things taken to be PWs: that PW-ontology lacks the “modal 
oomph” (Jubien 2009: 66) to properly account for modality is a criticism best 
suited to Lewisian accounts of PWs in which reality is ultimately non-modal. But 
not all PW-ontologies are like that. In principle, some PW-semantics or ontology 

 
4 For a similar point, see Vetter (2013: 15). Relatedly, Rosen (1990: 333-34) expresses this 
point by noting that a full expression of Lewis’s ontology is not equivalent with the expres-
sion of modal realism, until we add the explicit stipulation that maximal mereological 
sums of worldmates are possible worlds. 
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may be able to accommodate Jubien’s intuition: as we will see shortly, my ac-
count will do just that. 
 

3. Dispositional Arrays 

3.1 Meet Dispositional Arrays 

I now introduce the notion of a dispositional array. A dispositional array is a power 
of the entire universe to be so-and-so; perhaps as it already is, or perhaps in a 
different way. Dispositional arrays are constructed from other powers to be found 
in smaller regions of the universe, perhaps individual powers possessed by its in-
habitants.  

When it comes to the treatment of modality, the basic idea is that a disposi-
tional array can function as a PW. The set of dispositional arrays can therefore 
function as a W set in a Kripkean frame triple, and a PW-semantics proceeds as 
usual, starting from the Leibnizian biconditionals. The actual world is a power of 
the whole universe to be as it is. This is but an extension of the intuition of certain 
dispositionalists about de re modalities: certain dispositionalists think that the pos-
sibility for Socrates to be so-and-so is constituted by a power of Socrates to be so-
and-so; thus, a PW, which can be understood as a possibility for the entire uni-
verse to be so-and-so, is just a power of the universe to be so-and-so. So under-
stood, the notion of a dispositional array is not entirely original; for one, Vetter 
(2015: 263-67) very briefly suggests that “possible worlds can be construed […] as 
a certain class of unmanifested potentialities of the world”. Not much else is said 
to expand on this conception (but I will offer some comments on Vetter’s stance 
on the topic in the final section of the paper). 

This is where this paper comes in. There’s much to be said about the nature 
of these dispositional arrays, but I would like to concentrate on three crucial 
points. Firstly, one should keep in mind that, as I understand them, dispositional 
arrays are complex beasts: we should think of their manifestations as both maxi-
mal and maximally fine-grained: every matter of fact of this alternative scenario, 
as small or big as it might be, needs to be decided by such a manifestation. This 
is simply because dispositional arrays must be able to function as elements in an 
applied PW-semantics, thus semantics for a language in which the ♢ operator can 
be attached to any meaningful sentence, from “Sophia has black hair” to “there 
are three planets in the solar system”: all such possibilities must be accounted for 
though the existence of a dispositional array. For this reason, there’s no simple 
and natural way to express this special power of the universe in natural English; 
for most intuitive candidates fail both with respect to maximality and grain. E.g., 
one may think about humankind’s disposition to finally solve global warming in 
some way or another—but this doesn’t decide what happens on Betelgeuse, nor 
(presumably) the hair-color of every person on Earth. For the moment at least, 
we should resign ourselves to the thought that we will not be able to give simple 
names to dispositional arrays with the conceptual resources provided by natural 
languages.5 

Secondly, we should also say something about how these dispositional arrays 
function. By definition, they cannot have completely distinct mutual partners: if 
a dispositional array is a disposition of the entire universe, it cannot be manifested 
 
5 I will say more on dispositional arrays and their manifestations in subsection 3.3, where 
the true-at relation will be discussed. 



Lorenzo Azzano 492 

through the collaboration with something wholly distinct from it, instantiating a 
dispositional partner for a mutual manifestation. In this sense, dispositional ar-
rays are spontaneously manifested: but they are not spontaneously manifested in 
the sense that they have no triggering conditions. Dispositional arrays are acti-
vated whenever their bearers find themselves in a specific internal configuration. 
This is not such a peculiar claim, after all; consider John’s disposition to go on a 
date with Sophia if he likes her well enough, and Sophia’s disposition to go on a 
date with John if she likes him well enough; together they construct a disposition, 
possessed by John and Sophia, to go on a date if they like each other well enough; 
the triggering condition of that disposition is not external to it and does not require 
further partners; it merely requires the internal components of its bearer (John and 
Sophia) to stand in certain relations. The same goes here: dispositional arrays are 
a (presumably causal) disposition of the universe to be in a certain internal state 
when in another internal state.6 

This also suggests the following point: the universe instantiates several dis-
positional arrays at time. Consider this highly abstracted situation in which the 
universe is in state A in t1, in state B in t2, and in state C in t3. In t1 the actual world 
is a dispositional array whose manifestation is A (call it d1); but it also instantiates 
a dispositional array to B if A (call it d2), and another one to C if B (call it d3). In 
t1 d2 is activated, which leads to the universe being in state B in t2, which in turn 
activates d3; so in t3, the universe is in state C. Because reality is constantly under-
going qualitative change, which possible world is actual changes from instant to 
instant (this is by no means a peculiarity of my account, the same goes for all 
ersatzist proposals). I called this situation “highly abstracted” for two reasons: one, 
I am working under the simplified assumption that dispositional arrays are trig-
gered in one instant and manifested in another, and two, I am not clarifying in 
which kind of metaphysical category manifestations fall into; many details de-
pend on these hotly debated issues, but we need the foundations first.7 

Thirdly, and finally, there is an important issue concerning the metaphysical 
novelty of dispositional arrays with respect to their component powers. The artic-
ulation of a full and detailed theory concerning the composition of dispositional 
arrays vastly out-scopes the purpose of the current paper, and will have to wait 
for another occasion; that said, we are in a position to make some a prima facie 
claim that will prove to be particularly useful in the rest of the paper. More spe-
cifically, I think that there is enough evidence to support the claim that disposi-
tional arrays constitute an irreducible ontological addition with respect to their 
component powers.8 We might start by noticing that, in a very simple sense, our 

 
6 However, dispositional arrays are hardly as disjointed entities as John and Sophia—they 
are something more unified. I will come back to this shortly. 
7 These matters are however introduced in subsection 3.3, where the true-at relation is 
characterized. 
8 Incidentally, based on the two criteria of maximality and maximally fine grain put for-
ward, there is something we can already say on which powers get to compose dispositional 
arrays. To formulate a highly abstracted scenario, France’s power to win the war, coupled 
with Germany’s power to lose it, are not sufficient to compose a dispositional array; you 
also need more specific powers dictating the behavior of the individual French and Ger-
man soldiers (perhaps this dispenses for the previous powers, perhaps not); but you also 
need other powers dictating the behavior of other nations. Of course, dispositional arrays 
must also be internally consistent, so one should not add too many powers; before the 
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surroundings abound with powers which obviously constitute some kind of met-
aphysical novelty with respect of their component powers; perhaps the most fa-
mous example (as in Mumford & Anjum 2011: 103), involves sodium chloride, 
viz. everyday table salt, whose mild and benign features could hardly be predicted 
by considering the highly flammable nature of one of its component, sodium, or 
the dangerously toxic nature of another, chlorine. Occurrences such as these are 
in fact so widespread that it is not uncommon amongst philosophers to define the 
very notion of (strong) emergence as the occurrence of such fundamentally novel 
powers.9 More generally, the undisputed irreducibility of special sciences, and the 
existence of emergent macro-behaviour, lends credibility to the idea that any dis-
position of a system encompassing enough will constitute a metaphysical novelty 
over the dispositions of its components.10 So, if we assume that there are disposi-
tional arrays, then it is more than reasonable to believe that they would involve 
some genuine novelty with respect to its component powers. Once more, one 
needs to appreciate the internal complexity of dispositional arrays: again, if a dis-
positional array has to function as PW in a semantics, it needs to “know” every-
thing. Which means it surely has emergent component powers (e.g., the disposi-
tions of a tornado, or the dispositions of a nation), but not only that. After all, the 
disposition of a tornado does not settle what every grain of dust is disposed to be, 
nor the dispositions of a nation can decide the dispositions and behaviour of each 
inhabitant, or part of inhabitant. So there will be both emergent and non-emergent 
component powers in a mutual interaction to produce a certain output; e.g. the 
universe being a certain way might be the result of the complexity interplay be-
tween lower-order and higher-order phenomena, say, Macedonia being prosper-
ous and Alexander being charismatic (assume this is indeed a case of inter-level 
interplay between emergent powers; other cases abound if one is dissatisfied by 
this one; e.g. the interaction, as imperceptible as it might be, between a grain of 
dust and a tornado). But given the complex nature of inter-level causal interac-
tions, we cannot expect emergent and non-emergent components to interact in 
the cookie-cutter way in which, say, Vetter’s joint potentialities interact, e.g. 
John’s potentiality to play a duet with Sophia’s potentiality to play a duet. This 
may be betrayed by the fact that in the latter case, but not the former, the resulting 
potentiality is ascribed to the “John and Sophia” entity—if an entity at all—which 
can be straightforwardly factored in the bearers of the original potentialities.11 

 
beginning of the war, France both had the power to win the war, and the power to lose the 
war, but these two powers cannot contribute to compose a dispositional array, because at 
no world France both wins and loses the war. 
9 More recently, see Paolini Paoletti 2020 and Wilson 2021. 
10 For an up-to-date survey on such systems, see O’Connor 2021. 
11 I suppose that, since Vetter (2015) allows expressions of any arbitrary complexity in the 
scope of her potentiality operator, in her account one could also claim that John possesses 
a potentiality to play a duet with Sophia; with a little more fantasy, we may also ascribe 
John the potentiality for the entire orchestra to play Dvořák’s New World Symphony. Push-
ing things to the extreme, perhaps we may also ascribe to a hydrogen atom the potentiality 
for the entire universe to be so-and-so—and so we wouldn’t need dispositional arrays at 
all. I don’t think the resolution of this point is terribly important; this problem merely stems 
from Vetter’s (2015) “path of least formal resistance” concerning the logical form of poten-
tiality. If a hydrogen atom indeed has such a potentiality, then that will presumably depend 
on a dispositional array, viz. a potentiality of the entire universe, just as John’s potentiality 
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Before we move on, I would like to discuss another issue. I said before “if we 
assume that there are dispositional arrays…”, which straightforwardly raises the 
question: why should believe that there are dispositional arrays in the first place? 
Of course, one could claim that pre-existing belief in powers indirectly lend cred-
ibility that there are dispositional arrays as well. But this is a weak argument; it is 
one thing to believe that (some) things have powers, but another thing entirely to 
believe that the universe itself has powers—if anything because that would entail 
having direct arguments for the existence of the universe as a one-of-a-kind en-
tity.12 

Rather, the reasons for accepting dispositional arrays as PWs are primarily 
those presented in section 2: they allow the dispositionalist to avoid a problematic 
and unwarranted opposition between dispositions and PWs. The “problematic” 
part: by providing the dispositionalist with an applied PW-semantics, disposi-
tional arrays might just earn their keep, by allowing them to use the theoretically 
more virtuous theory as a clear reflection of the modal reality, instead of a formal 
tool to be employed for heuristic purposes only. The “unwarranted” part: dispo-
sitional arrays, as a special kind of powers, are not categorically different from 
what we can find in our surroundings—as the ersatzist’s worlds—nor completely 
isolated from our spatiotemporal continuum—as Lewis’ worlds. Built from pow-
ers, dispositional arrays should escape the aforementioned criticisms against 
PWs, such as irrelevance, non-naturalness, ad hoc-ness, thus making them the sub-
ject of an acceptable applied PW-semantics in the dispositionalist’s lights. Fur-
thermore, as genuine powers, they have the “modal oomph” occasionally re-
quired by those wary of the reduction and extensionalization of modality proper 
of Lewisian modal metaphysics; dispositional arrays, as PWs, are not a “bunch 
of parallel contingencies” (to use Jubien’s expression again)—rather, they are gen-
uinely modal feature exhibited by reality. In conclusion: there is thus some 
ground to the idea that a dispositionalist, who already believes in powers and 
wants to take ontologically seriously PW-semantics, is not very far off from ac-
cepting dispositional arrays as well. 

 
3.2 Dispositional Arrays and Ersatzism 

Following an actualist and ersatzist tradition about PWs, on my account there is a 
difference between what the world is and the way the world is. Technically speak-
ing, “us and our surroundings”, the “universe”, or “reality”, is not a PW on this 
account; PWs, dispositional arrays, are rather powers for the universe to be some 
way or another. The actual world is the dispositional array that brings about 
things as they currently are; given that the universe is only one way, and given 
that dispositional arrays are maximal and maximally fine-grained, there is only 
one actual world; the actual world can also be characterized as the only disposi-
tional array that is manifesting. This has an interesting consequence, as the notion 
of actualization, which has been known to be problematic in many ersatzist PW-
ontologies, can now be fully cashed out in terms of the manifesting of a power—
more precisely, a dispositional array. A world being actualized, on this account, 
is but a power being manifested. 

 
for the entire orchestra to play Dvořák’s New World Symphony depends on the potentialities 
of the various elements of the orchestra. 
12 See Bigelow, Ellis, and Lierse 1992, and Ellis 2001. 
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Furthermore, an interesting comparison can be made between PWs as dis-
positional arrays and the family of ersatzist positions according to which PWs as 
“world-natures” (as in Divers 2002: 177-78). In both cases, PWs are property-like 
entities instantiated by the reality as a whole; the difference lies in the resort to 
powers. According to the theory of world-natures (roughly), PWs, as complex 
properties of a special kind, are ways the universe is, or could be (were they to be 
instantiated). But on my account, PWs are ways the universe is disposed to be. A 
crucial difference between the two accounts is that according to the world-natures 
account of PWs, only one PW is instantiated, while all the others are uninstanti-
ated; for the universe is, of course, only one way at a time. This is supposedly a 
problem for the theory, who is often formulated in terms of properties qua univer-
sals (Forrest 1986); for universals are not sufficient for the task: uninstantiated 
universals are needed, viz. Platonic universals. This complication is completely 
solved in the dispositional variant of the position: there can be more than one 
dispositional array instantiated at a given time, as it is perfectly acceptable to have 
co-instantiated powers with mutually incompatible manifestations. Therefore, 
dispositional arrays constitute an excellent way for this brand of ersatzism to es-
cape the Platonic entanglement in which they are currently stuck.13 

 
3.3 True-at 

A crucial item that will need to be defined is the true-at relation between a propo-
sition and a PW: I must define what it is for a sentence to be true with respect to 
a dispositional array. Intuitively, p is true at a certain dispositional array if and 
only if, were that dispositional array to be manifested, it would be the case that p. 
Remember that dispositional arrays must be very fine-grained, as they must ac-
count for all possibilities, local or global as they might be: from Sophia’s hair-
color to the going-ons on Betelgeuse. This simple definition accomplishes that. 

Yet the reader might reasonably be worried by the deployment of an inher-
ently modal characterization. (Incidentally, I have no hope of producing a reduc-
tionist account of modality: dispositional arrays, just like powers, are inherently 
modal entities; but it would still be preferable to minimize the number of modal 
primitives.) 
 
13 Here is a legitimate worry: wouldn’t dispositional arrays as PWs also require something 
in the vicinity of Platonism? After all, the universe instantiates many unmanifested dispo-
sitional arrays (viz., many non-actual worlds), and all such dispositional arrays have man-
ifestations that could be thought as constituting suspicious ontology just as, if not more so, 
than Platonic universals. This is a worry whose pertinence is difficult to assess, given how 
unclear power metaphysics is on the nature of (unmanifested) manifestations, and the in-
dividuals and properties they involve (see section 3.3 for some additional detail on this 
topic); there notably is a widespread “Meinongian worry” amongst power metaphysicians, 
which can be addressed in more than one way. There famously is a Platonic option (Tugby 
2013) which would nullify my account’s advantage over standard world-nature ersatzism; 
but it is important to notice that this is only one option on the table; others prefer to think 
that powers, and therefore their (pseudo-)relation with manifestations are “built into prop-
erties” (e.g. Heil 2003: 124) and thus do not constitute an independent and potentially 
problematic piece of ontology. Many options are on the table. Thus, a crucial difference is 
that the original ersatizst version of my view is committed to Platonism, whereas here it is 
only a small portion of the logical space: this is the advantage of “going dispositionalist” 
for the ersatzist (of course, this requires thinking dispositional properties are preferable to 
Platonic universals, but that is another question entirely).  
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A better way to proceed revolves around the notion of the manifestation of a 
power. There is widespread disagreement in the literature on the nature of mani-
festations; when it comes to the correlation between powers and propositional 
modal semantics, the easiest way is presumably that of taking a power’s manifes-
tation to be something like a state of affair (e.g. Borghini and Williams 2008), or 
at least something which can be referenced, directly or indirectly, through a prop-
ositional constant as opposed to a predicate; Vetter (2015), who deals at length 
with matters of logical form, expresses potentialities through a predicate modifier, 
but massively deploys lambda-calculus to sneak sentences in its scope. Just like 
her, I am interested in a “path of least formal resistance” (Vetter 2015: 141) to get 
the job done; therefore, I will use the expression “dϕ” to simply mean “the dispo-
sitional array whose manifestation is ϕ”; once again, there is no straightforward 
natural language paraphrase to express this notion, but the idea should be clear 
enough: dϕ is a power of the universe such that, when manifest, it is the case that 
ϕ; given that dispositional arrays are to be maximal and maximally fine-grained, 
this is a path of least formal resistance also in the sense that I allow ϕ to be of any 
arbitrary length and logical complexity: such a detailed description of a way for 
the universe to be is a complicated affair! To cash out the true-at relation is now 
a relatively straightforward affair: given a sentence p and a dispositional array dϕ, 
p is true at dϕ if and only if ϕ entails p. Please note that this is another way in 
which this account is inherently ersatzist: to be true at a world is not technically a 
way to be true at all. It is one thing for a proposition to be true, but an entirely 
different thing for it to be actually true, viz. true at the actual world: but truth and 
actual truth co-vary because the actual world is the dispositional array which 
brings about things as they currently are. 

 
4. Range of Possibilities 

Taking dispositional arrays to be PWs suggests some very interesting considera-
tions of range. Leibnizian biconditionals quantifying over dispositional arrays al-
low us to preserve a vast range of possibilities, from the more ordinary ones to the 
most remote. Interestingly enough, if one assumes that dispositional arrays con-
stitute a genuine novelty over their constituents, we could easily account for those 
possibilities which cannot seemingly be traced to any specific individual powers.  

Examples here abound. E.g., the possibility that no contingent object exists. 
After all, we can easily find individual powers accounting for the possibility that 
this or that contingent object never existed—let’s call them “annihilating powers”. 
But just as no collection of instances can ground a universal quantification on its 
own, no collection of annihilating powers can account for the possibility of no 
contingent entity ever existing; after all, in expanded worlds it may very well be 
the case that all such annihilating powers exist and are properly instantiated, and 
yet some additional contingent object exists; and so, putting such powers to-
gether, so to speak, would not yield the possibility that no contingent object exists. 
We can however think that, in very special circumstances (viz., when they are 
exhausting of what exists), certain collections of annihilating powers compose 
something metaphysically novel, viz. a power for the entire universe whose man-
ifestation entails that no contingent object exists. Some efforts have been made to 
countenance possibilities such as these, but the solution based on dispositional 
array is admittedly a far simpler solution; e.g., Vetter (2015: 275-77) struggles to 
countenance the weaker possibility that no actual contingent object exists, but her 
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solution is conditional on the peculiar stipulation that the very first entities in the 
history of the universe are necessary existents. No such stipulation is allowed if 
one would instead to claim that it is a power of the universe itself that it potentially 
contains, and never contained, none of the actual contingent objects. 

The pseudo-contingency of physical laws can also be treated very well 
through dispositional arrays (I use the term “pseudo-contingency” as in standard 
dispositionalism, law statements, while necessarily true, are only trivially true in 
many worlds). If physical laws are somehow encoded or grounded in the powers 
and powers of some inhabitant or subregion of the universe, then it becomes dif-
ficult to account for the possibility that such properties and laws were different 
(standard toy example: that they possess schmass instead of mass, which obeys a 
mathematically different law of universal gravitation). Even more dramatically, 
there are global symmetry and conservation principles whose modal status does 
not seem to be accounted for by any individual power. Could such principles have 
taken a mathematically different form? The dispositionalist would be hard-
pressed to say no: after all, for them laws depend on powers. But which powers? 
Things become easier once we accepted dispositional arrays: the universe could 
have a power for things to behave according to different principles (remember that 
powers with mutually incompatible manifestations can be co-instantiated by the 
same entity!). That is to say, in certain assumptions, nomic pseudo-contingency, 
of any kind, could simply be a consequence of the multitude of dispositional ar-
rays instantiated by the universe.14 

In conclusion, there may be what we may call “irreducibly global possibili-
ties” which become more easily treatable once we accept dispositional arrays. But 
I would like the reader to appreciate a very subtle point: this does not mean that 
the PW-semantics associated to dispositional arrays outstrips the usual disposi-
tional semantics. The reason is simple: if dispositional arrays are powers (albeit 
of a special kind), then they can be used in a standard dispositionalist’s semantics, 
such as Vetter’s. In Vetter’s semantics, one can account for an irreducibly global 
possibility by quantifying upon a world and ascribing a dispositional array to it. 
No need for PW-semantics. So, irreducibly global possibilities may offer a reason 
for accepting dispositional arrays in the dispositionalist’s ontology, but they are 
not reason enough to accept a PW-semantics based on them. The reasons for ac-
cepting dispositional arrays as PWs are rather already presented before: because 
dispositional arrays are inherently suitable to be taken to be taken as PWs, this 
allows us to use the machinery of applied PWs semantics as well: so we have two 
different conceptual machineries—and one of them theoretically more virtuous—
to pick up the same modal reality in a realist, as opposed to a purely instrumen-
talist spirit (see section 2).  

There is a different issue of range which needs addressing as well. Because 
the ultimate building blocks of this PW-ontology are powers (powers of a specific 
kind, but still, powers), there are inherent limitation of range concerning the PW-
semantics which may be transmitted from more ordinary powers to dispositional 
arrays. For example, if dispositional arrays can easily account for physically (or, 
at best, metaphysically) possible ways for the world to be, they could struggle to 
account for those modal spaces delimited by, say, laws of mathematics or logic. 

 
14 Bigelow, Ellis, and Lierse (1992) in fact believe that symmetry and conservation princi-
ples justify the belief in an empowered world as a one-of-a-kind entity. Also see Bird (2007: 
213-14). 
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Normally, we would think that we can easily get such modalities simply by relax-
ing restrictions in world-quantification; but if PWs are dispositional arrays, this 
may not be the case. These restrictions are very similar to the ones commonly 
accepted by dispositionalists (e.g. Borghini and Williams 2008, fn. 2), yet they 
may now may strike the reader as even more problematic, since dispositional ar-
rays are taken to be PWs: what is the point in claiming that my proposal can give 
back to the dispositionalist the full power of PW-semantics, if the semantics is in 
fact so woefully restricted?  

We could of course try to offer a piece-meal solution through some meta-
physical restructuring: e.g., we could try to reconstruct logical modalities by pos-
tulating “abstract” or “non-causal” powers as four’s divisibility by two—as in 
Mumford (1998: 9-11); but this is not the kind of solution I have in mind.  

This objection, I take it, rests on a grave misconception. Every ontologically 
serious study of PWs hampers with the theoretical power of PW-semantics. Con-
sider the following: just like dispositionalists struggle with the possible inexistence 
of actual contingent objects, Lewisian PWs struggle with the possibility of island-
universes (Lewis 1986: 71-72) and nihilism (Lewis 1986: 73-74, Divers 2002: 284-
85); both limitations are due to the nature of PWs according to Lewis’ concretism. 
Something similar is going on with dispositional arrays PWs: because of how the 
modal ontology is constructed, some limitations are imposed on the semantics. 
More generally, whenever we descend from pure modal semantics to the murky 
waters of ontology and metaphysics (an unavoidable descent for a realist about 
modality), we are bound to lose some possibilities. This descent, coupled with a 
general indecision surrounding the epistemology of modality, generates a confus-
ing dialectic (e.g., “do I really want to preserve the possibility of nihilism, or do I 
prefer Lewis’ concrete realism about PWs?”)—yet is nothing specific about my 
account of dispositional arrays qua PW. For good or ill, one must learn to live 
with one’s own metaphysics. This, incidentally, has wide-ranging consequences 
on the set-theoretical arrangement of modalities, and the viability of the thought 
that we can get different modalities simply by imposing or relaxing restrictions in 
the quantification over PWs. Whether you can get, say, mathematical or logical 
possibility simply by relaxing restrictions in quantification over PWs crucially de-
pends on what you take PWs to be—dispositional arrays or not. In general, I don’t 
think that it is possible to produce a neat arrangement of the varieties of modalities 
without going into the nitty-gritty details of modal/PW ontology/metaphysics; 
and, in conclusion, the dispositionalist has much more leeway in this context than 
the objection would claim.15 

 
5. Global and Local Semantics 

Finally, I would like to dispel a worry the reader might have, and illustrate an 
interesting correlation between this PW-applied semantics and one power-based 

 
15 It is my opinion that an appealing strategy for the dispositionalist is to deny that all non-
normative modalities can be neatly arranged set-theoretically one inside the other, as the 
received opinion would want. For there are good reasons to believe that, say, physi-
cal/metaphysical modality is an entirely different beast from mathematical or logical mo-
dality, and, from a metaphysical standpoint, these two should be treated in a profoundly 
different way. It seems to me that Borghini & Williams (2008, fn. 2) have a similar outlook, 
but I will not discuss this point further. 
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semantics usually offered by dispositionalists. This will suggest some final con-
siderations concerning the source of modality in this account. 

I have suggested that a dispositionalist, who believes in powers and their role 
in modal theorizing, can use dispositional array to keep an applied PW-semantics 
in the loop. But the dispositionalist already has a semantic, without PWs and pre-
sumably based on the correlation between potentiality and possibility (or perhaps, 
dispositions and counterfactual conditionals, see Jacobs 2010). This might con-
stitute a problem: the dispositionalist is, once again, a realist about modality, so 
they believe the domain of some applied modal semantics to belong to an objec-
tive and mind-independent modal realm. But what if there are two distinctly dif-
ferent semantics? Ultimately there cannot be two distinct realities our modal dis-
course is about: if only because one is sufficient to get the job done for the pur-
poses of interpreting modal discourse, and the other would be ontologically re-
dundant. The simplest solution would probably be to reject any ontological com-
mitment from one of the two. The question is: which one? The modal disposition-
alist shouldn’t reject ontological commitment to powers, that is barely worth say-
ing; so perhaps they should reject ontological commitment to PWs, even while 
using PW-semantics; this, however, would undermine this whole paper as an at-
tempt to make PW-ontology kosher for the dispositionalist. 

This difficulty is only apparent. To put matters more clearly, consider that 
possibilities can be divided in two camps; those that are irreducibly global and 
those that are not. Let’s start with the former, irreducibly global possibilities 
which require dispositional arrays to be treated. As discussed in section 4, this 
treatment can both take the form of a PW-semantics or a standard dispositionalist 
semantics; here we have no problem, as we have two conceptual machineries (one 
technically more virtuous than the other), which point to the same modal reality. 
When treating an irreducibly global possibility by a power of the world to be so-
and-so, the standard dispositionalist’s semantics is in a way “mimicking” the 
global aspect of PW-semantics; but it’s no matter—for we have the real deal at 
our disposal as well, viz. an applied PW-semantics which quantifies over disposi-
tional arrays. 

Let’s now discuss the latter possibilities, viz. those that are not irreducibly 
global, and which do not need dispositional arrays to be treated. These need not 
be complicated possibilities as those discussed by metaphysicians or philosophers 
of science; something as simple as “possibly, Sophia has black hair” falls in this 
category. It would seem that some power of Sophia is all we need to get the job 
done; this is all well and good, but remember that such a local possibility can also 
be accounted for through a dispositional array (dispositional arrays have to be 
fine-grained enough to provide a PW-semantics, so semantics for a language in 
which the ♢ operator can be attached to any meaningful sentence, “local” or 
“global” as it might be). This is the interesting case, for which is the ultimate 
source of this possibility? Sophia’s powers, or some dispositional array/possible 
world? One could argue that some form of overdetermination is taking place here; 
we have two powers accounting for the same possibility, viz. Sophia’s power(s) 
and some dispositional array.  

I agree that this is a case of overdetermination, but it seems to me a harmless 
overdetermination. The dispositional array is constructed from the individual 
power, albeit perhaps irreducibly so—remember that all dispositional arrays are, 
to some degree, metaphysical novelty over its component powers. Thus it is no 
surprise that for local possibilities we incur in a “duplication” of sources. This 
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kind of overdetermination is similar of the harmless overdetermination of exis-
tential quantification (interestingly, both PW and non-PW modal semantics of 
the dispositionalist treats possibility as a form of existential quantification): “So-
phia has black hair” and “John has black hair” are both full grounds for “Some-
one has black hair”; and similarly an individual power of Sophia, a fundamentally 
novel dispositional array of the entire universe (built from that power), are full 
accounts for “possibly, Sophia has black hair”.16 Furthermore because, again, dis-
positional arrays are a special kind of powers, this resulting modal reality will not 
be entirely inhomogeneous. On the contrary, exactly because dispositional arrays 
are constructed from powers—or, alternatively, powers are deconstructed from 
dispositional arrays—there is an interesting correlation between the two interpre-
tations. Loosely speaking, PW-semantics is a “global” semantics, while the non-
PW-semantics usually put forward by the dispositionalist is its “local” counter-
part. As in Vetter (2015), the “possibility” in a PW-semantics is a global matter, 
about the whole universe, while the “possibility” or “potentiality” of non-PW-
semantics is a matter of localized potentialities, viz. powers instantiated by objects 
in specific subregions of space-time. When we say that p is possible, PW-seman-
tics takes it as saying that the entire world is such that p is within the range of its 
possibilities, while non-PW-semantics claims that some localized power is re-
sponsible for that possibility.  

We are finally in a position to address the problem concerning the “source 
of modality” first raised in subsection 2.2. Even under the assumption of realism 
about modality, taking ontologically seriously a semantics of modality involving 
PWs does not entail that we take PWs to be the ultimate source of modality. But 
the same could be said for the usual power-based or potentiality-based semantics. 
Some priority has to be established among them to decide which one, so to speak, 
comes first. In some cases (irreducibly global possibilities) only a global source of 
modality will be found; in other, perhaps more ordinary cases, we will find both 
a global and a local source of modality, and thus we will have a choice to either 
operate a “localization”—viz. by shifting from a PW-semantics to a non-PW-se-
mantics—or a “globalization”—viz. the other way around. But crucially, in doing 
so one is not using these two semantics to point at two completely irrelated modal 
realities. In a way, whether one adopts one rather than the other to interpret a 
specific modal statement, one is always looking at the same things, but at different 
levels (either a low-level individual power, or a higher-level emerging disposi-
tional array). 

Such a mixed approach could also help answering the question:  
 

[w]hy bother with the potentialities of individual objects if we could just ascribe 
the suitably maximal potentialities to the world itself and be done with it? (Vetter 
2015: 199);  

 
for Vetter the answer lies in the fact that the universe, as a composite, is such that 
its potentialities depend on the potentialities of its inhabitants:  
 
 
16 One may object: the individual power of Sophia is a component of a dispositional array, 
novel or not as it might be! But this doesn’t seem to be problematic to me. Consider an 
object a, which is P; a is a part/component/emergence-base of another object b, which is 
also P. So “something is P” is overdetermined by a being P and b being P, although a is a 
part of b. The same thing happens here with individual powers and dispositional arrays. 
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[t]hus it is true that the world in this sense has a potentiality to be such that I am 
sitting. However, the world has that potentiality in virtue of my having the poten-
tiality to be sitting, not vice versa (ibid).  

 
But here it seems to me that Vetter is cherry-picking her examples. Dispositional 
arrays are not simply a potentiality of the world “to be such that I am sitting”—
whose manifestation does not strike me as neither maximal nor maximally fine-
grained as required—but a far more complicated fundamentally novel with the 
tools to account for irreducibly global possibilities that low-level powers can only 
laboriously deal with (ask this: what would the universe be like, from the vastest 
galaxies to the tiniest particles, if you were sitting? That is a manifestation of a 
dispositional array). 

 
6. Conclusions 

Is Nature testing our faith in dispositionalism by making PW-semantics so ap-
pealing? Luckily, thanks to dispositional arrays—special powers for the universe 
to be so-and-so, which can function as PWs in a semantics-cum-ontology analysis 
of modality—we do not need to have faith. 

The notion of a dispositional array is fairly original, and there is still much 
to be said about its nature, composition, and role as a PW; but whereas their ad-
dition is generally in line with the dispositionalist’s usual ontological commit-
ments, the benefits to be reaped after such an addition are numerous. Most im-
portantly, dispositional arrays would provide the dispositionalist with an applied 
PW-semantics, thus bringing an end to a problematic and unwarranted opposi-
tion between powers and PWs. In fact, the notion of a PW as a dispositional array 
is decidedly less worrying than its non-dispositional ersatzist counterpart: one the 
one hand, they escape the usual dispositionalist’s criticisms against PWs, while 
on the other they eschew commitment to uninstantiated world-natures. The actu-
alization of a world can now be understood as its manifestation. Furthermore, 
although there are inherent limitations of range due to the nature of our ontolog-
ical building blocks (dispositional arrays, namely powers), we have also shown 
that such limitations constitute are part of a vastly orthogonal issue with respect 
to my proposal, viz. the trade-off between semantics and metaphysics in the con-
text of an analysis of modality. 

Finally, I have suggested that there is no need for the dispositionalist to 
choose between PW and non-PW semantics; as dispositional arrays are somehow 
constructed from powers, the two are interestingly correlated. While in the case 
of some irreducibly global possibilities, there is no source of modality but a pos-
sible world, in certain—possibly more mundane—cases we can either find a local 
or a global piece of power-based ontology to account for possibilities, and thus 
have two modal semantics that we can take in a realist spirit, viz. as pointing to 
the same modal ontology: powers.17 

 
17 This work has received funding from the FEDER/Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y 
Universidades (Agencia Estatal de Investigación, Proyecto PID2020-115482GB-I00). 
Early drafts of this paper were presented at the conferences “Fifth Italian Conference on 
Analytic Ontology” and “Modal Metaphysics: Issues on the (Im)possible IV”, and at the 
OntoForMat Metaphysical Seminars: I would like to thank all those who provided feed-
back in these occasions. I would also like to thank two anonymous reviewers for their 
insightful comments. 
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Abstract 
 
In her book Potentiality: From Dispositions to Modality (2015), Barbara Vetter intro-
duces a new ontological and semantical framework for modal discourse, based on 
potentiality. Within this framework, Vetter attempts to formulate an embryonic se-
mantical account for counterfactual conditionals. The aim of this paper is to discuss 
this tentative account of counterfactuals. Being an account at such an early stage, 
there are many elements and issues that could be discussed, but this work will focus 
only on one aspect of it. The aspect in question is the treatment of would-counter-
factuals, which requires further examination since Vetter only presents a could-
counterfactual version of her account. If we can find acceptable truth-conditions 
for would-counterfactuals within Vetter’s account, this could increase the explana-
tory power of the potentiality framework and give us some extra reasons to consider 
it a suitable and adequate model for modality. The paper takes charge of applying 
Lewis’ interdefinability principle between could- and would-counterfactuals to Vet-
ter’s truth-conditions for could-counterfactuals, in an attempt to develop a first ver-
sion of these truth-conditions for would-counterfactuals within the potentiality 
framework. Even if this first version seems justified and effective, for such an ac-
count to fully work we need a deeper investigation into iterated potentiality and the 
process of iteration. 

 
Keywords: Potentiality, Vetter, Counterfactuals, Modality, Metaphysics.  

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

In her book Potentiality: From Dispositions to Modality (2015), Barbara Vetter intro-
duces a new ontological framework for modal discourse, based on potentiality. 
Within this framework, Vetter offers various solutions and accounts for issues re-
lating to modality, from metaphysics, to logic, to semantics. Between these “col-
lateral” accounts, she attempts to formulate an embryonic semantical account for 
counterfactual conditionals. 

The aim of this paper is to discuss this tentative account of counterfactuals, 
with the focus on one aspect of it, which, if developed adequately, could enhance 
the effectiveness of the potentiality framework as a model for modality. The as-
pect in question is the treatment of would-counterfactuals, which requires further 
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examination since Vetter only presents a could-counterfactual version of her ac-
count. 

Would-counterfactuals are of fundamental importance for any account of 
counterfactuals, and any account wanting to explain counterfactuals appropri-
ately ought to say something about them, so the application of Vetter’s framework 
to these counterfactuals is a crucial step for the adequacy of her account of coun-
terfactuals. If we can find acceptable truth-conditions for would-counterfactuals 
within Vetter’s account, this would increase the explanatory power of the poten-
tiality framework and give us some extra reasons to consider it a suitable and 
adequate model for modality. 

The aim of this paper is to show that Vetter’s formulation in terms of could-
counterfactuals can indeed lead to some form of truth-conditions for would-coun-
terfactuals, but not as straightforwardly as she seems to suggest. Also, there are 
some essential clarifications missing in her account that require a much more de-
tailed discussion of certain concepts that are fundamental to her approach, such 
as ‘iterated potentiality’. 

The structure of this paper will be the following. In the first section, I will 
present a summary of Vetter’s framework and her account of counterfactuals. In 
the second section, I will discuss David Lewis’ translations between would- and 
could-counterfactuals. In the third section, I will present a first attempt to apply 
these translations and how a possible account of would-counterfactuals comes 
about. The fourth section will discuss an ambiguity in Vetter’s language which 
affects the formulas developed from her account of counterfactuals, while the fifth 
section will try to clarify these formulas by applying them to some concrete ex-
amples.  

In the final section and then in the conclusion, I will suggest that, even if it 
is possible to formulate some tentative truth-conditions for would-counterfactuals 
by applying Lewis’ translations to Vetter’s proposal, many clarifications are nec-
essary to make such truth-conditions acceptable. In particular, the notion of iter-
ated potentiality needs further explanation; and without such explanation there 
could be issues and difficulties in offering a Vetter-inspired account of would-
counterfactuals. Also, even if this account may turn out to be acceptable, still Vet-
ter’s proposal only covers counterfactuals involving de re modality, without tack-
ling counterfactuals involving de dicto modality. Therefore, much more work is 
needed in all these respects before a complete account of would-counterfactuals 
can be defined.  

Finally, other than being relevant for the specific issue of counterfactuals, the 
discussion on iterated potentiality raised here can have general implications for 
Vetter’s metaphysics, since it points out some unclarities about the metaphysical 
notion of iterated potentiality, which is fundamental for Vetter’s account. 

 
2. Vetter’s Account of Counterfactuals 

In her book, Vetter introduces a new semantical framework to match her new 
account of possibility, based on potentiality. The account of possibility is as fol-
lows: 
 

Possibility: “It is possible that p =df Something has an iterated potentiality for it to 
be the case that p” (Vetter 2015: 197). 
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From this, Vetter develops a semantics for ‘can’ and other modals, including 
a semantics for counterfactuals. However, her account is sketched starting from 
could-counterfactuals, rather than from the traditional would-counterfactuals. 
Her suggestion goes as follows: 

 
(Could): “‘If x were F, then x could/might be G’ is true iff x has an iterated poten-

tiality to be G, and being F is an earlier stage in that iterated potentiality” (Vetter 
2015: 226). 

 
As you can notice, Possibility offers an account of de dicto possibility, while 

(Could) presents truth-conditions for a de re type of counterfactual.1 This is be-
cause the potentiality framework is most naturally applied in the first instance to 
de re possibility statements, and so most of Vetter’s discussion initially involves 
this kind of possibility. The definition of Possibility represents for Vetter a crucial 
and necessary attempt to extend her framework to the treatment of de dicto possi-
bility. However, this extension to de dicto possibility is not included in her initial 
account of counterfactuals, so her proposal in (Could) only concerns could-coun-
terfactuals expressing de re possibility. Therefore, in this paper, the focus will be 
only on de re counterfactuals. Because of this, for simplicity, we will adopt here a 
de re version of Possibility that can be roughly formulated as follow: 

Possibility*: It is possible for x to be F =df x has an iterated potentiality to be F. 

This is obviously a limitation of Vetter’s proposal, since a complete account 
of counterfactuals must account for de dicto counterfactuals as well, but for the 
sake of this paper we will accept it, bearing in mind that, even if we were able to 
define some truth-conditions for would-counterfactuals within Vetter’s frame-
work, again these would only be for de re would-counterfactuals initially.  

Anyway, in looking for a suitable account of would-counterfactuals for Vet-
ter, our first step must be understanding her could-counterfactual account, and to 
do this we should examine both its ontological background and its semantical 
framework.  
 

2.1 Ontological Background 

Starting with the ontological background, first we must understand the notion of 
potentiality. With ‘potentiality’, Vetter intends a certain class of properties of ob-
jects that goes beyond other modal properties such as powers, dispositions, and 
abilities: while Vetter uses the term ‘dispositions’ to indicate those modal proper-
ties whose ascriptions are context-sensitive, she adopts ‘potentialities’ to indicate 
the context-insensitive metaphysical background of these properties (see Vetter 
2015: 22). Crucially, Vetter connects potentiality to the predicate ‘can’ in almost 
all its semantical shades: whenever this predicate is truly applied, then the relevant 
objects have a corresponding potentiality.2 

Vetter lists several kinds of potentiality, from joint potentialities to intrinsic 
and extrinsic potentialities, but of course our interest is overall in iterated 

 
1 In this case, I use ‘de re counterfactuals’ to indicate the specific type used by Vetter, where 
in both the antecedent and the consequent the same object is assigned certain features.  
2 We can exclude those instances of ‘can’ expressing epistemic possibility, as in “Do you 
know if John is at home yet?” “He could be” and deontic possibility, as in “Can I turn right 
here?” “No, you cannot, it is a one-way road”.  
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potentialities. We can explain what Vetter means with ‘iterated’ by going through 
an argument structured as follows:  

Premise 1: Things have potentialities to possess properties. 
Premise 2: Potentialities are properties. 
Conclusion 1: Therefore, things should have potentialities to possess potenti-

alities. 
Premise 3: A potentiality to possess potentialities is a property. 
Conclusion 2: Therefore, things should have potentialities to possess potenti-

alities to possess potentialities.  

This does not stop here: it can continue ad infinitum. Any of these “further” 
potentialities are called by Vetter ‘iterated potentialities’ (see Vetter 2015: 136). 
For example: I do not have the ability to play the piano, but I have the ability to 
learn, and so acquire, the ability to play the piano; therefore, I have the iterated 
ability to play the piano. Water does not have the potentiality to break but has the 
potentiality to freeze and turn into ice, which instead has the potentiality to break. 
Therefore, water has the potentiality to acquire the potentiality to break, so water 
has the iterated potentiality to break. Even if the introduction of iterated potenti-
ality in Vetter’s framework was intended primarily as a way to formulate and jus-
tify the de dicto form of Possibility, we can explain how iterated potentialities work 
in relation to counterfactuals by using some examples of counterfactuals showing 
the different stages in the iterated potentiality involved: e.g. “If I had learned how 
to play the piano, I could play the piano in this room”, “If this puddle of water 
were frozen, then it could break”. As we will see, counterfactuals actually raise a 
lot of questions concerning the nature of iterated potentiality and the concept of 
iteration. 
 

2.2 Semantical Framework 

Considering now the semantical framework in which (Could) is inserted, this is 
the result of Vetter’s attempts to construct a modal semantics based on potentiality 
and on the metaphysics just presented. The idea is that the modal language in 
general is used to ascribe potentialities to objects, and that, in most cases, it is the 
modal predicate ‘can’ that performs these ascriptions. From this we can develop 
the truth-conditions for ‘can’ statements: 
 

(Can): “‘x can F’ is true iff x has a potentiality to F” (Vetter 2015: 217). 
 

This analysis is the starting point of Vetter’s modal semantics, which works 
as a generalisation of (Can) to extend the account to other modal expressions. 
There are two crucial features of this analysis that are essential to understand the 
counterfactual account (Could): that ‘can’ must be restricted to an expression of 
dynamic modality, and that ‘can’ must be taken to be context-sensitive. 

Dynamic modality is defined by Vetter as one of the “flavours” of modality, 
along with epistemic and deontic modality, which can be defined as follows:  

 
epistemic modality is about what is compatible (or not) with our knowledge, de-
ontic modality is about permission and obligation, and dynamic or circumstantial 
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modality is about developments that are open (or not) given how things really are 
(Vetter 2015: 216).3 
 

Vetter’s suggestion is that her semantics for ‘can’ applies specifically to dy-
namic modality, given that potentialities are supposedly properties that objects 
have in our reality, and the ascription of potentialities is then “a matter simply of 
how things really are, not how they ought to be or how we know them to be” 
(Ibid.). Despite being allowed that the predicate ‘can’ can have both epistemic and 
deontic readings as well, Vetter stresses that her semantics concerns only its dy-
namic reading. Because the rest of her semantics is an extension of the semantics 
of ‘can’, this means that the other modals considered and discussed within this 
semantics will be taken to be expressions of dynamic modality as well. 

The context-sensitivity of ‘can’ is due to the large number of cases in which 
it is used: it can express an ability, or a competence, or the possibility of something 
happening.  

However, it is not the case that any potentiality can be ascribed by any ‘can’ 
statement in any context. For example, it would be very odd if “I can play the 
piano” ascribed to me the ability to play the piano just because I am a human 
being with functioning hands and I am sitting at a piano, and not because I actu-
ally learnt how to play it. Therefore (Can) must be intended as contextually re-
stricted: 

 
(Can*): “‘x can F’ is true in a context C iff x has a potentiality to F which is relevant 

in C” (Vetter 2015: 217). 
 

The context-sensitivity of ‘can’ will extend to the other modals analysed 
within Vetter’s semantics, so that they will all be treated as context-sensitive as 
well. 
 

2.3 Counterfactual Account 

Vetter’s aim is to extend the semantics of ‘can’ to other examples of dynamic mo-
dality so her starting point for an account of counterfactuals is not an analysis of 
would-counterfactuals, but of could-counterfactuals, which include a direct vari-
ant of ‘can’, like: “If I were taller, I could get that jar”. The idea is to construe 
these counterfactuals as ascribing iterated potentialities, where one potentiality—
the potentiality to acquire the property of being taller—in turn brings with it an-
other contextually relevant potentiality—the iterated potentiality to get a particu-
lar jar (see Vetter 2015: 226). Following this interpretation, Vetter formulates 
(Could), offering truth-conditions for could/might-counterfactuals: 
 

(Could): “‘If x were F, then x could/might be G’ is true iff x has an iterated poten-
tiality to be G, and being F is an earlier stage in that iterated potentiality” (Vetter 
2015: 226). 

 

 
3 If we want to compare dynamic modality with the more familiar notion of ‘alethic mo-
dality’ we can consider how Vetter defines ‘dynamic modality’ as “the closest relative of 
metaphysical modality, if the latter is understood in a realist way (indeed, some linguists 
include metaphysical or ‘alethic’ modality, as they sometimes call it, within dynamic mo-
dality)” (Vetter 2015: 216). 
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From what we said about the semantics of ‘can’ we can gather first, that the 
counterfactual in (Could) is an expression of dynamic modality and second, that 
the ascription of the potentialities to be F and G to x is context-sensitive, so that 
the iteration from being F to being G must be limited depending on the context. 

Even if many aspects of (Could) deserve a deeper discussion, including the 
role of iterated potentiality in it, in this paper I will focus on a comment that Vetter 
makes that raises some important questions. She clearly states that “‘[w]ould’ 
counterfactuals may be defined [...] as the dual of ‘could’ or ‘might’ counterfactu-
als” (Vetter 2015: 228), suggesting that from (Could) we should be able to con-
struct an analysis of would-counterfactuals—which I will call ‘(Would)’—based 
on this duality.  

The existence of this duality is presented in David Lewis’ work Counterfactu-
als (1973) which supports the idea that might- and would-counterfactuals are in-
terdefinable.  

Of course, Vetter’s comment and implications require further investigation. 
There are two main questions that we need to answer: Are could-counterfactuals 
the dual of would-counterfactuals as Vetter, via Lewis, suggest? And, if this is the 
case, what is the correct transition from (Could) to (Would)? The objective of this 
paper is to discuss what problems there could be in formulating (Would), and 
whether determining the truth-conditions for would-counterfactuals in a potenti-
ality framework is as simple as Vetter seems to suggest.  

 
3. Lewis’ Translations 

In Counterfactuals (1973: 21), Lewis presents the following “translations” between 
might- and would-counterfactuals:  

I. “If it were that P, it would be that Q” can be translated as “It is not the case 
that if it were that P, it might be that not Q”. 

II. “If it were that P, it might be that Q” can be translated as “It is not the case 
that if it were that P, it would be that not Q”. 

However, Vetter’s formulation is in terms of could-counterfactuals, given her 
consideration of the predicate ‘can’ as a signal of ascription of a potentiality. Since 
the traditional translations suggested by Lewis are between would- and might-
counterfactuals, with no explicit mention of could-counterfactuals, this led Vetter 
to opt for grouping ‘could’ and ‘might’ together, suggesting that could- and might-
counterfactuals have the same truth-conditions as given by (Could). 

This move is legitimate because, even if ‘might’ is sometimes taken to express 
epistemic possibility, there is an intrinsic ambiguity in modal expressions, so that 
we can take ‘might’ to express dynamic possibility and we can read the might-
counterfactuals in Lewis’ analysis in the same way as could-counterfactuals, as 
expressions of dynamic modality and not necessarily of epistemic modality.  

It is evident that Lewis was actually excluding an epistemic reading of his 
might-counterfactuals, given the fact that they can be translated into non-epis-
temic would-counterfactuals.4 Therefore, Vetter is entitled to group her could-

 
4 The duality between would- and might-counterfactuals has not always been so straight-
forwardly accepted. Robert Stalnaker (1981, 1984) took charge of denying that might-coun-
terfactuals represent a different case or require a different treatment at all, suggesting that 
they simply are a representation of the speaker’s epistemic status towards the consequent 
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counterfactuals with Lewis’ might-counterfactuals under a dynamic reading, so 
that she can appeal to his translations even for could-counterfactuals.5 In what 
follows, I will use ‘might’ and ‘could’ interchangeably, depending on whether I 
am talking about Lewis’ discussion or Vetter’s.6 

Now that we have excluded the epistemic reading of Lewis’ counterfactuals, 
we can finally focus on his translations. To understand them, we could start by 
considering the following examples: 

(1)  “If they had not hired Jones, they might have hired you”.  
(2)  “If they had not hired Jones, they would have hired you”.7  

Trying to give an intuitive reading of (1) and (2) in terms of dynamic modal-
ity, we can say that a speaker tends to use (1) when there is a possibility that they 
would have hired you if they had not hired Jones, but the speaker seems to intend 
that this is still just a mere possibility, and they could still not have hired you in 
the same way. In (2) on the contrary, the speaker seems to intend that you would 
have been surely hired if Jones had not been, as if it is more than just a mere 
possibility.  

In Counterfactuals (1973: 1-2, 21), Lewis links two different meanings and log-
ical symbols to would- and might-counterfactuals. The basic idea is that, as we 
define possibility using necessity and vice versa, we can use would-counterfactu-
als to define might-counterfactuals and vice versa. Therefore, in Lewis’ view, (1) 
can be translated as follows:  

(1*) “It is not the case that if they had not hired Jones, then they still would 
not have hired you” (= “If they had not hired Jones, they might have 
hired you”). 

Conversely, the translation of (2) should be:  

 
given the antecedent. The debate on the relationship between would- and might- counter-
factuals arises from the natural ambiguity of modal expressions, and there is still a lot of 
controversy on how might-counterfactuals should be interpreted (see Eagle 2007; Ferguson 
1987; De Rose 1994, 1999). I will not enter in the heat of this debate here, as my only 
interest is in showing that Lewis did in fact conceive his translations for a dynamic reading 
of might-counterfactuals and so that Vetter is justified in applying them to her cause. 
5 Note that Vetter, contrary to Lewis, makes room for epistemic would-counterfactuals in 
Vetter 2016. 
6 Vetter points out that we must be careful in treating them as identical. Coming back to 
the example above, “If I were taller, I could get that jar”, Vetter says: “A similar construal 
would apply to [the example] with ‘could’ replaced by ‘might’ (on a dynamic reading)—
except, perhaps, that the conditions for contextual relevance at the second stage of the 
iterated potentiality are different: in the ‘could’ version, it is easy to read the sentence as 
requiring that the potentiality to [get the jar] would be an ability, while with the ‘might’ 
version that reading is less natural” (Vetter 2015: 226). For simplicity, I will consider them 
interchangeable.  
7 Note that here I am using past counterfactuals as examples, while in the rest of the paper 
the translations will be applied to present-/future-directed counterfactuals. While there is 
no formal difference in applying the translations to past or present/future counterfactuals, 
the past examples presented here have the heuristic intent to offer a particularly clear pic-
ture of the difference and the relation between might- and would-counterfactuals. Note 
also that Lewis’ translations apply to all cases of counterfactuals both de re and de dicto, 
contrary to Vetter’s account which is restricted to de re counterfactuals. 
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(2*) “It is not the case that if they had not hired Jones, then they might not 
have hired you” (= “If they had not hired Jones, they would have hired 
you”). 

These translations too seem to suggest that the consequent of would-coun-
terfactuals, on the assumption of the antecedent, looks in a way “more fixed” or 
“more determined” than the consequent of might-counterfactuals. The idea is that 
when we use a counterfactual, we first consider the possibility for the antecedent 
to be the case, but then the use of ‘would’ seems to indicate more strongly that, 
given the antecedent, the consequent should be the outcome, while the use of 
‘might/could’ seems to indicate that, given the antecedent, the consequent is per-
haps only one of various possible outcomes.8  

Therefore, we can summarize the difference between might/could- and 
would-counterfactuals by saying that ‘might’ and ‘could’ (again, in their dynamic 
reading) both indicate that the consequent is possible given the antecedent, in oppo-
sition to ‘would’ which indicates that the consequent is necessary given the anteced-
ent.9 

The relevance of this distinction will become clear later, but for now we can 
move on to consider the application of Lewis’ translations to Vetter’s (Could) and 
the problems that this creates.  

 
4. From (Could) to (Would) 

Now that we have laid the ground for our discussion and offered justifications for 
Vetter’s proposal, it is finally time to focus on how the translations suggested by 
Lewis could work for Vetter’s account.  

Recall once again (Could), but this time in a slightly extended version:  

(Could): “If x were F, then x could be G” is true iff x has an iterated potentiality 
to be G, and a potentiality for x to be F is an earlier stage in an iterated po-
tentiality for x to be G. 

To proceed, let us take first the exemplifying could-counterfactual used by 
Vetter in (Could) and turn it into the corresponding would-counterfactual, to 
which we then apply Lewis’ translation: 

(3) “If x were F, then x would be G”. 
(3*) “It is not the case that if x were F, then x could be not-G”.  

 
8 It is worth noting that we cannot explain the difference between would- and might/could-
counterfactuals explicitly in terms of necessity and possibility, saying that the consequent 
of a would-counterfactual is necessary, while the consequent of a might/could-counterfac-
tual is possible, because it is always given the possibility for the antecedent to be the case, 
that then we evaluate whether the consequent is necessary or possible. Therefore, saying 
that the consequent is necessary or possible should always be under the clause given the 
antecedent. Here with “possibility for the antecedent to be the case” I do not mean to ex-
clude counterfactuals with impossible antecedent, rather I mean that we are taking the 
antecedent to be the case for the sake of the evaluation of the counterfactual, whether this 
antecedent is possible or not.  
9 A final clarification: note that Lewis’s account does not rule out the very possibility of (P 
Ù ~Q), where “If it were that P, it would be that Q” is true; it just has it that Q holds in all 
the closest P-worlds. However, for the sake of the article, I will continue with my simplifi-
cation ‘necessary given the antecedent’. 
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(3) is the counterfactual we are interested in and for which we want to find 
the truth-conditions when formulating (Would). Hence, the construction of 
(Would) must start from (3*), because it is the negation of a could-counterfactual, 
whose truth-conditions can be extrapolated from (Could), but it is also equivalent 
to (3), so that its truth-conditions will be those of (3).  

There are some important remarks to make on (3*). Crucially, it involves 
negation, and in two instances: first, (3*) is a negation of a could-counterfactual; 
second, this could-counterfactual that is negated in (3*) has itself a negation in its 
consequent. Note that this second negation (“x could be not-G”) takes narrow 
scope with regard to ‘could’, meaning “it is possible for x not to be G” (or “it is pos-
sible for x to be not-G"), and not “it is not possible for x to be G”. This is quite an 
important distinction because the change of scope corresponds to a different treat-
ment in potentiality terms.  

In Vetter’s terms, “it is not possible for x to be G” means that x does not have 
the potentiality to be G. This happens when we consider our de re Possibility* 
above. If “It is possible for x to be G” corresponds to the fact that x has a potenti-
ality to be G, then “It is not possible for x to be G” should correspond to the fact 
that x does not have a potentiality to be G. The lack of a potentiality to be G by x 
can be taken to correspond to the lack of the possibility for x to be G, and therefore 
to the impossibility for x to be G. Thus, the broad scope on the negation is taken 
to claim x’s lack of a potentiality to be G. 

On the contrary, “it is possible for x to be not-G” means, in Vetter’s terms, that 
x has the potentiality to be not-G, because of Possibility* once again. Rather than 
claiming a lack of a potentiality to be G by x, the narrow scope on the negation 
must be taken to mean the ascription to x of a potentiality to not be G (for a similar 
distinction concerning negation in Vetter, see her 2015: 86, 145-46). 

This is an important point in trying to determine the truth-conditions of (3*), 
because it involves a narrow scope on the negation of ‘could’ and not a broad one. 
Therefore, our next step is to apply (Could) to a counterfactual presenting such a 
negation: 

(Could~): “If x were F, x could be not-G” is true iff x has an iterated potentiality 
to be not-G, and a potentiality for x to be F is an earlier stage in an iterated 
potentiality for x to be not-G.  

Now, to go from (Could~) to the truth-conditions of (3*) we should simply 
negate the former. 

(TC3*): “It is not the case that if x were F, then x could be not-G” is true iff it is 
not the case that (x has an iterated potentiality to be not-G, and a potentiality 
for x to be F is an earlier stage in an iterated potentiality for x to be not-G). 

Here though is where the first problem with Vetter’s formulation arises. Like 
(Could), (Could~) is in the form of a conjunction: x has not-G AND F is an earlier 
stage of not-G. Therefore (TC3*) is the negation of a conjunction and, as is well-
known, the negation of a conjunction is in fact a disjunction: 

(C/D) ~(A Ù B) º (~A Ú ~B) 

As the initial truth-conditions for could-counterfactuals—as per (Could)—
are conjunctive, then the negation of such truth-conditions amounts to a disjunc-
tion of the negated conjuncts. Therefore, the truth-conditions of the negation of a 
could-counterfactual are: 
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(~Could): “It is not the case that if x were F, then x could be G” is true iff it is 
not the case that x has an iterated potentiality to be G, or it is not the case 
that a potentiality for x to be F is an earlier stage in an iterated potentiality 
for x to be G. 

From which it looks like (Would) should be presented as a combination of 
(~Could) and (Could~): 

(Would): “If x were F, then x would be G” (“It is not the case that if x were F, 
then x could be not-G”) is true iff it is not the case that x has an iterated 
potentiality to be not-G, or it is not the case that a potentiality for x to be F is 
an earlier stage in an iterated potentiality for x to be not-G. 

What does (Would) mean? Are these truth-conditions effective? To answer 
these questions, it can be helpful applying all the abstract formulas above to some 
concrete examples. 

 
5. Being an Earlier Stage—Part 1 

As we can notice, all our formulas include an extremely ambiguous concept, ex-
pressed with the phrase ‘is an earlier stage’. Therefore, before attempting a prac-
tical application of these formulas, we should at least attempt to define it. Vetter 
does not explicitly explain it, and her language on this is always metaphorical, 
talking about a potentiality “bringing with it” another (2015: 226), or “being part 
of a chain of potentialities” (2015: 137). Even if this concept is clearly metaphys-
ical in Vetter’s account, the idea of ‘being an earlier stage’ is difficult to clarify: is 
it expressing a sort of “process of iteration” that happens in stages, or is it suggest-
ing that iterated potentialities themselves have stages? Whatever the answer, our 
interest here is on counterfactuals, so let us retrace what could have led Vetter to 
introduce this notion to explain counterfactuals.  

If we accept a very rough simplification, counterfactuals can be taken to be 
expressions of a relation existing between antecedent and consequent, where a 
certain consequent is taken to be a necessary or a possible outcome of a certain 
antecedent, so that such a consequent is said to be necessary or possible given such 
an antecedent.  

What Vetter needs to do is to offer a metaphysical picture that can map such 
linguistic expressions and therefore give account for such a relation. Traditional 
forms of dispositionalism could rely on a stimulus-manifestation relation to pro-
vide this metaphysical basis (see Bird 2007 or Jacobs 2010), but Vetter strongly 
rejects this kind of dispositionalism. Therefore, she needs to find another way to 
fit counterfactuals in her framework. 

The expression ‘being an earlier stage’ is intended to do precisely so: ante-
cedent and consequent of a counterfactual are related because the two potentiali-
ties ascribed by the counterfactual are related as well, with one being the earlier 
stage of the other. 

This seems a plausible solution, where the reasons for the truth of a counter-
factual in the semantics are backed up by the underlying metaphysics. However, 
what does it mean exactly for a potentiality to be ‘the earlier stage’ in another? 
My preferred interpretation of this is Vetter’s view of a “chain” of potentialities. 
Such a proposal does remain quite cryptic, but it seems to offer an intuitive idea 
that can suggest a metaphysical picture of potentialities somehow related to each 
other. 
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However, even if Vetter’s formulation of (Could) with this interpretation of 
‘being an earlier stage’ could work at a superficial and intuitive level, the more we 
try to unravel it and apply it to other counterfactuals, the more this notion of ‘be-
ing an earlier stage’ turns out to be inadequate and imprecise. Indeed, the distinc-
tion between could- and would-counterfactual in terms of the consequent being 
possible given the antecedent or necessary given the antecedent, which is the key for a 
formulation of (Would), requires an extra step, as we will see in the applications 
below: that the connection between the potentialities involved in a counterfactual 
must have modal nature. Following our rough interpretation, it is the antecedent 
that makes the consequent necessary or possible within a counterfactual, so the ‘ear-
lier-stage’ relation should be able to map this semantic intuition. Therefore, the 
relation between the potentialities in antecedent and consequent should be char-
acterized in a modal way: being part of the same chain of potentialities must imply 
some sort of necessity or possibility for the later-stage potentiality to be possessed 
if the earlier-stage potentiality is possessed. 

In the applications below, I will try to make sense of why we need to include 
this extra modal notion for Vetter’s account and for my formulas to offer some 
adequate truth-conditions for counterfactuals. We will see that it is really not ob-
vious how this can work, and how the underlying metaphysics can match our 
linguistic intuitions on counterfactuals. 

 
6. Application: Colourful Cats 

In formulating some examples to test the efficacy of our formulas, let us make 
three assumptions. First, that some ginger cats have a white belly—a ginger cat 
can be “white-bellied”, while some other ginger cats do not have a white belly—
a ginger cat can also be “non-white-bellied”.10 Second, that all ginger cats are 
tabby. Third, that there is no white cat that is tabby.11  

From these assumptions, if we take “Leo” to refer to a specific cat, we get an 
example for (Could), “If Leo were ginger, he could be white-bellied”, an example 
for (Could~), “If Leo were ginger, he could be non-white-bellied”, one for 
(~Could), “It is not the case that if Leo were white, he could be tabby” and finally 
one for (Would) “If Leo were ginger, he would be tabby”.12 

Before applying our formulas to these examples, we need to make a final 
clarification: all features here, including ‘being tabby’ and ‘being white-bellied’, 
are taken to be exclusive and exhaustive with their opposite, like ‘being non-tabby’ 
and ‘being non-white-bellied’: all cats are either tabby or non-tabby, so that there 

 
10 The use of ‘white-bellied’ is for maintaining the same “adjective” form of the other ex-
amples and formulas as “the potentiality to be white-bellied”, “being white-bellied”, etc. 
11 With this I mean an always completely and uniformly white cat. 
12 As one of the referees to this work rightly pointed out, this example can flag another 
difficulty for Vetter, concerning once again the nature of iterated potentiality. As the referee 
suggested, we could doubt that the counterfactual “If Leo were ginger, he could be tabby” 
is really a matter of Leo’s having two potentialities, one of being ginger and one of being 
tabby endowed by the first potentiality. We could instead think that there is just one po-
tentiality: to be ginger in a certain way, namely in a tabby way. This is a justified worry 
raising from the ambiguous definition of iterated potentiality given by Vetter and the diffi-
culties in understanding its stages, and it surely deserve attention, but for the sake of the 
argument I will assume that all the counterfactuals I am using are attributing two different 
potentialities to Leo. 
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is no cat that is both tabby and non-tabby and there is no cat that is neither tabby 
nor non-tabby.  

Application of (Could): 
(4) “If Leo were ginger, he could be white-bellied” is true iff Leo has an iter-

ated potentiality to be white-bellied (A), and a potentiality for Leo to be 
ginger is an earlier stage in a potentiality for Leo to be white-bellied (B). 

As said, (Could) is a conjunction, and a conjunction like (A Ù B) is true only 
if both A and B are true, so we can say that (4) is true only if both conjuncts in the 
application of (Could) are the case. 

Considering the first conjunct (A), if you recall Possibility*, the fact that Leo 
has an iterated potentiality to be white-bellied, simply means that it is possible for 
Leo to be white-bellied. Therefore, for (4) to be true, a necessary condition is that 
it is possible for Leo to be white-bellied, i.e., that the consequent is possible. How-
ever, considering the second conjunct (B), for the counterfactual to be true the 
other necessary condition is that this iterated potentiality for Leo to be white-bel-
lied is part of a “chain” of other potentialities (and in this sense is “iterated”), the 
previous “chain rings” or earlier stages of which include a potentiality for Leo to 
be ginger. The idea of a chain of potentialities could be quite in line with Lewis’ 
representation of could-counterfactuals as having the consequent possible given the 
antecedent, because if we take the existence of such a chain to which both potenti-
alities belong as previous and later stages to mean that Leo’s possession of a po-
tentiality to be white-bellied is in some ways made possible (but not made neces-
sary) by Leo’s possession of a potentiality to be ginger, then we can clearly see 
that the consequent is made possible by the antecedent. 

Application of (Could~): 
(5) “If Leo were ginger, he could be non-white-bellied” is true iff Leo has an 

iterated potentiality to be non-white-bellied (A), and a potentiality for Leo 
to be ginger is an earlier stage in a potentiality for Leo to be non-white-
bellied (B). 

This is another conjunction (A Ù B) so we can apply the same reasoning as 
before. Considering the first conjunct (A), once again the fact that Leo has an 
iterated potentiality to be non-white-bellied means that, for (5) to be true, a nec-
essary condition is that it is possible for Leo to be non-white-bellied, i.e., that the 
consequent is possible. In the same way as before though, this is not sufficient, 
because for the truth of (5) the other necessary condition is that this iterated po-
tentiality for Leo to be non-white-bellied is part of a chain having a potentiality 
for Leo to be ginger as an earlier stage, as per the second conjunct (B). Again, this 
could maintain the idea of the consequent of a could-counterfactual being possible 
given the antecedent because we could again interpret the existence of a chain to 
which the potentialities belong in previous and later stages as the fact that Leo’s 
‘being non-white-bellied’ is made possible (but again not necessary) by Leo’s ‘being 
ginger’. 

Application of (~Could): 
(6) “It is not the case that if Leo were white, he could be tabby” is true iff it 

is not the case that Leo has an iterated potentiality to be tabby (~A), or it 
is not the case that a potentiality for Leo to be white is an earlier stage in a 
potentiality for Leo to be tabby (~B). 
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Here, in contrast with our previous examples, we are dealing with a disjunc-
tion. Therefore, we must keep in mind that for a disjunction like (~A Ú ~B) to be 
true is sufficient that either one between the two disjunct is true, which suggests 
that it should be sufficient for the truth of (6) that only one of the disjuncts ~A and 
~B is the case.  

Considering the first disjunct (~A), the fact that it is not the case that Leo has 
an iterated potentiality to be tabby should mean, by Possibility*, that it is not the 
case that it is possible for Leo to be tabby, so that (6) should be true if it were 
impossible for Leo to be tabby, and this should be sufficient for the truth of (6). We 
could then interpret (~Could) as saying that the negation of a could-counterfactual 
is true (and so a could-counterfactual is false) if the consequent is impossible; but 
note that this impossibility is intended as unrestricted and independent from the 
antecedent, so we should clarify that, following the first disjunct, (6) is true if the 
consequent is impossible simpliciter, in contrast with impossible given the antecedent. 
With ‘impossible simpliciter’ I intend a situation in which the consequent is always 
impossible (and in this sense is ‘unrestrictedly impossible’) rather than a situation 
in which a normally possible consequent is not allowed by the antecedent, hence 
the expression ‘impossible given the antecedent’. Note that, obviously, if a consequent 
is impossible simpliciter it will also be impossible given the antecedent: if it is always 
impossible, it will be impossible also when the antecedent is the case. 

However, we know that it is not impossible simpliciter for Leo to be tabby, 
because it is metaphysically possible for Leo to be tabby, therefore we should 
consider the second disjunct (~B) for evaluating (6). In this case, it should be 
sufficient for the truth of (6) that a potentiality for Leo to be white is not an 
earlier stage in a potentiality for Leo to be tabby, which could be interpreted as 
the fact that there is not a chain of potentialities including both a potentiality 
for Leo to be tabby and a potentiality for Leo to be white as an earlier stage in 
this potentiality. 

If we are entitled to interpret ‘not being an earlier stage’ as the fact that it 
does not exist a chain including both potentialities, and the non-existence of such 
a chain as the fact that Leo’s possession of a potentiality to be tabby is made im-
possible by Leo’s possession of a potentiality to be white, so that Leo’s ‘being 
white’ makes it impossible for Leo to be tabby, then we get the desired and intui-
tive interpretation of the negation of a could-counterfactual, which is true not only 
when the consequent is impossible simpliciter, but also when the consequent is im-
possible given the antecedent.13 

Therefore, it seems that these truth-conditions for the negation of could-
counterfactuals work if we interpret the negation of ‘being an earlier stage’ in a 
certain way. I will shortly consider whether any questions might be raised about 
this interpretation but let us first move to the application of (Would). 

 
13 Note that there is another case in which the negation of a could-counterfactual is true, 
as suggested by Vetter: “This [account] implies that the ‘might/could’ counterfactual is 
false when it is impossible for x to be F” (Vetter 2015: 226, note 16). This can be explained 
in potentiality terms by saying that if it is impossible for x to have the earlier-stage potenti-
ality to be F, then, if being G is part of a chain including being F, x cannot have an iterated 
potentiality to be G either, so that it is impossible for x to be G (first disjunct). Otherwise, 
if it is impossible for x to have a potentiality to be F, but x has a potentiality to be G, then 
the potentiality to be G must not be part of a chain including the potentiality to be F (second 
disjunct).  
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Application of (~Could) and (Could~) = (Would): 
(7) “If Leo were ginger, he would be tabby” is true iff it is not the case that 

Leo has an iterated potentiality to be non-tabby (~A), or it is not the case 
that a potentiality for Leo to be ginger is an earlier stage in a potentiality 
for Leo to be non-tabby (~B). 

Let us apply the same reasoning applied above, keeping in mind again that 
for the truth of a disjunction (~A Ú ~B) is sufficient that only one between the two 
disjuncts is true, and so that it should be sufficient for the truth of (7) that at least 
one of the two disjuncts ~A and ~B is the case.  

Considering the first disjunct (~A), the fact that it is not the case that Leo has 
an iterated potentiality to be non-tabby should mean that it is not possible for Leo 
to be non-tabby. Given our exclusive notion of ‘tabby’ and ‘non-tabby’, this means 
that (7) should be true if it were necessary for Leo to be tabby and this should be 
sufficient for the truth of (7). As before, we could then interpret (Would) as saying 
that a would-counterfactual is true if the consequent is necessary, but because this 
necessity is intended again as unrestricted and independent from the antecedent, 
it should be said that, following the first disjunct, (7) is true if the consequent is 
necessary simpliciter, rather than necessary given the antecedent. Once again, ‘necessary 
simpliciter’ is used to indicate those situations in which the consequent is always 
(unrestrictedly) necessary, while ‘necessary given the antecedent’ indicates those sit-
uations in which a normally non-necessary consequent is enforced by the ante-
cedent. And again, any consequent that is necessary simpliciter will be a consequent 
that is necessary given the antecedent, because if it is always necessary, it will be nec-
essary also when the antecedent is the case. 

However, once again we know that it is not necessary simpliciter for Leo to be 
tabby, because it is metaphysically possible for Leo to be non-tabby, so we need to 
consider the second disjunct (~B). In this case, it should be sufficient for the truth of 
(7) that Leo’s potentiality to be ginger is not an earlier stage in Leo’s iterated poten-
tiality to be non-tabby, which could be interpreted as the fact that there is not a chain 
of potentialities including both a potentiality for Leo to be non-tabby and a potenti-
ality for Leo to be ginger as an earlier stage in this potentiality. 

As before, if we are entitled to interpret this ‘not being an earlier stage’, as 
the fact that there is not a chain including both potentialities, and the non-exist-
ence of this chain as the fact that Leo’s possession of a potentiality to be non-
tabby is made impossible by Leo’s possession of a potentiality to be ginger, then we 
can say that Leo’s ‘being ginger’ makes it impossible for Leo to be non-tabby. 
Again, I will discuss whether any doubts might be raised about this interpretation 
but, if we accept it, given our exclusive notion of ‘tabby’ and ‘non-tabby’, then if 
it is impossible for Leo to be non-tabby, then it is necessary for Leo to be tabby. 
Therefore, we can interpret the second disjunct as saying that (7) is true if Leo’s 
‘being ginger’ makes it necessary for Leo to be tabby, so that we finally get the 
desired interpretation of a would-counterfactual, which is true not only when the 
consequent is necessary simpliciter, but also when the consequent is necessary given 
the antecedent. 

 
7. Being an Earlier Stage—Part 2  

The use of the examples above shows that under a certain modal interpretation of 
the ‘being an earlier stage’ relation, both (~Could) and (Would) can offer some 
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effective truth-conditions that are quite in line with our intuitions on those kinds 
of counterfactuals. 

Such an interpretation suggests that the relation of a potentiality being an 
earlier stage in another iterated potentiality is connected to the existence of a chain 
of potentialities including them both. To provide a modal interpretation of this 
relation, it was suggested that the existence of this chain could be taken to mean 
that an object’s possession of the earlier potentiality makes possible the possession 
of the later iterated potentiality by the same object as well, while the non-existence 
of this chain could be taken to mean that an object’s possession of the earlier po-
tentiality makes impossible the possession of the later iterated potentiality by the 
same object.14  

If Vetter’s formulation already allowed us to interpret (Could) as saying that 
for the truth of a could-counterfactual the consequent should be possible given the 
antecedent, the addition of the notions of ‘making possible’ and its opposite ‘making 
impossible’, concerning the possession of a potentiality in view of the possession 
of another, allowed us to interpret (~Could) as saying that, for the truth of a ne-
gated could-counterfactual, the consequent should be impossible given the anteced-
ent, and (Would) as saying that, for the truth of a would-counterfactual, the con-
sequent should be necessary given the antecedent, which are all extremely desirable 
and intuitive interpretations.  

Without a modal interpretation of ‘(not) being an earlier stage’ of this sort, 
we may struggle to get these desirable interpretations concerning the consequent 
of these counterfactuals, and to account for the difference between could- and 
would-counterfactuals, so the ‘making possible/impossible’ formulation connected 
to the existence or non-existence of chains of potentialities seems a viable option 
to solve this issue. 

However, the crucial problem is to confirm whether we are entitled to offer 
this interpretation of ‘being an earlier stage’. As we said, looking at what Vetter 
has to say about iterated potentiality and its ‘stages’, she does not really explain 
what she means by ‘stages’, so that we do not have an idea of the nature of them, 
whether they are stages ‘within’ an iterated potentiality, in the sense that this po-
tentiality could be a sort of “macro” potentiality including all its earlier-stage po-
tentialities, or stages in a “process” going from one separated potentiality to an-
other. 

In truth, the relation between iterated potentiality and counterfactuals was 
not investigated fully in her book, since her main objective in introducing iterated 
potentiality was to extend the scope of potentiality to de dicto possibility, rather 
than to apply it to the specific case of counterfactuals. Still though, the idea that 
it comes in stages seems quite a crucial aspect of iterated potentiality, and very 
much essential to an understanding of it that is not purely intuitive but properly 

 
14 As one of the referees to this work pointed out, someone could think that the ‘making 
possible’ link is merely the same as the link between a potentiality and its manifestation: if 
the existence of a potentiality with p as its manifestation makes p possible, then a potenti-
ality whose manifestation is another potentiality makes the latter potentiality’s manifesta-
tion possible. This application of the manifestation relation is interesting, and it would be 
worth investigating it, but the fact that this relation is primitive seems to make the expla-
nation of the link between antecedent and consequent of a counterfactual somehow unsat-
isfactory. Therefore, this paper prefers to consider that there should be another metaphys-
ical relation, that is not taken as primitive. 
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metaphysical. Nevertheless, Vetter does not clarify what it means, metaphysically 
speaking, for an iterated potentiality to have stages. 

There is indeed a sense in her presentation in which the possession of iterated 
potentialities depends on the possession of the earlier stages, but the nature of this 
dependence is not clear. The metaphor of a chain does not help much either, be-
cause again it is not explained what sort of relation there is between its “chain 
rings”. I have tried not to deal with this by suggesting that what matters is the 
existence of this chain, rather than the relation connecting its rings. The modal 
aspect required was attributed to an existential quantification over the chain ra-
ther than to any characteristic of the chain itself. It seemed a sensible solution and 
loosely based on a familiar philosophical tradition which links existential quanti-
fication (over possible worlds) to possibility. Above, I worded this modal aspect 
in terms of ‘making possible’ or ‘making impossible’, which could be quite ambigu-
ous, so let me rephrase the idea more clearly. On one side, the fact that there is a 
chain connecting two potentialities is taken to correspond to the fact that it is 
possible for an object to possess the second (iterated) potentiality if this object 
possesses the first potentiality. On the other, the fact that there is not a chain con-
necting them is taken to correspond to the fact that it is impossible for the object 
to possess the second potentiality if it possesses the first. 

Even if this view is comforting in having such a familiar look, and seems 
plausible enough, there are clearly some issues with it. One problem is that, at the 
end of the day, the idea of a chain of potentialities is only a metaphor, so Vetter 
should find a way to explain more precisely on what we would existentially quan-
tify in this case. The metaphor might work, and seems to work, but we are lacking 
a deeper metaphysical explanation of it. Also, this solution seems just to go back 
in circle, because it looks like we are simply saying in a metaphorical way that, 
for it to be possible that an object possesses a potentiality given its possession of 
another, there must exist a relation between the possession of the former potenti-
ality and the possession of latter, without really saying what this relation is and 
how to establish whether this relation is in place.  

Vetter’s attempt to apply her metaphysical framework to counterfactuals re-
lies on a metaphysical picture of iterated potentiality that is not developed enough 
for it to map the counterfactual language. In addition, if we accept that there is a 
semantical difference between could- and would-counterfactuals, as Vetter herself 
suggests, then her metaphysics lacks the instruments to account for it, because 
this requires a modal formulation of ‘being an earlier stage’ that makes this notion 
even more cryptic. 

A purely intuitive notion of ‘being an earlier stage’ simply cannot offer 
enough sound metaphysical explanation to provide adequate truth-conditions for 
counterfactuals, overall if we accept that the truth-conditions for could- and 
would-counterfactuals should be different. 

Note that there is another issue with iterated potentiality concerning coun-
terfactuals which too is linked to the idea that this potentiality comes in stages. If 
we consider that between two potentialities there can be several ‘stages’, ‘chain 
rings’, or ‘iterations’, Vetter’s account seems to enforce the truth of counterfactu-
als regardless of the number of these stages between them. This means that we 
should accept as true even counterfactuals where the number of iterations implied 
seems to be too high: “If this cloud of steam turned into water, it could break” 
cannot be considered true, despite it being true that if the water then turns into 
ice, it could break. Once again Vetter’s ambiguity in defining iterated potentiality 
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does not help. Metaphysically speaking, she does not impose a hierarchy over the 
stages, for example by saying that only the possession of the ‘immediately-before’ 
or ‘directly-related’ earlier-stage-potentiality can count towards the possession of 
a certain iterated potentiality. Therefore, in terms of counterfactuals, it is hard to 
see how we can reject those involving two potentialities with an enormous num-
ber of chain rings between them.  

A possible solution could be appealing to the context sensitivity of counter-
factuals to avoid enforcing the truth of these counterfactuals. Given that the se-
mantics of counterfactuals derived from the semantics of ‘can’ requires them to 
be context-sensitive, then the potentialities that are considered when evaluating a 
counterfactual should be constrained by the context in which the counterfactual 
is asserted. Therefore, we could suppose that, while metaphysically speaking 
there is indeed an iteration from the cloud of steam turning into water and its 
breaking, in terms of context the leap required over the steps of this iteration is 
too wide for it to be relevant to the truth-conditions of the counterfactual.  

However, this appeal to the context is problematic because even if we know 
that the context determines that the leap is too wide, that still requires explaining. 
A context always needs a metaphysical background on which to operate and 
make a selection of what is relevant, so once again we need to have a clearer 
metaphysical explanation of these ‘stages’ over which the leap happens. Accept-
ing that the context does a job without a strong metaphysical backup could be a 
serious risk for Vetter’s ambition to provide a robust metaphysics of potentiality 
meant to serve as a non-context-dependent metaphysical background for the con-
text to operate on.  

Nevertheless, this is quite a separate issue from the one at hand and requires 
a much more extended investigation and discussion, but it is worth noting that 
counterfactuals including an extreme leap over a high number of iterations could 
represent a strong case against Vetter’s semantics and an additional worry for her 
notion of iterated potentiality. 

 
8. Conclusion 

The application of Lewis’ interdefinability principle and translations, together 
with the application of the rules concerning negated conjunctions, seems to allow 
the development of (Would) from (Could) via the intermediate stages of the trans-
lation (Could~) and (~Could), so that (Would) looks like a passable initial pro-
posal for the truth-conditions of would-counterfactuals within Vetter’s frame-
work.  

However, for this proposal to work, some clarifications are essential, in par-
ticular concerning the notion of iterated potentiality and the idea that it comes in 
stages. The notion of ‘being an earlier stage’, despite sounding quite intuitive, is 
in truth quite cryptic, especially in metaphysical terms. Also, to allow an under-
standing of the difference between could- and would-counterfactuals, this notion 
should have a modal interpretation, which is not considered by Vetter. Even if the 
metaphorical representation of ‘being an earlier stage’ in terms of chains of poten-
tialities, together with the modal interpretation given by an existential quantifica-
tion over these chains, seems to offer a plausible picture, this metaphor is not 
backed up by a deeper metaphysical background within Vetter’s metaphysics and 
so it cannot provide us with a satisfactory explanation. 
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The application of Vetter’s framework to counterfactuals has flagged some 
crucial ambiguities in her account that need to be solved. The unravelling of these 
ambiguities requires a much longer and more extensive discussion than what can 
be offered in this paper. Even if, using the instruments that she has given us in her 
book, together with our knowledge of counterfactuals and logic, it seems to be 
possible to formulate an initial version of (Would), a lot of work is needed before 
an account of would-counterfactual within Vetter’s framework can be fully de-
fined. Her (Could) and my (Would) are only the starting points for developing an 
account of counterfactuals based on potentiality and much more work must fol-
low. In addition, this first step is only towards an account of de re counterfactuals, 
so the whole matter of de dicto counterfactuals still needs to be tackled. 
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Abstract 
 

Why do some people become WNBA champions or Olympic gold medalists and 
others do not? What is ‘special’ about those very few incredibly skilled athletes, and 
why do they, in particular, get to be special? In this paper, I attempt to make sense 
of the relationship that there is, in the case of sports champions, between so-called 
‘talent’, i.e. natural predisposition for particular physical activities and high-pres-
sure competition, and practice/training. I will articulate what I take to be the 
‘mechanism’ that allows certain people to rise to the Olympus of athletic excel-
lence, and what being part of this elite club ‘feels like’. My proposal is based on the 
idea that so-called talent and practice interact in complex and unsystematic ways. 
I will also argue that becoming a top athlete involves undergoing a special kind of 
transformation, which makes such people qualitatively different from any ‘normal’ 
sport amateur, even when the difference might not be immediately visible to the 
‘untrained’ eye. 

 
Keywords: Sport, Talent, Practice, Athlete, Transformative experience. 

 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Cecilia Zandalasini is a 24-year-old Italian basketball player. When you watch 
her take a jump shot, all you can think about is that she is doing exactly what, if 
God existed, her assigned mission on Earth would be. Mikaela Shiffrin is a 25-
year-old American alpine skier. When you watch her do a slalom run, you feel 
the way Cimabue must have felt watching his student Giotto draw a perfect circle, 
freehand. These are only two examples of exceptional athletes about whom you 
can’t help wondering: they most definitely have a huge amount of talent, and 
surely they have been working extremely hard... but is this supposed to be enough 
to explain what they can accomplish on the court or on the snow?  

In this paper, I attempt to make sense of the relationship that there is, in the 
case of sports champions, between so-called ‘talent’, i.e. natural predisposition for 
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particular physical activities and high-pressure competition, and practice/train-
ing.1 In particular, I explore the possibility that our ordinary way to understand 
and relate such notions to each other is too simplistic and does not fully explain 
why certain people are so exceptionally good at a sport. I start by trying to artic-
ulate the folk conceptions of talent and practice. Then, I argue that the folk con-
ception does not have the right resources to capture the complex ways in which 
talent and practice combine and influence each other. Next, after I have examined 
a few other proposals, I present my own view, rooted in the notion of ‘continuous 
reward cycle’ (CRC). The CRC articulates the dynamic interaction of talent and 
practice characteristic of exceptional athletes, thereby suggesting a possible expla-
nation of why they ‘feel’ so far away from us ‘mere mortals’.2 Because of the 
unique way in which talent and practice interact within the CRC, I also argue that 
being a sports champion involves a radical transformation of one’s entire practical 
way of being. As a consequence, it is part of my view that, to fully understand 
what it is like to be an exceptional athlete, one must be such an athlete.3 

 
2. Defining ‘Talent’ and ‘Practice’ 

What does it mean to say that someone has talent in the context of a particular sport 
or game? The folk conception of talent seems to involve at least two components, 
and it is common to understand them as being innate, or, in other words, much 
more dependent on ‘nature’ than ‘nurture’ (the expression ‘that kid is a natural!’ 
speaks for itself). The first component is, of course, physical: one is born with certain 
bodily traits (e.g. height, fast reflexes, long limbs, very good coordination, etc.), and 

 
1 In a recent essay on a similar topic, David Papineau (2017) argues for the importance of 
a third component when it comes to understanding how a top athlete is ‘created’, especially 
with respect to ‘niche’ sports such as cricket or fencing, namely family tradition. Papineau 
points out that the skills required by certain sports may not be easily acquired ‘in the wild’ 
(compare soccer to fencing, for example: every child gets a chance to kick a ball around at 
least once in their lifetime, but how many kids have spontaneous access to the equipment 
and facilities needed for fencing unless their families make that happen?), and thus that, in 
addition to the innate/genetic component and the willingness to train hard, the kind of 
family an athlete grows up in matters a whole lot. I absolutely agree with Papineau on this 
point, although for the sake of this paper I am going to bracket the ‘family tradition’ com-
ponent and focus exclusively on the relationship between talent and practice. 
2 With this, I don’t mean to suggest either that ‘mere mortals’ cannot have a very good 
understanding of the elite athlete experience, or that every elite athlete is ‘in touch’ with 
her experience in the desired way. It is obviously true that sometimes the best coaches, for 
instance, understand their sport to an astonishing degree, and most of them have not been 
top professional athletes themselves. Similarly, it is also clearly true that many top athletes 
aren’t very good at understanding their own experience (e.g. Montero 2016), or the one of 
other athletes at the same level. In this respect, the way in which basketball legend Julius 
Erving spoke to another legend of the sport, Michael Jordan, is quite telling: “You seem 
to operate in a zone that seems to be reserved only for you… What’s it like when you’re 
there, Mike?” (Lazenby 2014). However, two things should be noted. First, understanding 
the sport ‘in theory’ is importantly different from understanding one’s experience while 
performing (competing, practicing, etc.). Second, just because most athletes cannot fully 
articulate or describe what it’s like to be them in the relevant way, this doesn’t really speak 
against their having a special kind of understanding that might be entirely impossible to 
put into words in an exhaustive way. 
3 I would like to thank the two anonymous referees whose feedback and suggestions helped 
me make the paper more rigorous and the arguments more sophisticated. 
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these traits combine in a way that is congenial to a certain sport or game (e.g. bas-
ketball requires height and long arms, though those traits may not be ideal if one 
wants to excel in, e.g., gymnastics). The second component is psychological: one 
has the type of personality which handles pressure well, thrives in highly competi-
tive contexts, can quickly turn failure into motivation, and so forth.  

Some might argue that this psychological component should not be consid-
ered innate, and therefore intuitively not part of what talent usually means. For 
instance, a lot of top athletes turn to sport psychologists or motivational coaches; 
these professionals teach them various techniques to handle issues like pressure 
from the media, performance anxiety, recovery after injuries, etc. This seems to 
suggest that the mental strength of sport champions is in fact something that can 
be learned, and which, therefore, should be listed as part of what practice and 
training consist in, rather than part of so-called ‘natural talent’. For example, Mat-
thew Syed argues that what he calls the “growth mindset” (Syed 2010: 115), i.e. 
the psychological capacity to see the obstacles on the ‘path to excellence’ not as 
failures but as signs of constant improvement and sources of motivation to work 
even harder, is, in fact, learned and trainable, and has nothing to do with innate 
talent: 

 
She [2006 Olympic figure skating gold-medalist Shizuka Arakawa] interpreted 
falling down not merely as a means of improving, but as evidence that she was 
improving. Failure was not something that sapped her energy and vitality, but 
something that provided her with an opportunity to learn, develop, and adapt 
(Syed 2010: 119).  
 

Syed thinks that Arakawa, and sports champions in general, achieved their 
remarkable successes thanks to their ability to mentally push themselves beyond 
their physical limits and to look at mistakes in a positive light. These abilities, 
according to Syed, are paradigmatically not part of the folk notion of innate talent. 
Syed’s view seems consistent with a conception of training as challenge, as nec-
essarily hard and full of failures, which one can then learn to find intrinsic value 
in. This idea was central to the Stoic doctrine and approach to life, for instance: 

 
Effort played a central role in Stoic ascetics and they did not regard it as a negative 
thing to be avoided. Effort and struggle can be meaningful and even intrinsic 
goods, and in Foucault’s analysis this was an important educative aspect of Stoic 
ascetics where tests, misfortunes, suffering and difficulties should not be consid-
ered as evils but as goods (Aggerholm 2016: 354). 
 

Russell makes a similar point about the human virtue of resilience and the fact 
that failure, defeat, and all the difficult situations an athlete has to overcome are 
constitutive of the nature of sport itself:  

 
the challenges that sport presents are only interesting if they represent tests that 
are, and continue to be, meaningful. That is, the challenges are designed precisely 
because they are, and will remain, difficult to master. If I am right about this, sport 
is founded and draws fundamentally on the need for resilience. […] To be mean-
ingful, indeed to be sport, the obstacles or challenges must be such that failures 
and setbacks are to be anticipated and can never be completely avoided. Sport 
requires that they be embraced for the opportunity to respond to and overcome 
them. […] sport exists fundamentally, if not exclusively, as an arena for testing 



Alessandra Buccella 

 

528 

resilience. It is key to sport. There is no sport without the meaningful prospect of 
adversity, and so sportsmen and women must be prepared to cultivate resilience 
and express it at nearly every turn (Russell 2015: 166).  
 

However, does the fact that character can be ‘built’ through effort, setbacks, 
and difficulties, contradict the idea that it should be considered a natural trait? 
There are cases in which resilience or other virtues that play a role in the ‘growth 
mindset’ seem to be present in people from very early on and in contexts unrelated 
to sports, while every other aspect of their athletic excellence emerges much later. 
This is the case of many great athletes who, despite lacking many of the ‘material’ 
(financial, social, etc.) conditions that one usually associates with excellence and 
success, manage to overcome obstacles, defeat the odds, and claw their way to 
the big stage, all thanks to tremendous willpower and focus.  

Another category of athletes may or may not have had obstacles to overcome 
early in life due to their socio-economic situation, but nonetheless managed to 
succeed and excel mostly thanks to outstanding dedication and hard work. These 
are the so-called ‘late-bloomers’, who went through early frustrations and doubts 
about whether they really had what it takes, but trained so hard and were willing 
to make so many sacrifices to get to the top that they literally ‘changed their body’ 
and improved their skill through disciplined, excruciating work. They did not give 
up. They believed that they could make it, and they did.4 

As these examples suggest, the ’growth mindset’ and, more generally, the 
psychological traits and dispositions that one quite reliably finds in sport champi-
ons do not fit perfectly either in the ‘innate’ category or in the ‘acquired’ one. And 
to complicate things even more, cases like that of late bloomers shed some doubt 
on physical traits and their innateness, too. Sometimes, late bloomers simply took 
a bit longer to develop, perhaps through a sudden and unanticipated growth spurt 
over a couple of months, but such a development was already ‘written’ in their 
genes. But some other times, a late bloomer—or, perhaps more appropriately, an 
‘improbable bloomer’—is someone who, even lacking the physical traits that 
would normally favor one in a certain sport (e.g. height in basketball), worked on 
acquiring and improving some other physical trait that, once developed enough, 
compensated for the rest. This is the case, for instance, of someone like Muggsy 
Bogues, who managed to be inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame after 14 
years in the NBA despite being only 160 cm tall and having very small hands. To 
compensate for that, he worked on his legs until he could jump about two thirds 
of his height, and on dribbling so close to the ground that virtually nobody else 
could reach the ball while at the same time maintaining control thanks to quick 
wrist movements and strong arm muscles. 

The other big aspect of ‘what champions are made of’ is exhausting, brutal, 
never-ending training; in other words, the dirty hard work called practice. Practice 
is what a top athlete’s life is mostly made of: whenever she is not competing, she 
is practicing. Practice might include physical activities that are quite far from the 
sport or game she is practicing for (e.g. swimmers do lots of weightlifting, alpine 
skiers often ride their bikes during the summer, etc.), but every activity done in 
the context of practice has as its ultimate goal the improvement of the athlete’s 

 
4 In a later section, I will come back to the case of late bloomers, and I will argue that a 
pragmatist insight can help us make sense of their thought process and their mindset. 
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performance in her preferred sport. Thus, we could think of practice as a category 
that includes all the activities, physical or intellectual (even video-analysis ses-
sions are practice!), which have the improvement of performance in agonistic set-
tings (races, matches, etc.) as their goal, both individually and collectively. Let us 
turn now to the folk conception of the relationship between talent and practice. 

 
3. The ‘Additive Model’ of Folk Sport Theory 

In the ordinary way of speaking, talent and practice are conceived as two factors 
that can be summed, so that t + p = c (i.e. champion); the higher the sum, the greater 
the champion. I will call this the ‘additive model’, that is, a model in which practice 
is simply an addition to talent, and the two notions are separate and logically inde-
pendent from one another. This, in turn, means that, ceteris paribus, if two people 
practicing the same sport have the same amount of talent, who is better depends on 
how hard each of them practices.5 Vice versa, if two people practiced in the exact 
same way for the same amount of time, the difference in success as athletes would 
be exclusively dependent on how much talent they were born with.  

Leaving aside once again ‘material’ circumstances that might affect people’s 
success as athletes, such as bad luck with injuries, growing up in a part of the 
world that’s peripheral to professional sports, not being able to dedicate as much 
time to training because of other family needs, etc., the additive model seems 
prima facie straightforward. In fact, it seems to genuinely capture the way we 
intuitively think about differences both between top athletes and between a top 
athlete and an average sport amateur. Without too much reflection, if we at-
tributed the same amount of talent to two athletes in the same discipline, we 
would probably identify as the reason why one is more successful than the other 
the fact that the former practiced more, or better, than the latter.  

Regarding the comparison between a champion and an ‘ordinary’ person, 
then, it seems fairly uncontroversial that, even if the two practiced in the same 
way for the same amount of time, the former would still be better than the latter, 
and this would be because of the different amounts of talent possessed: under the 
(unlikely) assumption that Cecilia Zandalasini and I practiced in the same way 
for the same number of hours every day for all our lives, the fact that I am not a 
basketball star while Zandalasini is seems to be explained largely by the fact that 
she has much more talent (physical, mental, or both). However, a corollary of the 
additive conception is that, if I practiced more, harder, paying attention not to 
take up ‘bad habits’, etc., I would be able to ‘compensate’ for my lack of talent. 
This seems to be how folk sport-theory understands the dynamics involved in be-
coming a sports champion, which include the ‘romantic’ idea that anyone can do 
it, as long as they want it enough. 

However—and here is where the additive model shows its most obvious 
shortcomings—talent and practice do not run on parallel tracks and should not 
be considered two separate ‘blocks’ that can be summed and linearly combined. 
Quite on the contrary, talent and practice the way I have defined them earlier are 
 
5 This both involves how much one practices and how one practices. Practicing too much 
might be just as detrimental as practicing too little, since it can cause physical fatigue, 
which makes injuries more likely to occur, or what is known as ‘mental burnout’. Moreo-
ver, practicing in the wrong kind of way might create some ‘bad habits’ that affect nega-
tively the overall results of the hard work one did. 
 



Alessandra Buccella 

 

530 

in many ways inter-dependent. The way in which ‘natural’ bodily features or per-
sonality traits combine with training is complex and nuanced. For starters, it is 
simply not the case that two people could ever train in the same exact way, precisely 
because training involves bodies, and bodies are all different, and change over 
time, partially as an effect of training itself. What I do and what Zandalasini 
does—exercises in the weight room, ball handling and shooting drills, etc.—might 
look the same from the outside, but what actually goes on in my case and in hers 
is very different, both in the present and in relation to the future. Secondly, talent 
in the way we have defined it affects training and practice effectiveness directly as 
well as indirectly. 

Views that tried to go beyond the additive model and that acknowledge that 
talent and practice influence each other have been proposed before. For example, 
David Epstein (2013), data at hand, presents an idea which he calls the “talent of 
trainability”. Epstein presents empirical evidence for two claims. The first is that, 
even though it is possible to identify an average number of hours of practice one 
needs to excel in a certain skill (may this be playing golf, chess, or the violin), the 
range of variation among individual learners is dramatically wide. For example, if 
one individual needed around 3,000 hours of practice to become a chess master, 
another individual could only reach the same level in over 25,000 hours (Epstein 
2013: 21-22). Certain natural traits seem to make it the case that certain people’s 
practice is more effective more quickly. The second claim, connected to but slightly 
different from the first one, is that the (presumably somewhat innate) capacity to 
improve fast affects the motivation to train more and more efficiently. In particular, 
Epstein describes a study in which young male Japanese runners have been fol-
lowed during their early years of training, from age 14 to age 21. The study meas-
ured the increase of aerobic capacity (i.e. the amount of oxygen used by the body 
during physical activity) during seven years of training, with all the boys starting off 
at an almost identical level. Epstein writes: 

 
Over the course of their years of training, the boys all improved, but naturally di-
vided into two groups: study group I, which saw an average aerobic capacity in-
crease of 13 percent; and study group II, with boys who hit a plateau of 9 percent 
aerobic improvement—as well as a plateau of race time improvement—by age 
seventeen. Each of the boys in the latter group, having ceased to improve, quit 
running altogether after age seventeen. […] that is not to say that the boys who 
continued competing were just lucky. The study suggests that the more potential 
to improve the boys had, the longer and harder they had to work to reach it. But 
the ability to improve may have kept them in the sport and dedicated to training 
(Epstein 2013: 98-99).  
 

Epstein’s view still takes something like the folk conception of talent and 
shows how it has an effect on practice: it makes improvement faster, thereby 
boosting motivation to train more, thus improving even more, etc. But what about 
the effects that practice has on talent? Can we make sense of such an idea? And 
can a theory accommodate both the fact that talent affects practice and that prac-
tice affects talent? 

One possibility is that we understand talent as a person’s disposition that only 
manifests itself through practice, similarly to fragility being a disposition of mate-
rial objects that manifests itself only in certain circumstances. On this view, prac-
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tice influences talent by being a sort of ‘enabler’, that is, what creates the condi-
tions in which talent can manifest itself as an externally recognizable property of 
an individual. Let us explore this idea in more detail. 

What does it mean to say that talent is a disposition (or a dispositional prop-
erty) possessed by a person? In more standard cases of dispositional properties 
like fragility, the notion is usually explained in counterfactual terms: an object is 
fragile (i.e. has the dispositional property of fragility) if, were we to put in a con-
dition of even minimal mechanical stress, it would break. Objects like crystal 
glasses are fragile, and they remain fragile for the entire length of their existence, 
whether or not this fragility gets to manifest itself. An unbroken crystal glass has 
the dispositional property of fragility, i.e. the disposition to break under the ap-
propriate circumstances; a broken crystal glass not only has the dispositional 
property of fragility, but it also instantiates the manifestation of such a property: 
the glass underwent mechanical stress and broke. Is there a way to build an anal-
ogy between the case of the fragile crystal glass and that of the talented athlete?  

We could say that a person has the dispositional property of talent (with respect 
to a certain sport or activity) if, were the person to actually play that sport or to 
engage in that activity, they would be good at it in a way that suggests some innate 
instinct or predisposition for the activity. But this seems circular. Talent is being 
defined in terms of talent itself: someone is talented if, were they to engage in prac-
tice, they would manifest their talent. The problem, as I see it, lies in a conceptual 
asymmetry between fragility and its ‘designated effect’, i.e. breaking, and talent and 
the absence of a designated effect specifiable in non-question-begging terms.  

A glass’s fragility manifests itself in the form of breaking when the glass hits 
the floor. If we had to preserve the analogy, we would have to say that a person’s 
talent manifests itself when the person practices, but… in the form of what exactly 
does it manifest itself? While fragility and breaking are clearly two distinct con-
cepts, it is not clear that talent and ‘the form in which talent manifests itself’ are. 
Talent seems to be identical with its manifestation, because talent is a specific way 
in which a person relates to their practice. On the other hand, fragility is not a 
specific way in which a glass relates to, say, the floor.  

Could it be the case that practice is the disposition that manifests itself thanks 
to talent? This option, though prima facie odd, fits with the idea that talent is a 
specific way in which a person relates to her practice, which in turn can be read as 
talent consisting in a series of conditions which, when met, make practice ‘look’ a 
certain way and have certain effects. Seeing talent as the ‘enabler’ rather than the 
disposition seems to make sense when combined with the idea that what talent en-
ables are specific forms practice takes which lead to specific results. But what would 
the disposition manifested this way be? Recall the fragile glass example: pressure or 
mechanic stress enables the dispositional property of fragility to manifest itself in 
the form of breaking. Parallelly, talent enables the dispositional property of [x] to 
manifest itself in the form of, say, efficient, effective, and success-bringing practice. 
But putting “practice” in the ‘x’ slot does not seem to make sense: is practice the 
tendency to practice effectively when talented? Quite clearly not.  

What seems to be missing is a notion that can reasonably take the place of the 
x in the definition above, and this is not easy to find. However, we might have 
already encountered a candidate earlier on: Epstein’s ‘talent of trainability’ idea 
states that talent should be understood as what allows an athlete to get the most out 
of practice, where effective practice is itself a manifestation of such talent. Combin-
ing the dispositional view with Epstein’s notion seems to get us closer to a good 
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account: the folk conception of talent remains, in the role of enabler, practice main-
tains its role of manifestation of a disposition, and Epstein’s trainability idea be-
comes the disposition, i.e. the ‘x’ we were looking for. Even though this seems to 
work, I cannot help but seeing it as somewhat redundant: if trainability is itself a 
dimension of talent, then it is trivial to say that talent enables talent to manifest 
itself. Can we come up with something better? I think so, and we are almost there. 

Perhaps, talent and practice stand in a potentiality-actuality relation, that is, 
talent is in potentiality what practice is in actuality, and both are ways in which a 
certain power exists and manifests itself. If such a power could be defined, then we 
might have something that can take the place of the x above while avoiding the 
redundancy. This power, in the vicinity of Epstein’s trainability idea, would exist 
as a potentiality, which we usually call talent, and as an actuality, which we call 
practice. This is, indeed, what I will present next as my favored proposal.  

 
4. The ‘Continuous Reward Cycle’ 

In the previous section, I argued that the additive model does not have the re-
sources to describe the complex and dynamic ways in which notions like talent 
and practice interact with each other and within each individual. Then, I took a 
brief detour into a better alternative, i.e. a version of dispositionalism, which how-
ever still falls short of capturing the relationship between talent and practice in a 
satisfactory way. Lastly, I conceded that seeing talent and practice as two ‘mo-
ments’ of a more complex power might be the right way to go. The view I favor, 
which I present in this section, takes this idea as a starting point and elaborates 
on how the dynamic interaction between talent and practice, for very few elite 
individuals, can result in a radical transformation and in a re-shaping of their 
whole practical way of being. On this view, talent and practice dynamic interac-
tion unfolds in what I call the ‘continuous reward cycle’ (CRC).  

The cycle consists in the following: At some (usually early) stage of learning 
and practicing a certain athletic discipline, something about one’s ‘nature’ (i.e. 
many of the features that we included in the folk notion of talent) will start inter-
acting with the stimuli coming from the outside (i.e. practice) so that the athlete 
will experience a particularly striking ‘harmony’ between her agential capacities 
and the activities she is engaging in. The athlete sees herself improving fast, and 
this importantly boosts her confidence in that she is ‘on the right track’ and keeps 
her motivated to keep working. Positive feedback from the outside, first-personal 
evidence that one is getting better and better, and the aesthetically pleasant expe-
rience of your actions harmoniously ‘fitting’ your abilities are extremely valuable 
rewards when one practices hard. And short-term, tangible rewards are crucial to 
sustain motivation, especially given that practicing hard takes time, energy, puts 
strain on personal relationships, requires travel and, in many cases, a substantial 
monetary investment either by the athlete herself (or her family) or by third party 
(a school, a foundation, etc.). 

External positive feedback and first-personally experienced ‘harmony of ca-
pacity’6 are the fuel that keeps the CRC going: the athlete, motivated by the expe-
rience of harmony, which is both aesthetically pleasant and practically rewarding, 
 
6 The term is borrowed from (Nguyen 2020). He describes this very special experience in 
these terms: “This is an experience, not just of a particular action’s fitting the requirements 
at hand. It is an experience of your whole self fitting the task. […] This experience is not 
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engages in practice in a more and more immersive way which ends up being trans-
formative. Indeed, I suggest that once the CRC is in motion, practice’s role in an 
athlete’s overall understanding of her own agency changes, and, from ‘merely’ an 
activity the athlete engages in, it becomes the primary expression and fundamen-
tal interpretative key of the athlete’s agency, the core of her practical way of ‘being 
in the world’. Maintaining a CRC active over time ‘unlocks’ new ways of practic-
ing, as well as new ways in which one’s body is affected by such practice, that 
would not be as beneficial or even available separate from the dynamics of the 
cycle. Quite literally, the CRC influences an athlete’s life to the point that the 
athlete will come to experience practice as her most authentic mode of self-ex-
pression. The athlete starts perceiving practice as fundamental to who they are, 
and the CRC as a source of existential meaning. 

The CRC is the way in which the power whose potentiality and actuality are, 
respectively, talent and practice, manifests itself. Indeed, we can say that an ath-
lete’s practice and the subjective experience of her own agency during practice, 
i.e. the power’s actuality, is constitutively shaped by talent, i.e. the power’s potenti-
ality. Something constitutively shapes something else if the former thing is part of 
what constitutes the former. Following Kalderon (2017), we can explain the idea 
of constitutive shaping through an example, where it is contrasted with a different 
kind of shaping, which he calls “causal”:  

 
consider the way that the Nazi air campaign shaped the London skyline. The de-
structive impact of the bombing caused the London skyline to be shaped in a cer-
tain way. This contrasts sharply with the way that St Paul’s shapes the London 
skyline, as Herbert Mason’s iconic photograph of December 29, 1940 dramatically 
demonstrates. St Paul’s defiantly shapes the London skyline by being part of it 
despite the devastating impact of the bombing campaign. Whereas the Nazi bomb-
ing shaped the London skyline in a merely causal sense, St Paul’s constitutively 
shapes that skyline by being a part or contour of it (Kalderon 2017: 23-24; emphasis 
mine).  
 

I suggest that we use the notion of constitutive shaping to capture the rela-
tionship between talent and practice within the CRC. Therefore, we might say 
that an athlete’s talent constitutively shapes her practice so that the exceptional 
athlete and her activity form “a distinctive kind of unity” (Kalderon 2017: 75). 
Inside the CRC, talent and practice, the athlete and her activity, are in a kind of 
“communion”. Talent shapes practice (and the athlete’s agency which expresses 
itself in it) just like St Paul’s shapes London’s skyline: constitutively, by being part 
of it and forming a unity with it. 

One might think that seeing talent and practice as the same power in poten-
tiality and in actuality, and as combined in the distinctive kind of unity captured 
by the notion of constitutive shaping, effectively gets rid of the folk definitions of 
talent and practice presented in section 2. This is not necessarily a straightforward 
commitment of my view, as we can still maintain those definitions and simply 
provide a different interpretation of their relationship. However, it is not unfair to 
claim that my proposal, and especially the way I have described the CRC, blurs 
the line between the two notions. While a causal shaping relationship between 
 
merely of one particular action fitting the solution. It is an experience of harmony between 
one’s overall capacities and the demands of the practical environment. It is the sense that 
one’s total capacities fit precisely with the demands of the world” (109).  
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talent and practice, similar to what dispositionalism stated, still allows for talent 
and practice to exist separately and independently of each other (in the sense in 
which the Nazi air campaign is independent of London’s skyline), the notion of 
constitutive shaping makes talent and practice two ‘moments’ in the manifesta-
tion of one and the same power.  

To summarize, I have argued that talent and practice, in the case of excep-
tional sports champions, interact and mutually influence each other in a very dis-
tinctive way, and that the best way to make sense of it is through the notions of 
actuality, potentiality, and constitutive shaping, as well as through the idea of the 
CRC. These are some key features of the CRC (in no particular order): 

a) Certain natural traits (both physical and psychological), which we may or 
may not group under the folk notion of talent, constitutively shape the ac-
tualization of a power which, once fully actualized, transforms its possessor.  

b) Talent boosts skill development through practice, sustains motivation and, 
in some cases, eases the overcoming of early frustration, failure, and dis-
appointment. 

c) Continuous rewards in the form of positive external feedback and first-per-
son experience of one’s improvement in the form of a harmonious fit be-
tween her capacities and the activities required by the practice (i.e. what 
Nguyen calls “harmony of capacity”) provide motivation, thereby helping 
the athlete endure better the amount of work required, which, thanks to 
increased motivation, continues to change over time not only with respect 
to quantity (frequency, intensity, etc.) but also quality. 

d) Training and practice, i.e. the power in actuality, continues to change and 
modify its role within the athlete’s experience and understanding of her 
own agency. Qualitatively different kinds of activities are ‘unlocked’ 
(pretty much like more and more challenging levels of a videogame) as one 
continues training, ultimately having a transformative effect on the athlete’s 
practical way of being. 

As a conclusion, let me elaborate a bit further on this last point and on what 
I mean by “transformative”. 

Part of my proposal is also the idea that talent and practice within the dy-
namics of the CRC have a transformative effect on the athlete. In the CRC, talent 
changes the nature of practice itself by constitutively shaping it, making it possible 
for practice to include certain activities and have results that would not be possible 
otherwise. Talented athletes not only practice in a different way, but their practice 
also has effects and lends results that are completely out of reach for amateurs. 
So, while amateurs might have a good grasp on what it is to practice and to get 
results for them, they are cut off from the practice-type and from the results of 
champions like Cecilia Zandalasini or Mikaela Shiffrin.  

In this sense, thus, Olympians are like vampires, which is L.A. Paul’s favored 
example to illustrate the notion of “transformative experience”:  

 
Imagine that you have a one-time only chance to become a vampire. With one 
swift, painless bite, you’ll be permanently transformed into an elegant and fabu-
lous creature of the night. As a member of the Undead, your life will be completely 
different. […] how could you possibly make an informed choice? For, after all, you 
cannot know what it is like to become a vampire until you become one, since the experience 
of becoming a vampire is transformative (Paul 2015: 763; emphasis mine).  
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Becoming a sports champion involves a transformative experience resulting 
in one’s apparently identical actions having different effects, unimaginable pre-
transformation, and playing different roles in one’s practical way of being.7 In-
deed, the actions are only ‘apparently’ identical: the transformation also makes it 
the case that the same set of drills executed by me and by Zandalasini play differ-
ent roles for me and for her, and are expressions of two radically different forms 
of agency.  
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In this discussion I point out that Max Black offers not one but two arguments 
against the (logical/metaphysical) possibility of backwards causation. Although 
both arguments fail in their intended aim, they show something of importance, viz., 
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Keywords: Max Black, Bilking argument, Backwards causation, Causal pre-emp-

tion, Causation. 
 
 
 
 
In order to understand and assess Max Black’s arguments against the possibility 
of backwards causation we should re-visit Black’s original Houdini thought-ex-
periment (Black 1956: 52-55). Although the so-called ‘bilking argument’ against 
backwards causation has been much discussed over the years, commentators have 
overlooked the fact that Black offers not one but two arguments against the pos-
sibility of backwards causation.1 Moreover, properly formulated, Black’s argu-
ments teach us something important about the strange and complex causal laws 
which would have to hold in the kind of situations Black envisages. 

Black’s example involves an alleged case of precognition, in which Houdini 
announces whether a penny coin will land heads or tails. The coin is tossed one 
minute after his announcement. In repeated trials, Houdini always gives the right 
answer. Following Black’s terminology we can label Houdini’s predictions ‘A-
type events’ and the outcomes of the coin tosses ‘T-type events’. Let us suppose 
that the conditions which have obtained to date are maximally conducive to de-
scribing the example as a case of backwards causation. That is, suppose—thus far 
and prior to any intervention—we have good evidence for the following: Hou-
dini’s predictions exercise no causal influence on the coin tosses; the predictions 
and the coin tosses are not joint effects of a common cause; and no prediction was 
caused by a prior or simultaneous event.  

Might this be considered a case of backwards causation? Black writes: 

 
1 Neither ‘bilk’ nor ‘bilking’ (nor any cognate words) appear in Black’s article. The term 
was first introduced into the philosophical lexicon by Antony Flew two years earlier (Flew 
1954: 57). 
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There is at least one good reason for saying “No”. In the circumstances described, 
we can wait until A has happened and then prevent T. For we assumed that the 
causes of T (the way the penny was thrown, the air currents in the room, and so 
on) were causally independent of A. So, A having occurred, it is within our power 
to prevent T’s occurring—by simply not tossing a coin.  

This being so, a man who insists upon describing the circumstances as a case of 
effect preceding cause must qualify his assertion that the character of T causes A 
by adding that this is so only when T occurs. In other words: T causes A if T occurs, 
yet A may occur without T occurring at all.2 So A may sometimes occur without 
being caused either by an earlier or a later event,3 and yet on other occasions, a 
precisely similar A, though again not caused by an earlier event, is now held to be 
caused by a later one. This would be hard, if not impossible, to reconcile with our 
present uses of causal terminology.  

But there is a still better reason for refusing to call T a cause of A. If T’s causal 
antecedents are independent of A as we found ourselves required to stipulate, we 
can arrange for T to disagree with A. Thus, it would be theoretically possible to 
learn to toss the coin so that it came down heads or tails as we pleased; all we need 
to do is to wait for Houdini’s answer, and then arrange for the coin to fall contrary 
to his prediction. If we can do this, the stipulations for the supposed precognition 
are logically impossible of fulfilment, because Houdini’s answer will not always 
agree with the subsequent trial. On the other hand, if we find that once Houdini 
has answered we cannot arrange for the penny to come down as we please, we 
shall be compelled to say that the causal antecedents of T are not independent of 
A. We shall have to say that Houdini’s answer exerts a causal influence of an eso-
teric sort upon the subsequent toss of the coin. This would be extraordinary 
enough, to be sure. Yet it would not be preposterous, as would be the logical ab-
surdity of saying that an effect precedes its cause (Black 1956: 54-55). 
 

Black offers two arguments against the possibility of backwards causation. 
His first argument (contained in the initial two paragraphs of the quotation) pro-
ceeds as follows: 

(i) Suppose, for reductio, that the coin tosses cause the earlier predictions; 

(ii) After a prediction has occurred, it is within our power to prevent a coin 
toss from occurring one minute later; 

(iii) Occasionally we do so intervene (i.e., bilk); so 

(iv) Houdini’s predictions are sometimes caused by coin tosses (when we don’t 
intervene) and sometimes not caused by coin tosses (when we do inter-
vene); 

(v) This conjunction (i.e., (iv)) is impossible; so 

(vi) (i) is false: the coin tosses never cause the predictions; so 

(vii) Backwards causation is impossible. 

 
2 Black’s discussion in this paragraph and elsewhere is compromised by his failure to dis-
tinguish event-tokens from event-types. However, I assume that this can easily be rectified. 
What Black finds absurd is the idea that A-type events are sometimes caused by T-type 
events and sometimes not. 
3 Clearly this doesn’t follow. If an A-type event is not caused by a later T-type event, it 
doesn’t follow that it wasn’t caused by an earlier or later event (i.e., that it was either un-
caused or caused by a simultaneous event). It might have been caused by another later 
event. That is the main point of the present paper. 
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It might be questioned whether Black does endorse premise (v). He says that 
(iv) would be “… hard, if not impossible, to reconcile with our present uses of 
causal terminology” (Black 1956: 54). However Black needs (v) if he is to establish 
(vi) and (vii). Any weaker claim—e.g., that (iv) is merely odd or unusual—would 
not secure the desired result. I also assume, given his appeal to our ‘causal termi-
nology’, that Black would regard (iv) as analytically impossible. I urge below that 
it is neither analytically nor metaphysically impossible. 

Black’s first argument faces the following objection. According to Black, it is 
absurd to suppose that Houdini’s pronouncements are sometimes caused by coin 
tosses and sometimes not. But why is this absurd? It is not impossible for events 
of the same type to have different causes on different occasions. For example, 
suppose that switch S is normally down and, when down, causes a light to be on. 
But on the occasions when S is up, switch S* kicks in and causes the light to be 
on. The light’s being on has different causes at different times. There is nothing 
mysterious here, and this or relevantly similar cases have doubtless occurred 
many times. It is, of course, a paradigm case of what is known as (forwards) causal 
pre-emption. 

A defender of the possibility of backwards causation is entitled to suppose 
that backwards causal pre-emption is also possible. It could then be proposed that, 
in Black’s example, the act of preventing the coin toss causes the earlier prediction 
(a prediction which otherwise would have been caused by the coin toss). On this 
view, Houdini’s predictions are always backwardly caused, sometimes by the coin 
toss and sometimes by the act of preventing the coin toss.  

This description is not in tension with our “causal terminology”, at least if 
understood on the model of ‘multiple causes’ (i.e., different causes on different 
occasions). Note that I do not have to motivate the ‘multiple causes’ interpreta-
tion of Black’s example. It is enough that the interpretation represents a meta-
physically possible scenario. To refute an impossibility claim we need only de-
scribe one coherent scenario in which the alleged impossibility obtains. No other 
justification is needed. 

On this (hitherto unexplored) way of understanding Black’s example, if we 
let the coin toss go ahead, it causes Houdini’s prediction; if we prevent the coin 
toss, our act of prevention causes the prediction. Either way, Houdini’s prediction 
is an explicable and backwardly caused event. It is either caused by a coin toss or 
caused by an act of preventing the coin toss. So premise (v) is false. 

It may, by our standards, be a strange world in which the prevention of a 
coin toss causes an earlier pronouncement, and such a world may have strange 
causal laws. But strange is not impossible. As Hume observed, it is never an a 
priori matter whether one event causes, or does not cause, another. Why has this 
possibility been overlooked? Perhaps because the coin toss was presented as the 
only salient candidate for causing the earlier pronouncement. Perhaps because it 
was assumed that the prevention of a coin toss is not the kind of action that could 
have any backwards causal effects. Whatever the explanation, this possibility rep-
resents a natural way for a defender of backwards causation to make sense of 
Black’s example.  

There are other possibilities too. For example, what if the tosser simply de-
cides not to toss the coin? Then his failure to toss the coin causes the earlier pro-
nouncement. Indeed, we can suppose it to be nomically guaranteed that any act 
or omission which results in the non-occurrence of the coin toss causes the pro-
nouncement. Such “disjunctive” scenarios are not impossible, however weird and 
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gerrymandered they may be. These scenarios are “disjunctive”, not in the sense 
that the cause is a disjunction, but in the sense that Houdini’s predictions are 
caused in different ways on different occasions.4  

It may be that Black endorsed premise (v) because he assumed a simple cov-
ering law model of causation. Perhaps he reasoned: if Houdini’s predictions are 
caused by coin tosses, they must fall under an exceptionless law according to 
which the predictions are always caused by coin tosses; in our imagined scenario 
Houdini’s predictions are sometimes caused by coin tosses, sometimes not; this is 
not possible; so coin tosses never cause the predictions. The reply to this reasoning 
is that its starting premise is false. The simple covering law model is refuted by 
cases of causal pre-emption (backwards or forwards). 

Black’s second, and supposedly better, argument (contained in the last para-
graph of the quotation) runs as follows: 

(1) Either we can arrange for the coin to fall contrary to Houdini’s prediction 
or we cannot; 

(2) If we can, “… the stipulations for the supposed precognition are logically 
impossible of fulfilment, because Houdini’s answer will not always agree 
with the subsequent trial”; 

(3) If we can’t, A-type events must be among the causal antecedents of T-type 
events (in which case we have a strange kind of forwards causation, not 
backwards causation); 

(4) Either way, T-type events never cause A-type events; so 

(5) Backwards causation is impossible. 
In order for this argument to be cogent, premises (2) and (3) must be true and 

each must entail (4). But there is a problem.  
Premise (2), as stated, is false. If we can, but never do, arrange for the coin 

to fall contrary to Houdini’s predictions, Houdini’s answers will always agree 
with the subsequent coin tosses. We could instead replace premise (2) with: 

(2') If we can and sometimes do arrange for the coin to fall contrary to Houdini’s 
predictions, Houdini’s answers will not always agree with the subsequent 
coin tosses.  

(2') may be what Black had in mind. Unfortunately, it is trivially true and 
fails to imply that the coin tosses never cause Houdini’s predictions. (2’) is con-
sistent with the tosses causing the predictions in cases where we don’t intervene. 
The second argument fails too. 

It should be clear from the above that Black’s arguments are not hopeless 
confusions from which we can learn nothing. Black has highlighted a perfectly 
intuitive worry about backwards causation, at least in situations in which agents 
can and do prevent the typical cause from occurring. It is puzzling what brings 
about the effect in such situations. But the puzzlement arises only because Black’s 
example has been under-described. Once we think of such scenarios along the 
lines of the ‘multiple causes’ model, the worry disappears. 

 
4 I put to one side the outre possibility that Houdini’s pronouncements, when there is no 
later coin toss, are uncaused and, hence, inexplicable. This may be a metaphysically pos-
sibility, but it would require even stranger laws than those envisaged above. 
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I realise that some may find the ‘multiple causes’ model hard to take seriously. 
It offers an extraordinarily gerrymandered case of causation. On this model, any-
thing which results in the non-occurrence of the coin toss, after Houdini has made 
his prediction, causes the prediction. But ‘anything’ here could mean pretty much 
anything: intervention by a third-party, forgetfulness on the part of the coin tosser, 
the death of the tosser, some natural intervention (e.g., a lightning strike), … . As 
two referees for this journal have pointed out, this is not a kind of pre-emptive cau-
sation that we are familiar with. It is wildly disjunctive.  

Let me say three things in response. First, it does not seem to be impossible. 
To appeal to Hume again, no causal connexion, however bizarre, can be excluded 
a priori. Second, even in cases of forwards causation, there are no a priori limits on 
what might have brought about a certain effect had the actual cause been pre-
empted. The same is true in cases of backwards causation. Third, if we do not 
pursue some such line, it’s hard to see how Black’s worry can be met. If his worry 
can’t be answered, we must concede that there are no possible worlds containing 
backwards causal chains and agents (or natural happenings) which can bilk those 
chains.5 I would rather not concede this. 

Some commentators have thought that Black’s reasoning relies on an epis-
temic premise, viz., that the intervenor knows of Houdini’s pronouncement and, 
as a result, prevents the occurrence of the coin toss (or determines its outcome).6 
This is undoubtedly the picture that Black had in mind. But it is not essential to 
his arguments. The possibility of an unwitting intervenor (ignorant of Houdini 
and his pronouncements), or even the possibility of a natural disruptor (such as a 
falling tree), would serve Black’s purpose just as well. Black’s arguments are met-
aphysical not epistemic. Hence, insistence on the intervenor’s ignorance of Hou-
dini’s announcements, besides being ad hoc, affords no resolution of Black’s 
worry. 

In sum, then, we have good grounds to reject Black’s arguments. Black’s op-
ponents can render explicable Houdini’s predictions if they take the acts of pre-
vention, when they occur, to cause the earlier predictions, predictions which 
would otherwise have been caused by the coin tosses.7 
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Abstract 
 

The issue of whether we can auditorily perceive meanings (or semantic properties) 
expressed in a language we understand has been approached through arguments 
based either on theoretical reasoning or the discussion of psychological effects. I 
am skeptical about the use of either type of argument. In this paper, I will first 
explain the limitations of the standard theoretical argument: the phenomenal con-
trast method. As for psychological phenomena, I will discuss semantic satiation 
and the Stroop effect. I will summarize why semantic satiation has already been 
dismissed and, based on said reasoning, will evaluate the Stroop effect, recently 
brought up in favor of the perceivability of semantic properties. I will show that, 
just as the experience of semantic satiation does not exhibit the features required 
by perceptual experience to be characterized as such, the experience of the Stroop 
effect also lacks these features. Therefore, neither should be used to show that we 
can perceive meanings. As a consequence, we have not yet produced either a sound 
theoretical argument or any useful discussion of such psychological phenomena to 
account for the audibility of the semantic properties of a language we understand. 
 
Keywords: Semantic properties, Meanings, Language understanding, Stroop effect, 

Method of contrast, Adaptation, Rich vs thin view, Speech sound. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Questions on the nature of speech sound and how to characterize the content of 
perceptual experience have been recently linked by philosophers discussing 
whether the understanding of spoken language is a perceptual experience. The 
debate centers on whether the experience of hearing a sentence in a known lan-
guage is perceptual, just like hearing paradigmatic, audible properties, such as 
pitch or loudness, is perceptual. If this is the case, the properties of which we are 
auditorily aware are most probably semantic properties, i.e. properties that ex-
press linguistic understanding (Peacocke 1992; Strawson 1994/2010; McDowell 
1998a, 1998b; Siegel 2006). If this is not the case, then the properties of which we 
are perceptually aware are located at a lower-level than semantic properties, such 
as morphosyntactic properties (Voltolini 2020), phonological properties (O’Cal-
laghan 2011) or even the audible properties of pitch and loudness. If this is the 
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case, semantic properties are thus perceived indirectly and are merely inferred 
from lower-level ones. The discussion on the perceivability of meaning has devel-
oped within the debate on the content of perception, in which philosophers stating 
that we perceive meanings support the “rich” or “thick” view, whereas those who 
do not are in favor of the “thin” or “sparse” view. This said, philosophers who 
reject the rich view of semantic perceptibility may still allow for other higher-level 
perceptual properties; philosophers in favor of the thin view, instead, may still 
reject the idea that other higher-level properties are perceivable. 

In this paper, I take a skeptical approach to the rich view of language under-
standing since, to my knowledge, the arguments in support of this view fail to 
show that semantic properties (or meanings) are audible. I will justify my skepti-
cal approach by exposing the limitations of published arguments and suggesting 
a new discussion of the Stroop effect. In Section 2, I will explain the limitations 
of the method of phenomenal contrast, a method commonly used to support the 
rich view. In Section 4, I will discuss the phenomenon of the Stroop effect, which 
has recently been used to support the perceivability of written language (Brogaard 
2020). I will evaluate this phenomenon when it occurs in spoken language and 
show that it cannot successfully be used to prove any auditory awareness of se-
mantic properties. The discussion in Section 4 will draw on material developed 
in Section 3, which describes what features make the experience of a phenomenon 
a robust perceptual experience. Given that the experience of semantic satiation 
lacks such features, I will show that it cannot be used to support the perceivability 
of meaning. The experience of the Stroop effect lacks these features as well, which 
means that it cannot be used to argue for the rich view either. We still lack, indeed, 
convincing arguments and reliable phenomena to support the rich view of lan-
guage understanding, which justifies my skeptical approach to the audibility of 
semantic properties. 
 

2. Phenomenal Contrast 

The method of contrast is based on comparing two experiences—the target expe-
rience and the contrasting experience—which are alike in all respects but one. 
This difference is signaled by a shift in phenomenology which emerges when we 
compare these experiences. This method seeks to better explain that difference. 
The phenomenological difference between the two experiences is highlighted by 
a clear indicator, something which features in the subject’s contrasting experience 
and which the target experience lacks. This is usually a striking, subjective feeling. 
Once the phenomenal difference is signaled by this feeling, the task is to explain 
it. If the phenomenal difference is better explained in terms of the perceivability 
of a high-level property, then the method has been used to confirm the rich view 
of perception. Whereas, if the explanation of the phenomenal difference using 
high-level properties fails to convince, because alternative explanations for that 
difference in terms of lower-level properties or cognitive properties work better, 
then the rich view of perception cannot be supported by using the method. That 
is because the alternative explanation based on lower-level properties or cognitive 
properties might support either the thin view of perception or a cognitive point of 
view.  
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Let us consider an application of the method to explain how it works. Su-
sanna Siegel argued for the rich view of visual perception by using the phenome-
nal contrast method to show that a high-level property of a natural kind, i.e. a 
pine tree, is perceivable (Siegel 2006, 2010). In the following passage, she writes: 

 
Suppose you have never seen a pine tree before and are hired to cut down all the 
pine trees in a grove containing trees of many different sorts. Someone points out 
to you which trees are pine trees. Some weeks pass, and your disposition to distin-
guish the pine trees from the others improves. Eventually, you can spot the pine 
trees immediately: they become visually salient to you. Like the recognitional dis-
position you gain, the salience of the trees emerges gradually. Gaining this recog-
nitional disposition is reflected in a phenomenological difference between the vis-
ual experiences had before and those had after the recognitional disposition was 
fully developed (Siegel 2010: 100).  
 

Siegel asks the readers to imagine looking at a pine tree for the first time in 
their life, without knowing that that is a pine tree. They will have a certain visual 
experience. She then asks to imagine looking at the same pine tree again after 
some time, when they have learnt to recognize pine trees. There will be an overall 
phenomenal difference between the first and the second visual experience, which 
is determined by the new recognitional disposition acquired. The difference is sig-
naled by the appearance of a salient feeling. In the pine tree example, the be-
fore/after difference is signaled by the feeling of familiarity the perceiver experi-
ences when looking at the pine tree and recognizing it as such. Siegel describes 
the appearance of this feeling as follows: 

 
[h]ow the tree looks before and after you become disposed to recognize pine trees 
is exactly the same; that is, it looks to have certain color and shape properties. But 
the moment you recognize the tree, you experience a feeling of familiarity, and 
this feeling accounts for the phenomenological change before and after you gain 
the disposition. So, on this suggestion the way the tree looks stays the same, before 
and after you become disposed to recognize it; but the phenomenology of “taking” 
the tree to be familiar contributes to the phenomenal change accompanying E2 
[the contrasting experience] (Siegel 2010: 104).  
 

Once the phenomenal difference is individuated by the striking feeling that 
signals it, we must review the plausible competing explanations for that differ-
ence, and infer the best explanation. Siegel’s best explanation states that the high-
level property of being a pine tree is what the viewer perceives in the contrasting 
experience. The target experience lacks this property, instead. Therefore, this ex-
planation accounts for the rich view of visual perception. Of course, Siegel also 
evaluates the competing explanations (ibid.: 103-104), disregarding those based 
on low-level properties (the different arrangements of colors and sizes), perceptual 
judgment, belief, hunch or intuition, and the entertaining of a proposition arising 
in the mind. 

To sum up, the method has two steps: first, to describe the contrasting pair 
which is supposed to be clearly construed by an overall phenomenological differ-
ence; second, to assess the possible explanations of the before/after difference 
which then, through an inference to the best explanation, leads to the ultimate 
explanation of the phenomenal difference. The method does not seem unques-
tionably reliable since there are challenges that concern both steps. 
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Doubts over the first step stem from the fact that the phenomenal difference 
is signaled in a highly arbitrary and subjective way. In the case of the pine tree, 
how can we ensure that we all experience a sense of familiarity upon finally rec-
ognizing the pine tree? Is it not possible that someone recognizing a pine tree 
might experience wonder instead of familiarity, or even no feeling at all? Moreo-
ver, the onset of the striking feeling does not show ipso facto that there is any 
phenomenal difference between the two experiences, since this might be due to 
an unexplained, subjective change in one’s mental state. If the onset of this feeling 
is so highly arbitrary, the phenomenal difference is too weak to allow any discus-
sion of the nature of the difference. If this is true, the method is baseless. 

Perhaps the second step of the method of contrast is more reliable? The two-
fold nature of this step involves assessing plausible explanations for the phenom-
enal difference and choosing the best one. There are usually a number of plausible 
explanations (Siegel discusses low-level properties, perceptual judgment, belief, 
etc.) but it is far from obvious that they cover all possibilities. Something may be 
left out because the choice to discuss specific explanations is somehow arbitrary, 
and ill-founded. Unless one finds reasons to justify the range of specific explana-
tions to be taken into account, there is no firm basis for any inference to the best 
explanation. 

Thus, the method of contrast appears unreliable when evaluating whether a 
property is part of the content of perception. I am skeptical about the reliability of 
the method when applied to the specific case study of the high-level property of a 
natural kind but, obviously, the challenges also apply to contrast cases designed 
to show that we can perceive semantic properties, namely contrast cases of hear-
ing speech in an unknown foreign language first and then hearing it again when 
we have learned the language. 
 
3. Auditory Adaptation, Semantic Satiation, and Perceptual Expe-

rience  

Aristotle was the first philosopher to describe a case of perceptual adaptation in 
his “waterfall illusion”. After looking at a waterfall, when the viewer looks at a 
stationary object, like a tree nearby, it will appear to be moving upwards although 
it is not. This suggests that the property of motion can be part of visual experience. 
The phenomenon of perceptual adaptation has been used to support the rich view 
of visual perception when focusing on properties like numerosity, or the specific 
emotions expressed by human faces (Fish 2013; Block 2014). This can be justified 
by saying that, when a subject adapts to a certain property such as motion, this 
property appears in the content of visual perception as an after-effect in the form 
of a robust direct acquaintance. The experience of the after-effect cannot be re-
duced to the experience of lower-level properties, and occurs without involving 
perceptual judgements. 

With similar reasoning, auditory adaptation has been used to support the rich 
view of auditory perception and to show that the high-level property of gender voice 
is audible (Di Bona 2017). Moreover, when evaluating whether semantic properties 
are also perceivable, it has been suggested that the phenomenon of semantic satia-
tion—a specific form of auditory adaptation—shows that they are perceivable (Nes 
2016; Brogaard 2020). Semantic satiation is the phenomenon in which a word rap-
idly repeated aloud many times, heard repeatedly, or read silently for a prolonged 
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length of time, loses its meaning and is perceived by the listener or reader as mean-
ingless (Pilotti and Antrobus 1997).1 This is a form of perceptual adaptation since 
the meaningless word “appears” only after one adapts to the stimulus (a spoken or 
read word), and it is experienced as an after-effect. Those who support the perceiv-
ability of semantic properties on the basis of semantic satiation usually point to se-
mantic satiation being a form of perceptual adaptation, and assert that all forms of 
adaptation show by default that the property we are adapting to is perceivable. At 
first glance this seems to be true, but upon closer inspection it is clear that the effect 
of semantic satiation, despite being a form of adaptation, cannot be used to show 
that we can hear semantic properties (Di Bona 2020). A strategy has thus been ad-
vanced on the assumption that the experience of a phenomenon must have specific 
characteristics for it to be a reliable perceptual phenomenon. Therefore, given that 
the experience of semantic satiation lacks these characteristics, it is unlikely that it 
is a perceptual experience.2 The fact that it is a form of adaptation does not show 
ipso facto that semantic properties are audible. 

The features which make the experience of a certain phenomenon reliably 
perceivable (auditorily) as a high-level property are: 

1) The perceptual experience cannot be reduced to the experience of lower-
level properties; 

2) It has epistemic immediacy;  
3) It does not involve perceptual judgements. 

1) When examining any argument in support of the rich view by discussing the 
perceptual experience of high-level properties (such as gender or semantic 
properties expressed by spoken language), we must ensure that the phenomena 
through which we perceive those properties cannot be explained by our expe-
rience of lower-level properties. In auditory adaptation to gender properties, 
researchers have studied whether subjects adapted to the low-level property of 
pitch rather than gender (Di Bona 2017: 2640). They found that pitch does not 
appear as an after-effect and were therefore unable to state that the phenome-
non could be interpreted as support for the thin view. Rather, the phenomenon 
of semantic satiation does not seem to be a purely semantic one. Apparently 
one can habituate to an earlier lexical level of processing known as “verbal 
transformations” (Balota and Black 1997). For example, after many repetitions 
of the spoken term “royalty”, instead of losing its meaning for a listener, the 
latter may experience auditory illusions and instead hear “loyalty”, “realty” or 
“specialty”. Listeners may also hear “royalty” again when habituated to other 
lexical units (Pilotti and Kurshid 2004). Martina and Voltolini (2017) and 
Voltolini (2020) suggest that one might habituate to morphosyntactic compo-
nents, since there may be cases of semantic satiation in which repeatedly hear-
ing a certain expression induces the subject to hear a distortion of the word, 
regardless of whether the expressions involved are meaningful. As we cannot 

 
1 Since the phenomenon of satiation may also occur with meaningless words, in this paper 
I will use the expressions “semantic satiation” and “satiation” interchangeably.  
2 Of course, one might question that the characteristics I take into consideration make a 
phenomenon perceptively reliable. I am providing, indeed, necessary but not sufficient 
conditions for a phenomenon to be perceptively reliable. I am only claiming that these 
characteristics seem to commonly characterize perceptual experience, and are believed to 
make an experience perceptual also by other philosophers, such as O’Callaghan (2011) and 
Masrour (2011).  
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rule out explanations of semantic satiation in terms of lower-level properties, 
we cannot exclude that the semantic properties we seem to experience when 
satiated can be reduced to lower-level properties. Therefore, the effect of se-
mantic satiation cannot support the thesis that we can hear meanings. 

2) Perceptual experience is typically isolated from doxastic influence, meaning 
that one’s beliefs and desires do not strongly influence or affect perception. For 
example, we have a perceptual experience of the color red because, when we 
see red, and even if we are told we are seeing blue, we cannot help but see red 
regardless. The belief that the color in front of us is not red does not affect our 
perception of red. This isolation from beliefs and desires means that perception 
gives us an immediate epistemic grasp of the outer world. A phenomenon 
which allows such epistemic immediacy is likely quite stable and reliable as a 
basis for forming perceptual beliefs. Epistemic immediacy is due to inferential 
isolation. The gender properties which emerge in our auditory experience as 
an after-effect of auditory adaptation last several minutes. This guarantees that 
this specific case of adaptation is persistent; it is not mediated by beliefs or 
desires and provides a good basis for forming perceptual beliefs and desires (Di 
Bona 2017). The phenomenon of semantic satiation, however, is not robust in 
all circumstances. There are variations in the intensity of this phenomenon due 
to aging which suggest that it is perhaps less consistent over a lifetime than one 
might think. Therefore, we cannot be sure that semantic satiation provides the 
necessary perceptual stability to support immediate epistemic access to the se-
mantic properties which then can successfully help to form justified perceptual 
beliefs (Di Bona 2020: 232). 

3) The phenomenon under examination works in favor of the rich view only if it 
can be explained in terms of the perception of high-level properties. Therefore, 
it is crucial to rule out the explanation using lower-level properties and to con-
sider it possible to exclude any explanation in cognitive terms, including one 
that describes the experience of auditory adaptation as a concept-based expe-
rience which constitutes perceptual judgements. This cognitive explanation 
was successfully excluded in the case of habituation to gender voices (Di Bona 
2017: 2640) but it cannot be totally ruled out in semantic satiation. Indeed, to 
test the cognitive explanation of semantic satiation, researchers have studied 
whether a word loses its meaning when it is heard and when it is presented in 
different ways, namely displayed on a screen or read aloud by the subjects 
themselves. Their assumption is that a word is connected to a certain concept 
which can be conveyed though different modalities. If the word still loses its 
meaning despite being presented differently, this may indicate adaptation to 
the attached concept. Pilotti and Khurshid (2004: 1010) examined the effects 
of semantic satiation presented in different modalities (auditory, visual plus 
auditory, visual) and verified that the meaningfulness of those words was at-
tenuated. This leads to the conclusion that in semantic satiation, subjects can 
adapt to different concepts representing the same meanings. These concepts 
can generate perceptual judgments, thus semantic satiation cannot be ex-
plained by appealing to semantic properties. 

In the next section, I will discuss the Stroop effect to see whether it meets the 
three criteria above. This will enable us to conclude that it does not serve the cause 
of the rich view of spoken language understanding. 
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4. The Stroop Effect 

In a recent paper, Brogaard (2020) defends the non-inferential view of speech 
comprehension, in which we comprehend speech by perceiving or grasping se-
mantic properties or meanings directly, rather than by inferring them from lin-
guistic principles or lower-level, perceivable properties. She uses “speech” in a 
broad sense to refer to spoken language and to written messages, symbols, and 
Braille. She supports her view by discussing certain phenomena, including the 
Stroop effect. This effect is meant to show that we can directly experience mean-
ings conveyed through written language. I will evaluate this phenomenon when 
it occurs in spoken language and argue that it does not support the theory that we 
can perceive semantic properties through hearing. 

The Stroop effect was first studied in visual science by John Ridley Stroop in 
1935. It is a form of interference which occurs when a subject is asked to state the 
ink color of a printed word which names another color. For example, subjects are 
asked to identify the color of the word “green”, which is printed in red, not simply 
to read out the word “green”. It takes longer to name the ink color in this situation 
than when the word is printed in a congruent color, namely green. The common 
explanation is that reading and understanding a word is more automatic than an-
alyzing its appearance or color, so the interference of it being printed in an incon-
gruent color creates a processing delay for the subject. Brogaard affirms that:  

 
The effect […] appears to indicate that the grasp of meanings occurs automatically 
as a result of sensory processing, which points to the non-inferential view of mean-
ing comprehension (Brogaard 2020: 17). 
 

Brogaard concludes that the effect shows that grasping the meaning of a word is 
more automated than color naming, which occurs as a “result of sensory pro-
cessing”. This leads directly to the claim that semantic properties, or meanings, 
are visually perceivable and are not inferred from lower-level properties; this is 
precisely what the rich view of perception claims.  

Even though most research on the Stroop effect has focused on vision, there 
are studies investigating the Stroop effect on hearing, in particular when dealing 
with pitch (Cohen and Martin 1975), loudness (Morgan and Brandt 1989) and gen-
der words (Green and Barber 1981, 1983; Gregg and Purdy 2007). I will discuss the 
auditory Stroop effect because my objective here is to investigate the understanding 
of spoken terms, not written terms. The stimuli here are terms spoken by specific 
voices. They utter meanings that may be congruent or incongruent with the pitch, 
loudness, or the gender of the voice. Therefore, when a voice utters terms like 
“high” or “low”, pronounced at a high or low pitch, the Stroop effect for pitch is 
being studied. Obviously, when the word “high” is pronounced at a high pitch the 
stimuli are congruent; they are incongruent when the word “high” is pronounced 
at a low pitch. To study the effect of loudness, the spoken words are “loud” and 
“soft”, pronounced either loudly or softly. Concerning the Stroop effect on gender 
words, Green and Barber (1981, 1983) asked participants to identify a speaker’s 
gender while the speaker said “man” and “girl”. Subjects had to recognize a male 
voice incongruently saying “girl” and congruently saying “man”, and a female 
voice incongruently saying “man” and congruently saying “girl”. These studies on 
the auditory Stroop effect confirm the results in visual Stroop studies, namely that 
it takes longer to identify the sex of the speaker, or the pitch and loudness of a tone, 
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when sex, pitch and loudness stimuli interfere with simultaneous and incongruent 
stimuli. Let us now evaluate whether the experience of the auditory Stroop effect 
can be characterized by the features required by a perceptual experience to be per-
ceptual, namely 1) non-reducibility to the experience of lower-level properties, 2) 
epistemic immediacy and 3) the exclusion of perceptual judgements. 

1) Interference from the Stroop effect slows the identification of the gender of the 
voice (or its pitch or loudness) but it does not indicate whether semantic prop-
erties can be perceived as such. The effect shows that grasping meaning inter-
feres and captures the attention but does not prove that semantic properties 
arise as genuine perceivable properties. The effect shows something “in nega-
tive”, namely that grasping meaning “prevents” (or slows down) the identifi-
cation of the gender, pitch, or loudness of the voice. However, it does not pos-
itively show that meaning is perceived as such. Consequently, we cannot rule 
out the possibility that when semantic properties are finally processed, they are 
preceded by multiple lower-level properties (such as phonological, lexical or 
morphosyntactic properties) which form the basis of semantic properties. This 
is sufficient to claim that the non-reducibility of semantic properties to lower-
level ones cannot be ensured. 

2) The meaning of the spoken term, e.g. “man”, distracts the listener from identi-
fying the gender of the speaker when spoken by a female voice. We would 
expect it to show that the meaning of the spoken term is experienced automat-
ically and that the term is understood before the gender of the voice is identi-
fied. Nevertheless, the fact that the meaning of a spoken term, e.g. “man” is 
recognized before the speaker’s identity is determined does not show that we 
acquire meanings automatically and sensorily. It merely shows that we recog-
nize meaning before we process the data about the sex of the speaker and tells 
us little about the speed or automaticity with which we grasp the meaning it-
self. The Stroop effect is simply based on a comparison of two skills and shows 
which is faster. Although grasping meaning is faster than recognizing the gen-
der of a voice, grasping meaning still takes place through an underlying pro-
cess. The explanation of the Stroop effect does not rule out this possibility. If 
it does not show that meaning is experienced automatically, but merely that 
this occurs faster than the subject can identify the speaker’s gender, we obvi-
ously cannot be sure that experiencing meaning gives epistemic immediacy to 
semantic properties. Rather the contrary is true: if we cannot rule out the me-
diation of an underlying process when acquiring meaning, there is no room to 
justify epistemic immediacy to meanings. Nevertheless, let us assume that the 
Stroop effect actually shows automatic perception of semantic properties, and 
check whether automatically experiencing the meaning of spoken terms pro-
vides epistemic immediacy to semantic properties. This can only happen un-
consciously. However, if semantic properties have epistemic immediacy with-
out the listener being aware of it, it is unlikely that they can properly introspect 
such properties and use them to form justified beliefs. Therefore, it appears 
impossible to grant epistemic immediacy to any semantic properties experi-
enced through the Stroop effect.  

3) Two arguments suggest that the Stroop effect phenomenon, instead of being 
explained by the perception of semantic properties, can be characterized by the 
application of perceptual judgements. The first is that (as in the case of the 
argument about the involvement of lower-level properties), if the effect has a 
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“negative” outcome (i.e. it shows that one factor prevents or slows down an 
event), then we cannot rule out the idea that the Stroop effect is due to the use 
of perceptual judgments. The negative outcome merely indicates that grasping 
meanings prevents or slows down the identification of the gender, pitch or 
loudness of a voice, instead of saying why and how semantic properties are 
perceived directly and through a sensory process. 

Secondly, and more importantly, for the specific Stroop effect involving the 
recognition of the speaker’s sex when uttering gender-related words, results 
suggest that perceptual judgements rather than genuine perception of semantic 
properties are involved in the interference generated by the Stroop effect. 
Gregg and Purdy (2007) asked participants to identify a speakers’ sex while 
they said words commonly used to refer to gender or sex-related relationships, 
such as “male”, “female”, “mother”, “grandfather”. Congruent stimuli words 
corresponded to the sex of the speaker, while incongruent stimuli words were 
spoken by a person of the opposite sex, for example “female” or “sister” spo-
ken by a man. As expected, the results of this experiment showed that the fast-
est reaction time occurred in congruent conditions. Moreover, a smaller Stroop 
effect occurred for relationship label words (ibid.: 552) when compared to gen-
der words, i.e. subjects listening to a male voice uttering words like “mother” 
or “grandmother” recognized the sex of the speaker faster than when the voice 
said “female”. While Gregg and Purdy used conflicting gender terms and sex-
related relationship words, Most et al. (2007) investigated the Stroop effect by 
opposing gender names with gender-stereotyped words. The stimuli they used 
were female stereotyped words, such as “cheerleader”, “lipstick”, “makeup” 
and “pink”; male stereotyped words, such as “baseball”, “football”, “rough”, 
“soldier” and “tough”; female names, such as “Cindy”, “Jenny”, “Jill”, 
“Nancy”, “Rachel” and male names, such as “David”, “Henry”, “John, “Mi-
chael” and “Peter”. The study also required subjects to identify speakers’ 
voices as male or female. It was predicted that subjects would be slower to 
perform the task when the speaker uttered a word stereotypically connected 
with the opposite sex. The Stroop effect occurred for names and gender-stere-
otyped words, but it was substantially greater for names, suggesting that “the 
more strongly a word is associated with one sex or the other, the more of a 
Stroop-like effect it will yield” (ibid.: 291). 

To gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, to further investigate 
how the meaning of a word influences subjects’ performance, and to see 
whether it is possible to develop a graded auditory Stroop effect, Gregg and 
Purdy (ibid.: 552) tested reaction times when subjects were presented with 
words associated with sex to different degrees. The stimuli were relationship 
label words (e.g. “daughter”, “father”), names (e.g. “Susan”, “Kevin”), jobs 
(e.g. “nanny”, “butler”), clothing (e.g. “dress”, “tuxedo”), adjectives (e.g. 
“beautiful”, “handsome”) and nouns (e.g. “lipstick”, “cologne”). The results 
clearly showed that incongruent words slowed down the recognition of the 
speaker’s gender in a significant way for all word categories except for adjec-
tives and nouns. This suggests that “the size of the Stroop effect depends on 
how strongly the stimulus words hold a gender connotation” (ibid.). That is, 
when the task is to identify the sex of a voice, we are more distracted when the 
voice is uttering words usually associated with the gender of the voice itself. 
For example, when a male voice says “grandmother”, “Susan”, “nanny” or 
“dress”, it takes far longer for subjects to recognize the voice as male than 
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when he says “lipstick” or “beautiful”. The results of these studies by Gregg 
and Purdy and Most et al. seem to suggest that the extent of the Stroop effect 
strongly depends on the strength of the conceptual connection between a spe-
cific gender and a determinate word: it takes longer to identify the sex of a 
voice when a female voice is saying “Kevin” or “butler” than when that female 
voice is uttering terms like “cologne”; at the same time, it takes longer to iden-
tify the sex of a voice when a male voice utters “male” than when it utters 
“father” and it takes longer to identify the sex of a voice when it says a gen-
dered-stereotyped word like “football” than a name like “David”. 

All of these experiments seem to suggest that we have three levels of mental 
state: the level of background knowledge (made up of concepts we usually as-
sociate with a specific gender), the meaning of a term (that is how we usually 
characterize it) and vocal quality (the gender of the voice). Clearly, back-
ground knowledge influences the meaning of a term to a certain degree and 
seems to anticipate and actually impact the proper attribution of meaning to a 
term. These studies show that when identifying a speakers’ sex by listening to 
the words they are saying, not all words create the Stroop effect to the same 
extent precisely because background knowledge attributes different meanings 
to the stimuli words. This determines various degrees of interference. Given 
that background knowledge is formed of judgements, including perceptual 
judgements, we can conclude that the experience of the Stroop effect when 
identifying the sex of someone saying gender words is strongly influenced by 
perceptual judgements in a subject’s existing gender-related background 
knowledge. Therefore, the Stroop effect experience is likely to be an experience 
mediated by perceptual judgements instead of a perceptual experience of se-
mantic properties. 

As discussed, we see how the Stroop effect fails to prove that we can perceive 
semantic properties. This is clear from reasoning that if the experience of a phe-
nomenon lacks specific features, this phenomenon will not determine perceptual 
experience. Such features have already been used to show that semantic satiation 
does not equate to perceptual experience. In conclusion and to my knowledge, no 
psychological effects have yet been suggested which show that we can auditorily 
perceive meanings. I have also successfully challenged the standard theoretical 
argument about the method of phenomenal contrast. The remaining options for 
characterizing the nature of spoken language understanding are either that seman-
tic properties are processed at a purely cognitive level—which seems to be sup-
ported by the way schema-driven segregation operates when parsing the auditory 
scene (Bregman 1990)—that they are experienced at the perceptually-based cog-
nitive level (Martina and Voltolini 2017; Voltolini 2020), or that they can be re-
duced to lower-level properties—as shown in recent analyses of the perception of 
meaning (O’Callaghan 2011).3  
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Gangle, Rocco, Diagrammatic Immanence: Category Theory and Philosophy. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, (2016) 2020, pp. vi + 256. 
 
Category theory is a widely applied1 diagram-oriented mathematical theory of al-
gebra. Generally, mathematical science diagrams use arrows, labeled with sym-
bols, to connect between other symbols. Each type of diagram has its own for-
mation rules, its “syntax”.2 Some types have transformation rules, and sequences 
of transformed diagrams form a “cartoon strip” of two-dimensional calculation 
and reasoning. Euclidean Geometry and Category theory diagrams are like that. 
But, in category theory there is also a one-to-one correspondence between dia-
grams and systems of algebraic equations, so that its two-dimensional calculations 
correspond exactly to algebraic calculations with one-dimensional expressions. 
The combination of such diagrams and their equations is a most elegant nota-
tional tool for defining structures and proving theorems about them. 

Philosophical immanence (and its counterpart, transcendence) has a deep 
history. Immanence generally means “intrinsic” or “self-contained”. Cosmologi-
cal immanence appears in atheism: there is nothing beyond humanity. Epistemo-
logical immanence is associated with idealism: there is nothing outside of mind. 
Ontological immanence shows up in pantheism: God is nowhere but in every 
thing. the author defines ‘immanence’ as “any metaphysical position or method 
rejecting the notion that the ultimate structure of reality may be investigated in-
dependently of its real content” (3). He introduces diagrammatic immanence as an 
umbrella term for three more flavors, relational immanence, semiotic immanence, and 
expressive immanence associated with, respectively, Baruch Spinoza, Charles Sand-
ers Peirce, and Gilles Deleuze. In each case, he discerns opportunity to enlarge 
intellectually rigorous expressive powers of philosophers using category-theoretic 
diagrams. 

The book proposes “formal tools” (12) for philosophers, or “the philosophi-
cally informed”, irrespective of, say, Continental or Analytic or Pragmatism focus 
on meaning, truth, or applicability, respectively. The book shades towards post-
modern criticism of Cartesian “representational thinking”. The Introduction to 
the book is well worth reading for its integration of the concept of “immanence” 
among philosophers across the Age of Reason, Modern, and Post-Modern Phi-
losophy. 

Chapter 1 on Spinoza is primarily a take on the Euclid-like presentation in 
the Ethics. Although there are no diagrams in the Ethics, and there are many dia-
grams in Euclid’s thirteen books, the author considers the Ethics to be diagram-
matic, thus distinct from other “genres of philosophical saying” such as “dia-
logues, lectures, essays, articles” and “dissertations”. The author includes his take 
on the takes of other philosophers, such as K. Hvidtfelt Nielsen and Aaron V. 
Garrett. Philosophical problems of “individuation”, “unity”, “practical relation”, 
“language”, “communication”, and “linguistic meaning” are discussed, but not 
always defined, presumably because the philosophically-trained reader knows 
what those problems are. In particular, Spinoza’s “Proposition XIV. Besides God 
no substance can be granted or conceived”, is inconsistent with the observation 
that “a subject-predicate structure and model of language leads traditionally to an 

 
1 Fong, B. and Spivak, D.I. 2019, An Invitation to Applied Category Theory: Seven Sketches in 
Compositionality, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
2 There are no syntactically correct category-theoretic diagrams in this book. 
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understanding of individual things as distinct substances” (37). This inconsistency 
defines “the problem of unity”. The problem is solved by the Spinozan “third kind 
of knowledge”, which is “the very act of becoming a (relative) individual in and 
through certain kinds of relations”. Relational Ontology is the contention that 
relations between things are more fundamental than things (the reverse conten-
tion is called “substantivist ontology”).3 The overall argument of the book is sum-
marized in three Theses: (I) immanent metaphysics, such as that of Spinoza, im-
plies relational ontology; (II) diagrams are a natural method “for investigating 
immanence immanently”; and (III) mathematical category theory is well-suited 
for “modelling and investigating diagrams”. Chapter 1 concludes Thesis (I).  

Chapter 2 is an introduction to mathematical categories and functors. “[T]he 
discovery of ideas as general as these is chiefly the willingness to make a brash or 
speculative abstraction, in this case supported by the pleasure of purloining words 
from the philosophers: ‘category’ from Aristotle and Kant, and ‘functor’ from 
Carnap”.4 Central principles of category theory, such as duality, naturality, and 
universality have philosophical resonance, are precisely defined in category theory, 
and hardly mentioned in the book. Samuel Eilenberg (co-creator with Saunders 
Mac Lane of category theory) taught that a mathematical structure is determined 
by “data” satisfying “conditions”. Data and conditions are often notated by net-
work-like diagrams composed of symbols connected by labeled arrows, and a spe-
cial symbol possibly appearing in a region of the diagram enclosed by cotermi-
nous arrow paths. The symbols and arrows are the data of a structure, and occur-
rences of the special symbol in such a region denote equality of such paths. The 
“magic” of category theory is that the symbols in such a structure diagram usually 
stand themselves for structures, and an arrow between two structures is a directed 
relationship that “preserves structure”. The category-theoretic word for structure-
preserving directed relationship is morphism. “Category theory asks for every type 
of Mathematical object: “What are the morphisms?”5 But the word ‘morphism’ 
never appears in this book. The reviewer speculates that the author needs to main-
tain consistency with philosophical more than with mathematical terminology, 
so for him the word ‘relation’ means “morphism”. However, in keeping with re-
lational immanence, relations are without relata, there are no objects. Fortunately, 
there is an alternative definition of a category called the “arrows-only” definition 
which uses “identity arrows” for objects.6 

Chapter 3 is “conceptual preparation” for the author’s innovative category-
theoretic idea of diagrammatic sign (author) in Chapter 4. The scientific study semi-
ology of linguistic signs is a “two-sided psychological entity” represented by a 
drawing with “sound-image” below and “concept” above, and at the left an up-
ward arrow, at the right a downward arrow.7 The author re-draws this diagram, 
as a dyadic relation, with an arrow from “sign” to “referent” (Fig. 3.1). De Saus-
sure’s first principle of semiology is that the choice of sign, also known as 
 
3 Wildman, W.J. 2010, “An Introduction to Relational Ontology”, in Polkinghorne, J. 
(ed.), The Trinity and an Entangled World: Relationality in Physical Science and Theology, Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans. 
4 MacLane, S. 1971, Categories for the Working Mathematician, New York: Springer, 29. 
5 Ibid.: 30. 
6 Ibid.: 9. Even better is a first-order theory of relations, in which there are no relata, no 
things, no objects, just relations and their algebraic relationships. See Doumane, A. 2021, 
“Graph Characterization of the Universal Theory of Relations”, HAL Archives Ouvertes. 
7 de Saussure, F. 1966, “Course in General Linguistics”, New York: McGraw-Hill, 66. 
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“signifier”, is arbitrary relative to the concept, the “signified”. The problem is that 
dyadic signs “tend to reinforce a subject-as-sovereign model of mentality” (111), 
in other words the interpretation of the sign’s meaning is not intrinsic in the dyad, 
it is not immanent. The remedy is semiotics’ concept triad (Peirce): “A sign, or 
representamen, is something which stands to somebody for something in some 
respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind [reviewer’s 
italics] of that person an equivalent sign, perhaps a more developed sign”. That 
sign induced in a mind is called the interpretant (Peirce), so that the interpretant 
becomes “in turn a sign, and so on ad infinitum”.8 The author exhibits in Fig. 3.2 
a triangular diagram of dots and arrows with dots labelled “interpretant”, “sign”, 
and “object”. If this is supposed to be a category-theoretic diagram, then dots rep-
resent objects and arrows represent morphisms, and so presumably the ambient 
category of this diagram possibly has both mental and non-mental objects.9 This 
is consistent with Spinozan relational immanence, and in this book it is “the very 
essence of Peirce’s semiotic immanence” (118), which is called thirdness (Peirce).  

The section on “Diagrammatic Signs” in Chapter 3 requires a concrete un-
derstanding of diagram. Categories have protean mystique. First kind: a category 
may contain all mathematical structures of a certain type, together with their 
(structure-preserving) morphisms (e.g., the category of sets and functions, the cat-
egory of groups and group homomorphisms, or the category of categories and 
functors). Second kind: a category may be recognized as an example of a particu-
lar mathematical structure known and named prior to the advent of category the-
ory (monoid, group, partially ordered set). Third kind: a category may be a tem-
plate (or “blueprint”, or “plan”) for all the structures of a particular type, as in the 
first kind. This third kind requires a “semantic domain” in which the template 
category is “realized”.10 The author’s “rough sketch” of diagrammatic sign (Peirce) 
analyzes it into selection, experimentation, and evaluation. These combine to form a 
triangular template category, whose realizations are in a semantic domain, such 
as the real-world “spatial and temporal relations of some physical space” (122). 
Fig 3.4 illustrates the template, and it is “Peirce’s triadic sign-schema made inter-
nally relational”, in other words, semiotic immanence (author). There is more to 
Chapter 3, including a take on dyadic substrates (Husserl), and a take on John 
Deely’s take on the way of signs (Locke).  

Chapter 4 introduces “presheaves” based on a category, and their mor-
phisms. Presheaves and the lemma11 of Nobuo Yoneda are adapted by the author 
to semiotic immanence by interpreting a diagrammatic sign (Peirce) as a triangle of 
objects Interpretant (Peirce), Ambient (author), and the category Sets of sets and 
functions. The morphisms are a functor selection (author) from Interpretant to Am-
bient, and a presheaf experimentation (Peirce, author) on Ambient with values in 

 
8 Gross, N. 2008, Richard Rorty: The Making of an American Philosopher, Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 121. 
9 Perhaps this is a philosophical category error. 
10 In greater detail, the “template” is called a theory of the kind of structure, the semantic 
domain is some category of the first kind, say, the category of sets and functions, or a topos, 
and one possible realization or model or formal semantics for the theory is a functor from the 
theory to the semantic domain (See Lawvere, F.W. 1963, “Functorial Semantics of Algebraic 
Theories”, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 50, 5, 869-72; Barr, M. and Wells, 
C. 1985, Toposes, Triples and Theories, New York: Springer). 
11 “Arguably the most important result in category theory” [Wikipedia]. 
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the category of sets and functions. Peirce invented a comprehensive diagrammatic 
logical calculus Existential Graphs (Peirce). The author claims that the entire appa-
ratus of Existential Graphs may be re-interpreted in terms of presheaves and their 
morphisms.12 13 Chapter 4 goes to Thesis (II).  

Chapter 5 opens with an analogy between a mathematical research program 
of Felix Klein (“Erlangen Program”) and “Deleuzian thought”. That research 
program unifies different kinds of geometry under the common rubric of the pair 
consisting of a specified group of transformations of an ambient space, and the 
sub-group of those transformations that leave invariant specified properties of 
specified figures (a.k.a. shapes) in space. This is a way to abstract away from in-
essential characteristics of shapes and space.14 The author says Deleuze urges phi-
losophers to abstract away from “common-sense objectivity” and “clichéd modes 
of representation” of Cartesian thought (163). He also refers to a take of Levi R. 
Bryant on ideas (Deleuze) as “sets of variations”.15 The author says, “Deleuze’s 
thought is best understood as formally topological in essence”. The reviewer be-
lieves the author intends to use topological (mathematics) as vehicle in a metaphor 
whose tenor is Gilles Deleuze’s intuitions of continuity (philosophy). Likewise, 
some other mathematical terms, such as “limit of a series”, “singularity”, and 
“infinitesimal”, are deployed metaphorically in the section “Thinking from Blind-
ness”. The author tantalizingly avers that Deleuze is a philosopher of “the un-
thought”, of the “dark precursor” and the violence that “forces us to think” (168). 
The section “Spinoza’s Triadic Difference” associates triad (Peirce) with Spino-
zan immanent ontology of substance, attribute, and mode (Spinoza), and difference 
(Deleuze): “the conceptual relations among substance, attributes, and modes to-
gether constitute the framework that Deleuze calls expressive” (174). In the next 
section, “Language, Sense and Singularity”, the author explains that singularities 
(Deleuze) are the “recurrent topological features” among the multiple possible 
states of a system. Singularities are the “constituent factors” in sense (Deleuze) 
which is “the membrane through which the ideal and the material are ex-
changed—in nature, in the meanings of human practice, in philosophy” (181). 
The section blurs the distinction between “structure” and “diagrammatic repre-
sentation of structure”. In the Chapter 5 section, “An Ethics of Signs,” a “vision” 
of how to live is to “experience oneself as a sign, to know the events that happen 
to one as expressive of a sense that passes beyond the individuality and personal-
ity of one’s own self, to live as a sign bridging incompossible worlds” (193). Chap-
ter 5 concludes with “How Philosophy Learns to Become,” about Deleuze’s cri-
tique of Cartesianism, rising to Spinozan diagrammatic immanence over representa-
tional transcendence (author). One of the few respites from mathematico-philo-
sophic “diagrammatic immanence” is the author’s take on Gilles Deleuze’s take 

 
12 Rocco, G., Gianluca, C., and Tohme, F. 2020, “A Generic Figures Reconstruction of 
Peirce’s Existential Graphs (Alpha)”, Erkenntnis, 18, 2020. 
13 Existential graphs are the foundation for the computational conceptual graphs of Sowa, 
J.F., 1984, Conceptual Structures: Information Processing in Mind and Machine, Reading: Addi-
son-Wesley. 
14 It is such a general idea that one might wonder whether algebra is the geometry of nota-
tion. 
15 This is metaphorically evocative of the end-point preserving homotopy which is crucial 
to the proof of the equivalence of Hamilton’s Variational Principle and the Euler-Lagrange 
Equations. 
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on Michele Tournier’s take on Daniel Defoe’s novel, Robinson Crusoe, as “allegor-
ical figure of European modernity” (195).16  

Finally, Chapter 6 discusses the possible philosophical pertinence of the ma-
jor category theoretic concepts such as adjoint functor and topos. The proposal is 
that adjoint functors may formalize relationships such as substance-attribute, virtual-
actual, and the “purely immanent” conceptual-real (213) and ideality-materiality 
(223).17 The topos-theoretic concept subobject-classifier is explained in support of a 
primary objective of the book, which is to shift from “an object-oriented to a rela-
tional ontology” (Thesis (I)). The standard theorem in topos theory that any 
morphism is equal to the composition of an epimorphism followed by a monomor-
phism suggests to the author that a theory of triads (Peirce) discussed in Chapter 4 
might be formalized in a topos, as in the presheaf factorization of triadic semiotics 
(Peirce) in Chapter 4. The author associates Boolean algebras with “concepts” (as 
in propositional logic) and Heyting algebras with “spaces” (as in topology), and 
together these “underwrite the possibility of diagrammatic immanence” (233).  

This book is for philosophy non-beginners familiar at least with Baruch Spi-
noza, Charles Sanders Peirce, and Gilles Deleuze. In his Conclusion, the author 
acknowledges that at least part of what philosophy is for is to respect and conserve 
“the singular grain of real human experience”, and that “it should not submit to 
the rigour of mathematics and logic without considering the possibility of philo-
sophical rigor mortis” (244). Perhaps, in mathematics, rigor cleans the window 
through which intuition shines, and maybe in philosophy modern diagrams and 
mathematical structures could be useful notations and concepts for expressing its 
intuitions. But, unlike words of natural language, they have not been in use long 
enough to accumulate the metaphorical depths for expressing intuitive insights 
into the ultimate questions only philosophy has long cared and dared to ask. It 
would be unfair to say that the book skirts application of “abstract nonsense”18 in 
the service of “fashionable nonsense”.19 Nevertheless, it would be a disservice to 
the reader if not forewarned that the book would not be helpful to the philosopher 
seeking to use category theory as a source of vehicles for philosophical metaphors. 
One must learn category theory first. 
 
Endicott College                                             ELLIS D. COOPER 
 
 

 
16 There are multiple takes and re-takes in this book, and indeed, as there are throughout 
philosophy. Therefore, it behooves the reviewer to provide a brief take on “take”. Every 
organism has a boundary. A take is an expression in the microlect of an internal resonance induced 
by an environment. The environment may be external, and natural or textual or behavioral. Or, 
it may be internal, and induced by some other internal resonance. See Cooper, E.D. 2015, 
Microlects of Mental Models, Rockport: Cognocity Press. 
17 There is but a brief allusion to the ground-breaking invention of categorical logic 
(Lawvere). Download Marquis, J.-P. and Reyes, G.E., The History of Categorical Logic from 
https://www.webdepot.umontreal.ca/Usagers/marquisj/MonDepotPublic/HistofCat-
Log.pdf. 
18 In category theory and homological algebra, “Labeling an argument “abstract nonsense” 
is usually not intended to be derogatory, and is instead used jokingly, in a self-deprecating 
way, affectionately, or even as a compliment to the generality of the argument” (Wikipedia). 
19 Sokal A., Bricmont J. 1998, Fashionable Nonsense, Postmodern Intellectuals’ Abuse of 
Science, New York: Picador. 
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Tomasello, Michael, A Natural History of Human Morality.  
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016, pp. 207. 
 
In a Darwinian perspective, humans are expected to competitively care about 
their egocentric survival needs. Therefore, a foundational problem in the descrip-
tive study of human morality consists in explaining how they come to develop a 
genuine (i.e., non-purely instrumental) interest in the well-being of others. In a nut-
shell, this is the challenge that Michael Tomasello, a central figure in develop-
mental, evolutionary, and comparative psychology and anthropology, takes up in 
his A Natural History of Human Morality. Although relatively self-contained, it must 
be thought of as the counterpart, in the ethical domain, of his earlier A Natural 
History of Human Thinking.1 

The two complement each other insofar as they both develop a powerful two-
step account (from second-personal collaboration to group-minded culture) of human 
social evolution—respectively, of new forms of thinking and of a unique moral-
ity—as shaped by mutualistic interactions. The underlying thesis that runs 
through the more recent A Natural History of Human Morality is that human moral-
ity, as grounded in shared intentionality, has no equivalent in other species: it can-
not be accounted for in terms of the more primitive forms of cooperation existing 
among great apes (chimpanzees and bonobos). According to Tomasello, group-
bonding sympathy and reciprocity among apes are inadequate to explain distinc-
tively human motives such as the sense of mutual commitment, respect, obliga-
tion, or guilt. In this respect, Tomasello singles out two fundamental types of mo-
rality, the morality of sympathy and the morality of fairness. The former is driven by 
self-sacrificing altruistic motives, such as compassion and benevolence, and is best 
exemplified by parental care. The latter, unique to humans, is typical of complex 
and stratified interactions, where individuals must balance their competitive and 
cooperative efforts, i.e., by punishing the defectors or giving everyone what ought 
to be given.  

Assuming that the task is that of explaining morality as a set of empirical 
phenomena, Tomasello’s account is not cloaked in a debunking attitude about 
morality in general. The purpose, for instance, is not to undermine moral objec-
tivism or cognitivism by discussing whether moral truths exist or are knowable, 
or to unveil the selfish motivations underlying apparently moral behaviours. And 
Tomasello is neither in the business of defining what normative theories are cor-
rect. By contrast, the goal is to uncover the psychological and social mechanisms 
that have brought people to become responsive of preoccupations that we would 
deem as moral. A recurring theme is thus that the transitions between the early 
developmental stages of morality are not motivated by intrinsically moral factors: 
reflective judgments about what is morally right or wrong do not play any specific 
role at this level. Such transitions rather depend on adaptations to a changing 
environment, which made social cooperation more and more vital. Said that, the 
book repeatedly engages with philosophical moral theories (discussing Hume, 
Rousseau, Kant, Rawls, Darwall or Nagel), especially for what concerns the roots 
of the notions of empathy, fairness, and impartiality.  

In what follows, I will provide a sketch of the structure and content of the book 
while directly emphasising some discussion points. Before we start, however, a 

 
1 Tomasello, M. 2014, A Natural History of Human Thinking, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press. 
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couple of observations are in order. Methodologically speaking, Tomasello pro-
ceeds by formulating speculative hypotheses and balancing them with a substantive 
body of empirical material, very often referring to his impressive first-hand work on 
children and apes. The assumption is that the behavioural patterns observable in 
children, as systematically contrasted with those of apes, offer key insights on our 
ancestors’ species-specific features: one- to three-year-old toddlers are expected not 
to understand social norms and are thus similar our early ancestors (being already 
different from apes), while older children start sharing a sense of cultural identity. 
Tomasello frequently pauses to provide summaries of the main arguments or return 
on important points: this style is clearly helpful to stress some key aspects, but some-
times makes it unclear whether Tomasello is advancing the story or rather flashing 
out a previous argument. This notwithstanding, the book is engaging, utterly con-
vincing and a pleasure to read. 

Concerning the relevant time window, the story develops across several 
phases, beginning about 6 million years ago, with the last common ancestor be-
tween humans and great apes (Ch. 2). Newly emerging ecological circumstances, 
forcing humans to develop novel forms of cooperation, are responsible for the 
subsequent, more central, phases of moral evolution. Progressing significantly be-
tween 2 million and 400.000 years ago, with the appearance of the species homo 
(Ch. 3), it undergoes a new transition around 150.000 years ago, with the for-
mation of distinct cultural groups (Ch. 4). Here, Tomasello distinguishes between 
two sub-phases: the period that goes from 150.000 to 12.000-10.000 years ago 
(modern humans) and the period that then begins, with the agricultural revolution 
(contemporary humans). 

I shall now proceed by discussing the articulation of the book, although I will 
have to gloss over the experimental details and theoretical detours that contribute 
to making the text so intriguing. So, the book is divided into five chapters. Ch. 1 
provides an overview of the overarching themes that are then developed in detail 
in the subsequent chapters. In Ch. 5, Tomasello places his views within the land-
scape of contemporary theories of moral evolution, notably evolutionary ethics, 
moral psychology, and gene-culture coevolution. The main differences between 
Tomasello’s and these other research traditions is that evolutionary ethics empha-
sises reciprocity rather than interdependence; moral psychology emphasises psy-
chological rather than evolutionary processes; gene-culture coevolution empha-
sises cultural, rather than biological, evolution. I will then focus on Chs. 2-4, 
where the main theses are presented. 

In Ch. 2, Tomasello illustrates animal sociality in terms of the two opposing 
drives of cooperation and competition. While the latter is immediately under-
standable within a Darwinian framework, the former makes sense insofar as it 
becomes a viable evolutionary strategy for a gene, an individual or a social group. 
From the point of view of the organism, a most central mechanism that explains 
cooperation is the symmetrical recognition of our mutual interdependence, i.e., by 
the recognition that my own well-being (e.g., for mating or hunting) depends on 
the well-being of my conspecifics. In this, Tomasello departs from classic models 
of cooperation and altruism as based on (less stable) patterns of reciprocation. In 
this framework, individuals are incentivised to cooperate (e.g., by rudimental 
forms of punishment), while the skills that ease the cooperation (e.g., self-regula-
tion) are selectively favoured. 

The tangled relationship between competition (dominant and more constant) 
and collaboration in great apes offers a glimpse into the life of our common 



Argumenta, May 2022 562 

ancestors. When there is no food competition, apes seemingly exhibit both forms 
of strategic cooperation and sympathy in association with helping behaviours. In 
this, Tomasello distances himself from his fellow scientist Keith Jensen, holding 
that non-human primates do not have authentically altruistic or pro-social tenden-
cies.2 However, Tomasello argues, great apes are not moral agents either: they 
lack a proper sense of fairness for what concerns both retributive and distributive 
justice (as tested with economic games and social comparison tests). In this, he 
distances himself from Brosnan and De Waal’s claim that great apes care about 
reciprocity in a way that is conducive to fairness concerns.3 In Tomasello’s view, 
sympathy does not suffice to produce a sense of fairness, with strong interdepend-
ence being the missing ingredient. 

Ch. 3 relies on the observation of three-year-old babies engaging in dyadic 
interactions. This allows exploring how a basic mutualistic collaboration develops 
into a second-personal morality through which humans think of themselves as a 
We, i.e., a joint agent able to coordinate in view of shared goals and cooperative 
identities. This process is fuelled by the recognition of the self-other equivalence, 
grounding a widespread sense of mutual respect, commitment, responsibility, and 
obligation among partners. Within this relationship, the partners come to genu-
inely (i.e., not just strategically) trust each other, which provides a more solid basis 
for future collaborations.  

Clearly, this is a key move in that Tomasello’s conceptual framework de-
pends on such notions of interdependence and joint intentionality, which have 
been the target of sustained philosophical and empirical attention in recent years. 
Here, the specific enabling factor was a temporally extended process of self-do-
mestication (via pair bonding, collaborative hunting, and collaborative childcare), 
which was in turn triggered by large-scale climate changes in Africa. This made 
(good) collaboration obligatory rather than just advisable. Heightened interde-
pendence makes it rational to care about the well-being of present and potential 
partners, even when this might be detrimental to egoistic subgoals. At the level of 
mechanisms, this process coincides with an expansion of the morality of sympa-
thy (towards nonkin and nonfriends) but, more importantly, with the develop-
ment of the morality of fairness, which is needed to manage such more complex 
and stable interactions.  

The chapter details the new psychological processes—joint intentionality, 
second-personal agency, and self-regulatory joint commitment—that promote the 
development of the morality of fairness. Something that deserves attention are the 
so-called role-specific ideals: within a collaborative dyad, everyone understands 
what a virtuous and competent performance would imply, and that playing the 
role badly may lead to joint failure and personal disgrace. This contributes to fix-
ing social standards that become publicly available. And, crucially, these roles are 
partner-independent to the extent everyone, having the right skills, can equally 
contribute to the joint endeavour: rather than being an intrinsically moral moti-
vation, this self-other equivalence imposes itself with factual evidence and makes 
it rational to promote an impartial and respectful treatment of the co-specifics 

 
2 Jensen, K. 2016, “The Prosocial Primate: A Critical Review”, in Naguib, M., Brock-
mann, J., and Mitani, J.C. (eds.), Advances in the Study of Behavior, Cambridge, MA: Aca-
demic Press, 387-441. 
3 Brosnan, S.F. and de Waal, F.B. 2014, “Evolution of Responses to (Un)fairness”, Science, 
346, 6207, 1251776. 
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(although a critical appreciation of the notion of equal rights would emerge much 
later in history). The related sense of deservingness depends on people’s aiming 
to be treated with equal respect when the spoils are shared, and especially when 
the partners have explicitly committed to some joint agreement (a sort of social 
contract). Tomasello here follows Darwall in suggesting that this joint commit-
ment or agreement gives each co-player the representative authority to sanction 
the defector.4 As potentially derived from an internalisation of such social sanc-
tions, second-personal responsibility and guilt are genuine moral attitudes based 
on the mutual commitment to impartial standards. 

Let’s now move to Ch. 4. When groups started growing, ultimately leading 
to a widespread tribal organisation, new social needs emerge—the most urgent 
ones being that of recognising and be recognised by the ingroups and that of pro-
tecting the ingroups. On the one hand, shared cultural practices and conformity 
(social imitation) represent powerful tools to strengthen ingroup similarity and 
mark the difference with the outgroups, promoting loyalty and sympathy among 
the ingroups. On the other hand, what happens is the scaling up of the morality 
of fairness: from dyads to the objective morality of culturally differentiated groups 
competing for resources. Before providing some details, it is worth noticing that 
objective here does not have any metaethical valence: norms are objective insofar 
as they are seen as such by the group members. Although Tomasello does not aim 
to engage in metaethical discussions, some related issues may nonetheless arise. 
Explaining how humans profitably come to believe that their moral judgments 
are objective should be seen as independent of the question as to whether such 
morals are objective—but it may contribute nourishing some sceptical worries 
about whether the perceived objectivity reflects that the corresponding practices 
actually are morally good or bad or is just a by-product of our psychological pro-
file.5  

The passage to objective morality is again made possible by a set of three 
psychological processes, i.e., processes of collective intentionality forming ideals 
of objective right and wrong; processes of cultural agency based on norms and 
conventions; self-regulatory processes based on the sense of collective commit-
ment and obligation to the moral community. The chapter thus explores how in-
dividuals become group-minded, sharing a common cultural ground with norms 
and conventions that facilitate coordination and provide the basis for an objective 
point of view (here Tomasello refers to the philosophical tradition of the impartial 
spectator) on how things should be done. Third-party punishment enforces the so-
cial norms that are seen as impartial and objective, and second-personal respon-
sibility translates into an internalised sense of obligation and commitment. Indi-
viduals judge themselves and others based on a prescriptive moral identity, with 
some space for going beyond the social norms when needed (e.g., when con-
fronted with moral dilemmas).  

Within this context, the cultural norms that come to be perceived as authen-
tically moral (rather than just conventional) are those that maintain a link with 
the second-personal morality (the natural, as opposed to the cultural, morality), 
e.g., acts that violate basic relationship of equality, respect and mutual recognition 

 
4 Darwall, S. 2013, Morality, Authority, and Law: Essays in Second-Personal Ethics, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
5 See Joyce, R., 2019, “Michael Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Morality”, Utilitas, 
31, 2, 207-11. 
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are judged as utterly immoral. In this respect, some critics have pointed out that 
morality as we know it could have hardly emerged, in its entirety, from the notion 
of fairness (plus sympathy). Imperatives such as the moral condemnation of incest 
might be more exhaustively explained through different evolutionary roots.6 
However, a possible reply is that moral judgments that are apparently irreducible 
to the morality of fairness (plus sympathy) could be possibly explained through 
the interplay of these elements with non-intrinsically moral cultural or biological 
factors. The related prohibitions, including the prohibition of incest, may acquire 
normative (moral) force when their violation is perceived as a violation to stand-
ardised ways of doing things, threatening the stability of the cooperation. 

The last section of Ch. 4 is devoted to the new cooperative processes that 
began with the rise of agriculture (12.000-10.000 years ago). A sedentary condi-
tion dominated by individuals with a surplus of food brought about a more insti-
tutionalized lifestyle, more apt to solve disagreements and promote negotiation 
by means of formal regulations—ultimately legitimised by their linkage with the 
moral point of view. The notion of cultural group selection7 here plays a major role 
in explaining how large-scale societies might have progressively emerged. 
Throughout history and with the enlargement of the moral community, those 
norms (e.g., slavery) that patently violated the basic principles of equality and 
fairness were progressively overcome. In some fascinating pages, Tomasello hy-
pothesises how the abstractness and authority of norms may have led to organized 
religions. These, in turn, play a role in strengthening the cooperation as directed 
towards a grander, supernatural, end. As in the previous stages, a pivotal role is 
played by forms of collective intentionality, here expressed by the tribe’s being 
structured as a group agent. Therefore, to take on board Tomasello’s views, one 
must be already quite comfortable with the notion of shared agency. As some have 
pointed out, the risk might be that of reifying social tribes as stable and monolithic 
units, a strong conclusion of which many social anthropologists and evolutionary 
theorists have been more and more sceptic.8  

That said, and to conclude, Tomasello’s work is an ambitious and fascinating 
journey in the history of morality, highly recommended to anyone interested in 
these fundamental cogs of human cognition. 
 
Università di Roma Tre             SOFIA BONICALZI 
 
 
Tripodi, Paolo, Analytic Philosophy and the Later Wittgensteinian Tradition. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020, pp. v-267. 
 
“How Did We Get Here from There?”, the title of a fine paper by Timothy Wil-
liamson,1 is a question that testifies to how the understanding of analytic philos-
ophy is changing thanks to the study of its history. Indeed, recent contributions 

 
6 Ibid. 
7 See, e.g., Henrich, J. and Boyd, R., 2016, “How Evolved Psychological Mechanisms 
Empower Cultural Group Selection”, Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 39, e40. 
8 See Birch, J., 2017, “Michael Tomasello: A Natural History of Human Morality”, BJPS 
Review of Books. 
1 Williamson, T. 2014, “How Did We Get Here from There: Transformation of Analytic 
Philosophy”, Belgrade Philosophical Annual, XXVII, 7-37.  



Book Reviews 565 

to metaphilosophy and the history of analytic philosophy have become crucial for 
understanding the current development of philosophical work. Intriguing issues 
emerging from these reconstructions concern how current analytic philosophy 
shows striking incompatibilities with the work of its founding fathers such as 
Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein, Moore, and Carnap. Analytic metaphysics, natural-
ism, and a tight connection with cognitive science, to name a few of the dominant 
trends, mark a sharp contrast with the work of the first generations of analytic 
philosophers. Hence, it was inevitable that the history of analytic philosophy as 
an autonomous discipline would have signalled and highlighted such discrepan-
cies. Revolving as they are around the identity of analytic philosophy, these issues 
are becoming controversial. 

Tripodi’s book focuses on an issue that would make today’s analytic philos-
ophy almost unrecognizable to a hypothetical British analytic philosopher who 
lived in the 1950s and the 1960s and who happened to have hibernated until now: 
Wittgenstein’s disappearance from mainstream analytic philosophy.2 It is not un-
common, inside or outside the boundaries of analytic philosophy, to hear peremp-
tory judgments like, ‘Wittgenstein just wasn’t an analytic philosopher, period’. 
Despite our ability to provide grounds for such a claim, a statement like that be-
fore the 1960s would have been dismissed as sheer incompetence. Hence, one can 
legitimately ask how this shift in judgment happened. Tripodi attempts a detailed 
reconstruction of precisely that shift, making this book noteworthy. Let us first 
examine the book’s structure so that its qualities may emerge in context. 

Chapter 1 goes back to the Oxford and Cambridge of the 1950s and 1960s, 
when Wittgenstein was a gravitational force for analytic philosophy. Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy was the “dominant way of thinking in Cambridge in the 1950s 
and 1960s”, and “everybody in the new generation of Cambridge philosophers 
was deeply impressed by Wittgenstein’s later way of philosophising, and set up 
their own work based on that model” (5). In those years, the combination of Gil-
bert Ryle’s editorship of Mind and the early availability of Wittgenstein’s late work 
contributed to establishing the intellectual trend culminated in the “Oxford lin-
guistic philosophy” (8), that, even though it was not a homogeneous movement, 
brought about a recognisable style. This idea of philosophy was mainly devoted 
to two aims: “[to] dissolve philosophical problems by reaching conceptual clarity” 
and “describing the conceptual connections (and exclusions) in the web of one or 
more words” (9). Hence, philosophy was meant to be a conceptual endeavour, 
and this marks a relevant difference with current ideas: “the linguistic turn—to 
which the later Wittgensteinian tradition certainly belongs—has already gone by” 
(11). Conceptual analysis is no longer the obvious philosopher’s tool, philosoph-
ical issues are now taken at face value, and metaphysical questions are understood 
as genuine. However, to talk about a ‘general’ Wittgensteinian decline would not 
be accurate, as Wittgenstein is still a widely read and discussed classic; the decline 
is visible only inside the restricted area of analytic philosophy (14). In fact, it can 
be measured only in the most important analytic journals, such as The 

 
2 The fiction about cryogeny can be found in chapter 1 (1-2). An analogue exercise has 
been invented by Huw Price to emphasise the contrast between Carnap’s anti-metaphysical 
stance and the current abundance of metaphysics. See Price, H. 2009, “Metaphysics after 
Carnap: The Ghost Who Walks?”, in Chalmers, D., Wasserman, R., and Manley, D. 
(eds.), Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations of Ontology, Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 320-46. 
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Philosophical Review, The Journal of Philosophy, and so on: here, Wittgenstein is 
ranked in the 63rd position with only 199 citations over 30 years (15). This explains 
why and how his later views have been “ignored and neglected” (15). This decline 
is a fact, certified by “historical-philosophical evaluation, academic history, edi-
torial and publishing data, personal memories, citation analysis” (19). 

Chapter 2 tells how British academia lost its centrality to US universities, and 
how this helped the decline of the Wittgensteinian tradition. Then there is the so-
called ‘Gellner affair’; in the middle of the intellectual war between the rising 
London School of Economics and Oxbridge in the 1950s, it happened that LSE’s 
champion, Karl Popper, inaugurated a season of hostility versus Wittgensteinian 
philosophy, especially its tendency to treat problems as linguistic (25). In this con-
text, Ernest Gellner published Words and Things,3 a violent attack on the ways 
Wittgensteinians practiced and conceived of philosophy; the book, many contro-
versial aspects notwithstanding, was influential over the following decades, con-
tributing to discrediting Wittgensteinians as irrationalist, relativist, initiatory, and 
unscientific (32). Finally, the book charged Wittgenstein’s followers with being 
inherently conservative in their defence of the practical irrelevance of philosophy 
(34-36). Hence, “[a]round twenty years after […] Words and Things, most Anglo-
American analytic philosophers considered Oxford linguistic philosophy a dead 
intellectual option” (36): hostile to science, obscurantist, negationist about pro-
gress in philosophy, irrationally devoted to ordinary language, relativist about 
forms of life, quietist in its metaphilosophy (36-37). However, as Tripodi empha-
sises, this decline cannot be wholly credited to Gellner’s influence, which re-
mained controversial as rude and abusive. Crucial also was the rise of US aca-
demic hegemony, and Gellner’s attack was not effective since it came from ‘the 
periphery’: “Britain used to be the “core” of the leading global empire, but it had 
irremediably become more peripheral, with respect to the United States” (41-42). 
This fact had a substantial impact on analytic philosophy, and Tripodi provides a 
detailed account of the transformations it produced. Nonetheless, and quite inde-
pendently of his influence, Gellner’s conclusions against Wittgensteinian philos-
ophy were later reached by US analytic philosophers (39). 

Chapter 3 is the story of how in the United States from the 1930s to the 1950s 
it happened that Wittgenstein’s views were conflated with Rudolf Carnap’s. This 
depended firstly on the fact that Wittgenstein’s work remained almost unknown 
in US circles until the 1930s (51-52). When Wittgenstein’s reception increased, it 
was in the context of the season of Logical Positivism and Wittgenstein was often 
enlisted along with it (52); the positivist emigration to the United States contrib-
uted to this partial misunderstanding. In the 1940s Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
“gave way to lack of interest” (54), since “during the 1930s and 1940s, even in 
Europe it was not easy to understand what Wittgenstein was trying to do in his 
later work” (54). This resulted in a conflation that was fostered by attitudes in-
cluding scepticism toward the identification of meaning and reference, a rule-
based approach to meaning, negativity toward Platonism in the philosophies of 
logic and mathematics, similar views on the a priori character of ‘grammati-
cal’/’syntactic’ statements, and a dismissal of metaphysics as nonsensical (55-57). 
However, there were also differences between the two philosophers, for example 
about science, since Wittgenstein had reservations about ‘the scientific image of 

 
3 Gellner, E. 1959, Words and Things: A Critical Account of Linguistic Philosophy and a Study 
in Ideology, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
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man in the world’ (58-60). Also, religious belief was a matter of disagreement (60-
61). Wittgenstein was, furthermore, critical of empiricism, while Carnap never ap-
preciated Wittgenstein’s ‘showing’/’saying’ distinction (62). Furthermore, while 
Wittgenstein defended the primacy of ordinary language, Carnap considered it full 
of amendable imperfections (63). However, deeper disagreements lay in their views 
on philosophical theorising: Wittgenstein rejected the idea of philosophical theories 
(64-70). In this context, it was inevitable that Quine’s criticism of the analytic/syn-
thetic distinction, which targeted Carnap’s metaphilosophy by criticising the dis-
continuity between science and philosophy ruled out interest in Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophy: “Quine’s “continuist” theses were at odds with the metaphilo-
sophical views shared not only by Carnap but also by Wittgenstein” (84). 

Chapter 4 addresses the ways in which Wittgensteinians failed to react to 
Quine’s hegemony. Tripodi explains this phase by a cultural transformation un-
dergone by the academic system in the United States, which promoted the model 
of natural sciences in the humanities during the 1950s and 1960s (103) and fa-
voured Quinean views about the continuity between philosophy and science (105-
06, 110-12). With these premises in place, Tripodi affirms that “the history of an-
alytic philosophy took its course under the influence of Quine, and the Wittgen-
steinians did not provide a commensurate response” (92). All this was a conse-
quence of Quine becoming the leading figure in the analytic world, moving it to-
ward naturalism, and of Wittgensteinians’ being unaware of its implications 
(namely that the Quine-Carnap dispute would condemn them to irrelevance), in-
capable of providing an alternative to the dominant paradigm (as their views on 
philosophical theories and on the science/philosophy divide left them almost un-
armed), and belonging to a declining world (as mostly enlisted in British academia 
when US philosophy became hegemonic).  

Chapter 5 tells how Wittgenstein gained popularity, achieving a better recep-
tion of his later views in the United States during the 1950s and 1960s thanks to 
philosophers like Wilfrid Sellars and Stanley Cavell. This trend changed during 
the 1960s and 1970s, when ‘scientific realism’ became popular within US analytic 
philosophy, marking a distance from Wittgenstein even in the cases of otherwise 
sympathetic authors such as Hilary Putnam and Sellars (143-44). Even more im-
portantly, Wittgenstein’s legacy was contested in connection with one of its main 
axes: the distinction between ‘reasons’ and ‘causes’ in the philosophy of mind and 
action. Here, it was Donald Davidson’s famous 1963 paper,4 taken for some dec-
ades as a serious challenge to that distinction, which contributed to discrediting 
Wittgenstein’s views in US circles—that Davidson’s view entailed serious conse-
quences for the tenability of the distinction, as Tripodi nicely highlights, is now 
disputed as the issue proved terminological (152-54). Another stage of Wittgen-
stein’s decline was the return of mentalism; the new phase, fostered by cognitive 
science and new reductionist approaches, discredited Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
of mind as ‘behaviouristic’ (156-57). Finally, Wittgensteinian views on grammar 
were contrasted with Noam Chomsky’s ‘generative grammar’; once again, Witt-
gensteinians were perceived as defending non-scientific views (167). 

Chapter 6 explores other aspects that contributed to a “weakening of the later 
Wittgensteinian tradition” (171). New work on modality made available by Saul 
Kripke and Davis Lewis started a revival of metaphysics that is still a dominant 
trend. This does not mean that metaphysics was hostile to Wittgenstein’s 

 
4 Davidson, D. 1963, “Actions, Reasons, and Causes”, The Journal of Philosophy, 7, 685-700. 
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philosophy; rather, it contributed to moving philosophical debates elsewhere. 
However, Wittgenstein’s ideas did not fit this new phase: he understood necessity 
in a Kantian way as a ‘logical’ category (172-73); moreover, he also defended in 
the Tractatus a notion of ‘fact’ as inherently contingent (174). These concepts in 
the meantime became obsolete as implicitly defeated by Quine’s criticism of ana-
lyticity. Kripke’s ‘a posteriori necessities’—the fact that identities like ‘Hes-
perus=Phosphorus’ can be necessary even though we need empirical inquiries to 
know about them—had a crucial role in obscuring not only Wittgenstein, but also 
Quine and Logical Positivism (176). Lewis’s modal realism, finally, inaugurated 
the season of the now dominant metaphysics (179-81). Yet, the main event here 
was a change in the conception of philosophy as constructive, systematic, and 
science-oriented. The only camps where Wittgenstein’s influence played some 
role in those years are found in Britain, with Peter Strawson and Michael Dum-
mett. Although neither of them can be understood as defending Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophy, Wittgenstein is undeniably relevant in their works (186-87). 
However, Tripodi emphasises, it is here that Wittgensteinians found their dead 
end, as Strawson and Dummett ultimately subscribed to an idea of philosophy 
that was constructive and systematic in a way mostly incompatible with ordinary 
language philosophy. Therefore, this decline took its last step namely in matters 
of style and metaphilosophy: 

 
The decline of the later Wittgensteinian tradition […] is perhaps condensed here, 
in the science-oriented, rather than humanities-oriented philosophical style of the 
two most authoritative Wittgenstein-inspired philosophers in Britain in the 1970s 
and 1980s (189). 
 

If Strawson and Dummett moved that tradition to a dead end, philosophers like 
Williamson working on mostly Lewisian foundations can be seen as having put 
a tombstone on it, even in Britain.5 

Chapter 7 ends the book and concerns recent times, when Wittgenstein’s de-
cline became apparent. It was already evident in the 1980s and quickly gained 
speed. After a brief recap of the book, Tripodi presents bibliometric evidence, con-
cerning co-citations of the Investigations in recent decades, of the relevance and 
scope of the decline of the Wittgensteinian Tradition (205). Sociology of aca-
demia certifies the trend, signalling a comparatively low success rate of Ph.D. 
candidates who chose Wittgensteinian topics for their dissertations in the years 
1981 to 2010 (212). This fact receives correct emphasis with Tripodi’s comparison 
of it with the years 1950 to 1960, when Wittgensteinian candidates were as suc-
cessful as others. However, as the zeitgeist was not per se hostile to Wittgenstein, 
this decline seems to be a consequence “‘of a process driven from the top, […] 
guided by […] those academics who hold the power of influencing the recruitment 
policies in philosophy departments’” (212). 

The contribution of Tripodi’s book to a right relocation of the relationship 
between Wittgenstein’s legacy and current and past trends in analytic philosophy, 
carefully crafted as it is, does justice also to many unanswered questions in general 
analytic philosophy. The transformation in the metaphilosophical guidelines ex-
plains the main changes undergone and the decline of Wittgensteinian views. 

 
5 Williamson, T. 2007, The Philosophy of Philosophy, Oxford: Oxford University Press. Wil-
liamson omits to consider Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy. 
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Tripodi provides a huge amount of data supporting this reading that is a good 
map of the socio-economic and cultural causes of what happened, and of the main 
philosophical arguments which contributed to this decline. Even though some 
might disagree about the details concerning a controversy, this book is immensely 
valuable for anyone interested in analytic philosophy, and not only its history. It 
is one of those books in which readers can find and appreciate contents depending 
on their interests and sensitivities, and recommended for all who are interested in 
these issues, not to mention those interested in Wittgenstein.  

Closing this story with Williamson’s metaphilosophy (190-95) may leave the 
reader with the feeling that analytic philosophy reached an equilibrium with the 
triumph of metaphysics and naturalism. Even though this is to be expected for 
books about history of philosophy, the situation can be remedied by examining 
more recent developments. The rapid resurgence of ‘conceptual engineering’—a 
metaphilosophical stance that understands philosophy as a mainly conceptual en-
deavour—is a growing trend to which belong, for instance, world-class analytic 
philosophers like Sally Haslanger, Amie Thomasson, and David Chalmers. This 
is not enough to reclaim the legitimacy of a Wittgensteinian conception, but 
surely quite Carnapian views are once again live options. Furthermore, analytic 
metaphysics has been forcefully challenged by the scientistic arguments of James 
Ladyman and Don Ross as ‘neo-scholastic’, that is mostly incompatible with a 
sound naturalism.6 Thus, how these metaphilosophical views will develop in the 
years to come remains to be seen.  

 
University of Cagliari                                                                                                   PIETRO SALIS  

 
6 Ladyman, J. and Ross, D. 2007, Every Thing Must Go. Naturalized Metaphysics, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. Analogue criticisms show up also in the anti-reductionist camp. 
See for example Price, H. 2011, Naturalism Without Mirrors, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, and Putnam, H. 2004, Ethics without Ontology, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 



 
 
 

Advisory Board 
 
 

  
SIFA former Presidents 
Eugenio Lecaldano (Roma “La Sapienza”), Paolo Parrini (University of 
Firenze), Diego Marconi (University of Torino), Rosaria Egidi (Roma Tre 
University), Eva Picardi (University of Bologna), Carlo Penco (University of 
Genova), Michele Di Francesco (IUSS), Andrea Bottani (University of 
Bergamo), Pierdaniele Giaretta (University of Padova), Mario De Caro 
(Roma Tre University), Simone Gozzano (University of L’Aquila), Carla 
Bagnoli (University of Modena and Reggio Emilia), Elisabetta Galeotti 
(University of Piemonte Orientale), Massimo Dell’Utri (University of Sassari) 
 
SIFA charter members 
Luigi Ferrajoli (Roma Tre University), Paolo Leonardi (University of 
Bologna), Marco Santambrogio (University of Parma), Vittorio Villa 
(University of Palermo), Gaetano Carcaterra (Roma “La Sapienza”) 
 
 
Robert Audi (University of Notre Dame), Michael Beaney (University of 
York), Akeel Bilgrami (Columbia University), Manuel Garcia-Carpintero 
(University of Barcelona), José Diez (University of Barcelona), Pascal Engel 
(EHESS Paris and University of Geneva), Susan Feagin (Temple University), 
Pieranna Garavaso (University of Minnesota, Morris), Christopher Hill 
(Brown University), Carl Hoefer (University of Barcelona), Paul Horwich 
(New York University), Christopher Hughes (King’s College London), Pierre 
Jacob (Institut Jean Nicod), Kevin Mulligan (University of Genève), 
Gabriella Pigozzi (Université Paris-Dauphine), Stefano Predelli (University 
of Nottingham), François Recanati (Institut Jean Nicod), Connie Rosati 
(University of Arizona), Sarah Sawyer (University of Sussex), Frederick 
Schauer (University of Virginia), Mark Textor (King’s College London), 
Achille Varzi (Columbia University), Wojciech Żełaniec (University of Gdańsk) 


