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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.

Truth, however, has also modes, that is, ways of being true.
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.

Truth, however, has also modes, that is, ways of being true.

When we try to determine the mode of being true of a true sentence, we
ask ‘could it have been false?’
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.

Truth, however, has also modes, that is, ways of being true.

When we try to determine the mode of being true of a true sentence, we
ask ‘could it have been false?’

If yes, then the sentence is said to be contingently true: it is in fact true,
but could have been false.
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.

Truth, however, has also modes, that is, ways of being true.

When we try to determine the mode of being true of a true sentence, we
ask ‘could it have been false?’

If yes, then the sentence is said to be contingently true: it is in fact true,
but could have been false.

If not, then the sentence is said to be necessarily true: it must be true; it
could not have been false.
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Sentences have a truth value: they are either true or false - some may
think that they could also be in some cases neither true nor false, but
we’ll set this worry aside today.

(B1) ‘The people of Britain voted to leave the EU in 2016’, for example, is true.

Truth, however, has also modes, that is, ways of being true.

When we try to determine the mode of being true of a true sentence, we
ask ‘could it have been false?’

If yes, then the sentence is said to be contingently true: it is in fact true,
but could have been false.

If not, then the sentence is said to be necessarily true: it must be true; it
could not have been false.

B1 would appear to be contingently true; the people of Britain could
have voted to remain in the EU in 2016.
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How about B2 below?

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 4 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’
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How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’

Well that’s certainly true: part of what is to be a bachelor is to be
unmarried.
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How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’

Well that’s certainly true: part of what is to be a bachelor is to be
unmarried.

Could it have been false? Well, if it could, that would mean that there
could have been some bachelors which are married.
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How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’

Well that’s certainly true: part of what is to be a bachelor is to be
unmarried.

Could it have been false? Well, if it could, that would mean that there
could have been some bachelors which are married. But ‘bachelor’ means
‘unmarried man’.
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How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’

Well that’s certainly true: part of what is to be a bachelor is to be
unmarried.

Could it have been false? Well, if it could, that would mean that there
could have been some bachelors which are married. But ‘bachelor’ means
‘unmarried man’. So if B2 could have been false, there could be
unmarried men which are married. And that’s a contradiction.
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How about B2 below?

(B2) ‘All bachelors are unmarried’

Well that’s certainly true: part of what is to be a bachelor is to be
unmarried.

Could it have been false? Well, if it could, that would mean that there
could have been some bachelors which are married. But ‘bachelor’ means
‘unmarried man’. So if B2 could have been false, there could be
unmarried men which are married. And that’s a contradiction.

So B2 is necessarily true: it could not have been false.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.

A1 is therefore contingently false: it could have been true.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.

A1 is therefore contingently false: it could have been true.

Consider next A2:
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.

A1 is therefore contingently false: it could have been true.

Consider next A2:

(A2) ‘Alessandro could have been over 6.5 foot while at the same time being
less than 6.5 foot’.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.

A1 is therefore contingently false: it could have been true.

Consider next A2:

(A2) ‘Alessandro could have been over 6.5 foot while at the same time being
less than 6.5 foot’.

It does not seem that A2 could have been true: it is necessarily false.
That is, it is impossible.
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So far, we talked about modes of being true, but analogous considerations
apply to falsity: falsity, like truth, has modes. Consider A1 below:

(A1) ‘Alessandro is over 6.5 foot tall’.

That’s in fact false, but it certainly could have been true: I could have
been more than 6.5 foot tall.

A1 is therefore contingently false: it could have been true.

Consider next A2:

(A2) ‘Alessandro could have been over 6.5 foot while at the same time being
less than 6.5 foot’.

It does not seem that A2 could have been true: it is necessarily false.
That is, it is impossible.

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 5 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 6 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
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So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
There is a fifth mode missing in this picture, the mode of possibility.
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So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
There is a fifth mode missing in this picture, the mode of possibility.
A sentence is said to be possible if it could have been true.
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So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
There is a fifth mode missing in this picture, the mode of possibility.
A sentence is said to be possible if it could have been true.
Hence, statements that are either necessarily true, or contingently true, or
contingently false, are said to be possible.
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So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
There is a fifth mode missing in this picture, the mode of possibility.
A sentence is said to be possible if it could have been true.
Hence, statements that are either necessarily true, or contingently true, or
contingently false, are said to be possible.
Modes of truth and falsity are expressed in English by means of modals.
These are either locutions such as ‘it has to be the case that’, ‘it is
necessary that’, ‘it ought to be the case that’, ‘it could have been the
case that’, ‘it is possible that’, ‘it is impossible that’;
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So far, we have singled out four modes of being true and false:
Necessity (necessary truth)
Contingent truth
Contingent falsity
Impossibility (necessary falsity)
There is a fifth mode missing in this picture, the mode of possibility.
A sentence is said to be possible if it could have been true.
Hence, statements that are either necessarily true, or contingently true, or
contingently false, are said to be possible.
Modes of truth and falsity are expressed in English by means of modals.
These are either locutions such as ‘it has to be the case that’, ‘it is
necessary that’, ‘it ought to be the case that’, ‘it could have been the
case that’, ‘it is possible that’, ‘it is impossible that’; or adverbs such as
‘possibly’, ‘necessarily’.
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(1)-(3) below, then, express truths of our modal discourse, or modal
truths for short.
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(1)-(3) below, then, express truths of our modal discourse, or modal
truths for short.

(1) Alessandro could have been over 6.5 foot.

(2) Necessarily, all bachelors are unmarried.

(3) 0 couldn’t have been greater than 43.
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
In an extensional discourse, the substitution of co-referring expressions,
i.e. expressions which refer to the same thing, does not alter the truth
value of a proposition.
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
In an extensional discourse, the substitution of co-referring expressions,
i.e. expressions which refer to the same thing, does not alter the truth
value of a proposition.
E.g. suppose John is the tallest person in the room. Then ‘John’ and ‘The
tallest person in the room’ refer to the same thing. Consider J1 and J2:
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
In an extensional discourse, the substitution of co-referring expressions,
i.e. expressions which refer to the same thing, does not alter the truth
value of a proposition.
E.g. suppose John is the tallest person in the room. Then ‘John’ and ‘The
tallest person in the room’ refer to the same thing. Consider J1 and J2:

(J1) John is male
(J2) The tallest person in the room is male
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
In an extensional discourse, the substitution of co-referring expressions,
i.e. expressions which refer to the same thing, does not alter the truth
value of a proposition.
E.g. suppose John is the tallest person in the room. Then ‘John’ and ‘The
tallest person in the room’ refer to the same thing. Consider J1 and J2:

(J1) John is male
(J2) The tallest person in the room is male

J1 and J2 can be obtained from one another by replacing ‘John’ with ‘the
tallest person in the room’ and vice versa.
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One feature of modal discourse is its non-extensionality.
In an extensional discourse, the substitution of co-referring expressions,
i.e. expressions which refer to the same thing, does not alter the truth
value of a proposition.
E.g. suppose John is the tallest person in the room. Then ‘John’ and ‘The
tallest person in the room’ refer to the same thing. Consider J1 and J2:

(J1) John is male
(J2) The tallest person in the room is male

J1 and J2 can be obtained from one another by replacing ‘John’ with ‘the
tallest person in the room’ and vice versa.
But J1 and J2 are both true, and so the expressions ‘John’ and ‘the
tallest person in the room’ could be freely substituted for one another in a
sentence: if J1 is true, its truth will be preserved if we replace ‘John’ with
‘the tallest person in the room’.
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.

Suppose John is the only one drinking water in the room and consider J3:
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.

Suppose John is the only one drinking water in the room and consider J3:

(J3) Necessarily, John is a person.
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.

Suppose John is the only one drinking water in the room and consider J3:

(J3) Necessarily, John is a person.

J3 seems plausibly true: it could have not been true that John was
something other than a person. But now let’s substitute ‘the only one
drinking water in the room’ for ‘John’ in J3. The result is J4 below:
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.

Suppose John is the only one drinking water in the room and consider J3:

(J3) Necessarily, John is a person.

J3 seems plausibly true: it could have not been true that John was
something other than a person. But now let’s substitute ‘the only one
drinking water in the room’ for ‘John’ in J3. The result is J4 below:

(J4) Necessarily, the only one drinking water in the room is a person.
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In modal discourse, the substitution of co-referring terms in a sentence
often results in a change of truth value.

Suppose John is the only one drinking water in the room and consider J3:

(J3) Necessarily, John is a person.

J3 seems plausibly true: it could have not been true that John was
something other than a person. But now let’s substitute ‘the only one
drinking water in the room’ for ‘John’ in J3. The result is J4 below:

(J4) Necessarily, the only one drinking water in the room is a person.

And that seems to be false: it could have very well been that, say, the
only one drinking water in the room was a dog.
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Some philosophers (a small minority) have thereby suggested that modal
discourse is obscure and we should not worry about it.
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Some philosophers (a small minority) have thereby suggested that modal
discourse is obscure and we should not worry about it.

But the majority of philosophers think that there is a perfectly good sense
to be made of modal discourse and have given a comprehensive account
of how we should understand it.
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Some philosophers (a small minority) have thereby suggested that modal
discourse is obscure and we should not worry about it.

But the majority of philosophers think that there is a perfectly good sense
to be made of modal discourse and have given a comprehensive account
of how we should understand it.

The driving intuition was provided by G.W. Leibniz - a philosopher we
already encountered. Leibniz’ idea was that we should distinguish between
different kinds of worlds: our own, which realises how things actually are;
and merely possible worlds, each one realising a different way in which
things could have been.
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Each world is understood as being a complete way in which things are.
For example, consider the actual world. Suppose you take everything there
is in fact and all the details and situations, bundle it all together, and we
have a complete way things are - this is how the actual world is specified.
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Each world is understood as being a complete way in which things are.
For example, consider the actual world. Suppose you take everything there
is in fact and all the details and situations, bundle it all together, and we
have a complete way things are - this is how the actual world is specified.

Merely possible worlds are alternative bundles or complete ways things
are: they are alternatives where what there is or what the details are (or
both) differs. Some possible worlds are very similar to the actual world,
they differ in small details, other possible worlds are radically different.
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With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
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With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
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With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
A proposition is possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible worlds.
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With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
A proposition is possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible worlds.
A proposition is contingently true if, and only if, it true at the actual
world but is false at other worlds
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notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
A proposition is possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible worlds.
A proposition is contingently true if, and only if, it true at the actual
world but is false at other worlds
A proposition is contingently false if, and only if, it false at the actual
world but is true at other worlds
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With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
A proposition is possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible worlds.
A proposition is contingently true if, and only if, it true at the actual
world but is false at other worlds
A proposition is contingently false if, and only if, it false at the actual
world but is true at other worlds
A proposition is impossible if, and only if, it is false at all possible worlds.

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 12 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

With the notion of possible world at work, we can now make sense of the
notion of modes of truth and falsity. In general, we will say that:
A proposition is necessary if, and only if, it is true at all possible worlds.
A proposition is possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible worlds.
A proposition is contingently true if, and only if, it true at the actual
world but is false at other worlds
A proposition is contingently false if, and only if, it false at the actual
world but is true at other worlds
A proposition is impossible if, and only if, it is false at all possible worlds.
Consider sentences 1-4 below:

(1) Alessandro is right-handed ⇒ Contingently true and possible
(2) Snow is black ⇒ Contingently false and possible
(3) All bachelors are unmarried ⇒ Necessary
(4) 0 is greater than 43 ⇒ Impossible
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At this point, it is important to draw a distinction between two kinds of
claims made in modal discourse. Consider (1) and (2) below:
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At this point, it is important to draw a distinction between two kinds of
claims made in modal discourse. Consider (1) and (2) below:

(1) Necessarily, the number of planets is even.

(2) The number of planets is necessarily even.
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At this point, it is important to draw a distinction between two kinds of
claims made in modal discourse. Consider (1) and (2) below:

(1) Necessarily, the number of planets is even.

(2) The number of planets is necessarily even.

Although they look very similar, they assert very different things. In order
for (1) to be true, it must be the case that, at all possible worlds, the
number of planets is even. But surely does not sound right. Why couldn’t
there be a possible world where the planets are, say, 9 as opposed to 8?
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At this point, it is important to draw a distinction between two kinds of
claims made in modal discourse. Consider (1) and (2) below:

(1) Necessarily, the number of planets is even.

(2) The number of planets is necessarily even.

Although they look very similar, they assert very different things. In order
for (1) to be true, it must be the case that, at all possible worlds, the
number of planets is even. But surely does not sound right. Why couldn’t
there be a possible world where the planets are, say, 9 as opposed to 8?

(2) by contrast asserts some different. In order for (2) to be true, it will
have to be the case that the number of planets, which is 8, is even at all
possible worlds. And that seems right: how could there be a possible
world where 8 is odd?
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The difference between (1) and (2) is that, in the former, we are
attributing a certain property to a statement: the property of being
necessarily true to the statement ‘the number of planets is even’.
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The difference between (1) and (2) is that, in the former, we are
attributing a certain property to a statement: the property of being
necessarily true to the statement ‘the number of planets is even’.

As for (2), in it we’re attributing a certain property to a thing: the
property of being necessarily even to the number 8.
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The difference between (1) and (2) is that, in the former, we are
attributing a certain property to a statement: the property of being
necessarily true to the statement ‘the number of planets is even’.

As for (2), in it we’re attributing a certain property to a thing: the
property of being necessarily even to the number 8.

Modal sentences of the first kind, i.e. like (1), are called de dicto (latin
for of the statement).

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 14 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

The difference between (1) and (2) is that, in the former, we are
attributing a certain property to a statement: the property of being
necessarily true to the statement ‘the number of planets is even’.

As for (2), in it we’re attributing a certain property to a thing: the
property of being necessarily even to the number 8.

Modal sentences of the first kind, i.e. like (1), are called de dicto (latin
for of the statement).

Modal sentences of the second kind, i.e like (2), are called de re (latin for
of the thing).
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There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:
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There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:

(P1) Alessandro is left-handed
(P2) Someone travels faster than the speed of light

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 15 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:

(P1) Alessandro is left-handed
(P2) Someone travels faster than the speed of light

Although P1 is actually false, it is unproblematically possible: there surely
is a complete way things are which is very much like ours, except that I
am left-handed there.
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There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:

(P1) Alessandro is left-handed
(P2) Someone travels faster than the speed of light

Although P1 is actually false, it is unproblematically possible: there surely
is a complete way things are which is very much like ours, except that I
am left-handed there.
As for P2 we also know that it is actually false, but you may wonder
whether it sates an impossibility.
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There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:

(P1) Alessandro is left-handed
(P2) Someone travels faster than the speed of light

Although P1 is actually false, it is unproblematically possible: there surely
is a complete way things are which is very much like ours, except that I
am left-handed there.
As for P2 we also know that it is actually false, but you may wonder
whether it sates an impossibility.
For, on the one hand, the laws of nature ensure that nothing can travel
faster than the speed of light. And so, it would seem that at every
possible world in which the laws of nature hold, P2 is false.
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There is another important distinction we should make. Consider the
sentences P1 and P2 below:

(P1) Alessandro is left-handed
(P2) Someone travels faster than the speed of light

Although P1 is actually false, it is unproblematically possible: there surely
is a complete way things are which is very much like ours, except that I
am left-handed there.
As for P2 we also know that it is actually false, but you may wonder
whether it sates an impossibility.
For, on the one hand, the laws of nature ensure that nothing can travel
faster than the speed of light. And so, it would seem that at every
possible world in which the laws of nature hold, P2 is false.
Still, one may think that there also are possible worlds in which the laws of
nature are different. And in those worlds, it may well be that P2 is true.
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For this reason, it is appropriate to distinguish between at least two kinds
of possibility (and necessity).
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For this reason, it is appropriate to distinguish between at least two kinds
of possibility (and necessity).

The first is called nomological or physical possibility: a proposition is
nomologically possible if, and only if, it true at some possible world in
which the laws of nature hold.
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For this reason, it is appropriate to distinguish between at least two kinds
of possibility (and necessity).

The first is called nomological or physical possibility: a proposition is
nomologically possible if, and only if, it true at some possible world in
which the laws of nature hold.

The second one is called metaphysical or absolute possibility; this is the
most general sense of possibility we could make sense of. A proposition is
metaphysically possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible world full
stop; perhaps even so radically different from the actual world as to have
different laws of nature
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For this reason, it is appropriate to distinguish between at least two kinds
of possibility (and necessity).

The first is called nomological or physical possibility: a proposition is
nomologically possible if, and only if, it true at some possible world in
which the laws of nature hold.

The second one is called metaphysical or absolute possibility; this is the
most general sense of possibility we could make sense of. A proposition is
metaphysically possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible world full
stop; perhaps even so radically different from the actual world as to have
different laws of nature

On this definition, P2 would then count as nomologically impossible, but
also as metaphysically possible.
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of possibility (and necessity).

The first is called nomological or physical possibility: a proposition is
nomologically possible if, and only if, it true at some possible world in
which the laws of nature hold.

The second one is called metaphysical or absolute possibility; this is the
most general sense of possibility we could make sense of. A proposition is
metaphysically possible if, and only if, it is true at some possible world full
stop; perhaps even so radically different from the actual world as to have
different laws of nature

On this definition, P2 would then count as nomologically impossible, but
also as metaphysically possible.
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And just like some philosophers draw a distinction between various kind of
possible worlds, some philosophers are also happy to draw a distinction
between possible and impossible worlds.
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And just like some philosophers draw a distinction between various kind of
possible worlds, some philosophers are also happy to draw a distinction
between possible and impossible worlds.
And once we allow impossible worlds into the picture, we could draw
distinctions amongst them (and so amongst kinds of impossibility).
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And just like some philosophers draw a distinction between various kind of
possible worlds, some philosophers are also happy to draw a distinction
between possible and impossible worlds.
And once we allow impossible worlds into the picture, we could draw
distinctions amongst them (and so amongst kinds of impossibility).

1 Impossible worlds are ways things could absolutely not be.
2 Impossible worlds are worlds where contradictions are realised.
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And just like some philosophers draw a distinction between various kind of
possible worlds, some philosophers are also happy to draw a distinction
between possible and impossible worlds.
And once we allow impossible worlds into the picture, we could draw
distinctions amongst them (and so amongst kinds of impossibility).

1 Impossible worlds are ways things could absolutely not be.
2 Impossible worlds are worlds where contradictions are realised.
A contradiction, such as ‘an unmarried man is married’, will be true in an
impossible world of the second kind, but also of the first. For surely, what
is contradictory just could not absolutely happen.
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And just like some philosophers draw a distinction between various kind of
possible worlds, some philosophers are also happy to draw a distinction
between possible and impossible worlds.
And once we allow impossible worlds into the picture, we could draw
distinctions amongst them (and so amongst kinds of impossibility).

1 Impossible worlds are ways things could absolutely not be.
2 Impossible worlds are worlds where contradictions are realised.
A contradiction, such as ‘an unmarried man is married’, will be true in an
impossible world of the second kind, but also of the first. For surely, what
is contradictory just could not absolutely happen.
But suppose that ‘Alessandro, if he exists, is a person’ is a metaphysically
necessary. A world where Alessandro exists but is a piece of paper will be
impossible in the first sense, though not in the second - given that
‘Alessandro is a piece of paper’ is not a contradiction.
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David Lewis (1986) gave one of the most influential theories about the
nature of possible worlds.
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David Lewis (1986) gave one of the most influential theories about the
nature of possible worlds.

In a nutshell, according to Lewis, possible worlds are just like our world.
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David Lewis (1986) gave one of the most influential theories about the
nature of possible worlds.

In a nutshell, according to Lewis, possible worlds are just like our world.

What is our world like? It is made up of concrete stuff that is
spatiotemporally related to other stuff in the world.
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David Lewis (1986) gave one of the most influential theories about the
nature of possible worlds.

In a nutshell, according to Lewis, possible worlds are just like our world.

What is our world like? It is made up of concrete stuff that is
spatiotemporally related to other stuff in the world.

This view is called Genuine Modal Realism.
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David Lewis (1986) gave one of the most influential theories about the
nature of possible worlds.

In a nutshell, according to Lewis, possible worlds are just like our world.

What is our world like? It is made up of concrete stuff that is
spatiotemporally related to other stuff in the world.

This view is called Genuine Modal Realism.
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Realism about a certain kind of thing, such as properties, numbers,
scientific unobservables, or possible worlds, is characterised by the
conjunction of three claims:
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Realism about a certain kind of thing, such as properties, numbers,
scientific unobservables, or possible worlds, is characterised by the
conjunction of three claims:

1 Sentences of the discourse - e.g. ‘Emily Dickinson’s poetry is beautiful’,
or ‘There is a possible world at which talking donkeys exist’ - are
truth-evaluable.
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Realism about a certain kind of thing, such as properties, numbers,
scientific unobservables, or possible worlds, is characterised by the
conjunction of three claims:

1 Sentences of the discourse - e.g. ‘Emily Dickinson’s poetry is beautiful’,
or ‘There is a possible world at which talking donkeys exist’ - are
truth-evaluable.

2 Such sentences have a semantic structure which, given their truth, entails
the existence of a given kind of thing - e.g. properties or possible worlds.
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Realism about a certain kind of thing, such as properties, numbers,
scientific unobservables, or possible worlds, is characterised by the
conjunction of three claims:

1 Sentences of the discourse - e.g. ‘Emily Dickinson’s poetry is beautiful’,
or ‘There is a possible world at which talking donkeys exist’ - are
truth-evaluable.

2 Such sentences have a semantic structure which, given their truth, entails
the existence of a given kind of thing - e.g. properties or possible worlds.

3 At least some such sentences are true.
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Lewis thinks that realism is just a paraphrase of a
belief we already have:
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Lewis thinks that realism is just a paraphrase of a
belief we already have:

I believe, and so do you, that [...] there are many ways
things could have been besides the way they actually
are. On the face of it, this sentence is an existential
quantification. [...] I therefore believe in the existence
of entities that might be called ‘ways things could have
been’. I prefer to call them possible worlds

Lewis, D. (1973). Counterfactuals, p. 84
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Lewis’ argument seems to be something like the following. Consider a
table that is in fact painted white. It could have been painted green. Or
blue. Or yellow. Or red. And so on. So things could have been different
in many ways.
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Lewis’ argument seems to be something like the following. Consider a
table that is in fact painted white. It could have been painted green. Or
blue. Or yellow. Or red. And so on. So things could have been different
in many ways.

One way for things to be is for the table to be white. That’s the way
things are. But another way for things to be - a way that they are not, as
a matter of fact - is for the table to be painted green. And so on for the
other colours. So, there are many ways things could have been.
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table that is in fact painted white. It could have been painted green. Or
blue. Or yellow. Or red. And so on. So things could have been different
in many ways.

One way for things to be is for the table to be white. That’s the way
things are. But another way for things to be - a way that they are not, as
a matter of fact - is for the table to be painted green. And so on for the
other colours. So, there are many ways things could have been.

But to say that there are (many) Fs is to say that (many) Fs exist. So
(many) ways things could have existed. But ways things could have been
are just possible worlds. So (many) possible worlds exist.
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There are countless other worlds, other very inclusive things. Our world
consists of us and all our surroundings, however remote in space and
time; just as it is one big thing having lesser things as parts, so likewise
do other worlds have lesser other-worldly things as parts. The worlds
are something like remote planets; except that most of them are much
bigger than mere planets, and they are not remote. Neither are they
nearby. They are not at any spatial distance whatever from here. They
are not far in the past or future, nor for that matter near; they are not
at any temporal distance whatever from now. They are isolated: there
are no spatiotemporal relations at all between things that belong to
different worlds.

Lewis, D. (1986). On the Plurality of Worlds, p. 2.
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One of the most common reactions to this theory of possible worlds is
what Lewis himself calls the ‘incredulous stare’.
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One of the most common reactions to this theory of possible worlds is
what Lewis himself calls the ‘incredulous stare’.
This isn’t an argument against Genuine Modal Realism - rather it is just
an expression of how ridiculous the idea is.
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One of the most common reactions to this theory of possible worlds is
what Lewis himself calls the ‘incredulous stare’.
This isn’t an argument against Genuine Modal Realism - rather it is just
an expression of how ridiculous the idea is.
We’re now committed to talking donkeys, worlds that just contain
dancing lobsters, and a world which just contains a single mushroom...
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This isn’t an argument against Genuine Modal Realism - rather it is just
an expression of how ridiculous the idea is.
We’re now committed to talking donkeys, worlds that just contain
dancing lobsters, and a world which just contains a single mushroom...
It certainly seems like a pretty counterintuitive view of what exists! Plus,
it seems to have problems of ontological parsimony.
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One of the most common reactions to this theory of possible worlds is
what Lewis himself calls the ‘incredulous stare’.
This isn’t an argument against Genuine Modal Realism - rather it is just
an expression of how ridiculous the idea is.
We’re now committed to talking donkeys, worlds that just contain
dancing lobsters, and a world which just contains a single mushroom...
It certainly seems like a pretty counterintuitive view of what exists! Plus,
it seems to have problems of ontological parsimony.
So why think that Genuine Modal Realism is true?
Lewis thinks that we should accept it because of the benefits it would
bring. In particular, Lewis thinks that Genuine Modal Realism is
philosophically fruitful in that it affords us a powerful explanatory theory.
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One of the most common reactions to this theory of possible worlds is
what Lewis himself calls the ‘incredulous stare’.
This isn’t an argument against Genuine Modal Realism - rather it is just
an expression of how ridiculous the idea is.
We’re now committed to talking donkeys, worlds that just contain
dancing lobsters, and a world which just contains a single mushroom...
It certainly seems like a pretty counterintuitive view of what exists! Plus,
it seems to have problems of ontological parsimony.
So why think that Genuine Modal Realism is true?
Lewis thinks that we should accept it because of the benefits it would
bring. In particular, Lewis thinks that Genuine Modal Realism is
philosophically fruitful in that it affords us a powerful explanatory theory.
Thus, according to Lewis realism about possible worlds is worth the
ontological cost.
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There is also another important point which may speak in favour of
Genuine Modal Realism: this conception of possible worlds appears to be
the only one capable of providing a true reduction of modal discourse to
non-modal discourse.
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There is also another important point which may speak in favour of
Genuine Modal Realism: this conception of possible worlds appears to be
the only one capable of providing a true reduction of modal discourse to
non-modal discourse.

A true reduction of modal discourse is an analysis of modal propositions
given in non-modal terms. Possible worlds are a good start to provide the
required reduction, by explaining modal truths in terms of truth in a
possible world. But for the reduction to be complete, the notion of truth
in a possible world must itself be non-modal.
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It is easy to get into a frame of mind according to which modal notions
should not be taken as ‘rock bottom’, ontologically speaking [...] I can
see that this coloured thing is extended, and indeed that all coloured
things I have examined are extended, but where is the necessity, that
coloured things must be extended? Part of the puzzlement here is of
course epistemic [...] But there is a particularly metaphysical puzzle-
ment here as well. In metaphysics one seeks an account of the world
in intelligible terms, and there is something elusive about modal no-
tions. Whether something is a certain way seems unproblematic, but
that things might be otherwise, or must be as they are, seems to call
out for explanation.

Sider, T. (2009). Reductive Theories of Modality, p. 184.
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The reasoning here is in a way similar to the one for being reductionist
about dispositional properties. It is unproblematic to say that things have
the properties which they presently have. So it would be better if we
could explain those properties which things might have, or must have, in
terms of things we already understand well.
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The reasoning here is in a way similar to the one for being reductionist
about dispositional properties. It is unproblematic to say that things have
the properties which they presently have. So it would be better if we
could explain those properties which things might have, or must have, in
terms of things we already understand well.

Lewis proposed to define possible worlds as maximal spatiotemporally
interrelated wholes. For, any two parts of a world w are spatiotemporally
interrelated, and nothing that is spatiotemporally related to a part of w is
not itself part of w .
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about dispositional properties. It is unproblematic to say that things have
the properties which they presently have. So it would be better if we
could explain those properties which things might have, or must have, in
terms of things we already understand well.

Lewis proposed to define possible worlds as maximal spatiotemporally
interrelated wholes. For, any two parts of a world w are spatiotemporally
interrelated, and nothing that is spatiotemporally related to a part of w is
not itself part of w .

For example, ‘donkeys might have talked’ is true if, and only if, there is a
world donkeys are a part of and they talk in there.
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The reasoning here is in a way similar to the one for being reductionist
about dispositional properties. It is unproblematic to say that things have
the properties which they presently have. So it would be better if we
could explain those properties which things might have, or must have, in
terms of things we already understand well.

Lewis proposed to define possible worlds as maximal spatiotemporally
interrelated wholes. For, any two parts of a world w are spatiotemporally
interrelated, and nothing that is spatiotemporally related to a part of w is
not itself part of w .

For example, ‘donkeys might have talked’ is true if, and only if, there is a
world donkeys are a part of and they talk in there.

The proposed analysis of the modal claim ‘donkeys might have talked’ is
perfectly non-modal.
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If we don’t like Genuine Modal Realism we could opt for so-called
Linguistic Ersatzism or Abstractionism.
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If we don’t like Genuine Modal Realism we could opt for so-called
Linguistic Ersatzism or Abstractionism.

The idea here is that, unlike Genuine Modal Realism, a possible world is
conceived as a set of sentences, comprising precisely those sentences
which described what’s happening at that world.
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If we don’t like Genuine Modal Realism we could opt for so-called
Linguistic Ersatzism or Abstractionism.

The idea here is that, unlike Genuine Modal Realism, a possible world is
conceived as a set of sentences, comprising precisely those sentences
which described what’s happening at that world.

Given that a world, on this view, is merely a set of propositions, it is a set.
So a mathematical entity. Mathematical entities are abstract objects.
Hence the name abstractionism.
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If we don’t like Genuine Modal Realism we could opt for so-called
Linguistic Ersatzism or Abstractionism.

The idea here is that, unlike Genuine Modal Realism, a possible world is
conceived as a set of sentences, comprising precisely those sentences
which described what’s happening at that world.

Given that a world, on this view, is merely a set of propositions, it is a set.
So a mathematical entity. Mathematical entities are abstract objects.
Hence the name abstractionism.

So a possible world in which donkeys talk and fish walk will comprise
among others the sentences ‘donkeys talk’ and ‘fish walk’.
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An Ersatzist proposal: a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is included
in some ersatz world, and necessary if included in all.
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An Ersatzist proposal: a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is included
in some ersatz world, and necessary if included in all.
A problem: too many propositions turn out to be possible, such as ‘some
fish are not fish’. That must be part, e.g. of the ersatz world containing
all sentences. But ‘some fish are not fish’ could not count as possible
under any reasonable account.
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An Ersatzist proposal: a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is included
in some ersatz world, and necessary if included in all.
A problem: too many propositions turn out to be possible, such as ‘some
fish are not fish’. That must be part, e.g. of the ersatz world containing
all sentences. But ‘some fish are not fish’ could not count as possible
under any reasonable account.
A solution: we must restrict our attention to the ersatz possible worlds,
where an ersatz world is possible iff it would be possible for all the
members of the set to be true together.
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An Ersatzist proposal: a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is included
in some ersatz world, and necessary if included in all.
A problem: too many propositions turn out to be possible, such as ‘some
fish are not fish’. That must be part, e.g. of the ersatz world containing
all sentences. But ‘some fish are not fish’ could not count as possible
under any reasonable account.
A solution: we must restrict our attention to the ersatz possible worlds,
where an ersatz world is possible iff it would be possible for all the
members of the set to be true together.
Thus, a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is true at some ersatz
possible world.
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An Ersatzist proposal: a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is included
in some ersatz world, and necessary if included in all.
A problem: too many propositions turn out to be possible, such as ‘some
fish are not fish’. That must be part, e.g. of the ersatz world containing
all sentences. But ‘some fish are not fish’ could not count as possible
under any reasonable account.
A solution: we must restrict our attention to the ersatz possible worlds,
where an ersatz world is possible iff it would be possible for all the
members of the set to be true together.
Thus, a sentence is possible if, and only if, it is true at some ersatz
possible world.
But this characterisation of an ersatz possible world makes use of the
notion of possibility. Therefore, a possible worlds analysis of modality that
makes use of ersatz possible worlds in this way is not a true reduction.
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What to make then?
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What to make then?

One option is to follow Lewis and go Genuine Modal Realist.
Alternatively, we could accept that modal discourse is not fully reducible
and just live with it.
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What to make then?

One option is to follow Lewis and go Genuine Modal Realist.
Alternatively, we could accept that modal discourse is not fully reducible
and just live with it.

In the first case, we might expect that others will respond with
incredulous stare; in the second case, we’d be giving the game away and
admit that modality could not be fully explained in non modal terms.

Lecture 8.Modality: Possible (and Impossible) Worlds Alessandro Rossi alessandro.rossi@nulondon.ac.uk 29 / 31



Outline Modes of Truth and Falsity Varieties of Possible Worlds (Im)Possible Worlds The Philosophy of Possible Worlds Suggested Formative Essay Topics Reading

Suggested Formative Essay Topics

Lewis’ Genuine Modal Realism seems to offer a true reduction of modal
discourse to non-modal one. Should we follow Lewis or accept that
modality is not fully analysable in non-modal terms?
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