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Two Notions of Metaphysical Possibility

1. The word ‘metaphysical’ in ‘metaphysical possibility’ is to be
understood as playing the same role as the word ‘physical’ in
‘physical possibility’: it picks out a particular standard of strictness.

If one goes beyond metaphysical possibility, one violates the ‘meta-
physical laws’.

2. The word ‘metaphysical’ in ‘metaphysical possibility’ is meant
to distinguish between possibility de mundo and possibility de
repraesentatione.

• Possibility de mundo applies to ways for the world to be regard-
less of how they happen to be represented

• Possibility de representatione is sensitive to how ways for the
world to be happen to be represented.

Example: logical consistency is a notion
of possibility de representatione: ‘Hes-
perus 6= Phosphorus’ and ‘Hesperus
6= Hesperus’ differ in terms of logical
consistency, even though satisfaction of
their truth-conditions imposes the same
(impossible) requirement on the world.

If one goes beyond metaphysical possibility, one lapses into absur-
dity.

The Proposal

1. The Question We Want Answered

Which sentences in L♦ should be counted as true?

where L is a first-order language, and L♦ is the result of adding
modal operators to L.

2. The Basic Idea

The Principle of Maximality (First Pass)
The notion of metaphysical possibility is to be characterized
as liberally as possible—but not so liberally that we lapse into
absurdity.

3. Lapsing Into Absurdity

Here are two ways of lapsing into absurdity:



from identity to possibility 2

(a) Fail to respect identities amongst properties
Suppose that to be composed of water just is to be composed
of H2O.
Then one would lapse into absurdity if one assigned the prop-
erty of being composed of water to an object without assign-
ing it the property of being composed of H2O (or vice-versa).

(b) Fail to respect essences
Suppose that the property of being an elephant is constitutive.
In other words: if something is an elephant, then part of what it
is to be that thing is to be an elephant.
Then one would lapse into absurdity if assigned the property
of being an elephant to the same object in some scenarios but
not others.

Our Thesis: When one limits one’s attention to scenarios that can
be described using a modal first-order language, the (a) and (b)
above are the only ways of lapsing into absurdity.

4. Regimenting Absurdity

• Some Notation

One might want to say that part of what it is to be composed of
water is to contain hydrogen (W(x) �x H(x)), or that part of
what it is to be Clyde is to be an elephant (x = Clyde�x E(x)).

This can be done using only ‘just is’-statements:

◦ W(x)�x H(x)↔W(x) ≡x (H(x) ∧W(x))

◦ x = Clyde�x E(x)↔ x = Clyde ≡x (E(x) ∧ x = Clyde)

• Regimenting (a)

When does one fail to respect identities between properties?

When it is the case that F(x) ≡x G(x), and yet one assigns
something the property of being F without assigning it the
property of being G.

• Regimenting (b)

When does one fail to respect essences?

When it is the case that

F(z)
x = z�x F(x)

,

and yet one assigns z the property of being F in some scenarios
but not others.

5. A Restatement of the Proposal

When one limits one’s attention to scenarios that can be described
using L♦, the only ways of lapsing into absurdity are these:
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(a) Fail to respect the set of true ‘just is’-statements that can be
built up using vocabulary in L

Here we limit our attention to basic ‘just
is’-statements, that is, statements with
no iterations of the ‘just is’-operator.

(b) Fail to respect the set of true conditional ‘just is’-statements that
can be built up using vocabulary in L

A conditional ‘just is’-statement is a
statement of the form:

F(z)
x = z�x F(x)So here’s a restatement of the proposal:

The Principle of Maximality (Second Pass)
Metaphysical possibility (insofar as it can be expressed in L♦)
is to be characterized as liberally as possible—but not so lib-
erally that it fails to respect the truth of a basic (conditional or
unconditional) ‘just is’-statements.

The Principle of Maximality is as
much a proposal about metaphysical
possibility as it is a proposal about
the expressive limitations of modal
first-order languages.

6. Why the Proposal is Substantive

• Each basic ‘just is’-statement has the same truth conditions as
some sentence of L♦. Specifically:

(φ(x) ≡x ψ(x)) ↔ �∀x(φ(x)↔ ψ(x))

φ(z)
x = z ≡x φ(x)

↔ �(∀zφ(z)→ �(∀x(x = z)→ φ(x)))

• So the proposal entails that a small subset of sentences in L♦

can be used to fix the truth-values of all sentences in L♦.

• One could, if one wanted, restate the Principle of Maximality as
follows:

The Principle of Maximality (Third Pass)
Metaphysical possibility (insofar as it can be expressed in L♦)
is to be characterized as liberally as possible—but not so lib-
erally that it fails to respect the truth of the modal counterpart
of a basic ‘just is’-statement.

7. Advantages of the Proposal

• One’s epistemology for ‘just is’-statements could be used to
deliver a modal epistemology. Specifically:

Step 1
Assign truth-values to basic ‘just is’-statement using the
methodology of the previous talk.

Step 2
Extend this assignment to arbitrary sentences of L♦ by using
a formal version of the Principle of Maximality.
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• It is not at all obvious that Step 2 can be accomplished. As it
turns out, however, one can prove the following result:

Extension Theorem
Informally: any assignment of truth-values to basic ‘just
is’-statements can be extended to an assignment of truth-
values to arbitrary sentences of L♦ by implementing a formal
version of the Principle of Maximality.

Assuming a sensible assignment of
truth-values to basic statements, the
Extension Theorem will deliver a list of
modal truths which is in line with the
literature.

• One can also derive an interesting corollary from the proof of
the Extension Theorem:

Reduction Theorem
Informally: the truth-conditions of any sentence of L♦ can be
specified using a (possibly infinite) sentence which is built
up from vocabulary in L but contains no modal operators (or
occurrences of ‘≡’).

Example:
∃x(Mammal∧♦(Human(x)))
(there is a mammal which might have been human)

Truth-conditions: that there be a human

8. How Do We Decide Which Statements to Treat as Basic?

Epistemic Accessibility
We have a story to tell about the sorts of considerations that
should ground the acceptance or rejection of sentences in the
relevant class.

Sufficiency
The relevant class is enough to fix, via a suitable Extension
Theorem, an assignment of truth-values for every sentence in
L♦—and do so in a way which is in line with our theorizing
about modality.

A Comparison with David Lews

1. Lewis’s Principle of Recombination
Any two non-overlapping things are such that (a duplicate of)
one can coexist with (a duplicate of) the other, and such that (a
duplicate of) one can exist without (a distinct duplicate of) the
other.

Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, §1.8.

2. Maximality v. Recombination
The Principle of Recombination presupposes a foundational

picture, based on the following theses:
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Humean Supervenience
All intrinsic features of a Lewisian world are determined by
the spatio-temporal distribution of intrinsic perfectly natural
point-sized properties across that world.

I’m glossing over some complications
here, because Lewis actually takes
Humean Supervenience to be contin-
gent. See the introduction to volume 2

of his Philosophical Papers.

Ramseyian Humility
We have no way of knowing the identity of perfectly natural
properties.

See Lewis, ‘Ramseyian Humility’.

The Principle of Maximality has the advantage of not presup-
posing such foundationalism.

3. Lewisian Worlds

Possibility
For it to be possible that p just is for there to be a world at
which it is true that p.

Representation
For it to be true that p at a world just is for the world to repre-
sent that p (relative to a suitable counterpart relation).

Flesh-and-Blood Representation

How does a world . . . represent, concerning Humphrey, that he
exists?. . . A genuine world might do it by having Humphrey him-
self as a part. That is how our own world represents, concerning
Humphrey, that he exists. But for other worlds to represent in
the same way that Humphrey exists, Humphrey would have
to be a common part of many overlapping worlds . . . I reject
such overlap . . . There is a better way for a genuine world to
represent, concerning Humphrey, that he exists . . . it can have
a Humphrey of its own, a flesh-and-blood counterpart of our
Humphrey, a man very much like Humphrey in his origins, in
his intrinsic character, or in his historical role. By having such a
part, a world represents de re, concerning Humphrey—that is, the
Humphrey of our world, whom we as his worldmates may call
simply Humphrey—that he exists and does thus-and-so. On the Plurality of Worlds, p. 194.

• Observation
Flesh-and-Blood Representation is committed to a non-trivial
thesis: the idea that one can factor modal theses into non-modal
components (plus a counterpart relation).

4. A Distinction
It is important to distinguish between the following two theses:

(a) the idea that one can factor modal theses into non-modal com-
ponents;

(b) the idea that it is in principle possible to specify truth-conditions
for the sentences of a modal language without using modal op-
erators.
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We are not committed to the former, but the Reduction Theorem
shows that the latter is a consequence of the Principle of Maximal-
ity.

References

David Lewis. On the Plurality of Worlds. Blackwell, Oxford and New
York, 1986a.

David Lewis. Philosophical Papers, Volume II. Oxford, 1986b.

David Lewis. Ramseyan humility. 2009. In David Braddon-Mitchel
and Robert Nola (eds.), Conceptual Analysis and Philosophical Natural-
ism, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.


	Two Notions of Metaphysical Possibility
	The Proposal
	A Comparison with David Lews

