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‘BY LEIBNIZ’S LAW’: REMARKS ON A FALLACY

B B S

I investigate a form of argument which refers to Leibniz’s law as its inference ticket (where
‘Leibniz’s law’ is understood as the thesis that if x = y, then all properties of x are properties of y,
and vice versa). Arguments of this form are often used to establish certain categorial distinctions, e.g.,
a distinction between kinds and properties, or a distinction between processes and events. I show that
there can be deficient arguments of this form, and why. I then argue that the interesting philosophical
cases of this argument form are unconvincing, since they cannot be seen as clear cases of its
unproblematic variety.

This paper is concerned with a certain somewhat defective form of argu-
ment which is, notwithstanding its deficiency, quite often employed in
philosophy. Since it seems to appeal to many a philosopher, and since it
somehow misapplies a fundamental principle of logic, to investigate the
argument form in some detail is worthwhile.

I. LEIBNIZ’S LAW AND ‘LEIBNIZ’S LAW’ ARGUMENTS

(a) Leibniz’s law

The argument form I am interested in makes use of a characteristic infer-
ence ticket. The transition from the premises to the conclusion is marked by
the phrase ‘by Leibniz’s law’. What is meant by ‘Leibniz’s law’ here is often
also called the ‘principle of the indiscernibility of the identical’. Using
‘exemplify’ as a technical term for the relation in which objects stand to
their properties, the principle can be put as follows:

LL. ∀x∀y[x = y → ∀z(x exemplifies z ↔ y exemplifies z)].

I have three cautionary remarks to make on this.
First, there are several other principles that are sometimes referred to as

‘Leibniz’s law’; they will play no role in this article.
Secondly, a remark on the nomenclature: both the common titles of (LL),

‘Leibniz’s law’ and ‘principle of the indiscernibility of the identical’, are at
best misleading. (LL) is not concerned with any notion of (in)discernibility:
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discerning things is a cognitive procedure of which no mention is made in
(LL).1 And the reference to Leibniz is usually backed up by some passages of
his that do not contain any formulation of (LL). Instead, they seem to con-
tain a meta-linguistic principle about the substitutivity of terms2 – but (LL) is
not a principle of this kind.3 (Later on, I shall return to this point, which not
only will then be of historical interest but will bear substantially on the issues
discussed.)

Thirdly, a remark on the logic of (LL): all variables in (LL) are first-order
variables. Of course, the third variable z should range over properties (per-
haps among other things); otherwise the formula would be trivially true. But
(LL) is often identified with a certain second-order principle

LL*. ∀x∀y[x = y → ∀F(Fx ↔ Fy)].4

This identification, however, hinges on a particular view about the seman-
tics of second-order logic which has been contested recently (namely, on the
view that higher-order variables range over properties).5 But I need not
decide this issue: if there are any substantial differences between (LL) and
(LL*), they would not be relevant to the arguments I shall discuss. Those
arguments could, in any case, rely on either principle.

(b) Leibniz’s law arguments

Like the majority of philosophers, I accept (LL) as some kind of basic truth
about identity. If (LL) is valid, it apparently justifies the transition from
premises of the form

(i) x is thus and so
(ii) y is not thus and so

to the corresponding instance of

C. Ergo x ≠ y.

 ‘BY LEIBNIZ’S LAW’: REMARKS ON A FALLACY
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1 On notions of discernibility see T. Williamson, Identity and Discrimination (Oxford: Black-
well, ), ch. .

2 A rival reading of the relevant passages takes them to be concerned with the identity of
concepts: see F. Feldman, ‘Leibniz and “Leibniz’s Law”’, Philosophical Review,  (), pp. –.
Another point about this reading is that Leibniz’s statements would be clearly distinct from
(LL) above. As to the exegetical question, see B. Mates, The Philosophy of Leibniz: Metaphysics and
Language (Oxford UP, ), pp. –.

3 For a careful distinction between Leibniz’s law and meta-linguistic principles about the
substitutivity of terms, see R. Cartwright, ‘Identity and Substitutivity’, in M.K. Munitz (ed.),
Identity and Individuation (New York UP, ), pp. –, repr. in Cartwright, Philosophical
Essays (MIT Press, ), pp. –.

4 This identification is widespread. See, e.g., Cartwright, ‘Indiscernibility Principles’, repr.
in his Philosophical Essays, pp. –, at pp. –; P. Forrest, ‘The Identity of Indiscernibles’,
in E.N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (on line, Summer  edn).

5 See A. Rayo and S. Yablo, ‘Nominalism Through De-Nominalization’, Noûs,  (),
pp. –.



Indeed, such arguments are often employed in everyday reasoning. Imagine
a little conversation: ‘I just met a strange old lady in front of your house.’ –
‘Oh, that was probably Ms Martin, my neighbour from the first floor.’
– ‘Well, is Ms Martin rather tall and lean?’ – ‘No. She’s not exactly tall and
by no means lean.’ – ‘Then it wasn’t her, for the lady in the street was lean.’
Or, more formally,

. The lady in the street is lean
. Ms Martin is not lean
C1. ∴ The lady in the street ≠ Ms Martin.

This is an impeccable piece of reasoning. Furthermore, the argument can be
seen as making, at least implicitly, use of Leibniz’s law (or of a restricted
variant of it, such as ‘If the lady in the street = Ms Martin, then the lady has
all the properties Ms Martin has’).

II. SOME PHILOSOPHICAL LEIBNIZ’S LAW ARGUMENTS

It is now time to introduce the arguments that I shall criticize. They are
meant to establish some ontological difference between entities of two sorts
by recourse to Leibniz’s law; indeed, they can be phrased in the same form
as the Ms Martin argument.

My first example is an argument which is (so far as I know) originally
due to Richard Cartwright, and has recently been endorsed by Wolfgang
Künne.6 It is alleged to show that we should never identify the meaning of
some sentence s with what is said in a particular utterance of s, i.e., with the
proposition expressed in that utterance (‘proposition’ is used here as a
technical term for things that could be said in utterances; only this usage of
‘proposition’ is relevant to the following). It runs as follows (Künne, p. ):

What Ann said ... may be plausible or implausible, remarkable or trivial, well
supported or completely unsubstantiated, but a sentential meaning does not have any
of these virtues or vices. What Ben ... said may be confirmed or repudiated, endorsed
or challenged, it may be universally acknowledged or contradicted in some quarters,
but no sentence-meaning ever undergoes any of these vicissitudes. What is said in an
utterance of a sentence has ever so many properties that are not shared by the mean-
ing of the sentence uttered.... Hence, by Leibniz’s law, propositions are not sentential
meanings.
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6 See Cartwright, ‘Propositions’, in R.J. Butler (ed.), Analytical Philosophy, st series (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, ), pp. –, repr. in his Philosophical Essays, pp. –, at p. ;
W. Künne, Conceptions of Truth (Oxford UP, ), p. . Cf. A.R. White, ‘What We Believe’,
in N. Rescher, Studies in the Philosophy of Mind (Oxford: Blackwell, ), pp. –, at p. .



By generalizing from a particular example, this argument tries to establish a
strict difference between propositions and sentential meanings. I am not
interested in the soundness of the generalization, and I shall treat it as
unproblematic.

Formulated for the special case, the argument runs as follows:

. The proposition expressed in an utterance of a sentence s (that which is
said in a given assertoric utterance) can be implausible, remarkable, etc.

. The meaning of s cannot be implausible, remarkable, etc.
C2. ∴ The proposition expressed in an utterance of s ≠ the meaning of s.

The same type of argument has been used by Nicholas Wolterstorff to show
that the kind K is not identical with the property of being a K (the ‘K’ serves
as a placeholder for a sortal term; Wolterstorff uses the combination of the
definite article with a capitalized sortal term, such as ‘the Lion’, as a singular
term for a kind):

The Apple Blossom is the state flower of Michigan, but certainly it is not the case that
the property of being an apple blossom is the state flower of Michigan. And the Lion
is a symbol of strength, whereas it is not the case that the property of being a lion is a
symbol of strength.7

As in the case above, Wolterstorff ’s argument seems intended to establish a
categorial distinction by establishing the distinction for a certain example, in
a way which could, in principle, be generalized. The structure of the argu-
ment is analogous to the structure of Künne’s argument:

. The Apple Blossom is the state flower of Michigan
. The property of being an apple blossom is not a state flower
C3. ∴ The Apple Blossom ≠ the property of being an apple blossom.

A third argument of this kind has been proposed by Helen Steward:

... processes have properties which it would be inappropriate to ascribe to events, and
vice versa. For example ... the humming of my computer in the process sense can be
persistent ; but it does not really make sense to think of an event as persistent. And
events, it is natural to say, take time, while the same does not seem to be true of
processes. Smith’s pushing of the cart to the top of the hill, for example, took four
hours; but his pushing of the cart for hours did not take four hours, though it lasted
four hours. Arguments from Leibniz’s law, then, can be straightforwardly brought to
bear against any proposals for the identification of processes with events.8

As before, the reasoning divides into an argument concerning a specific
example (supposedly showing that a certain event is not identical with the
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7 N. Wolterstorff, On Universals (Univ. of Chicago Press, ), p. .
8 H. Steward, The Ontology of Mind (Oxford UP, ), p. .



correlated process) and the generalization thereof (arriving at a general
distinction between events and processes). The specific argument is

. Smith’s pushing of the cart to the top of the hill took four hours
. Smith’s pushing of the cart for hours did not take four hours
C4. ∴ Smith’s pushing of the cart to the top of the hill ≠ Smith’s pushing of

the cart for hours.

Those are but three examples of arguments of this type that can be found
in the philosophical literature.9 Their proponents, either implicitly or (as in
Steward’s and Künne’s case) explicitly, claim their arguments to be war-
ranted by Leibniz’s law, in the sense introduced above as principle (LL). In
what follows, I shall argue that the arguments fail to establish what they are
meant to establish, and I shall try to give a general account of this failure.

One remark in advance. There is a rough division into two camps of
philosophers interested in ontology: those who work in a descriptive spirit and
try to uncover the ontological frame underlying ordinary thought and dis-
course, and those who work in a more revisionary spirit and try to design
some ontological frame apt for certain theoretic purposes. It is more or less
agreed that both are involved in distinct endeavours, so that apparently
contradictory results stemming from both areas may often be reconciled by
acknowledging the different nature of the enterprises they serve.

Arguments like those introduced above should certainly be attributed to
the descriptive enterprise; therefore they would not directly bear upon the
questions with which ontological revisionists are concerned. But it is im-
portant that the question whether one should be bothered or not by those
arguments does not coincide with the question of what one’s ontological
goals are. A decision between the descriptive and the revisionary enterprise
will only have consequences for the question about whether the data
embodied in the premises should be accounted for: a revisionary attitude
will render the data (more or less) irrelevant. But whether the arguments are
convincing does not depend only upon whether the data should be
accounted for: it also depends upon the different question about how the
data should be accounted for. And that question is not to be settled by
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9 To name but three further examples, see J. Levinson, ‘Properties and Related Entities’,
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,  (), pp. –, at p. , where colours (e.g., the
colour red) and colour properties (e.g., the property of being red) are distinguished;
P.F. Strawson, ‘Concepts and Properties or Predication and Copulation’, The Philosophical
Quarterly,  (), pp. –, at p. , where concepts and properties are distinguished;
R. Stout, ‘Processes’, Philosophy,  (), pp. –, where events and processes are disting-
uished (though the distinction differs from Steward’s). In a later article, Stout grew suspicious
about this kind of argument: see pp. – of his ‘The Life of a Process’, in G. Debrock (ed.),
Process Pragmatism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, ), pp. – (I owe this reference to a referee).



philosophical taste but by arguments. I hold that the data do not constitute a
good case for the conclusions drawn in the presented arguments.

III. THE MARTA ARGUMENT

(a) Another Leibniz’s law argument

To prepare for another argument of the specified type, I invite you to
engage in a thought-experiment. Imagine that in some fictitious society the
ways in which you talk about some particular person heavily depend upon
the social ranking of the person and of the addressees of your utterance.
Marta, for example, is a judge, and whenever she is mentioned in the pre-
sence of people not belonging to her family she is called ‘Her Majesty’. But
when only members of her family are around, she is simply called ‘Marta’.
Furthermore, there are different sets of predicates that are used to describe
her activities for both occasions. Where Her Majesty is, for instance, said to
dine, Marta is simply said to eat. These rules of speech are never broken; they
are strictly integrated in the ways people talk. Thus certain combinations of
subject and predicate are never used, such as ‘Marta is dining’. They have
no use in conversation and would, if ever uttered, presumably evoke only
laughter or frowning and be corrected.

One day, a member of this society, a philosopher called McX, made a
discovery: Marta is not identical with Her Majesty. He came to this aston-
ishing conclusion by way of the following argument:

 . Her Majesty dines
. Marta does not dine (but rather eats)
C5. ∴ Her Majesty ≠ Marta.

McX meant to have established thus the non-identity of Her Majesty with
Marta by recourse to Leibniz’s law. After all, Marta lacks a property that
Her Majesty possesses, which implies, if (LL) is valid, that we are confronted
with two persons, not one.

Of course, we know that McX errs. Marta is none other than Her
Majesty, as we see from the setting of the story. But McX is not simply
dogmatic: he has presented an argument in favour of his judgement which
seems to exhibit the same structure as the Leibniz’s law arguments intro-
duced above. Since I take it that at least the Ms Martin argument is
impeccable, the Marta argument must exhibit a relevant difference. A clear
statement of this difference will be relevant to the fate of the philosophical
Leibniz’s law arguments introduced above – their convincingness depends
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upon whether, in the specified respect, they are to be classed with the Marta
argument or with the Ms Martin argument.

(b) Varieties of negation

The basic point to make about the Marta argument starts from an observa-
tion on the use of negation. In natural language, negation can be used to
express a number of things. The standard case is certainly the following:
we utter a negated sentence to assert a proposition which is true iff the
proposition which would have been expressed by an utterance of the non-
negated sentence is false.

But, as has been widely acknowledged by linguists, this is not the only
occasion on which we use a negated sentence.10 Generally speaking, the
point of using negation is to mark the sentence negated as somehow defec-
tive and non-assertable (perhaps in a given context). Such a defect can arise
on the level of content, i.e., because a sentence expresses a false proposition.
But there are other possibilities: we can, for instance, use the negation of a
sentence s to reject some (conventional) implicature of s rather than its truth-
evaluable content. ‘What the heck is this cur doing?’ speaker A grates. ‘This
is not a cur, it is my dog’, speaker B replies.11 Or, to cite another case: ‘Kane
was rich but unhappy’, a reporter says. ‘No’, a colleague replies, ‘He wasn’t
rich but unhappy; he was unhappy because he was rich’.12

Another purpose for which negation is sometimes used is to correct
linguistic mistakes. ‘I shall become a great toy for Christmas’, the German
pupil tells his teacher. By confusing ‘get’ and ‘become’, he commits a mis-
take which is typical in German-speakers learning English. Accordingly, he
is corrected: ‘No. You will not become a toy, you will get one’. The point of
using the negation here is not primarily to deny what the boy has asserted
but rather to point out that he has chosen the wrong word for the assertion
he wanted to make. An interesting feature of this use of negation is that a
negated sentence need not even express a proposition, as is shown by the
example ‘I didn’t trap two mongeese, I trapped two mongooses’. The word
‘mongeese’ lacks a proper usage in English; since the sentence that is
negated therefore fails to express a proposition, the target of the negation
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the mere ‘No’, uttered in response to the statement ‘He certainly travelled to Siena’, can be
understood in two ways: either it denies that the person in question travelled to Siena or it
suggests that the conditions for the confidence signalled by ‘certainly’ are not fulfilled.



is obviously not the content of the sentence. It is rather the sentence itself
that is rejected. The negated sentence is uttered to convey something like
‘People don’t talk like that’, or perhaps ‘I don’t talk like that’, or even ‘Don’t
talk like that’. But instead of making an explicitly meta-linguistic remark, the
speaker chooses simply to negate the utterance that he wants to correct or
repudiate (where the ‘choice’ is presumably made without much reflection
on possible alternatives to it, or on the differences between the available
options).

(c) The Marta argument rebutted

The observation on negation opens a way of explaining the obvious failure
of the Marta argument. Its second premise, ‘Marta does not dine (but rather
eats)’, involves a deviant use of negation. Its point is best brought out by the
meta-linguistic statement:

*. ‘Marta dines’ lacks assertability; what you can say is ‘Marta eats’.

But from this truth, together with () and Leibniz’s law, we cannot (legit-
imately) infer the conclusion that Marta is not identical with Her Majesty.
The combined premises () and (*) do not even have the right form for
Leibniz’s law to come into play.

So the Marta argument allows for two readings: on one of them, it is valid
but not sound, since the second conclusion is false (because ‘dine’ describes
the same action as ‘eat’). On the other reading, we can account for the
acceptability of the second premise, understood as a kind of meta-linguistic
negation; but then the argument is not valid.

IV. META-LINGUISTIC STATEMENTS IN DISGUISE
AND LEIBNIZ’S LAW

(a) A philosophical example of meta-linguistic negation

We may well make deviant uses of negation, and usually we do not reflect
about it. It would be a folly to think that philosophers, even though trained
to choose their words carefully, are an exception to this. They are not, as I
shall show by an example (Steward, Ontology of Mind, p. , fn. ):

Gerundive nominals seem to need to be prefaced by the phrase ‘the property of ...’
before they can be said to refer to properties. For properties ought to be things which
an individual can be said to have – and a thing cannot have being solid, though it can
have the property of being solid.

Steward seems to argue as follows:
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. A property is something that a thing can be said to have
. A thing cannot have being solid
C6. ∴ If it is not prefaced by a phrase such as ‘the property of ...’, the

gerundive nominal ‘being solid’ does not denote a property.

Interestingly, the argument proceeds from two premises which are appar-
ently not meta-linguistic to a meta-linguistic conclusion.13 But if the argument
were sound, we could easily use its second premise in a Leibniz’s law argu-
ment with a conclusion formulated in the object-language. We would get

*. A thing can have the property of being solid
*. A thing cannot have being solid
C6*. ∴ Being solid is not a property.

I take it that (C6*) is false. There is a simple proof of this: being solid, we
may correctly say, is a property highly desirable for chocolate bars. Now,
whatever is a property highly desirable for chocolate bars is, evidently, a
property. So being solid is a property. The argument, therefore, cannot be
sound.

Moreover, if (C6*) is false, then (C6) is false too. When I wrote the
sentence ‘Being solid is a property’, I correctly used ‘being solid’ as a de-
signator of a property. Hence Steward’s original argument is not sound.

The failure of the argument has to do with the mismatch between the use
of object- and meta-language in the components of the argument. As can
easily be seen, premise () only makes sense on a meta-linguistic reading: it
contains the awkward phrase ‘have being solid’, which is not a proper
predicate but an ill formed arrangement of English words. If the negation in
() were meant to be a case of ordinary (content-)negation, then () would
only express a proposition if the sentence that is negated (i.e., ‘Things can
have being solid’) expressed one. But this sentence is ungrammatical and
fails to express a proposition, and therefore (), taken as an ordinary nega-
tion, fails to express any content; accordingly it would not allow us to infer
any conclusion whatsoever. Nevertheless, Steward certainly makes a point
by using (), since the negation can be understood in a meta-linguistic way.
Her point can, less ambiguously, be made by an explicitly meta-linguistic
premise such as the following:

†. The phrase ‘x has being solid’ is not a well formed open sentence (of
the English language).
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But while the inference from () and () could (mistakenly) be regarded as
being licensed by Leibniz’s law, (†) has not the right form for being com-
bined with Leibniz’s law at all, unless we wanted to derive some non-identity
statement about the phrase that is mentioned in (†). So, on the meta-
linguistic reading, Leibniz’s law proves to be an invalid inference ticket for
the proposed conclusion.

To infer from (†) that (i) ‘being solid’ does not denote a property, or that
(ii) being solid is not a property, (†) would have to be supplemented not
with Leibniz’s law but with some additional meta-linguistic premise, such as

. If an expression e can be used to denote a property, then the concatena-
tion of ‘x has’ with e results in a well formed open sentence.

But this is a false empirical hypothesis about the English language. Its falsity
is apparent because ‘being solid’ has been shown to possess a usage in which
it denotes a property, in (C6*), while ‘x has being solid’ is ill formed. So it
seems that all things considered, not much of interest follows from (†).

To take stock: Steward’s argument fails. In a non-meta-linguistic reading,
its second premise is ill formed; hence it should be interpreted as the rejec-
tion of a certain form of speech conveying that ‘something has being solid’ is
a phrase without established use. Its point therefore is better captured by the
meta-linguistic premise (†), which does not support the inference.

Thus Steward’s argument suffers from the same defect as McX’s Marta
argument: both involve a premise which is at best interpreted as an unper-
spicuous attempt at rejecting a certain form of speech, whereas they would
need a non-meta-linguistic premise instead. In both cases there are clear
indications that this is so: Steward’s premise is the negation of a sentence
which is grammatically ill formed, while in the Marta case the relevant
premise is easily seen as a rejection justified only by conventions of etiquette.
But there might be other less telling grounds for the non-acceptability of
sentences; I shall develop this idea in the following section.

(b) The evolution of language

Natural languages are social entities with a complex history. In the course of
this history, different fragments of a language have evolved in different
directions, for different purposes, and on different occasions. Keeping that
in mind, we must acknowledge that the following scenario is a possibility:
discourse about some entities, say, properties, might have developed in two
different strands. In addition to the ordinary terms for properties, a further
categorial term for them, such as ‘stanse’, could have come into use, in
combination with some characteristic binding phrase, such as ‘to be in the’.
Then people would have found ‘x is in the stanse of wisdom’ just as
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acceptable as ‘x has/possesses (the property of ) wisdom’. To continue the
scenario, if we assume that the respective phrases developed independently
of each other, then we may furthermore assume that speakers would have
learnt to use them only separately, so that ‘x is in the property of wisdom’
would have been as rejectable as ‘x possesses the stanse of wisdom’.

In such a situation (which could certainly have arisen), a philosopher such
as McX could have argued that stanses and properties are entities of a
different type. After all, you can be in stanses, but not in properties, and you
can have properties, but not stanses. McX would have erred, just as he has
erred with the Marta argument. Indeed, his reasoning would have suffered
from the same defect. He has some right to claim that you cannot have
stanses, but only be in them. Some right – which is because the negation can
be interpreted as deviant.

The grammar of the sentence that McX negates is flawless, unlike the
grammar of the sentence ‘Things have being solid’, the negation of which
was employed by Steward. Herein the two arguments differ: while we can
show that Steward’s premise must be understood meta-linguistically, we
could not easily demonstrate that McX relies on a meta-linguistic premise, if
we were part of the described scenario (rather than talking about it).

(By the way: is not the ‘stanse’-scenario, albeit possible in principle,
utterly unrealistic? No: it is modelled on a real case. The term ‘state’ exhibits
roughly the usage described above for the term ‘stanse’. Thus I take it that
whether states are (a particular kind of ) properties cannot be decided by the
availability of the linguistic form ‘is in the state of’, in which ‘state’ cannot
be substituted by ‘property’.)

(c) Dubious Leibniz’s law arguments

I now return to the three philosophical arguments with which I started (i.e.,
the arguments for the non-identity of propositions and meanings, kinds and
properties, etc.). I have highlighted the deviant use of negation which con-
sists in rejecting certain forms of speech. A negated sentence which serves
this purpose cannot figure as the second premise of an argument which
correctly proceeds from statements of the form

(i) x is thus and so
(ii) y is not thus and so

to a conclusion of the form

(C) Ergo x ≠ y.

Of course, the ordinary use of negation licenses exactly that transition. This
is why the Ms Martin argument is from the beginning incontestably sound.
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The negation employed in its second premise is certainly non-deviant. So
the important question about the philosophical arguments described above
is whether they are Ms Martin cases and are such that the negation em-
ployed in their respective second premises can be seen as uncontroversially
non-deviant, or whether they might be Marta cases. My contention is that
they are not trustworthy, because they are not clear Ms Martin cases. They
might rather be kindred to McX’s argument about stanses, relying on some
brute facts about usage which do not reflect any difference in the things
designated; this is why they should be rejected as unconvincing.

V. OBJECTIONS AND FURTHER REMARKS

So far, I have developed a criticism of the Leibniz’s law arguments
introduced earlier. I shall now discuss some doubts about this form of crit-
icism, and in due course sharpen my position a little further.

That the discussed arguments may appear to confuse a point about the
usage of some expressions with a point about the objects that the expressions
refer to had clearly been anticipated by Cartwright, who wrote (‘Proposi-
tions’, p. ) with respect to the argument about propositions and sentential
meanings

[The critics of my argument] will grant that we never in fact speak of sentential
meanings in the ways just mentioned; but they will claim that this is, somehow, only a
point of usage – a linguistic accident which could well be avoided.

However, Cartwright thought that this reply is not a good one:

But in spite of its familiarity, this objection is not easily understood. One wonders in
the first place how it could be a mere fact of usage that, for example, meanings cannot
be asserted. Usage of what? The fact that meanings cannot be asserted, if it is a fact, is
not a fact about particular words in some particular language.... And one wonders, in
the second place, how to tell those points of usage which are merely that from those
which are something more.

I shall address both Cartwright’s points in turn, thereby showing the weak-
nesses of his defence.

Cartwright’s first worry: the critics of his Leibniz’s law argument, Cartwright
said, may claim that what he points to in it is merely a matter of usage. He
expresses his bewilderment at this remark when he asks: ‘Usage of what?’.
The diagnosed weakness of the Marta argument helps to provide an answer
to this question. Whether meanings can be asserted or not is, as Cartwright
rightly points out, not a matter of linguistic usage, but a fact about mean-
ings. But whether we find claims such as ‘The meaning of sentence s is well
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supported [or repudiated]’ acceptable or not may well be a matter of usage.
It may well be that we do not find the sentences acceptable only because
they have no established usage – despite the fact that meanings are proposi-
tions and can, a fortiori, be well supported, etc.

Compare McX’s arguments: it is not a matter of linguistic usage whether
Marta is dining or not. It is, however, a fact about usage whether the sen-
tence ‘Marta dines’ has an established usage and counts as acceptable. It is,
equally, not a matter of usage whether stanses can be possessed. But even if
they can be possessed, it would remain a matter of usage whether the open
sentence ‘x possesses the stanse of wisdom’ is acceptable. We have seen how
McX, not realizing this distinction, brought forward fallacious arguments.
Critics of the philosophical arguments cited may urge that their proponents
are just like McX in the Marta scenario. The move from a correct linguistic
observation about the acceptability of certain sentences to facts about the
entities that the sentences are about is unjustified and, if the critics are right,
mistaken.

Cartwright’s second worry: how can we tell points of usage which are merely
that from those which are something more? To be frank, I must admit I do
not know any answer to this which I deem seriously helpful. However, the
question perhaps demands too much from the critics of the arguments
discussed. Certainly, if somebody could show that one of the premises
employed is only true if we give the negation a deviant reading (in Cart-
wright’s words, if the premise makes merely a point about usage), then one
has reason to reject the argument. While I cannot show this in any of the
above cases, I do think there is still good reason to reject them; this is due to
the circumstance that there are factors because of which it is at least doubt-
ful whether the premises make a point about the relevant entities or merely
a point about usage. But the force of the discussed arguments depends upon
the involved negation’s being non-deviant. So if we have good reason to
think that the premises may be making a point only about usage, any
philosopher who employs the argument needs to show that this is not the
case – otherwise the argument cannot claim to be successful. Of course,
Cartwright could modify his initial question, and ask instead ‘How can we
tell points which might well be merely points of usage from those which are
certainly something more?’. This question deserves to be answered, so I
shall give it a go.

I begin with an important observation about the crucial premises of the
arguments: if they were ever actually advanced, they would sound so queer
that people would probably declare them to be nonsensical. Indeed,
Cartwright, from whom Künne borrowed his argument, had judged exactly
that, when he wrote (‘Propositions’, p. )
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... it is obvious on very little reflection that ever so many things predicable of what is
asserted cannot (on pain of nonsense) be predicated of the meaning of a sentence.

‘On pain of nonsense’: it is hard to make any sense of sentences such as ‘The
meaning of sentence s is well supported’, ‘The meaning of sentence s is re-
pudiated’, etc. These sentences are very unlike a sentence such as ‘Pigs often
jump over houses’, where it is perfectly clear what the sentence says, while
what it says is evidently false. Rather, it is obscure what these sentences are
supposed to mean, because we are not used to such combinations of words.
This may be due to the fact that what they express is, after all, false, even
absurd, and we would never even think of forming such sentences, and find
it hard to believe that anybody could take them seriously. But it may also be
due to some idiosyncratic feature of English.

But bizarre as the said sentences may be, there is nevertheless one way to
make sense of them. Unfortunately, it proceeds via a covering identity-
statement. If we believe (i) that in general there is some entity to which
we refer by phrases such as ‘what sentence s says’, and if we further believe
(ii) that just such an entity is what we refer to by ‘the meaning of sentence s’,
then we could make sense of ‘The meaning of sentence s is well supported’.
We would predicate of the particular sentence-meaning whatever we pre-
dicate of a proposition by saying that it is well supported. So if the relevant
identification of meanings and propositions became common within a
linguistic society, the use of statements which mix idioms from the two dis-
courses might become installed and lose the impression of nonsense.

Here is another case: numbers, some mathematicians think, are sets.
These thinkers may be wrong; but can we show them to be wrong by
making use of Leibniz’s law, as follows?

Apart from the empty set, sets have members. But neither the number 
nor the number  have members. Therefore they cannot be sets (they
could, at best, be the empty set, but they cannot both be the empty set).

No, we cannot. The confidence that the number  has no members may
either stem from the fact that we never use sentences such as ‘ has
members’, or else from the belief that numbers are not sets, while only
sets have members. The first possibility makes the reasoning attackable as
a Marta case. The second is impeccable, but presupposes the very non-
identity that it was supposed to establish (the non-identity between numbers
and sets).

What seems important for rebutting the reasoning as a potential Marta
case is, first, that the relevant fragments of language, discourse about
numbers and discourse about sets, have developed independently, and a

 ‘BY LEIBNIZ’S LAW’: REMARKS ON A FALLACY

© The Editors of The Philosophical Quarterly,  



mixture of them sounds at first close to nonsense. Secondly, it seems
important that the relevant identification has not become common ground
within the relevant linguistic society. After all, mathematicians who endorse
the orthodox view about numbers and sets do not regard statements such as
‘The number  has members’ as nonsensical, but accept them and write
them down in course-books.

In another even more philosophical case, properties, some philosophers
have thought, are sets. Can this position be repudiated by pointing out that
sets have members while properties have none? No: if a property were a set,
it would have members. Nevertheless, even if properties were sets, the
phrase ‘Wisdom has members’ could still lack an established use in English.
It would do so (i) if property-talk and set-talk have emerged rather in-
dependently (which in fact they have), and (ii) as long as it is not widely
acknowledged that properties are sets. The combination of these assump-
tions would explain why ‘Wisdom has members’ lacks assertability, while it
may nevertheless be true that properties are sets and therefore have
members.

To return now to my initial question: we have a class of arguments with
the same surface form, arguments for the non-identity of some entities a and
b, which use Leibniz’s law as their inference tickets. We know that some of
them could be Marta cases. But how can we tell potential Marta cases from
clear Ms Martin cases? In the light of the above discussion, the following
answer emerges: potential Marta cases are marked by premises which neg-
ate sentences that lack any established usage and seem nonsensical rather
than evidently false. Nevertheless, you can make sense of them by a covering
identity-statement, which is, however, exactly the identity-statement
disputed by the argument. Admittedly, the proposed criterion (apparent
nonsensicality) is not a hard criterion; but such a criterion is not needed for
my case. After all, I do not positively argue that certain cases are Marta cases
(a stronger criterion would then be needed). I only argue that they are
potential Marta cases, which suffices to show that arguments like those of
Cartwright, Künne, Steward and Wolterstorff cannot establish their points.

VI. CONCLUSION

To take stock: I have not directly addressed the question about whether
propositions are meanings, whether processes are events, etc. In particular, I
have not argued that such entities should be identified with one another. But
the arguments against such identifications, which I discussed, should be
rejected, because they involve premises which might need to be read as
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covertly meta-linguistic; this would render the arguments invalid. Of course,
their proponents would deny that the premises are meta-linguistic. But
simply claiming this is not sufficient for their case. Compare McX’s errors
again: what if he had defended himself from the charge of using a deviant
type of negation? What if he had said ‘I see, you think I make only a meta-
linguistic claim. But I do not. I really mean what I say: you cannot possess
stanses.’ It would then have been hard to convince McX of his error.
Nevertheless, we know he was wrong. And although those like Cartwright
certainly intend their premises to make true and non-meta-linguistic claims,
they might be in the same situation as McX; perhaps the only true
claims they can make with their premises are, after all, meta-linguistic.

So, in the end, what has emerged is a question about the burden of proof.
It is not that the crucial premises of the arguments are evidently meta-
linguistic statements in disguise. But they could well be so, because they are
supported by the observation that they are negations of sentences that
hardly make sense. That, however, is a signal of meta-linguistic infection; it
is a signal which could be ignored if we had further uncontroversial data.
But then the further data would suffice to make the point. Thus the argu-
ments cannot establish what they are meant to establish, and if they are
supplied with additional premises, those premises will do the job alone. The
arguments themselves are of little worth.

My line of reasoning is independent of the distinction between descriptive
and revisionary ontology. The moral is that even a descriptivist should not
take all linguistic differences as constituting philosophically important differ-
ences. Some verbal differences may indeed be merely verbal.

Universität Hamburg 
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Mere Possibilities: A 
Bolzanian Approach to 

Non-Actual Objects
B E N J A M I N  S C H N I E D E R *

i n t r o d u c t i o n

although alexius meinong is probably the best-known opponent to the “preju-
dice in favor of the actual”1—the skeptical stance towards non-actual objects—he 
was neither the first nor the only one to pay attention to the non-actual. Bernard 
Bolzano emphasized repeatedly that there are more things than those inhabiting 
the realm of the actual. He regularly mentioned two different classes of examples: 
firstly, abstract objects, as for example propositions and concepts (non-proposi-
tional components of propositions), or mathematical objects like numbers and 
geometrical figures. But apart from abstract objects, he also spoke of non-actual
objects which are possible in that they could become actual; no number, however, 
could ever enter actuality (i.e., become efficacious), nor could a proposition or 
a concept do so. Examples of this second class of non-actual objects are merely 
possible horses, merely possible mountains, etc. It is Bolzano’s views on merely 
possible objects that I examine in this article. In propounding his ideas, I will also 
contrast them with the nowadays better known views of Meinong; they will turn 
out to differ from Meinong’s in crucial aspects.2,3

* Benjamin Schnieder is Wissenschaftlicher Assistant at the University of Hamburg.

Journal of the History of Philosophy, vol. 45, no. 4 (2007) 525–50
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1 See Alexius Meinonzg, Über Gegenstandstheorie, in Alexius Meinong Gesamtausgabe II, ed. R. Haller
& R. Kindinger & R. M. Chisholm (Graz: Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsgesellschaft, 1971), 481–535,
at 485.

2 Despite the differences between Bolzano’s and Meinong’s account, it seems possible that Mei-
nong had been (indirectly) influenced by Bolzano’s views. Edgar Morscher suggested that a possible 
link for such an influence may have been Robert Zimmermann. (See his “Robert Zimmermann—Be-
gründer der Gegenstandstheorie?” in Bolzano Forschung 1992–1998, ed. Jan Berg & Edgar Morscher 
[Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1999], 213–21.) In that paper, Morscher draws attention to a 
passage in Zimmermann’s Formale Logik that looks like an anticipation of some Meinongian ideas. 
The crucial passage, in turn, alludes to Bolzanian ideas, adopting his terminology while parting from 
his philosophical doctrine and moving towards Meinongian conceptions.

3 There are wide-reaching correspondences between Bolzano’s account and the theories recently 
proposed by Bernard Linsky and Edward Zalta, and by Timothy Williamson. See Bernard Linsky and
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Here is a brief outline of my paper. The first section is dedicated to the clarifi-
cation of some basic Bolzanian notions, an understanding of which is needed for 
what follows. In the second section, I set out to establish that Bolzano in fact had 
the ontological view I attribute to him. That is, he accepted that there are merely 
possible objects. The third and final section is concerned with the exposition and 
reconstruction of Bolzano’s account of mere possibilities.

1 .  p r e l i m i n a r y  c l a r i f i c a t i o n s :  p r o p o s i t i o n s , 
i d e a s ,  a n d  a c t u a l i t y

A central notion of Bolzano’s logic is the notion of a proposition (Satz an sich).
Bolzano’s conception of propositions is in general comparable to that of Fregean 
thoughts;4 propositions are

(i) what is asserted in an assertoric utterance,
(ii) the contents of judgments, and 
(iii) the ultimate bearers of truth-values.

Bolzano defends a mereological picture of propositions: propositions are structured
entities; they are composed of parts in a determinate way. Those parts, if they 
are not themselves propositions, he calls “ideas as such” (Vorstellungen an sich).
(Henceforth I will omit the qualification ‘as such’.) Accordingly, Bolzanian ideas 
are not mental entities.

I will use square brackets, ‘[ ]’, as a kind of “meaning marks”; if I enclose an 
expression in such brackets, the resulting expression denotes what is expressed 
by the contained expression (its propositional or subpropositional meaning). 
So, ‘[Belmondo has charm]’ signifies a proposition while ‘[charm]’ signifies an 
idea.

Although there are propositions, ideas, and numbers, they have no actuality
(Wirklichkeit) in Bolzano’s sense of the word.5 Generally speaking, actual entities 
occupy positions in space and time,6 and they stand in causal relations to other 
actual things. (The German adjective ‘wirklich’ is related to a family of words which 
are explicitly causal notions, such as the noun ‘Wirkung’, which means “effect,” the 
adjective ‘wirksam’, which means “effectual,” or the verb ‘wirken’; being derived from 
the causal verb ‘to act’, the English adjective ‘actual’ behaves somewhat similarly 

Edward Zalta, “In Defense of the Simplest Quantified Logic,” Philosophical Perspectives 8 (1994): 431–58;
Bernard Linsky and Edward Zalta, “In Defense of the Contingently Nonconcrete,” Philosophical Studies
84 (1996): 283–94; Timothy Williamson, “Bare Possibilia,” Erkenntnis 48 (1998): 257–73; and Timothy 
Williamson, “The Necessary Framework of Objects,” Topoi 19 (2000): 201–08.

4 For a detailed comparison of Bolzano’s and Frege’s conceptions, see Wolfgang Künne, “Proposi-
tions in Bolzano and Frege,” Grazer Philosophische Studien 53 (1997): 203–40.

5 Sometimes Bolzano talks of being (Sein), meaning actuality, as in ‘God is’; used in this way, 
‘is’ is not the copula, but a fully fledged predicate true of all actual things and false of things like 
propositions or numbers. Still other expressions which Bolzano uses for the same purpose are ‘Dasein’, 
‘Existenz’, and ‘Vorhandensein’. For Bolzano’s notion of actuality, compare further Benjamin Schnieder, 
Substanz und Adhärenz—Bolzanos Ontologie des Wirklichen [Substanz] (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 
2002), 21–27.

6 With some exceptions, (i) God is actual but may be thought of as occupying neither space nor 
time. (ii) It is at least disputable whether all adherences (Adhärenzen), i.e., actual, particularised qualities, 
have a spatial position (think of mental states for example).
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in this respect.7) According to Bolzano, actual entities come in two varieties: they 
are either substances (prototypical examples of which are bodies, parts of bodies, 
and souls) or adherences, particularized qualities of actual entities.8

Since there are causally inert and therefore non-actual entities, it follows that 
not everything there is, is actual.9 While actuality is a genuine property of objects 
which can be ascribed to them, we do not ascribe a property to things of the kind 
K if we claim that there are Ks. Anticipating Frege, Bolzano regarded the gram-
matical predicate ‘there are’ as expressing a second-level concept. He held that 
sentences of the form

There are Fs

can be paraphrased by sentences of the form

The idea [F] is objectual (or: has objectuality).10

In claiming that there are Fs, we say that the idea of an F is not empty, i.e., it is 
objectual, there are objects standing under it.

Notice that some ideas do not possess the right form to be objectual; logical 
ideas, such as [not] or [and] are clear examples. Let us call those ideas about 
which the question of their objectuality is not already negatively settled by their 
form object-ideas. That is, an object-idea possesses at least the right structure to 
be objectual, though it may still be analytically empty, like the idea [a married 
bachelor].

We have seen how Bolzano contrasts the phrases ‘x is actual’ and ‘there are 
Fs’. How does the word ‘exist’ relate to those phrases? According to Bolzano’s 
official terminology, ‘x exists’ means as much as ‘x is actual’. He admits, however, 
that we sometimes use ‘exist’ not to express the concept of actuality but rather as 
a variant of the ‘there is’ locution.11 Surely, we do this whenever we use ‘exist’ in 
connection with abstract entities like propositions, of which we may be willingly 
saying they exist, not meaning by this to grant them a place in the causal order.12

On the other hand, the tendency of some people to say that propositions do not 

7 Be careful not to confuse the current use of ‘actual’ (which will prevail in what follows) with the 
use of this word in modern modal logic. In those systems, something is said to be actual if it belongs 
to the domain of the actual world; thus, numbers are actually existing in this sense. But they are not 
actual in Bolzano’s sense, since numbers are not members of the causal order.

8 For discussions of Bolzano’s bicategorial ontology of the actual, see Wolfgang Künne, “Substan-
zen und Adhärenzen—Zur Ontologie in Bolzanos Athanasia,” Philosophiegeschichte und logische Analyse
1 (1998): 233–50; and Schnieder, Substanz.

9 Some (but not all) of the things that Bolzano titles “non-actual” could be called abstract. I will 
come back to the notion of abstractness in section 3.3.

10 See vol. II, §137 of Bolzano’s Wissenschaftslehre [WL], in Bernard Bolzano Gesamtausgabe [GA],
ed. Friedrich Kambartel, Eduard Winter, et al. (Stuttgart: Friedrich Frommann Verlag, 1969–), vols. 
1.11/1–1.14/3. (Page numbers refer to the original pagination.)

11 Cf. WL II, §142, esp. note 2.
12 Unintentionally, Bolzano presented this kind of ambiguity in a prominent chapter heading 

of his Theory of Science. Thus, the first part of the Fundamentallehre (WL I, §§19–33) is titled “On the 
Existence of Propositions as Such” (Vom Daseyn der Wahrheiten an sich). Judged by Bolzano’s official 
terminology, this title is a blunder; one of the points he tries to establish is precisely that propositions 
lack actuality, i.e., existence. (Bolzano himself remarked on this in a letter to Robert Zimmermann 
and called the title “objectionable” and “wholly misleading”; see GA 2 A 12/2: 188).
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really or actually exist—or even that they do not exist in the same sense in which 
pigeons, pipes, or people exist—may be taken as an indication that one may 
indeed assimilate ‘exist’ to the concept of being actual. Thus, Bolzano declares 
‘exist’ to be ambiguous.13

2 .  a n  o n t o l o g i c a l  v i e w

First things first: before reconstructing Bolzano’s account of merely possible 
objects, I will address the exegetical question about whether, according to Bol-
zano, there are any merely possible objects. The answer will be a clear yes, and 
it can be established easily from some explicit remarks in various of his writings. 
Nevertheless, some of Bolzano’s readers tended to overlook this Bolzanian thesis. 
Sometimes it is explicitly denied,14 seldom is it mentioned in something more than 
an aside,15 and, as far as I know, it is never discussed in detail. So, in this section 
I shall establish:

(MP-Ex) According to Bolzano, there are merely possible objects.

(MP-Ex) attributes to Bolzano an existential statement in the sense of contem-
porary logic, claiming that there are merely possible objects. Such objects are not 
actual; the title ‘merely possible’ draws a line between those possible objects which 
are actual as well, and those possible objects which lack actuality.

Does (MP-Ex) correctly characterize Bolzano’s position? The fact that Bolzano’s 
belief in merely possible objects is rather seldom recognized might make one 
expect the relevant textual basis to be meager. But to the contrary, there are nu-
merous passages in which Bolzano proclaims his acceptance of merely possible 
objects. For example, he writes in the Religionswissenschaft that “the sphere of the 
possible is indeed larger than the sphere of the actual.”16 This he had probably 
written years before he wrote his most important work, the Theory of Science, within 
which there are statements to the same effect:

One might make use of only two categories, if one divided the domain of the con-
cept something into the two classes of the possible and the impossible, resting content 
with this. But one can also go further and divide the possible into the actual and the 
non-actual, or likewise into that which is to become actual and that which is not to 
become actual. (WL I, §118: 557)17

If the sphere of the possible is bigger than the sphere of the actual, there should 
be some possible objects which are not actual. And if he did not countenance 

13 Williamson argues for the same ambiguity of ‘exist’; see his “Existence and Contingency,” The
Aristotelian Society Supplement 74 (2000): 117–39, at 130.

14 For a recent example of such an explicit denial, Christian Beyer, “Logik, Semantik und On-
tologie: Neuere Literatur zu Bolzano,” Philosophische Rundschau 48 (2001): 231–62, at 234. Simon 
Dähnhardt thinks it is at least disputable whether Bolzano accepted merely possible objects; see his 
Wahrheit und Satz an sich (Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus-Verlagsgesellschaft, 1992), 90. But I will demonstrate 
by a series of quotations that there is no room for doubt; Bolzano deliberately committed himself to 
merely possible objects.

15 For a positive exception see Edgar Morscher, Das logische An-sich bei Bernard Bolzano (Salzburg & 
München: Anton Pustet 1973), 48, n. 45. See further, Ursula Neemann, “Der Begriff der Möglichkeit 
bei Bernard Bolzano,” Philosophia Naturalis 17 (1979): 70–89.

16 Bolzano, Religionswissenschaft Teil I, in GA 1.6/2: §137, 133.
17 Cf. WL I, §65: 295.
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there being non-actual, yet possible objects, what kind of division should Bolzano 
be talking about?

One might nevertheless argue that Bolzano just did not choose his words 
carefully here. After all, the given quotations sound quite metaphorical, and what 
Bolzano intended to say literally is at least not obvious. Perhaps, he just wanted to 
allude to the fact that there are many truths of the form “x is possible” such that 
the corresponding statements of the form “x is actual” are false—something that 
may be agreed upon independently of one’s stance towards there being merely 
possible objects. So, although we surely would need reasons to opt for a non-literal 
interpretation of these passages, I admit that they are not decisive.

It is often difficult to tell to what kind of ontology an author commits himself. 
Often, when an author apparently talks about things of a particular sort, he will, 
being pressed, deny that there are such things and declare his way of talking to be 
a pure matter of convenience. Because of that, Quine once let his imaginary op-
ponent McX wonder whether nothing a philosopher may say will definitely commit 
him to the acceptance of a certain sort of things. We know that Quine answered 
to McX’s doubts by providing a criterion for such commitments: we shall know 
them by quantification.18

Here Bolzano would wholeheartedly agree, as can be seen from his view on 
quantification (sketched in section 1). Statements of the form “there are Fs” are 
the clearest expression of one’s belief in Fs. And indeed, we find such crystal-clear 
existential statements about merely possible objects in Bolzano’s writings. Thus, 
in the Theory of Science he wrote:

[A]part from those things which have actuality, i.e., those which have being, there 
are also others which have mere possibility, as well as those which can never make the 
transition to actuality, e.g., propositions and truths as such. (WL IV, §483: 184–85)

There are, it reads, merely possible things. That Bolzano really meant what he said 
(and in no way deviated from his official use of ‘there are’) is shown by a quota-
tion from Bolzano’s Wissenschaftslehre und Religionswissenschaft in einer beurtheilenden 
Übersicht:

Not every something has actuality and must have it. Do we not usually speak of things 
which, subsisting in the sphere of mere possibility, as yet have no actuality, and also of 
those which will at some time acquire actuality? It is therefore clearly false that the 
non-actual is nothing. Thus, in the same sense in which you can say that there are 
possibilities that are not actual, you can say that, although truths as such are nothing 
actual, there nevertheless are such truths.19

In a piece from a slightly later date, we find a passage to the same effect:

[T]o me it seems indisputable that there are also things which do not have actuality, 
e.g., everything that is merely possible, furthermore all propositions and truths as 
such as well as their parts, i.e., ideas as such. I also believe I have shown at several 

18 See Willard van Orman Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge & London: Harvard 
University Press, 1953), 12–13.

19 Bolzano, Wissenschaftslehre und Religionswissenschaft in einer beurtheilenden Übersicht (Sulzbach: 
Seidelsche Buchhandlung, 1841), 30.
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places in the Theory of Science in what sense is and there is are used when applied to 
such objects.20

We have seen in section 1 how Bolzano explained existential statements of the form 
“there are Fs.” Now when he says that there are merely possible things, he delib-
erately uses the ‘there is’, and he uses it in his officially introduced sense. Having
therefore settled the case for the correctness of (MP-Ex), we can move on to the 
more interesting part: what is Bolzano’s account of merely possible objects?21

3 .  b o l z a n o ’ s  a c c o u n t  o f  m e r e l y 
p o s s i b l e  o b j e c t s

Hitherto we have seen that according to Bolzano there are things of a sort he calls 
“merely possible,” but we do not know much about what those things should be 
like. It is the latter issue that I will now consider. I will discuss several central aspects 
of Bolzano’s view, here and there contrasting them with Meinong’s ideas.

Though in what follows I will extract from Bolzano’s writings quite a compre-
hensive account of merely possible entities, one should be aware that Bolzano 
commented on such entities rather sporadically and in passing. There is no single, 
longer passage in which he exclusively and exhaustively deals with merely possible 
objects. If, however, one collects the remarks Bolzano made on several occasions, 
they can be recognized as pieces out of which a theory emerges.

3.1 ‘Merely Possible’ Has a Modifying Function

If we follow Meinong, merely possible objects can have many ordinary properties 
in common with actual things. Concerning a merely possible golden mountain, 
to use his famous example,22 Meinong would hold that evidently such a thing is 
both a mountain and golden.23 Generally speaking, Meinong would subscribe to 
the correctness of the following schema:

(MPF) A merely possible F is an F.24

Although Bolzano would also claim that there are non-actual, merely possible 
golden mountains, the similarities with Meinong soon come to an end: Bolzano 

20 Bolzano, Aufsatz, worin eine von Hrn. Exner in seiner Abhandlung: ‘Über Realismus und Nominalismus’ 
angeregte logische Frage beantwortet wird, in GA 1.18: 67–76, at 73.

21 By the way, it might be interesting to speculate a little about what motivated Bolzano scholars to 
neglect his acceptance of merely possible objects. I can think of at least three possible motives. Since 
they will turn up in due course, I shall not comment upon them here, but touch on them briefly in 
section 4.

22 Incidentally, the golden mountain, though usually associated with Meinong, already belonged 
to Bolzano’s stock of examples; see WL I, §67: 305.

23 Thus, Meinong writes, for instance: “Not only is the much-mentioned golden mountain made 
of gold, but equally is the round square as certainly round, as it is square” (Über Gegenstandstheorie,
490).

24 Even for Meinong there are some problematic instances of (MPF). Is a merely possible, 
impossible mountain both possible and not? To separate the problematic cases from the others, 
Meinongians will usually invoke the distinction of nuclear and extra-nuclear properties, and 
hold that at least all those instances of ‘F’ which signify a nuclear property yield true instances 
of (MPF). See, for example, Terence Parsons, Non-existent Objects (New Haven-London: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1980), 22–27; and cf. Dale Jacquette, Meinongian Logic (Berlin-New York: Walter 
de Gruyter, 1996), 114–16. Another manoeuver which may help is to distinguish two different 
modes of predication. Though favoured by some Meinongians (e.g., by Edward Zalta, Abstract
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wholeheartedly denies what Meinong takes to be obvious, i.e., that a merely pos-
sible golden mountain is a mountain (and golden).

His denial is based on some observations about the peculiarity of the linguistic 
device of attributive phrases, and it also allows for an explanation of why Meinong’s 
claim may seem obvious. If Bolzano is right, someone who thinks like Meinong in 
this matter is deceived by surface grammar. Meinong’s claim derives its plausibility 
from an analogical reasoning along the following lines: every mountain surely is 
a mountain, just like every ball is a ball. Now, every 1,000-meter high mountain is 
both 1,000 meters high and a mountain—just like every green ball is both green 
and a ball. And, similarly, a merely possible golden mountain will be golden, a 
mountain, and merely possible—just like a small green ball surely is small, green, 
and a ball.

But the relevant analogy does not extend far enough, and its breakdown can 
be seen from some uncontroversial cases. The schematic sentence, 

Every G is a G,25

has many false instances, a fact to which Bolzano repeatedly drew attention. 
Thus, he correctly held that a depicted fish is not both depicted and a fish. To the 
contrary, it is not a fish at all, but a pictorial representation of a fish.26 Another 
counterexample to the schema is provided by ‘presumed murderers’; while some 
presumed murderers really are murderers, some others are innocent people who 
are wrongly accused.

We can therefore classify particular uses of attributive phrases into different 
categories.27 We may do so in purely extensional terms. For sake of simplicity, I
will mainly concentrate on adjectives used attributively, but everything I say can 
easily be applied to complex adjectival phrases or non-adjectival phrases as well. 
Let us begin with the paradigm case, represented by examples like ‘red’ in ‘red 
ball’ or ‘small’ in ‘small mountain.’ Here, by qualifying an expression e with some 
attributive qualification, we demarcate a subclass of the things of which e is true. To 
coin a phrase, I will say that such an attributive phrase is determining the qualified 
phrase.28 (The following classifications of attributes are only relative ones, relative 
to a certain usage of the given expression; only for brevity’s sake I will sometimes 
talk as if the distinctions applied to the phrases simpliciter.) So we have:

Objects: An Introduction to Axiomatic Metaphysics [Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1983]), this strategy cannot be 
attributed to Meinong himself, who explicitly adopted the nuclear / extra-nuclear approach. (Inci-
dentally, both approaches are due to Meinong’s student Ernst Mally; see Jacquette, Meinongian Logic,
14–28, for an overview about the respective proponents and merits of both approaches.)

25 Here and elsewhere ‘G’ is simply as a placeholder for a general term, whereas ‘ ’ is a placeholder 
for a linguistic attribute qualifying the general term, such as ‘gold’ in ‘gold mountain’.

26 See WL I, §59: 257–58. Notice that the expression ‘depicted fish’ is ambiguous, and in one 
possible understanding of it, a depicted fish is depicted and a fish: for we could call a fish of which 
some painter has created a picture a depicted fish.

27 While Bolzano puts his observation at least partly in terms of ideas and their mode of composi-
tion (see WL I, §59: 257), I shall stick to some uncontroversial, linguistic data.

28 Following Dähnhardt (Wahrheit und Satz an sich, 43)—who in turn follows Morscher (Das logische 
An-sich bei Bernard Bolzano, 53)—I take on terminological loan from Franz Brentano and Anton Marty, 
who distinguished between determining and modifying attributes; see the footnote beginning on page 
60 of Brentano’s Psychologie vom empirischen Standpunkt II (Leipzig: Felix Meiner, 1925), and Anton 
Marty, Untersuchungen zur Grundlegung der allgemeinen Grammatik und Sprachphilosophie [Untersuchungen], 
vol. 1 (Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1908), 60 and 514. My use of these terms, however, differs from theirs.
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(Df. Det) The attributive phrase ‘ ’, used on a particular occasion to qualify 
a general term ‘G’, is determining df. All Gs are Gs, while not 
all Gs are Gs.

Since all red balls are balls while not every ball is red, ‘red’ as used in ‘red ball’ is 
determining. In the case of a determining attribute ‘ ’, it seems sensible to call 
Gs a special sort (or kind) of Gs.

In the definition, I made use of two sentential schemata. By varying the con-
tained quantificational expressions, we can discover other kinds of attributive 
phrases. Using three quantifier expressions, ‘no’, ‘all’ and ‘(only) some’, we get 
the following matrix:

(S-1) (No / (only) some / all) Gs are Gs.
(S-2) (No / (only) some / all) Gs are Gs.

Let us put it to use: some attributive phrases do not change the class of objects 
demarcated by the modified expression at all. They may be called “redundant”:

(Df. Red) The attributive phrase ‘ ’, used on a particular occasion to qualify 
a general term ‘G’, is redundant df. All Gs are Gs, and all Gs
are Gs.

Defined like that, ‘redundant’ has no epistemic import; while there are evidently
redundant attributive phrases, as ‘male’ in ‘male bachelors’, there are also non-
evidently ones, as ‘prime’ in ‘prime square root of 4’, and there are even contin-
gently redundant attributes, as ‘black’ in ‘black raven’.

Now for a more important case: some attributive phrases exchange the class 
of objects demarcated by an expression for a completely distinct class—as the 
adjective ‘depicted’ does in Bolzano’s example of the phrase ‘depicted fish’.29 I
call these phrases modifying :

(Df. Mod) The attributive phrase ‘ ’, used on a particular occasion to qualify 
a general term ‘G’, is modifying df. No Gs are Gs, and no Gs
are Gs.30

Another example of a modifying attributive phrase would be ‘toy’ in ‘toy duck’ 
(contrary to the other examples, it is here a noun which plays the attributive 
role).

29 As far as I understand him, Marty holds the thesis that a modifying attribute literally modifies 
the meaning of the qualified general term, such that ‘fish’ should have different meanings in ‘depicted 
fish’ and ‘blue fish’, and thus be ambiguous (in Untersuchungen, 137, he explicitly talks about equivoca-
tions resulting from modifying attributes). This strikes me as utterly implausible. When we learn how 
to use ‘depicted’, we do not learn new meanings of all those general terms which may be qualified 
by it. Rather, we learn to derive the meaning of ‘depicted F ’ from the meanings of its components. 
The difference from a determining attribute as ‘blue’ in ‘blue fish’ consists in how the meaning of 
the component is derived, not in what the common component (in our case ‘fish’) means. What is 
modified or determined by an attribute, according to my usage, is not the meaning of any term, but 
rather the class of objects of which the qualified term is true.

30 I exclude those instances of the schemata, such that ‘there are no Gs’ comes out true. Other-
wise I had to count ‘female’ in ‘female chancellor of Germany’ as modifying by the standards of (Df.
Mod), if only there were no female German chancellors. Of course, one could integrate the required 
distinctions explicitly in the definitions, but for reasons of brevity, I refrain from doing so.
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The distinction between determining, modifying, and redundant uses of ad-
jectives, as defined above, is not yet exhaustive. Sometimes, an attributive phrase 
adds some new elements to the class demarcated by the modified expression 
while leaving some others in. Because of its addition of some new elements, we 
may call such an attribute partly-modifying. We can then distinguish between two 
species of partly-modifying attributes: those which also narrow down the original 
class of objects and those which leave it unchanged. An attribute that throws out 
some of the objects of the starting is not only partly-modifying, but also partly-
determining:

(Df. Partly-Modifying / Partly-Determining) 
The attributive phrase ‘ ’, used on a particular occasion to qualify a general 
term ‘G’, is partly-modifying and partly-determining df. Only some Gs are 
Gs, and only some Gs are Gs.

The attribute “apparent” serves as an example: some apparent idiots are indeed
idiots, while others turn out to be witty and nice if you come to know them better 
(so ‘apparent’ is partly-modifying). On the other hand, not all idiots wear their 
character on their sleeves, and therefore not all idiots are apparent idiots (so, 
‘apparent’ is partly-determining). Another example was given above: ‘presumed 
murderer’.

Finally, an attribute may be partly-modifying while not being partly-determin-
ing:

(Df. Partly-Modifying) 
The attributive phrase ‘ ’, used on a particular occasion to qualify a general 
term ‘G’, is partly-modifying but not partly-determining df. Only some Gs
are Gs, while all Gs are Gs.

An example is provided by talk of possible lottery winners. Everyone who plays 
the lottery is a possible winner. But not every possible winner will really be win-
ner—while all of those who are lucky enough to win do not lose their status of 
being possible winners (though they are not merely possible winners).

The propounded taxonomy of different uses of attributive phrases can be 
summed up in a diagram (figure 1):31

31 One may wonder whether the taxonomy is complete as it stands. Indeed, my characterisation 
of attributive uses is based on the two schematic sentences, (S-1) and (S-2), each of which allows for 
three variants (due to the three quantificational phrase ‘no’, ‘(only) some’, and ‘all’). Thus, nine 
combinations are possible, while I present only five (redundant, determining, modifying, and two 
variants of partly-modifying). Accordingly, I left out four possibilities. On reflection, however, all of 
these can be discounted for being logically inconsistent (it cannot be the case, for example, that no 
Gs are Gs, while some Gs are Gs). The distinctions made are, therefore, exhaustive.
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The distinctions made so far are purely extensional; whether an attribute, 
used on a particular occasion, is determining or redundant can be a matter of 
contingent fact. But we may use the distinctions to characterize some semantic 
classifications that are independent of such contingent factors. Thus, the general
function of an attributive phrase, used in combination with a general term G, can 
be called modifying, if its meaning secures that its uses will be modifying; i.e., if 
the truth of a statement of the form ‘x is a G’ (in a given use) strictly entails the 
truth of “x is not a G.”32 Furthermore, we might say that an attributive phrase has 
a determining function, if its meaning allows only for determining and redundant 
uses. Then we can say that, as a matter of fact, ‘black’, combined with ‘raven’, is
redundant, while it has a determining function.33

Equipped with these distinctions, we are well prepared to understand how 
Bolzano scores against Meinong. The contention that a merely possible moun-
tain surely is a mountain—and its generalized version, (MPF)—could arise, as we 
have seen, from assimilating the function of ‘merely possible’ to the paradigmatic 
function of attributive phrases, i.e., the determining function. However, this is 
to misunderstand the use of epithets like ‘possible’ and ‘merely possible’. In his 

32 A referee helped me see the importance of distinguishing between an attribute’s being deter-
mining and its having a determining function. However, as some later correspondence made clear to me, 
by drawing the distinction the way I do (I explain the non-extensional notion with recourse to the 
extensional), I only partly followed the referee’s advice. She/he apparently thinks that the basic notion 
is the non-extensional one. Perhaps this is correct. But then, I am uncertain about how to decide this 
issue, and the above account still seems reasonable to me.

33 A grammatical mark of an attribute’s having a determining function is that it smoothly allows 
for a rephrasing into a relative clause. This is both true of determining phrases (a red ball is a ball that
is red) and of redundant phrases (a black raven is a raven that is black). But it is inappropriate to call 
a depicted fish (in the intended reading) a fish which is depicted (cf. Bolzano, WL I, §59: 257–58; and 
Dähnhardt, Wahrheit und Satz an sich, 40–44). Brentano and Marty seem to subsume under the head 
of the determining both of the cases which I call determining and redundant attributes. This indicates 
that by ‘determining attribute’ they mean what I mean by ‘attribute with a determining function’.

Figure 1. Uses of linguistic attributes
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discussion of Leibniz’s account of propositions as possible thoughts,34 Bolzano 
explains how we should not understand the linguistic attribute ‘possible’:

The concept that Leibniz’s expression cogitatio possibilis . . . represents is composed 
of the two concepts cogitatio and possibilis. However it is not composed in the same 
way in which many a concept expressed by a combination of a substantive and an 
epithet (as for example: a golden candlestick) is built up from the concepts that are 
indicated by the substantive and the epithet (in our example: candlestick and some-
thing golden). A golden candlestick is a kind of a candlestick in general; a possible 
thought, on the other hand, is not a kind of a thought in general, but merely a kind 
of a possibility. (WL I, §23: 92)35

Bolzano’s remark that the possible thought is “not a kind of a thought” but merely 
“a kind of a possibility” may sound somewhat esoteric at first. But above, I pointed 
out that in the case of a determining attribute ‘ ’ it makes sense to say that Gs
are a particular sort of Gs. If we rephrase Bolzano’s message in our terminology, 
we find that, when he declares that the possible thought is not a kind of a thought, 
he just denies that ‘possible’ has a determining function—and rightly so, as we 
have already seen from the example of the possible lottery winner. So the possible 
thought is not a kind of a thought in general, just as the apparent idiot is not a 
sort of idiot.

But what about the rest of Bolzano’s remark, i.e., that the possible thought is a
kind of a possibility? To use the comparison with the apparent idiot again, it hardly 
makes sense to proclaim the apparent idiot to be a kind of an “appearance.” 
Instead of illuminating Bolzano’s remark, the analogy makes it even more dubi-
ous. What should we say about it then? I suggest we should read Bolzano as using 
‘possibility’ as proxy for “possible object.” Admittedly, there is a tension between 
this understanding and an ordinary usage of ‘possibility’. On natural occasions, 
to classify something as a possibility calls for supplementing the predicate with 
a that-clause (“that we will loose the elections is, unfortunately, a possibility”) or 
perhaps some nominalizations that can be substituted for that-clauses in certain 
contexts (“losing the elections must be recognized as a possibility,” “the loss should 
have been thought of as a possibility in advance”). This explains why Bolzano’s 
assertion sounds so queer. (The queerness, by the way, is even stronger when we 
speak of particular individuals; normally, no one would ever utter the strange 
phrase ‘Robert Burke is a possibility’.) But if we read Bolzano’s ‘possibility’ as an 
abbreviation of ‘possible object’, his remark is correct, albeit misleadingly put 
(and, of course, Robert Burke is a possible, yet actual, object). To please modern 
readers, instead of ‘a possibility’ Bolzano could have used a related Latin phrase, 
namely ‘a possibile’—whoever is acquainted with the relevant discourse in modal 
logic would have had no problems of understanding him then.

Now let us focus on ‘merely possible’; in its natural understanding it is indeed 
used in a modifying way. A merely possible winner is not a winner, and a winner 

34 Bolzano refers to Leibniz’s essay, Dialogus de connexione inter res et verba. For a discussion of the 
legitimacy of Bolzano’s interpretation of Leibniz’s views, see Massimo Mugnai, “Leibniz and Bolzano 
on the ‘Realm of Truths’,” in Florence Centre for the History and Philosophy of Science, ed., Bolzano’s Wis-
senschaftslehre 1837–1987 (Proceedings of the International Workshop, Florence 1987) (Florence: Leo S. 
Olschki, 1992): 207–20.

35 Cf. WL I, §27: 145.
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is not a merely possible one. Similarly, a merely potential shooting star is not a 
star at all; and genuine stars, on the other hand, are not adequately described as 
merely potential stars. Bolzano would therefore correctly reject the Meinongian 
thesis that a merely possible golden mountain is a golden mountain which just 
lacks existence, since it is based on a misunderstanding of the rules that govern our 
use of the attribute ‘merely possible’: whatever a merely possible golden mountain 
may be, it is surely not a golden mountain.36

Accordingly, admitting that there are merely possible golden mountains in no 
way amounts to the claim that there are golden mountains (with some or the other 
sort of being). Indeed, if there are no actual golden mountains, then there are 
no golden mountains at all. Bolzano provides a simple reason:

As to the circumstance that if there are no actual objects having all the attributes 
thought of in our idea, there are perhaps some objects in the realm of the possible 
which have these attributes, one may not forget that our idea of the philosopher 
Socrates requires him to have actually existed (some 2000 years ago). From this it 
follows that an entity which did not exist back then cannot be an object of this idea. 
The same holds true of all ideas which due to their nature require their objects to be 
something actual (whether at a particular time, or at all times). We must never say of 
those ideas that they comprise more objects than there are actual things which are 
the way the ideas describe them. For the merely possible things, which lack actuality 
(at the particular time), do not stand under these ideas already for the reason that 
they lack actuality. (WL I, §68: 307)

It is constitutive of the nature of the idea [philosopher] that a philosopher is 
something actual. Speaking with Bolzano, the idea is actuality-requiring (wirklich-
keitsfordernd),37 and so is also the idea of a mountain. Everything which is rightly 
called a mountain must be located somewhere and must possess causal powers, 
while nothing which lacks actuality can ever be a mountain. It could, however, 
be a merely possible mountain, because ‘merely possible’ is used as a modifying 
attribute here.

The upshot of this section is that Bolzano denies the following pair of theses, 
on which Meinong’s theory of merely possible objects is built:

(MT-1) Merely possible Fs are Fs,
(MT-2) There are Fs (of some sort), if only there could be Fs.

The first thesis gets the linguistic function of the attribute ‘merely possible’ wrong, 
and the second fails since if the idea of an F involves the actuality of its objects, 

36 Incidentally, Marty, whose later birth made it possible for him to reply directly to Meinong, also 
refers to his distinction between determining and modifying attributes in a longer passage critically 
addressed to Meinong (Marty, Untersuchungen, 341–49, esp. 345, n. 3).

37 We find an indication of Bolzano’s notion in Linsky and Zalta’s account of merely possible objects 
(“In Defense of the Simplest Quantified Logic,” 456, n. 42): they call a property concreteness-entailing if 
it can only be possessed by concrete entities, i.e., by entities which are tempo-spatially located. I may 
add that I do not know how to define the intended notion exactly; a straightforward way consists in 
saying that ideas are actuality-requiring if and only if, necessarily, every object of the idea is actual. 
However, this definition would render any necessarily empty idea actuality-requiring. But this is clearly 
inadequate for some such ideas: take the idea [round square]. So, one might restrict the definition to 
ideas which are possibly objectual. That, however, would also exclude ideas such as [married bachelor]. 
But is there not a point in calling this idea, albeit necessarily empty, actuality-requiring? Anyway, we 
should have a sufficient grasp of the idea to handle more ordinary cases.
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then there are no Fs, if there are no actual Fs. The reasons for Bolzano’s denial 
seem compelling to me.

3.2 Merely Possible Objects

I shall now address the question about the nature of Bolzanian merely possible 
objects more directly. As can be seen from the quotations in section 2, when 
Bolzano speaks of merely possible objects, he contrasts them with actual objects; 
Bolzanian mere possibilities are non-actual objects.

Somewhat surprisingly, when Bolzano uses the attributive phrase ‘merely pos-
sible’ in combination with the term ‘object’, he deviates from its ordinary use. 
For we have seen that normally ‘merely possible’ is used in a modifying way—a 
fact on which Bolzano relies (although he did not put it in that terminology) in 
holding that merely possible mountains are not mountains. But since in Bolzano’s 
idiolect, ‘object’ is a term true of everything there is,38 if there are merely possible 
objects, then they must be objects. So when Bolzano calls something a merely pos-
sible object, he gives ‘merely possible’ a determining use after all, and thus sins 
against his own insights.

We may, however, reconcile Bolzano’s usage of ‘merely possible object’ with the 
modifying function of ‘merely possible’ by ascribing to him an elliptical manner 
of speaking: when he calls something a merely possible object, he just saves some 
breath; it would have been more accurate, though more cumbersome, to speak of 
objects which are merely possibly actual, that is, of merely possibly actual objects. Here 
the ‘merely possible’ has its ordinary, modifying use. What it modifies, however, is 
not term ‘object’ but rather the adjective ‘actual’ (or the phrase ‘actual object’). 
So we can define Bolzano’s notion of a merely possible object as follows:

(Df. MPO) x is a merely possible object df. x is non-actual & x is possibly 
  actual.

But now the question arises about what relation holds between being a merely 
possible object and a merely possible F for some arbitrary instance of ‘F’. Here, 
first of all, it is important to notice that for suitable instances of ‘F’, a merely pos-
sible F may well be an actual object, and thus not a merely possible one. All people 
who play the lottery are possible winners (at least all those who do not breach the 
rules). Most of them, however, turn out to be merely possible winners. So there 
are actual people, made of flesh and blood, who are merely possible winners; ac-
cordingly, being a merely possible F is not sufficient for being a merely possible 
object in Bolzano’s sense.

Nevertheless, there is more to say about the connection of being a merely 
possible object and being a merely possible F. First, there cannot be a “bare” pos-
sibile which is only that—merely possibly actual. (For sake of brevity, I henceforth 
use ‘possible’ as a convenient abbreviation of “merely possible object”; mind the 
‘merely’.) Everything which is possibly actual must possess the possibility to be 
an actual thing of some specific sort. So every merely possible object will also be a 
merely possible F for some substantive instances of ‘F’. While this is, of course, 

38 See WL I, §99: 459.
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also true of actual objects (no person is everything he could have been), there is 
an important difference between actual objects and possibilia: usually there are 
many things to say about an actual object much more informative than what it 
could have been. Describing some man as a merely possible winner does not tell us 
much about him (though it tells us something, for sure). Things are different with 
merely possible objects, however. Apart from saying that they are non-actual, the 
most informative way of characterizing them will refer to their merely potential 
characteristics.39 The most important things to say about a merely possible hu-
man, for example, are that she could have been a human being, whose child she 
could have been, etc.

Second, while not every instance of F is such that being a merely possible F
suffices for being a merely possible object, some instances do suffice, namely those 
which signify essential properties of the things of which they are true.40 If belonging 
to a given biological species, for example, is an essential property of every member 
of that species, then everything which is a merely possible member of the species 
must be a possibile. Thus, nothing actual can be a merely possible human, if being 
human is an essential property.

One may wonder at this place how far a human being could be essentially human 
on Bolzano’s picture: a property P is usually said to be essential to an object x if 
and only if, necessarily, if x exists then x possesses P. To make sense of this explica-
tion we need a predicate of existence; this is ordinarily defined via the existential 
quantifier: x exists df. y. y = x. Essentiality is then defined as follows:

(Df. Ess-1)  P is an essential property of x df. £ ( y. y = x x possesses 
P).

But in the framework of merely possible objects developed, a horse could have 
existed as a merely possible horse, and thus as no horse at all. Therefore, being a 
horse cannot be an essential property in the sense of (Df. Ess-1). The same will hold 
for nearly all common examples of essential properties, such as having a specific 
genetic makeup, originating from a certain cell, or being fathered by Bertrand Rus-
sell. Merely possible objects are not fathered, do not originate from cells, etc.

But I pointed out in section 1 that Bolzano takes ‘exist’ to be ambiguous; 
sometimes it means as much as ‘actual’. If we employ this idea, we can define an 
alternative notion of essentiality that serves our purposes:

39 Cf. Williamson, “Bare Possibilia,” 266, and “The Necessary Framework of Objects,” 204.
40 In general, when I talk about essential properties (and also when I make use of modal no-

tions), I rely upon standard modern views on modality which sometimes do not square with some 
of Bolzano’s ideas on modality. (For a helpful discussion of these ideas, see Mark Textor, Bolzanos
Propositionalismus [Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1996], ch. 5, esp. 244–47 on Bolzano’s 
notion of an essential property.) In particular, I neglect Bolzano’s official doctrine that a prop-
erty can be called essential to an object x only relative to some idea under which x is conceived 
(see WL I, §111: 520). Though my approach may thus be unfaithful to some aspects of Bolzano’s 
philosophical system, I take it that it is much more fruitful for an appraisal of Bolzano’s theory of 
possibilia to presuppose some modern views on modality. Furthermore, it can even be argued that 
Bolzano implicitly relies on an unrelativized notion of essentiality now and then, since he seems 
to assume that certain objects must fall under certain ideas (cf. Schnieder, Substanz, 201–02).
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(Df. Ess-2)   P is an essential property of x df. £ (x is actual x possesses 
P).41

By distinguishing two senses of ‘exist’, we accordingly get two senses of ‘essential’.
On Bolzano’s theory of mere possibilities, substantial examples of essential prop-
erties belonging to actual things will be essential only in one sense of the word, 
captured by (Df. Ess-2); so this is the sense I employ in what follows.42

In one sense of ‘exist’, most actual objects (with the possible exception of God) 
could have failed to exist: they could have failed to be actual. Now, imagine that 
the Eiffel Tower had never been built. Bolzano would describe such a counter-
factual situation as one in which that actual object which is the Eiffel Tower had 
nevertheless been there: not as a tower, though, but as a merely possible tower, a 
non-actual object with the potential to make the transition into actuality as a tower. 
The readers of these lines, likewise, would have been merely possible objects if 
they had never been born at all. So, in the other sense of ‘exist’—in which non-
actual objects exist as well as actual ones—no actual object could have failed to 
do so; for whether it had been actual or not, there would have been something 
identical to it.

3.3 Impossibility, Abstractness, and Modal Spheres

Merely possible objects are to be distinguished from non-actual entities of another 
sort. Some of the things there are lack, by their nature, actuality. There are, for ex-
ample, numbers, propositions, and ideas, and neither are they actual nor could 
they have been so. They are not possible in the sense in which an object is possible 
just in case it could have been actual.43

Consequently, one might call them “impossible” (which would be short for 
“not possibly actual”)—and as we shall see, Bolzano does this. However, this title 
is certainly misleading. For it does not seem unnatural to declare, for example, 
“Round squares are impossible.” Here we do not mean that there are round squares 
while they could not have been actual; instead, we mean that there could not have 
been any round squares. Thus, we may distinguish two meanings of ‘impossible’: in 
the first sense, ‘impossible’ is true of everything that is neither actual nor possibly 
actual. In the second sense, ‘impossible’ does not function as something that is 
true of anything. But it can be used to formulate true statements by combining it 
with terms expressing contradictory ideas, like ‘round square’ (presumably, this is 
the more natural interpretation of the term). Used like that, ‘impossible’ differs 
crucially from other modal notions; while the other notions demarcate spheres 

41 It might be advisable to add the clause ‘ . . . & Ø x possesses P’ to the definiens—otherwise, 
entities which are non-actual by necessity would have all actuality-entailing properties essential, though 
lacking them necessarily.

42 Linsky and Zalta (“In Defense of the Simplest Quantified Logic,” 447; “In Defense of the Con-
tingently Nonconcrete,” 291) make the same distinction between two senses of ‘essential property’.

43 The distinction I shall make (i.e., the distinction between abstract and merely possible objects) 
is also made by Williamson (“Bare Possibilia,” 265–66) and by Linsky and Zalta (“In Defense of the 
Contingently Nonconcrete,” 293, n. 10). (In “In Defense of the Simplest Quantified Logic,” 446,
Linsky and Zalta had not yet made this distinction in these terms, but rather distinguished between 
contingently and necessarily abstract objects).
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44 Beware of new confusions: ‘abstract’ is a term with multiple uses; philosophers differ in what 
they are willing to call abstract, and these are not just disputes about single cases. There are differences 
with regard to the very point of calling something abstract: one cluster of notions of abstractness is tied, 
in one way or another, to the notions of space, time, and causality (this is the relevant cluster for the 
present concerns). Another tradition ties the notion of abstractness more or less directly to the act 
of (mentally) abstracting something from something; though such a notion will have a psychological 
flavor in its origin, it may perhaps be freed of it by turning to the idea of something’s being an aspect of 
something else. (See, for example, Donald Williams, “Universals and Existents,” Australasian Journal of 
Philosophy 64 [1986]: 1–14, at 3). And these are but two influential strands of the usage of ‘abstract’.

of objects, there simply are no “impossible objects” in the second sense of ‘impos-
sible’, and therefore “they” do not form a sphere.

To avoid confusion, it might be better avoid the term ‘impossible’ and speak 
of abstract objects on the one hand,44 and take a deeper breath to describe what 
we want to describe with the second notion of impossibility: that it leads to a con-
tradiction to assume that there are things of such-and-such a sort.

We may now use the following stock of adjectives to classify entities with respect 
to our current interest:

(a) actual
(b) non-actual
(c) possible
(d) necessary
(e) contingent
(f) merely possible
(g) abstract

The relations between the mentioned modal terms can be illustrated by the fol-
lowing diagram (figure 2):

Figure 2. Modal realms (and some inhabitants)

To finish our discussion of these modal notions, a short exegetical digression 
is in order. It might help to explain how the aforementioned scholarly tendency 
to ignore Bolzano’s conception of merely possible objects could arise.
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Unfortunately, Bolzano himself apparently muddled up the two notions of im-
possibility distinguished above in a passage quite pivotal to his ideas about modality. 
In section 182 of the Theory of Science—a section wholly devoted to a discussion of 
modal notions—he proposes a definition of ‘is necessary’ as a predicate which is 
true of an entity if it is necessarily actual (the intended extension for this predicate 
is God). Bolzano then goes on as follows:

If to the contrary not the proposition: A’ is, but rather the proposition: A’ is not, is a 
purely conceptual truth: then we say that the object A which stands under the idea 
A’ is impossible. (WL II, §182: 230)45

Bolzano here defines a concept, [impossible], which should be true of certain 
objects, namely of those about which it is conceptually true to say that they are not 
(i.e., that they are not actual). That is, he defines a notion of abstractness. Thus, 
an example of an impossible entity in the sense defined would be a proposition. 
(Incidentally, we met this Bolzanian use of ‘impossible’ before; in a passage quoted 
in section 2, Bolzano talks of dividing the universal domain into two subclasses, 
the possible and the impossible objects). However, Bolzano himself gives the fol-
lowing example to illustrate his notion:

Thus we say, for example, that an omnipotent creature is something impossible, 
because the proposition that there is no such creature is a purely conceptual truth. 
(WL II, §182: 230)

Here Bolzano temporarily misunderstands his own intention—or so we must 
assume. The example he provides misses its point. To start with, let me briefly 
explain the example. According to classical theism (on which Bolzano is relying 
here), there can be only one omnipotent being; such a being must furthermore be 
unconditioned (i.e., it must not caused by anything else). But a creature is something 
created and therefore a conditioned being; hence it cannot be omnipotent.

Now, however, it is easy to see that an omnipotent creature is not impossible in 
the sense Bolzano just defined. As we have seen, Bolzano would hold the concept 
of an omnipotent creature to be contradictory. Therefore, he would also hold that 
there simply is no such creature.46 But then, a fortiori, there is no such creature of which
it is conceptually true that it is non-actual. The only thing which is conceptually 
true is that there is no such thing. So we can say in the second sense of “impossible” 
that such a creature is impossible, but this is not the relevant sense here.

The quoted passage may have led some Bolzano scholars into confusion about 
his ideas on modality; the misleading example may have suggested that he was 
not defining a term true of objects at all, and this (wrong) reading possibly led to 
further misinterpretations of other passages about merely possible objects.

45 Bolzano normally uses an inverted comma after a schematic letter to talk about the idea ex-
pressed by a phrase substituted for the letter. In the quotation above, only the third inverted comma 
is in accordance with this rule, while the first two commas must be eliminated to render the whole 
passage sensible.

46 Bolzano did not believe in objects that exhibit contradictory properties, as he often declared 
quite explicitly. In fact, he uses contradictory object-ideas as standard examples of non-objectual ideas 
(see WL I, §§67, 70).
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3.4 Merely Possible Objects Are Not Indeterminate

Back to the substantial aspects of the theory and to another comparison between 
Meinong’s and Bolzano’s accounts: typically, a Meinongian merely possible object 
will be indeterminate, that is, there will be properties with respect to which it is not 
settled whether the object has them or not.47 Bolzano, however, was no friend of 
indeterminateness:

Not only actual objects, . . . but also merely possible objects, and even those objects, 
which can never become actual, in a word, all objects without any exception (any 
something you like) possess universal determinateness; such that it is wholly correct 
to say . . . that given any two contradictory features, every object (and thus every 
logical object) must possess one of them. (WL I, §45: 209)48

For the formulation of Bolzano’s contention, let us agree on the following con-
ventional schema: given a property P, ‘non-P’ denotes the property of lacking P.49

Then we can define the notion of an object’s being determinate as follows (if an 
object is not determinate, it is incomplete in Meinong’s sense):50

(Df. Dt) x is determinate df. P (x has P x has non-P).51

In the quoted passage, Bolzano can then be seen as advocating the principle:

(DT)  x (x is determinate).

The Meinongian golden mountain is neither green nor red, nor does it possess 
any other color. (I assume that ‘golden’ is not used as a color word here, but rather 
with the meaning made from gold.) However, Meinong would say, it is not colorless 
either. Here Bolzano disagrees. Any merely possible mountain will either pos-
sess a color or be colorless; and because only actual objects possess colors, every 
merely possible mountain is colorless. On the other hand, it seems likely that every 
merely possible mountain could have been of any color; so if x is such a possible 

47 Meinong speaks in such a case of incomplete objects: “the ‘abstract’ C has therefore the very 
peculiar property that it neither possesses nor lacks any intensity. . . . The object is not determined 
with regard to the moment of intensity. We cannot, as a result, call it simply undetermined, but rather 
incompletely determined, or maybe shorter ‘incomplete’.” (Meinong, Über die Stellung der Gegenstands-
theorie im System der Wissenschaften, in Alexius Meinong Gesamtausgabe V, ed. R. Haller, R. Kindinger, and 
R. M. Chisholm [Graz: Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsgesellschaft, 1973], 199–365, at 327). For a 
longer discussion of incompleteness, see Meinong, Über Möglichkeit und Wahrscheinlichkeit, in Alexius
Meinong Gesamtausgabe VI, ed. R. Haller, R. Kindinger, and R. M. Chisholm (Graz: Akademische Druck- 
u. Verlagsgesellschaft, 1972). According to Meinong, all actual and all subsisting (bestehende) objects 
are complete, while typical examples of merely possible objects are incomplete; however, he does not 
take incompleteness to be a necessary condition of being a merely possible object (Über Möglichkeit 
und Wahrscheinlichkeit, 179). While Jacquette (Meinongian Logic, 116) ignores this view of Meinong’s, 
Parsons (Non-existent Objects, 106–07) not only acknowledges it, but even attempts to prove that there 
are determinate non-existents.

48 Cf. Paradoxien des Unendlichen (Leipzig: Reclam, 1851), §26: 36–37.
49 Bolzano assumes that for every property P there is the corresponding property non-P (WL II, 

§136: 47).
50 For sake of simplicity, I neglect the fact that many properties are only possessed at certain times;

temporal qualifications could easily be integrated into the principle.
51 In their treatments of Meinong, Jacquette (Meinongian Logic, 117) and Parsons (Non-existent

Objects, 116) present essentially the same definition; their versions, however, employ the distinction 
between nuclear and extra-nuclear properties, which I can ignore for my purposes.
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mountain, then x will be possibly green, possibly red, etc. Of course, it will not be 
possibly green and red all over and simultaneously. The relation of possibly having 
a property is not closed under conjunction of properties:

(CC) x possibly has P & x possibly has Q
does not imply
x possibly has both P and Q.

It is worthwhile to reflect briefly upon the difference between (DT)—which Bol-
zano endorsed—and a principle which is similar, but which Bolzano rejects:

(OR) Of any two given propositions [a has P] and [a has non-P], one 
is true and the other is false.52

As long as we only focus on propositions whose subject-ideas are objectual, (OR) 
is a consequence of (DT), and indeed correct. Of the propositions [BS is human] 
and [BS is not human], one must be false and the other true. But when pairs of 
propositions with empty subject-ideas are considered, the principles come apart. 
(DT) does not have any implications about the truth or falsity of such pairs, while 
(OR) obviously has. And these implications can be rejected, even if one holds (DT) 
to be true: Bolzano takes every proposition with an empty subject-idea to be false.53

Thus, if we take [Vulcan] as an example of an empty idea, Bolzano will maintain 
that both of the following pair of propositions are false: [Vulcan has the property 
of being a planet] and [Vulcan has the property of not being a planet].

3.5 Past and Future Objects

Since there are merely possible objects, things which could have been actual 
though they are not, being actual is in general not a necessary feature of the ob-
jects possessing it. But Bolzano goes farther: being actual, he holds, is not only a 
contingent but even a temporary feature of the things that exhibit it; that is, it may 
be acquired at some time and lost at another.

Sometimes the actual realm acquires new inhabitants; houses are built and ba-
bies born. Sometimes it loses inhabitants; old men die and statues are pulled down 
and smashed into pieces. Together, the two kinds of events mentioned (something’s 
coming into being and something’s passing away) form the traditional category 
of substantial changes. In the following quotation, Bolzano relates his views about 
mere possibility to the topic of substantial change:54

If we can correctly claim about some object that it is becoming / coming into being or 
that it is about to come into being, then this object must obviously belong to the class 
of things that can become actual. But the object need not already possess actuality 

52 Notice that, just like (Df. Dt), (OR) makes use of predicate (or rather: property) negation and 
not of sentential negation—a distinction clearly drawn by Bolzano (WL II, §136). Bolzano accepts bi-
valence and thus thinks that, for any proposition, either it or its negation must be true (WL II, §125).
This is compatible with his denial of (OR), since the negation of [a has P] is not [a has non-P] but 
rather [it is not the case that a has P], which is, according to Bolzano, equivalent to [the proposition 
that a has P is false].

53 See, e.g., WL II, §§130 and 196: 328–30.
54 Williamson (“Bare Possibilia,” 265–66; “The Necessary Framework of Objects,” 204) also sees 

a connection between substantial change and the ontology of merely possible objects.
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when it is said to be coming into being; it will rather acquire this at some future time. 
(WL II, §183: 241)

Bolzano assumes that if some actual entity comes into being, no truly new object
is involved. Though he does not mention the notion of something’s passing away 
here, it seems likely that he would hold the parallel claim that, when an object 
passed away, it is not literally lost but just left the realm of the actual. Substantial 
change then involves only a change in the modal status of some objects, while 
the total stock of objects remains the same. So, if an entity x came into being at 
a time t, then before t there was a non-actual but possible object identical with x
which at t acquired actuality. Analogously, if an actual entity x passes away at t, it 
loses actuality at that moment—at later times there will be a non-actual object, 
identical with x.

To spell this out properly, we may introduce some temporalized modal notions 
and speak about mere possibility at a given time. We can define such a notion on 
the basis of a temporalized notion of actuality and the absolute notion of possibil-
ity with which he have dealt so far:

(MPS) x is merely possible simpliciter df. (i) x is a possible object, but 
(ii) x is never actual.

(MPR) x is merely possible at a time t df. (i) x is a possible object, and 
(ii) x is not actual at t.

So we can say that some objects are actual at some times and merely possible at 
others. For every moment, the class of possible objects will then divide into future,
present, and past objects, on the one hand, and those which are merely possible 
tout court, on the other.

3.6 What Merely Possible Objects Are There?

We have already learned most of the essentials of Bolzano’s conception of the 
different modal spheres and of merely possible entities. One central question, 
however, has not yet been tackled: what merely possible objects are there, accord-
ing to Bolzano’s theory?

Bolzano indirectly answers this question—at least partially—in a passage, in 
which he discusses under what conditions a given object-idea is objectual (i.e., 
conditions under which there are objects standing under the idea):

To come to a conclusion about this . . . , we have to . . . distinguish whether the 
properties that the idea attributes to its object presuppose the actual existence of the 
object or not. In the latter case the idea has to be pronounced objectual. For if the 
object of the idea is not to be something existing [i.e., something actual; BS] then it 
is evident that the idea could lack an object only for the reason that the assumption 
of its having one contradicts a conceptual truth. (WL III, §352: 406)

Bolzano lays down the following sufficient conditions of objectuality:
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(BOI) For every object-idea i, i is objectual if 
(a) i is not contradictory and 
(b) i is not actuality-requiring.55

(I use ‘x is contradictory’ as shorthand for ‘there are some conceptual truths that 
are incompatible with the assumption that x is objectual’. Used like that, it need not 
be easily recognizable whether a given idea is contradictory or not; in particular, 
being contradictory will not be a matter of the form of an idea.)

Principle (BOI) implies sufficient existence-conditions for certain sorts of 
objects. To formulate such conditions, we would customarily use a conditional 
whose consequent employs the standard existential idiom: ‘if p, then there are Fs’.
But instances of the universal statement (BOI) have a different form, ‘if p, then 
the idea [F] is objectual’. However, that difference is on Bolzano’s views merely a 
matter of surface grammar. As we saw in section 1, he takes a sentence of the form 
‘idea [F] is objectual’ to express the same content as the corresponding sentence 
of the form ‘there are Fs’.

So, principle (BOI) is indeed intended to yield existence conditions for a va-
riety of objects; more specifically, for a variety of non-actual objects. Such objects 
comprise, apart from abstract objects, also merely possible ones, and (BOI) implies 
existence-conditions for them.56 Let us state them explicitly: the idea [merely pos-
sible F] does not attribute actuality to its objects, and therefore satisfies condition 
(b) of (BOI). Hence, if (BOI) is true, the following schema must be valid:

(S-EM) If the idea [merely possible F] is not contradictory, then there 
are merely possible Fs.

Every instance of (S-EM) implies that there are objects which are merely possibly 
such-and-such; but not every such instance implies that there are merely possible 
objects. If we substitute ‘lottery winner’ for ‘F’, the result only implies that there 
are merely possible lottery winners; but, as we have seen, merely possible winners
need not be merely possible objects. If, however, we replace ‘F’ with a general term 
that signifies an essential property of actual objects, then the resulting instance of 
(S-EM) is an existence-condition for merely possible objects of some sort. If we 
substitute, for example, the general term ‘horse’, we obtain:

(1) If the idea [merely possible horse] is not contradictory, then there 
are merely possible horses.

On Bolzano’s account, the antecedent of (1) is true, and so there are merely 
possible horses.

Now that we know what existence-conditions for merely possible objects Bol-
zano has on offer, we should ask whether they are acceptable. Unfortunately, we 
have to answer in the negative. The conditions are governed by the extremely 

55 Where Bolzano speaks about an idea that attributes actuality to its object, I use the notion of an 
actuality-requiring idea (on this notion, see note 37). His formulation has two minor drawbacks: (i) the 
singular is misleading (after all, many ideas have a plurality of objects); (ii) to speak of the object of an 
idea sounds as if presupposing that there is such an object—but precisely this is at question here.

56 Pace Dähnhardt (Wahrheit und Satz an sich, 38–40), who treats the quotation as solely containing 
Bolzano’s existence criterion for abstract objects.
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generous principle (BOI), which is far too generous, as some examples produced 
by Simon Dähnhardt show. Consider the idea, [the object that Caesar’s recent 
thought was about]. Obviously, it is neither contradictory nor actuality-requiring 
(the idea would have had a non-actual object, if Caesar had just been thinking 
of a number). So, according to (BOI), the idea is objectual, but because Caesar
has been dead for centuries, he was not thinking anything recently. To suppose 
that there is an object about which he just formed some thoughts is, therefore, 
evidently mistaken, and so is (BOI). Or take Dähnhardt’s second example: the 
idea, [the object denoted (in English) by ‘the irrational prime number’]. This idea 
is not contradictory (the quoted expression could have had a different meaning 
in English), but as a matter of fact, it lacks an object. Both examples work by the 
same mechanism, and we could easily produce many analogous cases.

Dähnhardt’s counterexamples involve ideas that leave it unspecified whether 
their objects are actual or not. So, he suggests, we could remedy (BOI) by a scope-
restriction to ideas that require their (potential) objects to be non-actual:

(BOI*) For every object-idea i, i is objectual if 
(a) i is not contradictory and 
(b) i is non-actuality-requiring.

But this is no good either, as Dähnhardt’s own counterexamples, in a slightly 
modified form, show: the idea [the non-actual object that Caesar’s recent thought 
was about] passes both clauses of (BOI*), but it is certainly as non-objectual 
as Dähnhardt’s original example. The same holds for [the number denoted (in 
English) by ‘the irrational prime number’] and the idea [mathematical theorem 
named after Hegel] (the latter, an example suggested by Wolfgang Künne).

Both (BOI) and its variant (BOI*) have proven inadequate. Their deficits—so 
far brought out by examples concerned with abstract objects—are also relevant for 
merely possible objects: take the idea [merely possible human who is identical to 
BS]. According to Bolzano’s theory, the idea is not contradictory; I myself would 
have been its object, if I had never been born. Furthermore, the idea is non-actual-
ity-requiring. (I cling to my working assumption that being human is an essential 
feature of human beings; then any merely possible human is a non-actual object.) 
Hence, the said idea should be objectual both by the standards of (BOI) and 
(BOI*). But assume it were objectual; what could serve as its object? Obviously, it 
could not be me; I am not a merely possible human. So there would have to be, in
addition to myself, a merely possible myself.57 But that is absurd, at least if identity 
is necessary. For assume that x is a merely possible man identical to me. Then, by 
necessity of identity, x = myself. On the other hand, x, by assumption, is non-actual 
while I am actual; so, the Law of the Indiscernibility of Identicals yields x  myself. 
So, the assumption that the idea [merely possible human who is identical to BS] is 
objectual, together with the empirical fact of my actual existence, leads to a brute 

57 Morscher (Das logische An-sich bei Bernard Bolzano, 183) remarked that Bolzano (probably 
unintentionally) commits himself to accept a merely possible counterpart for every actual object x.
We have seen above that Morscher is right (pace Neemann, “Der Begriff der Möglichkeit bei Bernard 
Bolzano,” 79–80).
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contradiction. This not only defeats (BOI) and (BOI*), but it also shows that the 
existential schema (S-EM) is invalid.

What could be done about the defective principles? Dähnhardt observed that 
the ideas which he used as counterexamples against (BOI) are neutral with respect 
to the actuality of their objects, and he thought that it is this feature which makes 
them troublesome. He erred in his diagnosis. But the troublemakers have another 
feature in common that we can exploit to exclude problematic cases. They place 
certain constraints on how the actual realm is constituted, while these constraints 
are not met by reality: most of the troubling examples, albeit not presupposing 
the actuality of their objects, presuppose the actuality of some other objects, while 
the relevant presuppositions turn out to be false. Thus, the idea [the object that 
Caesar’s recent thought was about] presupposes that Caesar has recently engaged 
some thought, while he has not. The idea [mathematical theorem named after 
Hegel] presupposes that once some act of naming took place that actually did 
not take place. And the idea [the object denoted (in English) by ‘the irrational 
prime number’] presupposes that the phrase ‘the irrational prime number’ has 
an enacted usage of a kind which would bestow it with a reference. But the only 
existing usage is not of that kind. Things are slightly different with the idea [merely 
possible human who is identical to BS]. This idea presupposes the non-actuality of 
some object which, in fact, is actual: the said idea can only be objectual, if I am not
actual, and thus it requires the actual realm not to be inhabited by my person (to 
simplify exposition, I ignore the temporal aspects discussed in the last section).

So, all counterexamples against (BOI) are ideas whose objectuality would pre-
suppose the truth of some empirical claim—some claim concerning the make-up 
of the actual realm. Let us call ideas with such implications actuality-biased and all 
other ideas actuality-neutral. Now we can restrict (BOI) to ideas that are actuality-
neutral:

(BOI**) For every object-idea i, i is objectual if 
(a) i is not contradictory and 
(b) i is actuality-neutral.

The outcome is immune to counterexamples of the discussed style, and as far as I 
can see, no other problems are lurking for it. Furthermore, it nicely captures the 
spirit of Bolzano’s conviction which misled him into holding (BOI). His ontologi-
cal liberality is guided by the idea that there is a certain fundamental difference 
between the ontology of actual and the ontology of non-actual things: the popu-
lation of the actual realm is subject to various limiting factors of empirical nature. 
Inhabitants of this realm may be such as to exclude others from that realm. So, 
when it comes to its population, we have to look and see what it consists of. But if 
non-actual objects are concerned, there is nothing which could prevent any entity 
from being there, except for the laws of logic. There are no equivalents here to the 
empirical factors which place restrictions on what actual entities there are, such as 
the course of history and the laws of nature. This distinction is the defensible part 
of Bolzano’s idea. But he momentarily overlooked the fact that non-actual entities 
stand in relations to actual entities, and that they are accordingly describable in 
terms of those. So some ways of specifying non-actual entities are not actuality-
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neutral, and this circumstance opens a way for empirical factors to extend to the 
non-actual. By incorporating the requirement of actuality-neutrality into (BOI),
we save Bolzano’s idea from these cross-border factors.

Now let us return to our initial question: what merely possible objects are 
there? (BOI**), the improved version of Bolzano’s principle, still has many 
relevant existential implications. It implies that any actuality-neutral idea of the 
form [merely possible F] is objectual, thus for instance the idea [merely possible 
human]. So, (BOI**) implies that there are merely possible humans, which form 
a species of possibilia.

Having replaced (BOI) by an improved version, we can now try to find a sub-
stitute for the invalid schema, (S-EM). Contrary to what the schema implies, some 
ideas of the form [merely possible F] are non-objectual, because they carry wrong 
presuppositions about the actual realm. To obtain a valid variant of (S-EM), we 
accordingly have to weaken its assumptions:

(S-EM*) If the idea [merely possible F] is not contradictory, then there 
are possible Fs.

While instances of this schema imply that there are objects of some sort, namely 
possible Fs, these instances are neutral with respect to the ontological status of the 
objects they postulate; it is left open by (S-EM*) whether these objects are actual or 
non-actual. Due to this neutrality, (S-EM*) is compatible with the example that was 
problematic for (S-EM): the idea [merely possible human who is identical to BS] 
is not contradictory, but due to my actual existence it is not objectual either. So it 
defeats (S-EM). But (S-EM*) is unaffected, because there is a possible human who 
is identical to BS; I am this possible (and furthermore actual) human myself.

To better understand the neutrality of (S-EM*), we should see that possible Fs
could either be (i) actual Fs, or (ii) actual objects which are merely possibly Fs,
or finally (iii) possibilia which are merely possibly Fs. Thus, to make the import of 
(S-EM*) somewhat clearer, we could reformulate it as follows:

(S-EM**) If the idea [merely possible F] is not contradictory, then
(i) there are Fs, or
(ii)  there are non-actual objects which are merely possible Fs, 

or
(iii)  there are actual objects which are not Fs, but which could 

have been Fs.

Notice that the disjunction in (S-EM**) is inclusive: there can be actual Fs and 
non-actual merely possible Fs at the same time (there are mountains and there 
are merely possible mountains). Similarly, there can be at the same time actual 
and non-actual objects that are merely possible Fs (there are actual people who 
are merely possible winners, and yet there are also merely possible people that 
are also merely possible winners).

We have seen that some instances of (S-EM*) yield sufficient existence condi-
tions for various kinds of possibilia. What (S-EM*) cannot provide, however, are 
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necessary and sufficient existence-conditions, and due to its peculiar form it can-
not systematically cover all interesting cases. So it is a partial result, upon which I 
cannot improve here any further.58

Before finishing this section I want to point out that the validity of schema (S-
EM*) (the same holds for the defective original (S-EM)) implies the validity of the 
so-called Barcan Formula, which can be stated by the following schema:

(BF) Ø ( x. Fx) x Ø Fx.

To see this we just have to realize that if it is possible that there are Fs, then the 
idea [F] is not contradictory. The consequent of (BF) is just the consequent of 
(S-EM*).

Bolzano thus unknowingly committed himself to the acceptance of the Barcan 
Formula by postulating a generous principle such as (BOI**)—or: (BOI). This 
fact deserves to be stressed because it shows how close Bolzano’s account and 
Linsky’s, Zalta’s, and Williamson’s theories (to which I have referred repeatedly) 
really are. (The latter also assume the validity of the Barcan Formula, and they 
are even motivated, at least partly, by the intention to show how to validate the 
Formula).

4 .  c o n c l u s i o n

I have shown that Bolzano’s thoughts on merely possible objects form a coherent 
ontological view. His account has not been properly reconstructed before; indeed, 
it has sometimes been denied that there is any such account. In the background of 
the foregoing discussion, I may suppose that at least three factors have contributed 
to this fact. First, Bolzano’s remarks are scattered among his works and may have 
been overlooked by some readers. Second, general doubts about an ontological 
frame of mere possibilia may have been a motive to ignore or misinterpret passages 
in which Bolzano committed himself to such entities. And third, we have seen that 
Bolzano himself may have confused some of his readers by providing at a crucial 
place an example contravening the spirit of his own theory (see section 3.3).

But despite these possible reasons to neglect Bolzano’s account, we have seen 
that it indeed deserves to be so called. His views form a coherent picture, of which 
the following definitions, theorems and theorem-yielding schemata constitute the 
cornerstones:

(Df. MPO)  x is a merely possible object df. x is non-actual & x is possibly 
actual.

(Bol-1) A merely possible F is not an F.
(Bol-2) Every merely possible object is determinate.
(Bol-3) Actuality is a contingent and temporary property (at least gener-

ally; an exception to this claim may be provided by God).

58 Other existential claims about possibilia can be won from more sophisticated considerations that 
I cannot lay down here in detail. To have but one example, consider the fact that, for suitable instances 
of ‘F’, the number of Fs populating the universe will not be limited by any metaphysical boundaries 
(there are no limits to the possible number of mountains, human beings etc.). This insight may be 
used in an argument establishing on the basis of (S-EM*) that there are infinitely many merely possible 
Fs, if ‘F’ signifies an essential property of actual entities.
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(Bol-4) If an actual entity had not been actual, it would have been a pos-
sibile. When an entity comes into being or passes away it switches 
between actuality and mere possibility (in the temporalized 
sense).

(Bol-5) If there could be Fs, then there are possible Fs.

Because the current article is a study of Bolzano, I have not discussed the question 
about the merits of the discussed ontology of merely possible objects. Coherent 
as it is, the assumption that there are legions of non-actual, yet possible entities, 
of which all contingent entities could have been members, certainly has an air of 
absurdity to many contemporary philosophers. So we may wonder what motives 
had driven Bolzano to his position. Unfortunately though, it seems as if he did 
not feel the need to provide reasons here; I have never come across any attempt 
of doing it in Bolzano’s writings.

An argument for the acceptance of his ontological frame which had not been 
at Bolzano’s disposal was brought forward by Linsky, Zalta, and Williamson. These 
modern proponents of the theory are moved towards their ontology by consid-
erations about the relative merits of certain formal modal systems, in which the 
Barcan Formula is valid. Such a reasoning could not have motivated Bolzano, not 
even implicitly, since he simply did not know about formal modal logic at all.

Rather, if Bolzano really did not think it necessary to provide reasons for his 
ideas on mere possibilities, he apparently just deemed them intuitively plausible.
While nowadays, Bolzano’s intuitions may not be shared by many philosophers, we 
are shown by the works of Linsky, Zalta, and Williamson that his resulting theory 
may nevertheless still be attractive.59

59 I would like to thank audiences in Hamburg and Prague, as well as Thorsten Fellberg, Wolfgang 
Künne, Kevin Mulligan, Timothy Williamson, Ed Zalta, and two anonymous referees for the Journal
for their helpful comments.
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COMPATIBILISM AND THE NOTION OF RENDERING
SOMETHING FALSE

ABSTRACT. In my paper I am concerned with Peter van Inwagen’s Consequence
Argument. I focus on its probably best known version. In this form it crucially
employs the notion of rendering a proposition false, a notion that has never been
made sufficiently clear. The main aim of my paper is to shed light on this notion.
The explications offered so far in the debate all are based on modal concepts. I
argue that for sufficient results a “stronger”, hyper-intensional concept is needed,
namely the concept expressed by the word “because”. I show that my analysis is
superior to the prior ones. On the basis of this analysis I further explain why van
Inwagen’s argument fails.

1. THE AIM OF THIS PAPER

In this paper I will discuss van Inwagen’s famous Consequence
Argument and thereby the concept of someone’s rendering some-
thing false.

Van Inwagen’s argument which, if accepted, leads to the denial of
compatibilism has attracted immense attention in the debate about
free will. No wonder – it is a piece of striking conclusiveness and
clarity. He presents it in his An Essay on Free Will in three different
versions. The first of these crucially involves the notion of rendering
(a proposition) false.1 If someone acts in a certain way, we can
describe her behaviour as rendering or making some propositions
true or false. By raising my arm, I render it true, that my arm
rises, and at the same time I render it false, that my arm remains
motionless.

The concept is easily grasped, but it proves to be rather elusive
under philosophers’ scrutiny. Although it has been discussed quite a
lot, no satisfying explication has yet been given – or so I will argue
(section 3.d). But a proper analysis of the concept is wanting (see
section 3.c–d).

So I shall present such an analysis (section 4) and finally,
equipped with the analysis proposed, I will block van Inwagen’s
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strike against compatibilism (section 5). But first, in the next section,
I briefly present the Consequence Argument (whoever is familiar
with the argument and does not feel the need to refresh his memory
may skip the following section).

2. THE CASE AGAINST COMPATIBILISM:
THE CONSEQUENCE ARGUMENT

Let me briefly resume the Consequence Argument and its target.
Compatibilism is the thesis that the truth of determinism does not
imply there being no free will, where determinism is roughly the
thesis that everything that happens follows from earlier states of the
world and the laws of nature.2 More precisely, we could say:3

(Df. Det) Determinism is true ↔df.

(i) every proposition expressing the state of the world
at a time t, taken together with the laws of nature,
implies all propositions expressing states of the world
at times later than t &

(ii) for each time t there is a true proposition expressing
the state of the world at t.

Some remarks are in order: (Df. Det) mentions states and laws
of nature. Both expressions should be taken in an ordinary sense.
Laws of nature are a certain kind of true propositions of a general
form. What exactly distinguishes them from other true propositions
is subject to a long debate that can’t be entertained here. A state
of some thing can be understood as the totality of all its intrinsic
properties (in particular, relations to other times must be excluded).4

So, being about to explode after five minutes does not belong to any
thing’s state. Otherwise determinism would be trivialised. Finally,
that a proposition expresses a state of the world means it asserts
that the world is in that state.5 It may be that such propositions
are so complex that no human being could ever come to grasp or
even express them. Determinism could still be true, for it is not an
epistemic but a metaphysical thesis.

The phrase “freedom of the will” has been used with several
meanings. Van Inwagen is concerned with any notion of free will
that satisfies the following condition:6
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(FW) For all beings x:
If x has freedom of the will then it is sometimes the case that
x is able to act otherwise than she actually does.

So, the Consequence Argument is supposed to show that if deter-
minism is true, nobody ever was able to act otherwise than she acted.

Let’s turn to the argument itself. It explores the following, com-
pelling idea:

If determinism is true, then whatever happens follows from the laws of nature
together with some truths about earlier states of the world. If at a certain time we
had acted differently from the way we actually did, then either the past or the laws
of nature would have had to differ from the actual. But we can change neither the
past nor the laws of nature. Therefore, if determinism is true, we never had it
within our powers to act in way in which we actually did not act.

This is basically the idea of the Consequence Argument. Now for
the details: Van Inwagen’s version of the argument involves a (very)
short thought experiment: Imagine a certain judge, whom we may
call Othon, who did not raise his hand at time t. The argument
is supposed to show that under the assumption of determinism it
follows that Othon was not able to raise his hand at t.

Let “po” name a proposition expressing the state of the world at
a time t0 that is earlier than Othon’s birth. Let “p” be a name for a
proposition expressing the state of the world at t.

Van Inwagen’s argument can then be put as follows:7

(1) If determinism is true then p follows from the conjunction of p0
and the laws of nature.

(2) It is not possible that both Othon raises his hand at t and p is
true.

(3) If (2) is true then the following holds:
If Othon was able to raise his hand at t then he was able to render
p false.

(4) If Othon was able to render p false and p follows from the
conjunction of p0 and the laws of nature, then Othon was able
to render this conjunction false.

(5) If Othon was able to render the conjunction of p0 and the laws
of nature false, he was able to render the laws of nature false.

(6) Othon was not able to render the laws of nature false.

Therefore:
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(C) If determinism is true, then Othon was not able to raise his hand
at t.

Othon and his raising his hand are arbitrarily chosen and thus substi-
tutable for whatever actor and action you like. This leads to the result
that if the above argument is correct then, if determinism is true,
nobody ever was able to act in a way different from how he actually
acted.

The argument is definitely valid. To avoid the conclusion one thus
has to deny at least one of its premises. The first two of them are
uncontroversial. The remaining premises all make use of the notion
of someone’s rendering a proposition false. In the next section I shall
make some preliminary remarks about this notion and then sketch
what can be called the standard reply to the argument. I will argue
that this reply leaves open room for manoeuvring. In sections 4 and
5 I will then try to improve upon the reply.

3. THE STANDARD REPLY AND THE CONCEPT OF RENDERING
SOMETHING FALSE

a. Rendering Something False and Being Able to Render
Something False

Van Inwagen introduced the notion of an agent’s being able to render
a proposition false as a way of describing an agent’s powers, by
relating her abilities to the truth-values of propositions. Similarly,
but with a little more generality, we can state the following:

(Render) To say that someone rendered a certain proposition true
(or false) is a way of describing one of her actions.

So, if Jean raised her arm at t, she rendered it true that her arm rose
(at t) and she rendered it false, that it remained motionless at that
time. The greater generality of (Render) consists in two features:
(i) Van Inwagen focuses only on the power of rendering something
false. However, truth and falsity come as two sides of one coin and
whatever we say about “rendering false” should have an equiva-
lent for “rendering true”. (ii) That we can describe an action as
an instance of rendering a proposition true (or false) grounds the
possibility of describing a power for acting as the ability to render
a proposition true (or false). This can be seen from the fact that the
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phrase “x is able to render p false” contains the relational predicate
“. . . is able to . . .” as a part. This part does the job of making the
phrase a description of an ability. The other part, “. . . render p false”,
determines the kind of this ability by specifying the sort of action,
that the ability is an ability to undertake.

In the discussion centring around van Inwagen’s argument, it is
the longer phrase “x can render p false” that usually stood in the
limelight. Since I will comment on some proposals made, I will in
general follow this practise. However, it should be clear that the
ability part of the notion might be separated, and thus an analysis
of “x can render p false” implicitly provides insight into the concept
expressed by “x renders p false”.

b. Preliminary Clarifications: Propositions and Causality

Because a variety of things have been called by the title of a propo-
sition, I shall briefly explain what van Inwagen takes propositions to
be. Propositions in his sense are things that

(a) can be asserted, believed, doubted, etc., and that
(b) can be denoted by sentence nominalizations of the form: “that

p”, and that
(c) are the primary bearers of truth-values.8

Furthermore, they are abstract entities in the sense that they lack
position in space and time (which means that it is senseless to pre-
dicate any temporally or spatially intrinsic properties to them), and
that they do not partake in causal processes.

Now the notion of rendering a proposition false may sound as
if someone could do something with a proposition, as if a propo-
sition and its properties could be acted upon in a causal way.
This idea might arise from the association with similar expressions
like “making something hot”, “making an omelette”, or “making
someone wish to kiss you”. Indeed it is often the case that phrases of
the form “x makes y F ” indicate that x stands in a causal relation to
y, as it is in the case of omelettes or of arousing someone’s passion.
However, to understand the phrase “x makes p true (false)”, it is
more instructive to think of phrases like “making someone famous”.
You can make someone famous without acting upon him in any way,
just by acting upon other people. You can even make some dead
philosopher from the nineteenth century famous, but you can surely
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not act upon him or exercise any causal powers on him. Rendering
a proposition true (false) should be thought of like making someone
famous; it is not a kind of acting upon a proposition. What you act
upon are things in the world, and your acting upon them is logically
sufficient for the falsehood of the proposition in question. If I, for
instance, knock over a glass, I render it false that the glass keeps
standing throughout the entire time of its existence. But I act only
upon the glass, not upon the mentioned proposition; my acting is
logically sufficient for the falsity of the proposition.

c. The Standard Reply

The Consequence Argument makes essential use of the expression
“x can render p false”. Thus, unsurprisingly, many attempts have
been made of defining this notion. None of them, I shall argue,
is really satisfying as reflecting our intuitive understanding of it.
Since the notion is, regardless of its involvement in the Consequence
Argument, surely of philosophical interest in its own rights, the
insufficiency of the available explications already provides a reason
to look for something better (a task I to which will attend in the next
section). But understanding this notion is also desirable for evalu-
ating van Inwagen’s argument, as I will now show. Though many
a compatibilist felt at least irritated by van Inwagen’s argument,
most of them remained unconvinced. Among the many replies, the
strongest ones proceed along the following lines:

The idiom “someone is able to render the proposition that p false” obviously plays
a crucial role in the argument. But how is this notion to be understood? Of course,
the argument is only worth its money if all of its premises are true under the same
reading of this notion. Otherwise, if there is no such reading which supports all
premises at the same time, the argument fails due to an equivocation in its central
term. And, unfortunately for van Inwagen, this is just how things are.

Usually, the proponents of this kind of reasoning go on to offer two
different readings of the notion in question and argue that under
each of them, one of the premises turns out false. Let us call this the
standard reply to the Consequence Argument.9

This defence exhibits a certain weakness in resting on a negative
existential claim which will be hard to establish in principle. How-
ever, its proponents will maintain that the burden of proof lies with
their opponent. If someone claims that there is a sense of “x is able
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to render p true” such that the argument is sound, they will simply
ask him to name this sense. That, it seems, is fair enough.

But here the defender of the argument may find some last retreat.
He might insist that we in fact understand the notion and that,
in a natural reading, all the premises seem to be true. Appear-
ances may, of course, be deceptive. A rigourous explication of the
notion thus might settle the case. But the explications offered by
the authors of the standard reply, he might argue, do not catch our
intuitive understanding of the notion. Thus, the case at least remains
undecided.

d. The Inadequacy of the Available Explications of “x Can Render
p False”

And indeed the explications proposed in the literature are not wholly
satisfying. To show this, I will take a short look at three such sugges-
tions. In the discussion some desiderata for a proper analysis of the
concept will arise which are not met by the proposals given.

David Lewis set forth two explications of the notion, the first of
which runs as follows:10,11

(Lewis-1) x can render p false ↔df.
x can do something such that, if x did it, an event e would
have occurred such that � (e occurs → p is false).

In the sense specified by (Lewis-1) we can render quite a lot of
propositions false, of which it is rather surprising that we can. Most
relevant for our present purpose, Lewis has argued that in this sense
of “rendering false”, we can after all render the laws of nature false,
and that indeed no supernatural powers are needed to do so.12 I will
not repeat his argument here, since it would mainly draw away atten-
tion from my line of argument. Let us assume Lewis’ argument is
sound; what this would show is, among other things, that (Lewis-1)
is a rather bad explication of the intuitive understanding that we
have of rendering something false. For, in an intuitive sense, surely
nobody (at least, no human agent) can render any law of nature false.

Well, Lewis offers another explication, which is in a way
“stronger”, and which indeed deprives us of the ability to render
laws of nature false:
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(Lewis-2) x can render p false ↔df.
x can do something such that, if x did it, an event e would
have occurred such that

(i) e is either x’s action itself or an effect of this
action &

(ii) � (e occurs → p is false).

Against the intuitive correctness of (Lewis-2) van Inwagen (who
subscribed to a similar definition for some time) made a good case in
his An Essay on Free Will, which can be illustrated by the following
example.13 Let us assume that Hank Quinlan, pointing his gun at
Vargas, utters “You will not survive this night”. But before Quinlan
pulls his trigger, he is shot by his colleague Menzies. Since no one
else is interested in killing Vargas, he lives on for several years. Then
the proposition that Quinlan’s last words were mistaken (let us call
it p) is true. However, surely someone could have killed Vargas the
same night. Thereby it seems he would have rendered it true that
Vargas does not survive the night, and thus he would have rendered
p false. Quinlan would have remained right in the end. But if we
follow (Lewis-2), this reasoning is mistaken. True, someone could
have murdered Vargas that night; but it is not necessarily the case
that if someone did so, it would have been false that Quinlan’s
last words were mistaken. Quinlan’s choice of last words was not
necessitated, at least not in any metaphysical way (even if it was
so, say, in a psychological manner). So, there are possible worlds
in which Vargas dies right after Quinlan, but Quinlan’s last words
nevertheless are mistaken; maybe because he stuttered while passing
away: “8 times 7 equals 42”. Van Inwagen thus adopts the following
modification of (Lewis-2), in which the past is fixed by an additional
clause:

(van Inwagen) x can render p false ↔df.
x can do something such that, necessarily: if x does
it and the past does not differ from the actual past,
then p is false.

However, this has the surprising consequence that by leaving the
room I can render it false that

(Col) Columbus has never travelled to America.
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Since it is a historical fact that Columbus did travel to America,
whatever I do is such that necessarily: if I do it, and the past does
not differ from the actual past, then (Col) is false.14 But this result
is highly counterintuitive. (Col) is false, but I do not have anything
to do with this and thus I do not render it false.15

Another curious point is that with all three definitions given so
far, I can also render any necessary falsehood false.16 I can render
it false that 2 = 4 by scratching my neck, because necessarily, if I
scratched it, it would be false that 2 = 4. But again it is not up to me
in any intuitive sense to render it false that 2 = 4 or to do this with
any other necessary falsehood.

From the above considerations we can extract the following
desiderata as a touchstone for the adequacy of any analysis of the
concept of rendering a proposition false:

(D1) No one can render the laws of nature false.
(D2) No one can, at t, render propositions expressing an aspect of

the state of a world at an earlier time t∗ false (whether they are
true or not).17

(D3) No one can render necessary falsehoods false.

And, moreover, as a fourth desideratum we can hold that an ade-
quate analysis should be capable to deal with cases like the dying
Quinlan. (The same constraints hold, by the way, for the notion
of rendering something true. No one can render the laws of nature
or necessary truths true, nor can anyone today render propositions
expressing aspects of the past states of the world true.)18

As I have said, a proper understanding of the notion “x can render
p false” is wanting for two reasons. First the concept expressed is
of philosophical interest in itself. Second the Consequence Argu-
ment owes much of its strikingness to the intuitive plausibility of
its premises. An evaluation of the argument, not based on some
technical notion of rendering false which departs from our intuitive
understanding, is therefore desirable. As long as we lack it, the argu-
ment might be sound in its intuitive reading, however this might be
spelled out.

So, in what follows I will propose an analysis, which meets the
desiderata, and see what the Consequence Argument looks like in
the light of it.
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4. A BETTER EXPLICATION

In the explications mentioned so far an essential aspect of the
concept in question gets lost: For x’s ability to render a proposition p
false one should demand that x can do something that is responsible
for the falsity of p (responsible, of course, not in a moral sense). I
suggest that we can capture this idea with the following explication:

(Df. Render) x can render p false (true) ↔df.
x can do something such that if x did it, because of
that p would be false (true).

What is the point about (Df. Render)? Let us take a look at an
example first: if Jean raises her hand, she thereby renders the propo-
sition that she does so true. The reason for this, I hold, is simply that
it is true that she raises her hand, because she raises her hand.

This understanding of rendering a proposition true or false yields
the wanted results that no one can render necessary falsehoods
false. Nobody can do something, for example, such that because
of his doing so it is false that 2 = 4. And furthermore, nobody can
presently do something such that because of his doing so it is false
that Columbus never travelled to America. Of course, once some-
thing could have been done about this, and Columbus in fact did
it; because he travelled there, (Col) is false. Last but not least, no
one can in this sense render the laws of nature of nature false. So,
(Df. Render) meets our desiderata (D1) to (D3). It also seems to be
compatible with the Quinlan case. If Vargas’ life was in the hands of
Mr. X that night, Mr. X could have rendered it false that Quinlan’s
last words were mistaken. He was able to murder Vargas, and if
he’d done so, because of that Quinlan’s last words would have been
correct. The counterfactual used in (Df. Render) fixes the past in the
necessary way.

What is most important about (Df. Render) is the use of the
connective “because”. One might wonder how and even whether its
meaning could be spelled out satisfactorily.

Now, first and foremost, even if we could not do this, that would
not count against my analysis. What is important is that we are
competent users of the connective “because”, competent enough for
my analysis to yield the desired results. If we cannot explain our
usage this does not force us to deny its meaningfulness.
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And admittedly, I cannot offer a cut-and-dried definition of this
connective. Indeed, I tend to regard it as primitive.19 But taking it
as undefinable does not mean that we cannot say anything illumin-
ating about it. And fortunately, there is quite a lot to say about the
meaning of “because”. Generally speaking, “because” signifies an
explanatory relation. Such a relation may be causal, as in the case
of the following sentence:20

(J) Because Jean was in a muddled state of mind she grassed on
Belmondo to the police.

But causal explanation is just one kind of explanation. There are
many cases where it is possible to use “because” without implying
causality, as in:

(E1) He should be punished because he committed a crime.
(E2) Thorsten is my brother-in-law because he’s married to my

sister.
(E3) There are no round squares because the concept of a round

square involves a contradiction.
(E4) 5 is prime, because neither 2, 3, nor 4 are divisors of it.

In commenting on (Df. Render), I made the following claim: It is
true that Jean raises her hand, because she raises her hand. Hereby
I employed a fundamental idea about the concept of truth that goes
back to Aristotle who wrote:

It is not because we think that you are white, that you are white, but because you
are white we who say this have the truth.21

Abstracting a little from his words, Aristotle’s insight can be gen-
eralised with the following theorem:22

(T) ∀p: If it is true that p at all, then it is true that p, because p.23

Theorem (T) bears some similarity to Tarski’s T-scheme which, in
its homophonous formulation, reads as follows:

(TS) “s” is true iff s.

But of course there are many important differences between (T) and
(TS). I will mention only the difference which is most important in
our present context: (TS) makes use of the sentential connector “iff”,
a connector that indicates a symmetrical relation. Not so “because”.

420 BENJAMIN SEBASTIAN SCHNIEDER

Indeed, from the truth of “p because q” it follows the falsity of “q
because p”.24

Back to (T): The explanatory role that “because” plays in (T) is
a conceptual one, not a causal. Such a conceptual explanation might
consist in showing a conceptual entailment (which is, I guess, the
case in (E3)). But sometimes it consists in something more. Take
a look at (E2). What it gives us, it seems, is a partial explana-
tion of the concept of a brother-in-law. Giving an explication of
a concept is more than showing a conceptual entailment. Herein
lies the important core of Aristotle’s insight. With (T) we are given
a partial explanation of the concept of truth itself. The necessary
equivalence of the proposition that p and the proposition that it is
true that p is essential to our understanding of the concept of truth.

But is there not a certain air of pointlessness about (T)? If some-
one asks

(Q) Why is it true that snow is white?

and he is offered the answer:

(A) Well, because snow is white.

he will probably be disappointed, and rightly so. He might be
reminded of Shakespeare’s Lucetta, who confessed, “I have no
other, but a woman’s reason; I think him so, because I think him
so”.25 I may add that, not only for the sake of political correctness,
it is more appropriate to speak of a fool ’s reason here.

Now, this may be conceded without having to give up (T) in
consequence. Since the necessary equivalence of “p” and “it is true
that p” is evident (for anybody understanding the sentences), we
often treat them as interchangeable. Someone who asks “Why is it
true that snow is white?” may be happy to reformulate his question
just as

(Q-2) Why is snow white?

To this latter question, of course, “Because snow is white” is not an
appropriate answer. But although the equivalence “p” and “it is true
that p” might be evident, we still have to recognise two different
propositions expressed here (only one of them involves the concept
of truth). And so, one might ask question (Q), intending to ask
exactly this question rather than (Q-2). One might do so for example
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by stressing the word “true”. Then the correct answer will be (A),
however boring it may be.

Still, one might be unsatisfied. If something is explained, one
might say, some alternative possibilities must be excluded.26 To this
I would respond that this is often the case, but simply not always. If
you are told that Thorsten is my brother-in-law because he’s married
to my sister, as long as you forget about the possibility of homo-
sexual marriages, no possibility is excluded for you. Nevertheless,
(E2) seems to be a perfectly true, explanatory statement. Also in
(E4) I cannot see what other possibilities could be there for 5 to be
a prime number, except the one indicated.27

Let us look again at (Df. Render) now. What kind of explanatory
relation is relevant for it? We have to distinguish several cases: What
is always involved is the conceptual relation expressed in (T). The
most basic instances of (Df. Render) are cases in which a proposi-
tion, namely the proposition that x ϕ-s, is rendered true by x’s ϕ-ing
itself:

(R) An agent x renders the proposition that x ϕ-s true, if x ϕ-s. She
does so for the reason that it is true that x ϕ-s, because x ϕ-s.

But there are more complicated instances, in which apart from the
conceptual a causal relation is involved. If Othon raises his arm and
by doing this he hits a glass off the table, then he renders it true
that the glass falls off the table. Why? Othon’s raising his arm is
the cause of the falling of the glass, so: because Othon raises his
arm, the glass falls from the table. And because the glass falls, it
is true that it does. Since, by and large, “because” is a transitive
connector, Othon does something such that because of his doing so,
it is true that the glass falls. Therefore he renders it true that it does.
Not surprising, indeed, but fine. (Df. Render) delivers the goods. Let
me, before ending this paragraph, mention that of course besides the
explanatory force of (T) and some causal ones also other concep-
tual explanations might play a role for instances of (Df. Render).
A woman gives birth to a child, and by doing it she renders it true
that her mother becomes a granny. Why? It is true that her mother
becomes a granny, because she becomes one. And she becomes
one, because the woman gives birth to the child. The latter use of
a “because” expresses a conceptual explanation focussing on the
concept of a granny.
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5. THE CASE AGAINST THE CONSEQUENCE ARGUMENT

Now let us go back to van Inwagen’s argument and look at the
premises again, keeping in mind the given explication of rendering
false. Usually, advocates of the standard reply want to deny one
of the premises (5) and (6).28 But on the account proposed, these
statements seem to be true after all. Nothing could be done such that
because of it the laws of nature would be false. Furthermore, nobody
can do something such that because of that a proposition expressing
a former state of the world would be false. But then it is arguable
that, if anyone can do something, because of which a conjunction
of such a proposition and another proposition p would be false, then
indeed because of his doing it, p would have be false.29 Thus my
analysis explains van Inwagen’s intuitions about the truth of these
premises quite well.

So far so good for the argument; it fails nevertheless, because of
premise (4):30

(4) If Othon was able to render p false and p follows from the
conjunction of p0 and the laws of nature, then Othon was able
to render this conjunction false.

(4) follows from the general principle:

(4-P) For all beings x and all propositions p, q:
If x is able to render p false and p follows from q, then x is
able to render q false.

And (4-P) looks plausible at first; indeed, van Inwagen writes about
it:

This principle seems to be analytic. For if Q entails R, then the denial of R entails
the denial of Q. Thus, any condition sufficient for the falsity of R is also sufficient
for the falsity of Q. Therefore, if there is some condition that S can produce that
is sufficient for the falsity of R, there is some condition (that same condition) that
S can produce that is sufficient for the falsity of Q. (van Inwagen, 1975, p. 192)31

I agree with van Inwagen that (4-P) seems to be analytic. However,
it is not; it is simply false. Something is wrong with his argument.
If an agent produces a condition that is sufficient for the falsity of p,
and p follows from q, then she produces a condition that is sufficient
for the falsity of q. But it does not follow that q is false because
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of this condition. And therefore it does not follow that the agent
thereby renders q false; sufficiency is simply not enough.

My argument against (4-P) is in a nutshell that the sentential
connective “because”, which is involved in the correct explication of
the notion of rendering something false, is not closed under logical
implication. And therefore, “rendering false” itself is not closed
under logical implication. But that it is, is presupposed in (4-P), and
this is the reason why (4-P) is false.

The following examples will illustrate this claim (and provide
counter-examples to (4-P)):

(i) According to the classic notion of implication, a necessary false-
hood implies any proposition whatsoever. Let p be a proposition
that Jean can render false. P is implied, for instance, by the
proposition that 2 = 4. If “because” were closed under implica-
tion, from the fact that Jean can render p false, it would follow
that Jean can render false the proposition that 2 = 4. But as we
said before, nobody can ever render this proposition false.

(ii) Even if there are some free actions there still could be some
determined actions. So let us suppose that a certain action,
Jean’s kissing Belmondo for example, was determined. Never-
theless Jean rendered it true that she kissed Belmondo, because
she was doing so. Because she rendered it true, she also was
able to do so.

Now we can imagine a pair of propositions implying that Jean does
not kiss Belmondo. One of them might be a false description of the
remote past, pf, the other a false description of the laws of nature, lf.
Therefore it holds:

(1) Jean can render false the proposition that she does not kiss Bel-
mondo.

(2) That Jean does not kiss Belmondo is implied by (pf & lf).

If (4-P) were true, it would follow:

(3) Jean can render the conjunction of pf and lf false.

But this is false. Nothing that Jean can do is such that because
of her doing so, the conjunction of pf and lf would be false. This
proposition is false for different reasons, and Jean can do nothing
about it.
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Let me take stock: We have seen that, in its natural reading, van
Inwagen’s argument rests on a false principle. It is false because
it (implicitly) presupposes the logical closure of “because”. That it
does could not be seen before an adequate analysis of the notion
of rendering something false was found. By presenting such an
analysis I not only showed that van Inwagen’s argument fails, but
also explained why it does so.

With all I said, the question about the truth or falsehood of
compatibilism remains untouched. But one thing is clear: Compat-
ibilism is nothing that anyone could render false. Not because it is
true (and, by the way, I do not know if it is true). But whether it is
or not – its truth-value is at any event beyond our powers to affect.
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NOTES

1 The other versions of the argument, which were more prominent in recent
discussions of the subject, I will not discuss (especially the so called principle
beta stood in the limelight of philosophers’ interests; see for example, Fischer and
Ravazza, 1996; Crisp and Warfield, 2000). Neither will I inquire into the (doubt-
less existing) connections between the versions. The argument’s first version is
of enough interest in itself, especially for its making use of the phrase “to render
something false”, which expresses a concept that links truth and actions.
2 For the sake of brevity van Inwagen neglects forms of determinism that accept
other determining sources like God or a mystic fate; I simply follow him here.
3 See van Inwagen (1983, p. 65). Actually, his definition is a little stronger,
because he does not restrict the implications to later times. However, (DET)
suffices for his argument and I prefer the weaker version.
4 A reflection upon the use of “state” in non-philosophical contexts suggests
that essential properties may disqualify as states as well. The ordinary use of
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“state” seems intimately connected to ideas of change. Normally we do not, for
example, talk about states of abstract (and unchangeable) objects like numbers,
and there are some things which we call states rather than properties, where
prototypical examples of states (hunger, drunkenness, states of aggregation) tend
to be temporary characteristics of things only (cp. also Steward’s illuminating
remarks on states, in her 1997: especially 107–110). For the present purpose,
the exclusion of certain extrinsic properties from the state of the world should,
however, be sufficient.
5 This should be specified with care. The whole point of introducing talk about
states is to save determinism from collapsing into triviality. Since one could think
that there are properties related to the future, we are in need of a narrower concept,
that of a state. But notice that we can refer to one and the same state in many
different ways. We can, for example, characterise a state by its relations to its
preceding or succeeding states. Obviously, a proposition stating that the world is
in the same state as a year ago may correctly describe the state of the world while
implying a lot about the state of the world at some other time. So the notion of a
proposition expressing a state of the world should be taken as meaning roughly:
a proposition stating that the world is in such and such state, while specifying the
state non-relationally.
6 There was a time when most authors in the debate about free will would have
wanted condition (FW) to be satisfied. That unanimity is gone, however, due to
the much discussed problem cases produced by Harry Frankfurt.
7 Cf. van Inwagen (1975, 1983).
8 See van Inwagen (1983, p. 31ff.) for a characterisation of propositions.
9 Versions of this reply can be found, for example, in Lewis (1981) and in Fischer
(1983).
10 Cf. Lewis (1981, p. 297). He states them somewhat differently, using the
notion of an event falsifying a proposition. However, if you apply the definition
he gives of this notion, you arrive at the formulation I present.
11 Fischer (1983, p. 130) proposes two similar, though not equivalent, defini-
tions. From Lewis’ definitions they differ especially in their being restricted to
propositions of a certain form, namely propositions asserting that a certain event
is occurring, which limits their applicability considerably. Furthermore, they do
not employ a strict implication (on this point see also my footnote 15). Though I
will not discuss Fischer’s proposal separately, it should be clear that the criticisms
I develop in what follows apply to his formulations as well.
12 Lewis (1981, p. 297).
13 The example is mine, but it works essentially in the same way as van Inwagen’s
example of Nostradamus, Nasser, and the Sphinx (for this see van Inwagen, 1983,
67f. and Horgan, 1985, 345ff. for a further discussion of the example).
14 Van Inwagen clearly realises this drawback of his definition (see his 1983,
p. 68). However, he thinks this unwanted feature to be a minor problem. I disagree.
Van Inwagen urges that a straightforward way of repairing his definition would
be by adding some ad hoc-clauses. One could do that, of course. But such “ad
hoccery” business would not illuminate our intuitive understanding of the notion.
Furthermore, adding more and more clauses to the definition would make it piece-
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meal and hard to grasp, and it should be avoided if a simpler and more unitary
explication is possible (for this, see section 4).
15 Another available explication does without a strict implication and is based
solely on a subjunctive conditional instead (see Horgan, 1985, p. 356, fn. 16, and
Fischer, 1986, p. 256; notice that Fischer’s suggestion from 1983 still differs from
his proposal in 1986, since in the former, while not in the latter, he explicitly
quantifies over events):

(Lewis-3) x can render p false ↔df. x can do something such that, if x did it, p
would be false.

(I call it by the name Lewis, by the way, because Horgan reports that Lewis has
suggested this explication to him.) This explication faces the same problems as
the above explication, (van Inwagen), by granting everybody the ability to render
falsities about prior states of world past false. Furthermore, compatibilists will
argue in the Lewis-style that in the sense defined in (Lewis-3) one can render
the laws of nature false. Thus, this explication fails to capture many aspects of a
natural understanding of the notion.
16 This criticism obviously also applies to the explication mentioned in the
foregoing footnote.
17 I would prefer the simpler formulation

(D∗
2) No one can, at t, render propositions about the world at an earlier time t∗

false (whether they are true or not).

– were it not that (D∗
2) is false. It is a false proposition about an earlier time that in

the year 2000, no one was going to write an article about free will in the following
year, but it has been made false in a time later then the year 2000. The truths about
the past that cannot be rendered false (or true) must be intrinsic to the past; such
a condition of intrinsicness is integrated in van Inwagen’s concepts of a state and
of a proposition’s expressing a state.
18 Horgan seems to agree on the desirability of a definition meeting these desid-
erata, but confesses: “I myself have little idea how we might frame a single
definition [with such consequences]” (Horgan, 1985, p. 350). Well, I have got
an idea about this – I will propound it in the following section.
19 Especially, I hold that “because” cannot be defined in purely modal terms.
Neither strict implications nor subjunctive conditionals imply correlated state-
ments because-statements, as a short reflection upon some mathematical examples
will show. And furthermore, a statement “p because q” does not have straightfor-
ward modal implications. It does not imply a strict conditional, since it allows
for contingent explanations (which is the usual case for causal statements). And
while it may support the subjunctive “if it were not the case that q, it would not be
the case that p”, it does not imply it (as well-known cases of over-determination
show). Thus, concentrating solely on modal notions for an explication of “x can
render p false” can be seen as the proton pseudos of the accounts discussed.
20 I hereby do not intend to settle the question about what the proper relata of
the causal relation are. They might be facts, things that are designated by whole
sentences (cp. Mellor, 1987; Bennett, 1988, Ch. IX). They might as well be events.
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But even if they are, the “because” in (J) would signify a causal relation, namely
the relation of causal explanation (cp. Davidson, 1967).
21 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1051b6-8. The translation follows Barnes (1991,
p. 1661). A note in passing: Van Inwagen himself alludes to this quotation when
he comments on the notion of truth (van Inwagen, 1983, p. 33f.).
22 Bernard Bolzano developed an account of grounding, a relation signified by
the connective “because”, in which this principle plays an important role (see his
Wissenschaftslehre, especially §198, and furthermore Tatzel, forthcoming, for a
careful reconstruction of Bolzano’s views).
23 As you might have noticed, the quantifiers in this formula should be treated
with care. The variables do not stand in the position of a singular term but rather
in sentence position. Under the common, objectual reading of quantifiers, the
formula would thus collapse into ungrammatical non-sense. To avoid this, we
could give them a substitutional reading. For my present purpose I may leave it
like that. But I should note that I prefer a rather nonstandard alternative. Read
substitutionally, the formula will lose an essential part of its generality, for substi-
tutional quantification is essentially dependent upon the availability of certain
linguistic forms. The alternative would be to accept a third kind of quantification,
quantification into sentence (or general term) position which is not substitutional.
I cannot defend such an account here in detail (but see Künne, 1992, p. 232f.,
Williamson, 1999, p. 259ff., and Simons, 1997, p. 263 for some further remarks
on this point).
24 Here I presuppose that explanation is a-symmetric and not merely anti-
symmetric, i.e., I exclude the possibility of self-explaining truths. Even if expla-
nation were merely anti-symmetric, it would crucially differ in this respect from
the “iff” and even from its modally strengthened version “� . . . iff . . .”, since
indisputably these connectors are not anti-symmetric.
25 The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act 1, Scene 2.
26 The indicated worry may arise from adherence to the Contrast Theory of
Why-Questions (and thus, of explanations), of which van Fraassen is a prominent
defender (see, for example, van Fraassen, 1980, especially p. 127).
27 See furthermore Dennis Temple (1988), who has argued that the difference
between the Contrast Theory of Why-Questions, which holds that the proper
form of a why-question is “Why p (rather than q)?”, and the somewhat classic,
propositional account, which takes the form “Why p?” as the default form of why-
questions, is not that big after all. For any why-question containing contrasted
alternatives (“p rather than q”) may be seen as asking for an explanation of the
proposition [expressed by p and q].
28 See, for example, the already mentioned Lewis (1981), Fischer (1983), Horgan
(1985), and Fischer (1986).
29 This is the general principle on which van Inwagen relies in defending (5); cp.
van Inwagen (1983, p. 72ff.).
30 Notice that here I depart from the way of the standard reply, since typical
proponents of it take premise (4) for granted.
31 Cf. van Inwagen (1977, p. 94f.) and van Inwagen (1983, p. 72).
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Abstract. It is shown that the standard definitions of truth-functionality, though useful for their
purposes, ignore some aspects of the usual informal characterisations of truth-functionality. An
alternative definition is given that results in a stronger notion that pays attention to those aspects.

Truth-functionality is a basic notion at the heart of classical logic. Hence, it is desirable
to have a precise account of what it consists in. Many of the definitions ordinarily given,
however, are either imprecise or yield only a rather weak notion of truth-functionality
(see the section ‘Some standard accounts of truth-functionality’). But even the strongest
notion definable along the standard lines fails to capture certain aspects of the informal
characterisations of truth-functionality that are usually given (see the section ‘Limitations
of the standard accounts’). So an alternative definition that takes them into account will be
developed (see the section ‘An alternative account’).

1. Some standard accounts of truth-functionality. An n-ary sentential operator or
connective is any expression whose combination with n arbitrary sentences yields a com-
plex sentence. Such an operator may consist of a single word or sign (‘and’, ‘¬’), or it may
be rather complex (‘it is a well-known fact that’, ‘the mayor of London said that either . . .
or ---’).

Truth-functionality is a property of sentential connectives, often characterised as
follows:

A sentence connective is truth-functional iff whether or not any resultant
sentence it forms is true or false is determined completely by, and only
by, whether its components are true or false. (Sainsbury, 2001, p. 60)

Talk about something determining something is itself in need of clarification. In the
present context, it is usually taken in a thin reading in which it only aims at the mathemati-
cal notion of a function or mapping. Thus, Quine also first characterises truth-functionality
in terms of determining and then goes on to spell it out as follows:

More precisely: a way of forming compound statements from component
statements is truth-functional if the compounds thus formed always have
matching truth-value as long as their components have matching truth-
value. (Quine, 1982, p. 8)
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A truth-function is any mapping from the truth-values T and F (or tuples of those values)
to the truth-values T and F.1 So Quine’s characterisation amounts to calling an operator ζ
truth-functional iff there is a truth-function corresponding to it, i.e., if the truth-value of a
complex sentence formed by combining ζ with the appropriate number of sentences is the
value of a function of the truth-values of those sentences.2

Call this the simple proposal. It can be framed into a more concise definition by using
some formalisms. For ease of presentation, let me use different types of variables ranging
over different things:

‘c’ ranges over contexts of evaluation.
‘Si ’ ranges over sentences of a given language L (and possible extensions of L).3

‘ f ’ ranges over truth-functions.

Let me moreover use the functors ‘V’ and ‘CONC’ as follows:

V (x) := the truth-value of x .
CONC (x1 . . . xn) := the concatenation of x1 . . . xn .

So V (‘snow is white’) = T and CONC (‘¬’, ‘snow is white’) = ‘¬ snow is white’.
Now, the following precise statement of the simple proposal can be given:

Df. TFSimple An n-ary sentential connective ζ of a language L is
truth-functional. ↔d f

∃ f ∀S1. . .Sn : V (CONC (ζ, S1. . .Sn)) = f (V (S1). . .V (Sn)).

This characterisation, however, has the unwelcome effect of making the truth-
functionality of some operators dependent upon arbitrary contingent facts. For assume

1 For sake of simplicity, bivalence is assumed throughout this essay. However, what will be said
applies mutatis mutandis to many-valued logics as well.

2 Some characterisations of truth-functionality use an epistemic notion of determining; thus,
Newton-Smith (1985, p. 16) writes that a truth-functional sentential operator is such that “[. . . ]
given the truth-values of the sentences concatenated with [it] we can determine on the basis of
that information alone the truth-value of the resulting complex sentence.” Sometimes, epistemic
and nonepistemic characterisations get conflated; see Cauman (1998, p. 74). But the epistemic
component (we can know or determine the truth-value of the complex sentence from those of the
embedded sentences) does not follow from the characterisation in terms of a truth-function. The
truth-value of the concatenation of the sentential operator:

� Goldbach’s conjecture is true or . . .

with some sentence S is a function of the truth-value of S. But since we do not know whether
Goldbach’s conjecture is true or false, we do not know which truth-function is relevant: either
both T and F are mapped to T or only T is mapped to T and F to F. So we cannot determine,
on the basis of the truth-value of S, whether the concatenation of � and S is true or false, even
though the truth-value is determined by the value of S. I take it that truth-functionality is not an
epistemic notion and henceforth ignore the epistemic dimension.

3 If one only talks about the sentences of a language L , without allowing possible extensions of L ,
one may end up classifying operators as truth-functional merely because the language to which
they belong is limited in some peculiar way. If, for instance, a very small language L is considered
that accidentally contains only true sentences, all operators would come out truth-functional in L .
Since this would be an unintended result, one should also take into account sentences belonging
to an extension of a language.
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Jeanne d’Arc never uttered any English sentence. Then, the following complex operator
qualifies as truth-functional in the above sense:4

�1 If Jeanne d’Arc ever said in English that. . ., then it is true that. . .

As a matter of fact, this operator only generates true sentences, so there is a truth-
function corresponding to it and it is truth-functional by the standards of (Df. TFSimple).
But this is only due to the contingent assumption that Jeanne d’Arc did not utter any false
English sentence. Had she done it, there would be no truth-function corresponding to the
operator because combined with some false sentences (i.e., those uttered by Jeanne d’Arc)
it would generate false sentences, while combined with other false sentences (i.e., those
not uttered by Jeanne d’Arc) it would generate true ones.

This is an undesirable result. A quotation from Edgington shows how to avoid it:

[Operators are truth-functional iff] in any possible circumstance, the truth
value of the complex sentence is fixed by the truth value(s) of the simple
sentence(s). (Edgington, 1995, p. 241)

Following Edgington’s characterisation, one should modify the above definition and take
nonactual contexts of evaluations into consideration by adding a universal quantifier for
them. But where? Due to the resulting differences in scope, the possible choices will lead
to 2 concepts that differ extensionally:5

Df. TFws An n-ary sentential connective ζ of a language L is
truth-functional ↔d f.

∀c ∃ f ∀S1. . .Sn : V (CONC (ζ, S1. . .Sn), c) = f (V (S1, c). . .V (Sn, c)).

Df. TFns An n-ary sentential connective ζ of a language L is
truth-functional ↔d f.

∃ f ∀c ∀S1. . .Sn : V (CONC (ζ, S1. . .Sn), c) = f (V (S1, c). . .V (Sn, c)).6

As can be seen from the following example, the first of these definitions yields a weaker
notion of truth-functionality than the second:

�2 If France won the World Cup in 1978, then . . .

This sentential operator is truth-functional according to the first definition. The truth-
value of the concatenation of �2 and any arbitrary sentence is T, so there is a truth-function
corresponding to the operator with respect to the actual world, namely:

f : f (T ) =df. T ; f (F) =df. T .

Now imagine a counterfactual situation in which France did win the World Cup in 1978.
Evaluated with respect to such a context c, the concatenation of �2 and some sentence S

4 In what follows, ‘if . . . then . . . ’ is treated like the material arrow ‘→’. Nothing hinges on that
because the examples would equally work with the arrow instead of ‘if . . . then . . . ’.

5 For this point, cp. Humberstone (1986) (but notice that his exposition differs from the above).
6 Of course, there is a third possible position for the placement of ‘∀c’, but it is equivalent to the

second position.
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will take on the truth-value T if S is true with respect to c, and it will take on F otherwise.
Hence, there is a truth-function corresponding to the operator with respect to c, namely:

f ∗: f ∗ (T ) =df. T ; f ∗ (F) =df. F .

But f ∗ and f are not the same function. So although for every context a truth-function can
be specified that corresponds to the operator in that context, it is not possible to specify
one and the same function for all such contexts. This is why �2 is not truth-functional
according to the second definition.

Which of these definitions one should choose depends on the purposes that the de-
fined notion of truth-functionality is supposed to serve. One may want a notion of truth-
functionality such that the meaning of a truth-functional operator corresponds to a certain
truth-function independent of contingent facts. Contrary to (Df. TFns), (Df. TFws) manages
to filter out just those operators, and whoever finds the described feature a desirable one
for truth-functionality should therefore prefer the latter definition over the former.

2. Limitations of the standard accounts. The following operators are both truth-
functional according to all the definitions given so far:

negation It is not the case that . . .
�3 It is a proposition that . . .

Yet, one may sense an important difference between them related to ideas about truth-
functionality. The difference is not only that contrary to negation, �3 corresponds to a
constant truth-function. To see this, compare the following operator:

� It is either true or it is false that . . .

Just as �3, � corresponds to the constant truth-function that maps both values to T.
However, the operators differ in that � is responsive to the truth-value of the embedded
sentence in a way in which �3 is not. Figuratively speaking, the meaning of � takes into
account the truth-value of the argument sentence and calculates a new truth-value, while
the calculation results in the same value if the input is T and if it is F. The meaning of �3,
however, does not in any intuitive way take into account the truth-value of the embedded
sentence at all. This observation might also be described by saying that while in both cases
the truth-value of the complex sentence is settled once the value of the embedded sentence
is settled, only in the case of � the truth-value of the complex sentence is really determined
by the other value, that only � reacts to the truth-value of the embedded sentence, that only
� really operates on it, etc.

The intuition I count on corresponds to another yet unmentioned feature of some infor-
mal characterisations of truth-functionality. Truth-functionality is sometimes described in
terms of dependence:

Being truth-functional means that the truth value of a complex sentence
built up using these connectives depends on nothing more than the truth-
values of the simpler sentences from which it is built.
(Barwise & Etchemendy, 1992, p. 35)

Now in the case of �3, the truth-value of the complex sentence is strongly independent
of the truth-value of the embedded sentence: it just has nothing to do with it at all. On
the other hand, � is not equally independent of the truth-value of the embedded sentence.
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It is only weakly independent in the sense that it corresponds to a constant function, but
the result has something to do with the input.

Of course, all the descriptions I have given of the difference between �3 and � are rather
metaphorical; however, I will now show how they can be given a more precise basis.

3. An alternative account. I shall motivate my proposal via the talk about depen-
dence. Ontological investigations often make use of notions of existential dependence,
which are classically spelt out in modal terms:

x existentially depends on y ↔ necessarily, if x exists, so does y.7

But as Fine and Lowe pointed out, this account fails to capture some important intuitions
one may have on dependence relations.8 For instance, given some common assumptions
on modal set theory, Socrates and singleton Socrates necessarily coexist. On the classic
approach to dependence, they therefore bilaterally depend upon each other. But Fine and
Lowe have the reasonable intuition that the set of Socrates should depend on Socrates in a
way in which Socrates does not depend upon the set.

As we have seen, truth-functionality is sometimes described in terms of dependence;
insofar as the above definitions are meant to take this characterisation into account, they
would correspond to a modal notion of dependence: the truth-value of

(1) It is a proposition that snow is white.

only insofar depends on that of ‘snow is white’, as it is true that

(i) necessarily, if ‘snow is white’ is true, then (1) is true, and

(ii) necessarily, if ‘snow is white’ is false, then (1) is true.

In reaction to Fine’s and Lowe’s criticisms of the traditional account to dependence,
other explications were suggested that do not basically rely on modal terms. Some of them
are rather formulated in terms of the explanatory connective ‘because’.9 The idea can be
illustrated with the above example: on the one hand, singleton Socrates exists because
Socrates exists, and on the other hand, it is not true that Socrates exists because singleton
Socrates does. The grounds for the truth of ‘Socrates exists’ are of an entirely different
kind.

A few words on ‘because’ are in order: first, notice that here and henceforth I ignore
merely evidential uses of ‘because’, as exemplified by ‘He must be there because his lights
are on.’10 Moreover, in employing the connective ‘because’ and in talking about expla-
nations, I presuppose that an objective account of explanation can be given: propositions
expressed by ‘because’-statements can be true or false, and their truth or falsity is not a
subjective but an objective matter that is constituted by some mind-independent facts.11

7 See, for instance, Simons (1987, ch. 8).
8 See, Fine (1995) and Lowe (1998, ch. 6).
9 See Lowe (1998, p. 145 f.), Correia (2005, ch. 4), and Schnieder (2006a).

10 On such uses of ‘because’, see Morreal (1979).
11 For the general idea of an objective account of explanation, cp. Kim (1988). Acceptance of an

objective account of ‘because’-statements is compatible with the claim that a comprehensive
theory of explanation will also have to deal with many pragmatic features of the usage of
‘because’; cp. Lewis (1986).
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How the details of an objective account of explanation should look like is a matter of
dispute which cannot be settled here.12

Now a notion of truth-functionality in terms of ‘because’ can be defined as follows:

Df. TFexpl An n-ary sentential connective ζ of a language L is

truth-functional ↔df.

∀c ∀S1 . . . Sn : whatever truth-value CONC (ζ , S1 . . . Sn) has with respect to c, it
has that value because of the truth-values that S1 . . . Sn have with
respect to c.13

To understand how (Df. TFexpl) works, take a look at some standard logical connectives
first: if a conjunction of two sentences S and S∗ is true, then it is true because both S and
S∗ are true. (It is not assumed that there can only be one correct explanation for a given
explanandum; there may be other correct explanations for the truth of a certain conjunction,
but the explanation by recourse to the truth of its conjuncts is always correct and available.)
Similarly, if the negation of a sentence S is true, then it is true because S is false. And, if a
sentence S is true, then because of that any disjunction of S and another sentence is true.
As can be seen from disjunctions, there can be cases of explanatory overdetermination: if
both disjuncts S and S∗ of a disjunction D are true, then it is both correct that D is true
because S is true and that D is true because S∗ is true – and, moreover, that D is true
because both S and S∗ are true.

The ordinary connectives qualify as truth-functional according to (Df. TFexpl). Now let
us return to the examples of �3 and �. To start with the latter, take sentence

(2) It is either true or it is false that snow is white.

(2) is true, and it is moreover correct to say that (2) is true because ‘snow is white’ is true.
Now imagine a counterfactual situation c in which snow is not white. With respect to c, (2)
it still true: not because ‘snow is white’ is true with respect to c (which it is not) but rather
because ‘snow is white’ is false with respect to c.

12 For outlines of proposals that would fit my purposes, see Correia (2005, ch. 4), Schnieder (2006b),
and Tatzel (2002).

13 An alternative formulation would be:

ζ is truth functional ↔df. ∀S1 . . . Sn : CONC (ζ , S1 . . . Sn) has in c the truth-value it has
in c, because S1 . . . Sn have in c the truth-values
they have in c.

This way of formulating the definition, though concise, may to some extent cloud its underlying
logical form. So it should be pointed out that the definition is equivalent to a conjunction of 2n+1

conditionals, each of which has the form

if V (CONC (ζ , S1 . . . Sn), c) = VAL0 & V (S1, c) = VAL1 & . . . & V (Sn , c) = VALn ,

then V (CONC (ζ , S1 . . . Sn), c) = VAL0 because (S1, c)= VAL1 & . . . & V (Sn , c) = VALn .

The conditionals will vary only with respect to the instances of ‘VALi ’, and they will correspond
to the possible assignments of truth-values in c to CONC (ζ , S1 . . . Sn), S1, . . . , Sn .
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The case is different, though, with �3. It is not the case that sentence

(1) It is a proposition that snow is white.

is true because ‘snow is white’ is true. And had snow not been white, then (1) would still
have been true but not because ‘snow is white’ would have been false. The above definition
classifies � as truth-functional but not �3 and thereby captures the intuitions mobilised in
the foregoing section. Here is another example that is truth-functional by the standards of
the ordinary definitions but not by the standards of (Df. TFexpl):

�4 It is expressible in English that . . .

Whenever �4 is combined with a sentence S, the result will be true because the English
sentence S just expresses what is said to be expressible in English. So, �4 corresponds
to a constant truth-function. But the result of combining �4 with a true (false) sentence
S will not be true (false) because S is true (false). It is expressible in English both that
snow is white and that snow is black, but neither is the first expressible because ‘snow is
white’ is true nor is the second expressible because ‘snow is black’ is false. So �4 is not
truth-functional according to (Df. TFexpl).

A final example can be generated from the operator �1, which I used to criticise the sim-
ple proposal, i.e., classic nonmodal characterisation of truth-functionality. Let me modify
the operator by adding an ‘actually’:

�5 If Jeanne d’Arc actually ever said in English that . . . , then it is true that . . .

Now, given the assumption that Jeanne d’Arc actually never said anything in English, �5
proves to be truth-functional according to the traditional account. The concatenation of �5
with any sentence S will be true regardless of whatever truth-value S has and regardless
of the context of evaluation. So the operator strongly corresponds to the constant truth-
function that maps everything to T. However, this semantic behaviour of �5 is not due to
the fact that �5 takes the truth-value of an embedded sentence into account (in any intuitive
sense). The proposed definition of truth-functionality in terms of ‘because’ accordingly
does not classify �5 as truth-functional: the sentence ‘If Jeanne d’Arc actually ever said in
English that 2 + 3 = 6, then it is true that 2 + 3 = 6’ has the value T, but it does not have
this value because of the truth-value of ‘2 + 3 = 6’. Thus, �5 is not truth-functional by
the standards of my definition.

It is worth mentioning that, given certain assumptions on truth-making, the above ac-
count can partly be restated in terms of truth-makers: whatever the truth-maker of ‘snow is
white’ is, is also the truth-maker of (2). But whatever the truth-maker of (1) may be, it will
not be the same as the truth-maker of ‘snow is white’.14 Similarly, one may say that (2) is
true in virtue of the fact that snow is white, while it would have been true in virtue of the
fact that snow is not white, if snow had not been white. However, it is not in virtue of the
fact that snow is white that (1) is true.

Summing up, it is possible to define a notion of truth-functionality in terms of the
explanatory connective ‘because’ which proves to be stronger than the ordinary definitions

14 That truth-maker formulations serve the current purpose can be easily explained if talk about
truth-makers is at bottom talk about explanations of truth; for this idea, see McFetridge (1977),
Künne (2003, pp. 148–175), Hornsby (2005), and Schnieder (2006b). Admittedly, not all aspects
of the above account can be restated in terms of truth-makers; the point about simple negation
(if ‘p’ is false, then because of that ‘¬p’ is true) would, for instance, require false-makers, which
are usually not acknowledged by truth-maker theorists.
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and which can account for certain differences between sentences that cannot be accounted
for by the ordinary definitions. I do not claim that therefore the ordinary accounts are
defective in any way. Since the term ‘truth-functional’ is a genuine term of the art, I would
rather regard those definitions as impeccable in themselves (because they are consistent),
and I admit that they serve certain purposes. But if we want a notion of truth-functionality
to take into account intuitions about dependency as described in the section ‘Limitations
of the standard accounts’, the proposal in explanatory terms achieves what the ordinary
proposals cannot.

A final note on my proposal: its core idea is to employ the connective ‘because’ to
define some semantic vocabulary instead of the weaker notions (be they extensional or
intensional) that are usually relied upon. I think it likely that this idea can fruitfully be
applied to definition of other semantic notions as well (it can, for instance, easily be applied
to a definition of extensional contexts in general).

4. Acknowledgments. I am deeply indebted to Miguel Hoeltje for discussions about
the idea developed in this article and to Dale Jacquette for discussions that prompted
the writing of this article. Further thanks for comments and/or corrections go to Stephan
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Abstract 

In this paper, a new argument for an expressivist account of epistemic modals is developed. The 
argument starts from a puzzle about epistemic modals that Seth Yalcin recently presented. 
Yalcin’s own solution to the puzzle is rejected and a better explanation is given which is based 
on expressivism concerning epistemic modals. Furthermore, two alleged problems for 
expressivism are addressed: firstly, it is discussed whether embeddings of epistemic modals pose 
a serious threat to expressivism, and secondly it is shown how expressivism can account for 
disagreements about statements containing epistemic modals. 
 
 

I. A Puzzle About Epistemic Modals 

Seth Yalcin recently argued that instances of the pattern 

(1) p &  ¬ p, 

where the operator ‘ ’ introduces epistemic possibility, are strictly contradictory.1  

His argument starts from the uncontroversial observation that instances of (1), as e.g. 

(2) It is raining and it is perhaps not raining,   

are not assertable. (I will henceforth use ‘perhaps’ to express epistemic possibility.) 

As Yalcin notes, one may be tempted to assimilate the deficiency of (2) to that of 
Moore-sentences such as: 

(3) It is raining and I don’t believe it is raining. 

Moore-sentences clearly do not have a contradictory content. We can evaluate a sentence 
with respect to a context (including a speaker) independently of whether the sentence is 
asserted by the speaker in the context, or not. And we can even evaluate a sentence 
independently of whether it is assertable for the speaker in the context. Now, for many 
contexts the evaluation of (3) will come out as true because the speaker of the context does 

                                                        
1  See Seth Yalcin, ‘Epistemic Modals’, Mind, 116 (2007), pp. 983–1026. 
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not believe that it is raining, even though it is raining. And although any speaker uttering 
such a sentence will involve herself in a pragmatic contradiction and violate some norm of 
assertion, she would nevertheless utter a truth if she were in a context of the relevant kind. 

Since Moore-sentences do not express contradictions, their non-assertability calls for an 
alternative explanation.2 Once one has settled on such an explanation, one might try to 
explain the non-assertability of (2) in the same manner. 

Yet, Yalcin points out that the defect of (2) carries over to certain more complex 
contexts in which (2) is embedded. Thus, the following two sentences are as deficient as 
(2) itself: 

(4) Suppose it is raining and it is perhaps not raining. 

(5) If it is raining and it is perhaps not raining, then … 

However, the same does not hold for Moore-sentences. The following expressions are 
easily comprehensible and have a clear use in appropriate circumstances: 

(6) Suppose it is raining and I don’t believe it is raining. 

(7) If it is raining and I don’t believe it is raining, then … 

Hence, the deficiency of (2) cannot be explained in an analogous fashion to that of Moore-
sentences. The best explanation, Yalcin concludes, is that (2) is really contradictory. He 
then develops an account of the semantics of epistemic modals on which (2) is so. 

I will not discuss his account here but rather argue that its initial motivation is flawed.3 
The important point to notice is that it is a quite general phenomenon that epistemic modals 
embed awkwardly under ‘suppose’ or in the antecedents of conditionals.4 Take the simple 

                                                        
2  For possible solutions see the essays in Mitch Green & John N. Williams (eds), Moore’s 

Paradox (Oxford: OUP, 2007) and also Peter Pagin, ‘Informativeness and Moore’s 
Paradox’, Analysis, 68 (2008), pp. 46–57, and Krista Lawlor & John Perry, ‘Moore’s 
Paradox’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 86 (2008), pp. 421–27. 

3  Yalcin’s positive proposal is based on a notion of informational consequence. For a 
criticism see Moritz Schulz, ‘Epistemic Modals and Informational Consequence’, 
forthcoming in Synthese. Schulz argues that Yalcin cannot deal with reasoning from 
uncertain premises. 

4  In linguistics, it is a well-known phenomenon that such expressions exhibit several 
restrictions on placement, including those which are relevant here; see, for instance, I. 
Bellert, ‘On Semantic and Distributional Properties of Sentential Adverbs’, Linguistic 
Inquiry, 8 (1977), pp. 337–51, or Øystein Nilsen, ‘Domains for Adverbs’, Lingua, 114 
(2004), pp. 809–43. 
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(8) Suppose it is perhaps (or: maybe / certainly / surely) raining. 

If the modal in (8) is taken to be epistemic, then it is barely intelligible what we are asked 
to do; the sentence, thus understood, has no proper usage in ordinary contexts. But its defi-
ciency is obviously not due to any contradiction involved. So, while Yalcin’s assumption 
that (2) is contradictory could explain its awkwardness, it cannot explain the corresponding 
awkwardness of (8). But the awkwardness of (8) explains that of (2). Yalcin’s explanation 
therefore fails to get to the ground of the phenomenon. Before I come to a better solution, I 
will introduce an expressivist view about epistemic modals. 

 

 

II. Expressivism 

There are expressions whose linguistic function does not consist in making any 
contribution to the truth-conditions of a sentence in which they occur; instead, their 
function is to present the speaker as having a certain attitude or being in a certain mental 
state. Call such locutions expressivist terms (there are other possible uses of the term 
‘expressivist’, but they will not be relevant here). ‘Gee’, as it occurs in the following 
sentence, provides a clear example: 

(9) Gee, I told you to be careful. 

The truth-conditions of (9) are identical to those of Nilsen,. 

(10) I told you to be careful. 

Nevertheless, the expression ‘gee’ is not devoid of linguistic meaning; it signals a certain 
kind of negative attitude on behalf of the speaker. In using (9) instead of (10), the speaker 
not only asserts that she told the addressee to be careful, she moreover presents herself as 
being in a certain mental condition (which may range from impatience to irritation). 

Expressivism concerning epistemic modals takes them to form a further kind of 
expressivist terms. Here, a particular variety of such an expressivism will be defended:5 

                                                        
5  Similar accounts can be found, e.g., in P. Forrest, ‘Probabilistic Modal Inferences’, 

Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 59 (1981), pp. 38–53; H. Price, ‘Does “probably” 
modify sense?’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 61 (1983), pp. 396–408; S. E. 
Toulmin, ‘Probability’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume, 24 
(1950), pp. 27–62. 
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Speech-act Expressivism 

(i)  If a modal M is used in an epistemic sense and combined with a sentence S, 
the resulting M∩S does not differ from S in content. 

(ii) In uttering M∩S, a speaker performs a speech-act that consists in presenting 
herself as having a certain epistemic stance of a certain strength (determined 
by the meaning of M) towards the content of S. 

(iii) In uttering M∩S, a speaker does not generally make any assertion. 

Some comments: the proposal has it that epistemic modals affect what sort of speech-act is 
performed by uttering a sentence including them. Different sorts of speech-act are 
distinguished from one another in a variety of dimensions;6 one concerns their sincerity 
conditions. For most (if not all) sorts of speech-act, a speaker committing an act of that sort 
thereby signals that she is in a certain state of mind (i.e. that she believes something, knows 
something, regrets something, etc.). For the utterance to be sincere, the speaker must be in 
that state. Moreover, since many states of mind come in degree, a given sort of speech-act 
may also signal that the speaker is a particularly strong or weak state of the relevant sort. 
Two different sorts of speech-act may therefore agree in the type of mental state that a 
speaker must be in to be sincere, and yet differ in their sincerity conditions because one of 
them requires the speaker to be in a state of a certain strength while the other does not 
(imploring and requesting, for instance, both express a desire, but the former expresses a 
stronger one). The import of clause (ii) is that epistemic modals trigger a certain kind of 
speech-act other than that of assertion. 

According to clause (iii), epistemic modals can moreover function as speech-act 
modifiers. This distinguishes them from expressivist terms such as ‘gee’, whose use in an 
assertoric sentence S does not prevent the speaker from making the assertion standardly 
made with S. In using ‘gee’ she rather performs a secondary expressive speech-act. But 
epistemic modals can cancel the assertoric speech-act which is normally performed in 
uttering S. If someone says ‘Perhaps, Fred will come’, she obviously does not assert that 
Fred will come. Truth-conditional accounts of epistemic modals say that she nevertheless 
asserts something and specify how the truth-conditions of the assertion result from the 
interplay between the epistemic modal and the embedded sentence. The above account 
assumes that no assertion has been made at all. 

The cautious formulation of (iii)—‘a speaker does not generally assert something’—is 
due to those epistemic modals which signal a speaker’s certainty concerning a given 

                                                        
6  Cp. J. Searle & D. Vanderveken, Foundations of Illocutionary Logic (Cambridge UP, 

1985). 
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proposition. With respect to such expressions, it is an option to hold that apart from 
signalling a state of certainty that p, a speaker also makes the ordinary assertion that p. If 
one chooses this option, certain epistemic modals would function as speech-act modifiers 
while others may function as triggers of additional speech-acts. 

A further dimension in which sorts of speech-act may differ from one another concerns 
the commitments that a speaker undergoes in performing an act of the respective sort. This 
dimension may also be affected by epistemic modals.7 Assume, for illustration, the norm of 
assertion is knowledge.8 Someone who makes an assertion will then undergo strong 
commitments to appropriately defend the content of her assertion on being challenged by 
someone else. But an an utterance of ‘certainly p’ will commit her to present even stronger 
justification when challenged, while an utterance of ‘perhaps p’ will commit a speaker only 
to defences of a considerably weaker form. Often, the aspects of the commitments 
undergone by performing a certain speech-act seem to be tightly connected to the sort 
epistemic state signalled by the act. At least in many of the currently debated cases, the 
commitments to a certain kind of defence can be explained with recourse to what type of 
state is signalled. Whether this is true for all cases need not be decided here; it suffices to 
indicate that such cases could easily be taken into account by a slight modification of the 
proposed form of expressivism. 

A final note: even though I usually talk as if epistemic modals signal the strength of a 
speaker’s beliefs (i.e. the speaker’s credence in some proposition), my proposal does not 
essentially presuppose a specific view on what sort of epistemic stances is correlated to 
epistemic modals. It is a controversially debated question whether modals of necessity (e.g. 
‘certainly’, ‘surely’) present the speaker as knowing the content in question, or as being 
certain that the content is true, or as being in still some other epistemic state (analogously 
for modals of possibility).9 This question need not be settled here because it equally arises 
for expressivist and for truth-conditional accounts of epistemic modals. The accounts only 
differ in what role the signalled state plays for the utterance. On the current view, a simple 
utterance containing epistemic modals is generally not used to make an assertion and in 
such a case lacks truth-conditions. The signalled state will therefore not feature in 
specifications of truth conditions but rather in specifications of sincerity conditions. 

 

                                                        
7  This was stressed by Toulmin, ‘Probability’, pp. 28–35. 
8  As argued for in T. Williamson, Knowledge and its Limits (Oxford UP, 2000). 
9  For a survey and discussion of some common proposals see M. Huemer, ‘Epistemic 

Possibility’, Synthese, 156 (2007), pp. 119–42. 
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III. In Favour of Expressivism 

a. Motivations for Expressivism 

Before presenting a new argument for expressivism, I will briefly mention two initial 
motivations for it. The first consists in the observation that speakers do not seem to 
evaluate utterances containing epistemic modals in the dimension of truth and falsity 
(which is not to say that such utterances are not up for criticism; see section VI below). A 
second motivation stems from the fact that we often want to communicate that we have 
some other epistemic stance towards a proposition p apart from a full belief.10 Of course, 
we can do that by explicitly reporting on our epistemic state and by asserting, e.g., that we 
have a very low or a particularly high credence in a given proposition. However, by 
making such an assertion we will lay a focus on ourselves and our epistemic makeup, 
whereas often we want to focus on the content of our epistemic states. The situation is just 
the same with full beliefs: in straightforwardly asserting that p, a speaker focuses on the 
content of one of her beliefs. She could also explicitly report on the fact that she holds the 
belief that p, and she would thereby still present the content for evaluation. But it would be 
cumbersome if a speaker would always have to explicitly ascribe the belief that p to herself 
in order to put forth its content (that p) as a contribution to the conversation. Moreover, it 
would often be misleading and invite reactions about the mental state which is reported, 
instead of reactions towards the content of the state. So, language provides the means of 
putting forward the content of a belief without the detour of explicitly ascribing the belief 
to oneself. And it would equally be useful to have expressions at our disposal with which 
we directly signal that we have some other epistemic stances towards a proposition p apart 
from full belief. If epistemic modals work as speech-act modifiers, they play exactly this 
role. 

 

b. An Argument for Expressivism: Solving Yalcin’s Puzzle 

While the above paragraph is only meant to provide some motivation for expressivism, I 
will now present a new argument in favour of that position: expressivism provides a neat 
solution to Yalcin’s puzzle about epistemic modals. 

The proposed expressivism straightforwardly explains why (8) is awkward and thereby 
explain why (2) is so too. ‘Perhaps’, as it occurs in 

(11) Perhaps it is raining. 

                                                        
10  On this point, cp. Forrest, ‘Probabilistic Modal Inferences’, pp. 43–45. 
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determines the speech-act performed by uttering (11). In uttering (11), you neither assert 
that it is raining, nor that you are uncertain whether it is raining or not. You do not assert 
anything, but you present yourself as being uncertain about the proposition (more 
precisely: as not being certain that its negation is true). Hence, the sentence is not apt for 
embedding under ‘suppose’, for the act of supposing is tightly connected to the act of 
asserting: we can only suppose what we could also assert to be the case. 

So, expressivism offers a good explanation of the resistance of epistemic modals to be 
embedded in contexts such as ‘suppose’ or ‘if … then’. This reveals an important 
difference between expressivism about moral discourse (which takes moral vocabulary to 
be expressivist) and about epistemic modals. A standard case (the Frege-Geach-point) 
against moral expressivism just relies on embeddings of moral statements.11 Moral terms 
can straightforwardly be used in contexts which operate on the truth-conditional content of 
the embedded sentences, as is exemplified by sentences such as: 

(12) Suppose lying is always wrong. Then it is also wrong to lie in order to help 
others. 

(13) If lying is always wrong, it is also wrong to lie in order to help others. 

Utterances of (12) or (13) can be evaluated just as any other ordinary hypothetical 
discourse (we even find them immediately acceptable). So, the very contexts that 
apparently provide a strong case against the latter kind of expressivism provide a case in 
favour of the former kind, because contrary to moral terms, epistemic modals do resist 
embedding in the relevant contexts. 

 

                                                        
11  See P. T. Geach, ‘Assertion’, Philosophical Review, 74 (1965), pp. 449–65. For a critical 

discussion of the Frege-Geach-point see M. Green, ‘Illocutionary Force and Semantic 
Content’, Linguistics and Philosophy, 23 (2000), pp. 435–73. 
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IV. In Defence of Expressivism: Problematic Embeddings 

Surely, there is more to be said on embedding of epistemic modals. Even though such 
modals embed awkwardly under ‘suppose’ or in the antecedents of conditionals, they can 
embed easily in many complex contexts. For instance, there are situations in which the 
following sentences are assertable: 

(14) Perhaps he will come and perhaps he won’t. 

(15)  If Fred comes, I might leave. 

To explain why such embeddings are admissible is a task for any expressivist account. The 
task can be met. 

 

a. Strategy 1: Exploiting Ambiguities 

First note that it is often debatable whether a modal expression as occurring in a particular 
sentence should be understood epistemically, or rather as expressing some kind of objective 
modality. If the latter is the case, all kinds of embeddings are admissible without any 
problem (unless one holds an expressivist position about every kind of modal talk, which is 
not what I would want to do).12 So, many embeddings of expressions that can be used to 
express epistemic modality may be acceptable because we rely on a non-epistemic reading 
of the modal expression. (Thus, we may, e.g., sometimes accept embeddings of ‘might’ in 
the antecedent of a conditional, because it allows for a non-epistemic reading.) 

Let me very briefly address two issues concerning the ambiguity of modal expressions 
relevant to the present proposal:  

(i) That many modals locutions can be understood either in an epistemic or in an 
objective sense seems to be the commonly accepted view in philosophy.13 However, the 
variety of objective modalities that can be relevant is often underestimated. On the one 
hand, many modals can be used to express either absolute or restricted metaphysical 
modality. Moreover, many philosophers acknowledge that some modals can be used to 
express objective chance. Thirdly, modals can be used to ascribe abilities. And even if 

                                                        
12  But see A. Thomasson, ‘Modal Expressivism and the Method of Metaphysics’, 

Philosophical Topics, forthcoming, for a defence of universal expressivism concerning 
modal talk. 

13  See, for instance, S. Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford Blackwell, 1980), at p. 141, G. 
Bealer ‘Modal Epistemology and the Rationalist Renaissance’, in:  T. G. Szabó & J. 
Hawthorne (eds): Conceivability and Possibility (Oxford UP, 2002), pp. 71–125, at p. 77, 
or D. Edgington, ‘Two Kinds of Possibility’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 
Supplementary Volume, 78 (2004), pp. 1–22. 
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abilities might reduce to some kind of restricted metaphysical possibility it is not obvious 
that they do. Fourthly, it is plausible that modals can be used to express statistical chance. 

(ii) A modal expression which is often regarded as ambiguous between an epistemic 
and a non-epistemic reading is the word ‘might’. But Keith deRose argued that ‘might’ is, 
at least in contexts where it is followed by a verb phrase in the present tense, unequivocally 
epistemic.14 His argument is basically as follows:15 

(P.1)  Sentences of the following form are never assertable: 

 (16)  p, but it might be that ¬ p. 

(P.2) The best explanation of (P.1) is that ‘might’ unequivocally expresses 
epistemic possibility. 

(C) Therefore, ‘might’ unequivocally expresses epistemic possibility. 

If deRose’s conclusion is accepted, the possibility of embedding ‘might’-statements could 
never be explained in the way outlined above, which would rely on assuming ‘might’ to be 
ambiguous between epistemic and non-epistemic readings. 

But the first premise of deRose’s argument (which he defends merely by an appeal to 
the ‘golden ears’ of ordinary speakers) is a dubious assumption about English. To see this, 
take the following line by Modest Mouse: ‘I might, and you might, but neither of us do, 
though, and neither of us will’. The line is a perfectly acceptable sentence and is naturally 
taken to express the ability on behalf the speaker to do the deed in question, while at the 
same time expressing his belief that he will not make use of that ability. Since it is easy to 
find many similar examples, it is possible to hold unto the ambiguity of ‘might’ in spite of 
deRose’s argument. The idea behind deRose’s argument even shows that it is advisable to 
hold unto the said ambiguity: for if ‘might’ were unequivocally epistemic, we indeed could 
not make sense of utterances of the form ‘I might, but I won’t’. Since we can make sense of 
it, ‘might’ is ambiguous. The same kind of ambiguity is exhibited by many, if not most, 
modal locutions. 

 

b. Strategy 2: Combinations of Speech-acts  

I have argued that expressions which can be used to express epistemic modalities can often 
also be used to express other kinds of modality, and that the resulting ambiguity can be 

                                                        
14  See K. deRose, ‘Simple ‘Might’s, Indicative Possibilities and the Open Future’, 

Philosophical Quarterly, 48 (1998), pp. 67–82, at p. 67. 
15  Cp. deRose, ‘Simple ‘Might’s, Indicative Possibilities and the Open Future’, pp. 72–75. 
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exploited to explain why such expressions can be embedded in many contexts. But even if 
an epistemic reading of a modal expression is definitely employed, the expressivist can 
account for the admissibility of certain embeddings. Let me briefly go through some 
examples and sketch the available explanations. 

Conjunctions: An utterance of (14) can be understood as a conjunctive speech-act 
(consisting in two different acts of expressing uncertainty). In general, there is strong 
linguistic evidence that speakers often use certain connectives in order to perform 
conjunctive speech-acts;16 the conjunction ‘and’ can, e.g., be used to couple assertoric and 
imperative sentences, as in: 

(17) I consider this conversation over, and now close the door, please. 

Thus, if the modals in (14) are understood in an epistemic sense, an expressivist can hold 
that the embedding is admissible because the utterance of (14) involves a speech-act 
conjunction. Similarly, we also use other connectives to combine sentences which are used 
to perform speech-acts other than assertions. 

Conditionals: As in (15), epistemic modals often embed smoothly in the consequent of 
a conditional. An expressivist can account for such cases in at least two ways. Firstly, an 
expressivist could try to exploit a possible scope distinction: the embedded ‘perhaps’ in 
(15) can be understood as governing the whole conditional. The speaker then signals 
uncertainty about whether he will leave if Fred comes, which seems to be an appropriate 
understanding of (15). 

Secondly, an expressivist might adopt the view that conditionals are used to make 
conditional assertions.17 If that view is correct, they can equally be used to make 
conditional speech-acts of some other kind, as e.g. a conditional expression of uncertainty. 
In uttering the conditional, the speaker commits himself to the expressed uncertainty on the 
condition formulated in the antecedent.  

This view smoothly explains the fact that we embed, for instance, sentences used for 
orders and questions in the consequent of conditionals (though not in the antecedent), as 
illustrated by the following example: 

(18)  If every angel’s terrible, then why do you welcome them?  

                                                        
16  See, for instance, M. Krifka, ‘Quantifying into Question Acts’, Natural Language 

Semantics, 9 (2001), pp. 1–40, and B. Russell, ‘Imperatives in Conditional Conjunction’, 
Natural Language Semantics, 15 (2007), pp. 131–66. 

17  See e.g. D. Edgington, ‘On Conditionals’, Mind, 104 (1995), pp. 235–329, and M. Woods, 
Conditionals (Oxford UP, 1997). 
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But notice that even if the suppositional view on conditionals is rejected, the phenomenon 
that imperatives, questions, etc. can be embedded in the consequent of a conditional has to 
be acknowledged and explained. Whatever the explanation might look like, it will be 
applicable to the statements containing epistemic modals (understood along the expressivist 
lines) as they occur in the consequents of conditionals. 

Logical Reasoning: The original Frege-Geach-point addresses in particular the 
occurrence of allegedly expressivist terms in arguments. We can reason as follows: 

(P.1) If Fred is coming, Freddy might also come.  

(P.2) Fred is coming. 

(C) So, Freddy might come. 

On the expressivist account, an utterance of (C) is not an assertion, which may seem 
problematic if we think that the point of an argument is to license an assertion. But once 
more, this is an oversimplified view of language. Ordinary discourse involves arguments 
licensing the performance of a number of different speech-acts; just recall Winston Wolfe’s 
utterance ‘I think fast, I talk fast, and I need you guys to act fast if you want to get out of 
this. So, pretty please, with sugar on top, clean the [damned] car’. An adequate account of 
ordinary language will involve an account of the logic of speech-acts;18 such an account 
can then be used to explain how expressivist terms may occur in the conclusions of 
arguments.19 What particular account is correct for the above example depends on several 
factors. If, e.g., the conditional in (P.1) is regarded as a device of a conditional speech-act 
then the story will roughly be this:20 with an utterance of (P.1), a speaker makes a 
conditional expression of her non-negligible credence in the proposition that Freddy is 
coming. The expression is made conditionally on accepting that Fred is coming, and since 
the latter is indeed accepted by the speaker in endorsing (P.2), the speaker is committed to 
the non-negligible degree of belief expressed with (C). 

There may doubtless be further challenges for expressivism due to certain types of 
embeddings. But the main aim of this paper was to make a case in favour of expressivism 
and to show why the possibility of embedding such modals does not seriously endanger 

                                                        
18  For a seminal work on the logic of speech-acts, see Searle & Vanderveken, Foundations of 

Illocutionary Logic. The logic of imperatives is treated in P. B. M. Vranas, ‘New 
Foundations for Imperative Logic I: Logical Connectives, Consistency, and Quantifiers’, 
Noûs, 42 (2008), pp. 529–72. 

19  For a partial account of the logic of epistemic modals along expressivist lines, see Forrest, 
‘Probabilistic Modal Inferences’. 

20  On the following cp. Green’s account of illocutionary validity (‘Illocutionary Force and 
Semantic Content’, pp. 444–46). 
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expressivism. A thorough investigation of all possible embeddings has to be deferred to 
another occasion. 

Let me conclude with an observation on just two other kinds of embeddings; epistemic 
modals do not only resist embedding in the context of ‘suppose’ or antecedents of 
conditionals, but also (i) in negations and (ii) in the scope of other epistemic modals. 
Expressivism provides an explanation for both observations: 

Re (i): We normally do not use epistemic modals in the scope of negation.21 Sentences 
such as the following are defective: 

(19) They did not perhaps / certainly win. 

On the expressivist account, this is explainable by the fact that we do not use negation as a 
device of cancelling speech-acts (or triggering “opposite” speech-acts). Negation strongly 
tends to attach to the content of a sentence. (Compare the function of negation in 
imperatives: to utter ‘don’t do that’ is to perform a directive speech-act ordering the 
addressee to omit something; it is not to perform something like the opposite of a directive 
speech-act.) This explains the contrast between (?19) and  

(20) Perhaps / certainly they did not win. 

Unlike (?19), the latter is perfectly acceptable because the negation modifies the content 
towards the speaker positions herself in uttering (20). 

Re (ii): We do not iterate epistemic modals. Utterances such as 

(21) Fred will certainly perhaps come. 

appear to be defective. Of course, we sometimes repeat epistemic modals. Such repetitions 
are, however, not iterations but merely used for emphasis. When someone says ‘perhaps, 
perhaps’, she emphasizes the uncertainty she expresses but she does not use one ‘perhaps’ 
as operating on the other. On standard truth-conditional accounts of epistemic modals, 
however, such repetitions could be read as iterations generating truth-conditions that differ 
from the non-repeated use of ‘perhaps’. If, e.g., an utterance of ‘perhaps p’ would be true 

                                                        
21  This was pointed out, e.g., in Bellert, ‘On Semantic and Distributional Properties of 

Sentential Adverbs’, and Nilsen, ‘Domains for Adverbs’. Cp. also S. Iatridou & K. von 
Fintel, ‘Anatomy of a Modal Construction’, Linguistic Inquiry, 38 (2007), pp. 445–83, at p. 
469, where they show that ‘may’ takes different scope with respect to negation depending 
on whether it expresses epistemic or deontic possibility. S. Iatridou & K. von Fintel, 
‘Epistemic Containment’, Linguistic Inquiry, 34 (2003), pp. 173–98, argue that epistemic 
modals do not appear in the scope of quantifier phrases; this observation again squares well 
with the current proposal. 
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iff the speaker is uncertain whether p, then ‘perhaps, perhaps p’ should have a reading on 
which it is true iff the speaker is uncertain whether he is uncertain whether p. Under that 
reading, the truth-conditions of the utterance would differ from those of ‘perhaps p’. So, if 
such a truth-conditional account was correct, we should recognise an utterance of ‘perhaps, 
perhaps p’ as structurally ambiguous between the iteration and the emphasize reading. But 
we do not recognise any such ambiguity; this is natural if expressivism is true, for on that 
view, iterated epistemic modals do not make any literal sense, which is why the iteration 
reading is not an option. 

 

 

V. In Defence of Expressivism: The Problem of Disagreement 

Sometimes an utterance involving an epistemic modal becomes a matter of dispute and is 
either corrected or negated. But an expressivist holds that someone who makes such an 
utterance does not assert anything. That the utterance nevertheless can give rise to a 
disagreement seems a problematic datum for expressivism. 

Let us try to pinpoint the problem. Assume, Jean says: 

(22) Perhaps, Paul will come. 

The utterance can be criticised in a variety of ways, e.g. by the following responses: 

(23) No, he won’t come. He told me he’ll stay home. 

(24) No, he cannot come. He had an accident and is at the hospital. 

(25) You know he won’t come. You just want to calm me down. 

Or, to use another well-known sort of example, suppose Jean has sufficient information to 
conclude that a certain door has been sealed shut for years, but fails to draw the conclusion 
and says 

 (26) Perhaps, he left through the back door. 

Since Jean had the relevant information, her utterance seems criticisable. 

The problem for expressivism is this: in the examples, Jean has the epistemic attitudes 
that the expressivist takes her to express with (22) or (26). Nevertheless, disputes can arise, 
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which shows that additional information or the attitudes of people other than the speaker 
play a role in evaluating the utterances.22 How could an expressivist account for this? 

Firstly, notice that it seems nearly always possible to resist corrections and denials of 
modal statements by emphasizing that the utterance was in accord with one’s own 
epistemic makeup.23 However stubborn or nitpicking it may seem, Jean may in response to 
(23) or (24)—more on (25) and (26) below—just stick to her guns: ‘Well, I merely said 
perhaps he might come. And I just didn’t know he won’t.’ 

Nevertheless, corrections are often accepted and an expressivist should explain why. 
For a start, notice that denial is generally a much more complex issue than it may first 
seem. Consider the following straightforward account of negation: 

NEG In uttering the negation of a sentence S, a speaker asserts the negation of 
what was said by uttering S (i.e., she asserts the negation of the proposition 
expressed by S in the given context). 

While NEG may describe the standard function of negation, there are perfectly ordinary 
cases which require a different treatment. Take the following bits of conversation: 

(27) A: Your cur bit my child. B: She’s not a cur, she’s a dog. 

(28) A: I trapped two mongeese. B: No, you didn’t; you trapped two 
mongooses. 

(29) A: I think it will rain. B: No, it won’t. 

In none of these cases should the object of denial be understood as what was said by the 
initial utterance. Instead, the respective denial aims at (27) a (conventional) implicature of 
the utterance,24 or (28) at the formulation itself which conflicts with some linguistic rules,25 
or finally (29) at a proposition expressed by a component of the sentence uttered. 

The latter case is directly relevant here: disputes often start from utterances in which a 
speaker explicitly attributes to herself a certain belief. However, criticisms of such 
utterances are rarely meant to deny that the speaker has the relevant belief. Instead, they 
usually turn on the content of the belief in question. This even happens when beliefs are 
attributed to other people, as the following exchange illustrates: 

                                                        
22  Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing this point. 
23  Cp. K. von Fintel and A. S. Gillies, ‘CIA Leaks’, Philosophical Review, 117 (2008), pp. 

77–98, at pp. 81–82. 
24  Cp. P. Grice, Studies in the Way of Words (Harvard UP, 1989), at pp. 81ff. 
25  See L. R. Horn, A Natural History of Negation (2nd ed.) (CSLI Publications, 2001), at ch. 6. 
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(30) A: Fred thinks it will rain. B: No, it won’t rain. 

Now, the proposed form of expressivism does not deny that utterances involving epistemic 
modals put forward propositions. It just denies that the epistemic modal affects what 
proposition is propounded and rather takes it to determine what attitude towards the 
proposition is expressed. But even if no assertion is made, a proposition is put on the table 
for evaluation and many moves in disputes about such utterances should be understood as 
being concerned with the truth of that proposition. In such a debate, different sorts of 
statements can be fruitfully exchanged: some which explicitly attribute propositional 
attitudes to the speakers (‘I am sure that p’), some which express such attitudes (‘Certainly 
p’), and some which are just plain assertions concerning the subject matter (‘p’). This 
explains why (23) is an adequate response to (22). 

But there are more sources for dispute: as was pointed out earlier, most modals are 
ambiguous between epistemic and certain non-epistemic readings. But statements about 
objective possibility are often a matter of genuine dispute: what the statistical chances of a 
certain outcome are or whether someone has a certain ability are substantial questions 
concerning non-epistemic possibilities. An expressivist can hold that some disputes 
involving modal statements are best interpreted as pivoting about non-epistemic 
possibilities; this explains why (24) can be a proper response to (22). 

In both cases addressed so far, the issue was whether some proposition involved in (one 
interpretation of) the utterance of (22) is true. But the criticism of an utterance can also 
concern its sincerity. This is why, according to expressivism, (25) is a sensible criticism of 
(22): what is denied is not the proposition put forward by (22) but rather that the sincerity 
conditions of the utterance are fulfilled. 

Finally, consider (26). Here, a further dimension of rational interchange is relevant: 
apart from the content or the sincerity of an utterance, criticism can also concern its 
epistemic responsibility. If someone participates in a conversation, she can be expected to 
try to meet certain standards of rationality and epistemic caution. This is commonly 
acknowledged in the case of assertion: an assertion can not only be criticised for being 
false or insincere, but also for being unwarranted. But rules of rational discourse equally 
apply to speech-acts of other kinds. Speakers are also criticised for posing all too obvious 
questions, for commanding tasks that they could know to be unaccomplishable, etc. 

Expressivism can therefore allow that in expressing any attitude towards a proposition, 
a speaker may reasonably be expected to have made some efforts in order to cultivate her 
epistemic system. In particular, for the expression of a (full or partial) belief to be 
responsible the speaker should have paid attention to all relevant parts of her evidence. 
Accordingly, a speaker can be blamed for expressing a (partial or full) belief in a 
proposition if she could have known from her evidence that the proposition is false. Thus, 
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even though Jean did not actually know the door was sealed, her utterance of (26) is 
criticisable because she had the relevant information. If she rejects the criticism by saying 
‘I just didn’t know it,’ one may reasonably reply: ‘Well, you should have known.’ 
Moreover, in many situations we expect a speaker to take into account not only her present 
evidence, but also easily available evidence, etc., which gives rise to further possibilities of 
criticism.26 

To sum up, expressivism can account for a rich variety of possible disagreement 
concerning statements containing epistemic modals along the dimensions of (i) the truth of 
a proposition propounded in an utterance, (ii) the sincerity of the utterance, and (iii) the 
epistemic responsibility of the utterance. 

 

 

VI. Conclusion 

It is time to take stock. I began with a puzzle about epistemic modals: instances of ‘p & 
perhaps ¬ p’ are neither assertable nor embeddable in the contexts ‘suppose’ or ‘if’. The 
solution proposed by Yalcin—he regards such instances as contradictory—does not get to 
the ground of the puzzle because the failure of embeddability already occurs with 
statements of the simpler form ‘perhaps p’ which typically are not contradictory. I then 
developed an expressivist view about epistemic modals and showed how it can solve the 
puzzle. Finally, I discussed two objections: at first glance, it may seem that expressivism is 
at odds with (i) the fact that statements containing epistemic modals can be embedded in 
many contexts (even though they resist embeddings under ‘suppose’ and ‘if’), and (ii) the 
fact that such statements can be rejected for reasons that go beyond the epistemic system of 
the speaker. But I showed that an expressivist can account both for embeddability and 
dispute.27 

                                                        
26  This point relates to Hacking’s hulk example and the like; see I. Hacking, ‘Possibility’, 

Philosophical Review, 76 (1967), pp. 143–68, at p. 148. 
27  I am indebted to Moritz Schulz for invaluable discussions of the topic, to two anonymous 

referees of this journal for their very helpful comments, and to the audience of a 
presentation of this paper that I gave in Hamburg. I’d like to thank the DFG for financial 
support. 




