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Without Reason? 

1. Introduction 

a. Topic. Different principles have been called ‘The Principle of Sufficient Reason’. This 
paper focuses on a central one: 

PSR   Every truth has a sufficient reason. 

While many traditional rationalists regarded the PSR as a basic law of logic or metaphysics, it 
has recently fallen on hard times. Partly responsible is an argument influentially put forward 
by Peter van Inwagen, who holds that the PSR entails modal collapse: if the PSR is true, then 
whatever is possible is true, and whatever is true is necessary.1 

Many found the argument persuasive. Some see it as a reductio of the principle,2 steadfast 
neo-rationalists take it to be part of a proof of necessitarianism.3 But the argument for modal 
collapse is unsound, or so will be the thesis of this paper. We will examine two main variants 
of the argument and show that both of them fail for principled reasons. 

b. Aims, Approach and Relevance. Let us make three remarks on the scope of this paper: 
First, while the PSR played a pivotal role in the metaphysical systems of rationalists such as 
Spinoza, Leibniz, or Wolff, nowadays it seldom features in mainstream metaphysics. Instead, 
its discussion has mainly been confined to philosophical theology as well as historical debates 
about rationalism. We think, however, that the PSR is of much more general metaphysical 
interest, and that it should be discussed against the background of the recently growing debate 
about grounding (more on that in a second).4  

Second, in accordance with this approach, we do not see the defence of the PSR as our 
only aim; instead, we also intend to use the discussion of the argument to make some points 
that are of independent interest to the debate about grounding.  

Third, we would like to be upfront with an unfortunate discovery: Our main point against 
the first version of the argument is, as we had to find out, less original than we thought while 
writing the paper. Its basic idea was already anticipated by William Vallicella (in his 1997; 
more on this below, section 2.e). The force of this important contribution remains 
underappreciated in the literature, though, partly as a consequence of unfortunate aspects of 
Vallicella’s presentation, partly because his discussion could not draw on the rich theoretical 

                                                        
1  See van Inwagen (1983: 202ff.). Variants of the argument occur in Bennett (1984: 115) and 

van Inwagen (2009: 150ff.). The earliest appearance of the argument we know is Ross (1969). 
2  E.g. van Inwagen (1983). 
3  E.g. Della Rocca (2010). 
4  Here we agree with Della Rocca (2012) and Correia & Schnieder (2012a). The latter also 

provide a survey over the recent debate about grounding. 
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background that is now in place. This paper is an improvement on both fronts.  

c. Preliminary Clarifications. Before we turn to the argument, let us briefly comment on 
the principle. In its pertinent reading, the PSR is not an epistemological principle concerning 
reasons for belief. Instead, it concerns an objective notion of reasons for being thus-and-so.5 
But while objective, the reasons in question are not (or at least need not be) causal. Instead, in 
the cases pertinent to our discussion, they are facts or truths that are non-causally prior to 
those they are reasons of, and bring them about, so that the latter depend on the former for 
their truth or obtaining. This is to say, a reason in the relevant sense is what contemporary 
metaphysicians usually call a ground.  

For the purposes of this paper we will therefore freely switch between talk about reasons 
and grounds. Moreover, our discussion will often be framed in terms of the connective 
‘because’, since reasons or grounds are typically (though not exclusively) stated with the aid 
of a ‘because’-clause.6  In the debate, many philosophers also switch between talk about rea-
sons and talk about explanations. While we do not principally object, we think this habit may 
invite certain confusions; see below, sections 2.e/f.   

Once the PSR is phrased in terms of grounding, it becomes apparent that the principle is of 
much current interest. It is, in effect, the denial of the widely endorsed claim that there are 
fundamental truths (which are true, but not because of other truths) or brute facts (which 
obtain, but not because of other facts). If the argument against the PSR is successful, there 
must be such fundamental truths or brute facts. 

Finally, it is worthwhile to mention two other prominent versions of the PSR: 

PSR*   For every contingent object, there is a sufficient reason for its existence. 

PSR**  For every truth, there is a sufficient reason why it is true. 

PSR* plays no role in what follows, as the arguments discussed explicitly address versions of 
the principle formulated in terms of truths rather than contingent (material) objects. PSR** 
allows for two different readings. In one reading it amounts to the PSR as stated above, 
requiring that every true predication (regardless of what is predicated) has a reason. In a 
narrower reading it only requires that every predication in which the property of truth is 
predicated has a reason. The difference matters: in its broad reading, the PSR demands that 
there is an answer, e.g., to the question ‘Why is snow white?’ But in the narrow reading, it 

                                                        
5  The distinction between an epistemological and an objective reading of the PSR was already 

common coinage in the rationalist tradition. While sometimes, the only objective reading 
recognized was concerned with causality, philosophers such as Crusius (1743) or Schopen-
hauer (1813) argued that we should also acknowledge a non-epistemic, non-causal notion of a 
reason in order to account for objective reasonhood within mathematics. Bolzano (1837) was 
the first to develop an elaborate theory of such reasons (or grounds, as he called them). 

6  Some authors even think that the best way to express grounding is in terms of ‘because’, while 
others think the more fundamental expression is a relational predicate; we remain neutral on 
the issue. But see Correia (2010), Rosen (2010), or Fine (2012). 
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only demands that there is an answer to the question ‘Why is the proposition that snow is 
white true?’ But it is conceptually possible that there be an answer to the latter question 
without there being an answer to the former. For, assume it is a brute fact that snow is white. 
Then the first question has no true answer. But the second question is still correctly answered 
by ‘The proposition that snow is white is true because snow is white.’7 

2. First Variant of the Argument Against the PSR 

a. Assumptions. The argument against the PSR appears in different versions, which make 
use of one or more of the following principles about reasonhood (or grounding): 

Irreflexivity  Nothing is a reason/ground of itself (grounding is an irreflexive relation). 

Asymmetry  If x is a reason/ground of y, y is not a reason/ground of x (grounding is an 
asymmetrical relation). 

Factivity If x is a reason/ground of y, x is true and y is true (grounding is factive). 

Sufficiency If x is a sufficient reason/ground of y, then necessarily, if x is true so is y. 

Factivity is an immediate consequence of a constitutive fact about reasons or grounding. 
Sufficiency can be seen as a mere explication of what makes a reason sufficient in the relevant 
sense.8 And Irreflexivity immediately follows from Asymmetry, which is an intuitively 
plausible constraint on grounding accepted by a majority of philosophers. While the 
principles are not completely beyond doubt, we will not quarrel over them here but see what 
the argument makes of them (though we will return to Irreflexivity in section 3). 

b. The Argument. Bennett’s version of the argument against the PSR runs as follows: 

Let P be the great proposition stating the whole contingent truth about the actual world, 
down to its finest detail, in respect of all times. Then the question ‘Why is it the case 
that P [sic.]?’ cannot be answered in a satisfying way. Any purported answer must have 
the form ‘P is the case because Q is the case’; but if Q is only contingently the case then 
it is a conjunct in P, and the offered explanation doesn’t explain; and if Q is necessarily 
the case then the explanation, if it is cogent, implies that P is necessary also. (Bennett 
1984, §25, p. 115) 

The argument can be seen as relying on four premises: 

P1  If there are contingently true propositions, there is the conjunction of all of them; let 
us call it CC. 

P2  Any conjunction of contingent truths is itself contingently true. 

P3 If CC is contingently true, CC cannot have a necessary truth as its sufficient reason. 

                                                        
7  At least, this is what most philosophers in the debate about truth accept. Cp. section 3.e, fn. 31. 
8  Cp. Rowe (1997: 190). While one could understand other things under ‘sufficient reason’, 

those options do not matter here since they play no role in the pertinent debate and the 
arguments against the PSR attack the principle in that understanding of ‘sufficient’. 
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P4  If CC is contingently true, CC cannot have a contingent truth as its sufficient 
reason, since such a truth would be a conjunct of CC and could not be a reason of 
CC. 

C1 So, if CC is contingently true then CC lacks a sufficient reason. 

C2 So, if there are contingent truths, the PSR is false. 

We accept premises P2 and P3. P3 directly follows from Sufficiency, and P2 is valid in 
standard modal logics. One may, however, have principled doubts about P1; for instance, one 
may hold (i) that there are no infinitely complex propositions but infinitely many contingent 
truths; or (ii) that no proposition is a conjunct of itself, while the conjunction of all contingent 
truths would have to be its own conjunct. Certainly, such doubts are to be taken seriously. 
However, even if P1 is rejected, it might well be that the argument could be run with a weaker 
replacement.9 We do not wish to enter into a long discussion here. Instead we grant Bennett 
the premise for the sake of argument, since his reasoning fails for more interesting reasons 
concerning important points about grounding (rather than general points about the existence 
of certain propositions). 

c. Irreflexivity. In our view, the crucial premise of the argument is P4; why should we 
accept it? While Bennett does not say, other defenders of the argument are more explicit. 
Thus, Rowe (1975, 107), in presenting the argument which he ascribes to Ross, justifies P4 by 
an appeal to the irreflexivity of reasonhood: If a proposition ‘q explains [CC], then q cannot 
be contingent; otherwise it would be a part of [CC] and [CC] (a contingent state of affairs) 
would be self-accounting, which is impossible.’10 So let us consider the following 
replacement of P4:  

P4*  If CC is contingently true, CC cannot have a contingent truth as its sufficient 
reason, since such a truth would be a conjunct of CC and, hence, CC would be a 
reason of itself, violating Irreflexivity. 

The problem is that P4* makes a wrong application of Irreflexivity. The principle just requires 
that no proposition grounds itself. That CC is grounded in one of its conjuncts, however, does 
not mean that it is grounded in itself. 

One may be tempted to reply that if CC is grounded in one of its own conjuncts, it is at 
least partially grounded in itself, while even partial self-grounding is impossible. The reply 
invokes an awkward notion of partial ground, however. On a standard understanding, x is a 
partial ground of y if there are some Z, such that x together with Z ground y.11 Partial self-
grounding, thus explicated, should plausibly be ruled out. But if CC is grounded in one of its 
conjuncts, it does not follow that CC partially grounds itself in this sense. All that follows is 
that something which is a ‘part’ of CC (a conjunct) grounds CC. 

                                                        
9  For an attempt to meet point (ii), see Rowe (1975, 107), following Ross. 
10  Note that Rowe himself is critical of the argument; cp. fn. 14 below.  
11  ‘Z’ is used as a plural variable. 
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The assumption that some conjunction is grounded in one of its conjuncts does not violate 
Irreflexivity, then. Nor does it violate Asymmetry—unless, that is, one presupposes that 
conjunctions always ground their conjuncts; but this would be an unwarranted assumption 
which we will now address in more detail. 

d. Grounds of Conjunctions. Do conjunctions always ground their conjuncts? To the 
contrary, we argue: conjunctions are always grounded in their conjuncts. This follows from a 
fundamental intuition about classical truth-functional operators: a compound sentence 
governed by such an operator has its truth-value because of the truth-values of its component 
sentences.12 Hence, a true conjunction is true because its conjuncts are true. Each conjunct 
partially grounds the conjunction, and jointly they yield a complete ground of it.13 Moreover, 
if conjunctions are grounded in their conjuncts, we can conclude that, due to the asymmetry 
of grounding, conjunctions never ground their conjuncts (the schema ‘p because (p & q)’ has 
only false instances, if ‘because’ is used to express grounding). But then, proponents of the 
above argument get the order of grounding wrong; since the correct order runs from the 
conjuncts towards the conjunction, premise P4 is fundamentally defective. 

Incidentally, the principle that conjunctions are grounded in their conjuncts is one reason 
why we accepted the first premise (if there are contingent truths, there is the conjunction of all 
contingent truths) only for the sake of argument. The premise can be rejected on principled 
considerations about the logic of ground: If there were a conjunction of all contingent truths, 
it would itself be contingent and, thus, would have to be a conjunct of itself. But then, by the 
principle that conjunctions are grounded in their conjuncts, CC would be partially grounded in 
itself, which is impossible (since grounding, whether partial or full, is irreflexive). But, as we 
said, some weakened version of the premise might suffice to get the argument going; it will 
still have to stop, however, at its crucial premise P4 because of the logic of grounding. 

Before turning to van Inwagen’s version of the argument, let us address three issues 
related to our rejection of the argument. 

e. Vallicella, Explanation, and Grounding. As we pointed out above, our main criticism of 
the argument already appears in Vallicella (1997).14 But Vallicella’s insightful paper has not 
received the attention it deserves. We tried to strengthen the point here by phrasing it in terms 
of grounding and putting it in a broader perspective. We see two advantages over Vallicella’s 
approach: First, we showed how the crucial principle that conjunctions are grounded in their 

                                                        
12  We follow Schnieder (2008). 
13  As Correia & Schnieder (2012: 17) point out, this seems to be universally acknowledged in the 

literature on grounding; see e.g. Correia (2010), Rosen (2010: 117), Schnieder (2011), and Fine 
(2012).  

14  Rowe (1975: 107f., fn. 32) makes a somewhat similar criticism of the argument, relying on the 
principle that if every conjunct of a conjunction is explained, so is the conjunction. While we 
accept that principle too, we take it to be less fundamental than the principle that a conjunction 
is explained in terms of its conjuncts. The latter, together with the transitivity of explanation, 
grounds Rowe’s principle. 
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conjuncts is but an instance of a more general intuition about the grounds of truth-functional 
compounds, an intuition that guides all recent work on the logic of grounding. Second, 
Vallicella’s talk about explanations may have invited some confusion. For, while Vallicalla 
has an objective notion of metaphysical explanation in mind which corresponds to the notion 
of ground, the terms ‘explanation’ and ‘explain’ have an epistemic ring to them: On a 
common philosophical understanding of the term, an explanation should provide an 
illuminating answer to a particular why-question. This yields an epistemically loaded notion 
of explanation, in so far as the standards for appropriateness of the answer at least partially 
depend on the epistemic interests and background of the enquirer: an explanation should 
provide a deeper understanding of an already acknowledged phenomenon.15 Now, a statement 
of the conjuncts of a conjunction will certainly not satisfy the epistemic interests of anyone 
who asks why the conjunction holds (at least in a non-philosophical context, where the point 
of question is not a general one about the nature of conjunction). But, we maintain, these 
factors are irrelevant for the discussion of the PSR understood as a metaphysical rather than 
an epistemological principle. Hence, our preference for talking about grounds rather than 
explanations. 

f. Explanations of Conjunctions and Coincidences. In fact, if the conjunction principle is 
formulated in terms of explanation—a conjunction is explained by its conjuncts and not vice 
versa—philosophers familiar with the scientific explanation debate might attempt the 
following objection:  Explaining a conjunction is to explain the coincidence of two facts. But 
you cannot explain the coincidence of two facts just by pointing out that the two facts obtain 
individually. Imagine that the twins Pete Peterson and John Johnson were separated at birth 
and never knew each other, but unknowingly celebrated their 18th birthday in the same 
restaurant. If you wonder why Pete and John both celebrated in that restaurant, you will 
hardly find the answer ‘Because Pete did, and because John did’ acceptable. Hence, a 
conjunction cannot (generally) be explained by its conjuncts.  

Reply: We accept that explaining a coincidence of two given facts cannot be achieved by 
citing those two facts.16 But we deny that to explain a bare, truth-functional conjunction is to 
explain a coincidence. The difference between explaining the coincidence of two facts, and 
explaining the conjunction of them can informally be brought out in terms of a difference in 
explanatory contrast. Explaining the coincidence of the facts p and q requires some 
information as to why the two facts both hold, rather than only one of them. Explaining the 
conjunction requires information as to why both hold, rather than not. The latter always has 
an explanation in terms of the two conjuncts; an explanation for the former has to take another 
form (and some would argue that what makes a genuine coincidence is, in part, that it lacks an 
explanation; of course, a proponent of PSR should either reject such an argument, or hold that 
there are no genuine coincidences). 

                                                        
15  See e.g. Bromberger (1965). 
16  Cp. Owens (1992: 11–14). 
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Note that in actual discourse, the distinction we made gets blurred easily. In everyday 
conversation, we can often use one and the same sentence to pragmatically convey 
explanatory requests of different sorts. In asking questions of the form ‘Why is it that p and 
q?’ we will normally not look for just any explanation of the truth-functional conjunction ‘p 
& q’.17 For, one such explanation is always possible regardless of the content of ‘p’ and ‘q’: 
the conjunction is true because of its two true conjuncts. So, in asking questions of the said 
form we either look for different, deeper, explanantia of ‘p & q’, (namely an explanans of the 
first conjunct, and an explanans of the second; those explanantia can also count as explanantia 
of the conjunction, since we can chain the explanations of the conjuncts and the explanation 
of the conjunction by the conjuncts)18; or we aim at a different but related explanandum, for 
instance the coincidence of the two facts that p and that q. While all this is true, it does not 
affect our criticism of the argument against the PSR, nor Vallicella’s criticism, properly 
understood. The conjunction principle we rely on concerns the objective grounds of 
conjunctions, independently of whether and how we ever ask for them in natural discourse. 
But Vallicella’s talk of explanations is more open to objections along the above lines than our 
formulation in terms of grounding. 

g. Understanding the PSR. Although the above argument against the PSR fails, our discus-
sion shows that the PSR is in need of careful interpretation in order to preclude rather uninte-
resting counterexamples, counterexamples that play no role in the debate about the 
principle.19 For, even though every conjunction is grounded in its two conjuncts, this leaves 
open the possibility that there is no single proposition that grounds it. An example may be a 
conjunction C whose conjuncts have non-overlapping grounding ancestries. Plausibly, while 
C has a sufficient reason (its two conjuncts jointly provide it), there is no proposition that 
sufficiently grounds C by itself. Or consider the (at least conceptual) possibility that there are 
two fundamental truths. While the truths themselves should count as counterexamples to the 
PSR, their conjunction should certainly not count as an additional counterexample. Still, the 
ungroundedness of the conjuncts implies that there is no single proposition that sufficiently 
grounds their conjunction. 

The upshot, which is independent of the PSR, is that apart from binary explanatory 
relations holding only between two propositions, we should acknowledge a plural notion of 
explanation, allowing a variable number of explanantia to jointly explain a given 
proposition.20 Every conjunction can be sufficiently explained if we work with the plural 
notion: a conjunction is jointly and sufficiently explained by its conjuncts. The big 
conjunction of all contingent facts, CC, is no exception to this rule. 

Vallicella (1997) locates the main shortcoming of all variants of the argument from modal 

                                                        
17  Cp. Ruben (1990: 42). 
18  Cp. e.g. Fine (2012) who endorses a Cut rule for grounding claims. 
19  The following point is also made by Vallicella (1997). 
20  The argument from the case of conjunctions goes back to Bolzano (1837: §205); cp. also 

Correia (2010), Fine (2012).  
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collapse in their disregarding this point. But although our criticisms are closely connected, we 
disagree with Vallicella on the sources of the problem. While Bennett’s version rests on an 
improperly justified assumption mistakenly related to irreflexivity, van Inwagen’s version to 
which we now turn at bottom misconstrues the nature of the relata of any (natural)21 
grounding relation. 

 

3. Second Variant of the Argument  

a. The Argument. Van Inwagen (1983, 2009) developed two variants of the above 
argument, which work with the same initial idea, but take an original turn that deserves 
separate discussion. Let us focus on the later version of his argument, to be found in van 
Inwagen (2009: 150ff.). It relies on the three principles Sufficiency, Irreflexivity, and 
Factivity. Further, the argument appeals to a Lewisian non-duplication (or: identity) condition 
for propositions: there are no two propositions that are true at exactly the same worlds:22 

Individuation  ∀x,	  y (x and y are propositions →  
   ∀w (x is true at w ↔ y is true at w) → x = y) 

The argument can now be stated as follows: consider the world proposition of the actual 
world, wp(@), i.e. the proposition which is true at the actual world and only there. Suppose 
for reductio that wp(@) has a sufficient reason, S. By Factivity, S is true. Is S also true at any 
other possible world? No. By Sufficiency, a sufficient reason entails its consequence. So, if S 
were true at any world apart from @, wp(@) would have to be true there as well, contra 
hypothesis. Consequently, S is true at the actual world and only there. But then, by 
Individuation, S = wp(@). However, Irreflexivity then yields that S is not a sufficient reason 
of wp(@). Contradiction. So, we have to reject our initial supposition: the world proposition 
of the actual world does not have a sufficient reason. Hence, the PSR is false. 

b. The Conclusion. Let us start by noting that the present argument is strictly stronger than 
the one discussed in section 2.23 If successful, it establishes not merely the conditional claim 
that the PSR is false, provided that there are contingent truths, but the categorical claim that 
the PSR is false. The assumption that there are contingent truths simply has no role to play. 
Suppose that everything is necessary. By Individuation, there is only one proposition, the 
necessary proposition. Irreflexivity would still entail that this proposition is not a sufficient 
reason for itself. In fact, on the supposition that everything is necessary, only Irreflexivity and 
Individuation are needed to argue that the PSR is false. This may give the proponent of the 

                                                        
21  The point of the parenthesized restriction will become apparent in the next section. 
22  See e.g. Lewis (1986: 53ff.). Intensional identity conditions for propositions go back at least to 

Carnap (1956). 
23  And also, by the way, stronger than van Inwagen’s (1983) version of the argument. But our 

main criticism applies to both versions, since both rely on Individuation. 
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argument pause. In any case, it highlights the need to take a closer look at the two principles. 

c. The Principles Involved. Some kind of irreflexivity is usually assumed in the recent 
discussion about grounding.24 As already noted, it is a direct consequence of the asymmetry 
of grounding. Also, it reflects the apparent fact that sentences of the form ‘p because p’ 
cannot be true.25 Individuation, on the other hand, is the cornerstone of a particularly simple 
and well developed theory of propositions; let us call such propositions Lewis-propositions 
and let us also agree that there are such things. Lewis-propositions are very coarse-grained. 
As will now be shown, this feature threatens their claim to be the relata of a relation of 
reasonhood or ground. Their claim can be saved, but only at the expense of Irreflexivity. 

d. Individuation of Natural Grounds. It is noteworthy that the relata of the grounding 
relation are typically taken to be entities much finer grained than Lewis-propositions—they 
are taken to be structured facts, Fregean thoughts, or even ‘propositions-taken-in-expres-
sion’.26 However, we do not want to argue directly for a particular choice of granularity for 
the relata of grounding here. Instead, let us be pluralists and grant that (i) there may be a 
variety of grounding relations with different ranges of relata, and pretend that (ii) one of those 
relations relates Lewis-propositions. 

But which Lewis-propositions ground which? This seems a somewhat artificial question 
that we lack firm direct intuitions on (remember: proponents in the current debate about 
grounding rely on intuitions concerning more fine-grained relata). We need to approach the 
question indirectly: As we pointed out above, our intuitive grip on questions of ground, 
reasonhood, or objective explanation relates to our use of sentences involving the connective 
‘because’. Thus, we should be able to systematically connect questions about which Lewis-
propositions ground which with questions about which ‘because’-sentences connected with 
such Lewis-propositions are true. 

Let us call a grounding relation natural if it yields systematic truth-conditions for 
‘because’-sentences (in their non-epistemic and non-causal use which is distinctively related 
to grounding). So, if R is a natural grounding relation, a sentence of the form ‘p because q’ (in 
its non-causal use) should be true iff R holds between some relata introduced by ‘p’ and ‘q’. If 
a relation is not hooked up to the semantics of ‘because’ in that way, it can at best be a 
grounding relation in an extenuated sense of the phrase. 

Is there a natural relation of grounding or sufficient reason that connects Lewis-
propositions? If so, that some Lewis-propositions stand in the relation of ground should relate 
to the truth-conditions of ‘because’-sentences in a systematic way. As a first attempt of 
spelling out the connection, we may consider the following schematic proposal: 

                                                        
24  See e.g. Fine (2012), Rosen (2010: §5) and Correia (2005: ch. 3.3), but contrast Jenkins (2011). 
25  Mulligan (2006: 38) calls such uses the ‘because’ of the exasperated adult. Incidentally, the 

claim that no instance of ‘p because p’ is true is not quite correct as it stands. Due to 
phenomena of ambiguity and context-sensitivity, a more careful formulation is required; cp. 
Schnieder (2010). For present purposes we simply ignore such complications. 

26   See e.g. Fine (2012). 
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Bridge Principle (BP) 
The Lewis-proposition that p is a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition that q ↔ 

  (i)  q because p &  (ii)  £ (p → q). 

The first clause is meant to ensure that the proposition that p is a reason for the proposition 
that q, while the second clause guarantees that the reason is sufficient (in the sense of 
Sufficiency). 

However, BP is inconsistent with widely accepted explanatory claims. For, BP will turn 
out to be invalid, if modally equivalent clauses cannot be substituted salva veritate in 
‘because’ sentences. That is, BP fails if the following schema has true instances: 

Nec-Bec (i)  £ (p1 ↔ p2) & £ (q1 ↔ q2) & 

 (ii)  p1 because q1   
& 

(iii) £ (q1 →  p1)   & 

 (iv)  ¬(p2 because q2) 

To see this, suppose there is a true instance of Nec-Bec. According to BP, clauses (ii) and (iii) 
entail that the Lewis-proposition that q1 is a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition that 
p1, while (iv) entails that the Lewis-proposition that q2 

is not a sufficient reason for the Lewis-
proposition that p2. But, by (i) and Individuation, the Lewis-proposition that p1 = the Lewis-
proposition that p2, and the Lewis-proposition that q1 

= the Lewis-proposition that q2. So, one 
and the same Lewis-proposition is and is not a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition that 
p1 

(aka the Lewis-proposition that p2), which is absurd. So, BP is invalid if Nec-Bec has true 
instances. 

Now, there are many cases suggesting that Nec-Bec has true instances. Let us start by 
noting that clauses (i) and (iii) are satisfied if all atomic sentences involved express necessary 
truths: as is well known, there is exactly one true necessary Lewis-proposition. So, if there are 
irreversible grounding connections between necessary truths, they yield true instances of Nec-
Bec, and, thus, counterexamples to BP.27 

Consider first mathematical truths (other examples follow in due course). Following 
orthodoxy, we take mathematical truths to be necessary. Nevertheless, true sentences of pure 
mathematics appear to be able to occur as antecedent (‘p’) and consequent (‘q’) in true in-
stances of ‘p because q’. To take a simple example: 

(1)  3 is a prime number because 3 is only divisible by 1 and itself. 

But there are certainly such instances that are false as well, for example  

                                                        
27  If there are irreversible grounding claims, the grounding relation is non-symmetric. Following 

standard usage, we distinguish between asymmetry and non-symmetry: R is asymmetrical iff 
∀x,y (xRy → ¬yRx). R is non-symmetrical iff ¬∀x,y (xRy → yRx). 
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(2) 3 is a prime number because	  431+23=454.  

If so, the one true Lewis-proposition of pure mathematics would both be and not be a 
sufficient reason for itself, if BP were valid. So, we should not endorse BP.  

This also shows that no natural grounding relation (in the sense introduced above, i.e. one 
which gives the truth-conditions of ‘because’-claims) can hold between Lewis-propositions.28 
For, there are true instances of Nec-Bec, and no relation between Lewis-propositions can deli-
ver truth-conditions for ‘because’-claims compatible with this fact. To repeat: In a true 
instance of Nec-Bec, there would be at most two Lewis-propositions involved, due to clause 
(i); let us call them P1 and P2. In order to make clause (ii) true, P1 would have to stand to P2 in 
the pertinent grounding relation; but in order to make clause (iv) true, the very same 
proposition P1 must not stand in that relation to P2 (if grounding gives the truth-conditions of 
‘because’-claims). So, since Nec-Bec has true instances, no natural grounding relation holds 
between Lewis-propositions: Understood as a claim about non-duplication of the relata of a 
natural grounding relation, Individuation is false. 

 e. Irreflexivity of Non-natural grounds. Lewis-propositions might still be connected by a 
less natural relation of ground, which cannot give full systematic truth-conditions for 
‘because’-sentences. Thus, we may call the Lewis-proposition that p a sufficient reason for 
the Lewis-proposition that q if there is some true ‘because’ claim whose antecedent expresses 
the former and whose consequent the latter, while this ‘because’ sentence does not need to 
involve ‘p’ and ‘q’. We then adopt the following variant of BP:29 

Bridge Principle* (BP*) 
The Lewis-proposition x is a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition y ↔ 

∃p,	  q  (i)  x = the Lewis-proposition that p  &  

 (ii)  y = the Lewis-proposition that q  &  

 (iii)  q because p  &  

 (iv)  £ (p → q).  

Clauses (i) and (ii) ensure that the antecedent of clause (iii) expresses the Lewis-proposition x, 
while the consequent expresses y. As before, the last clause guarantees sufficiency.  

BP* avoids the aforementioned problem. The truth of (1) shows, according to BP*, that 
the necessarily true Lewis-proposition (which is identical to the Lewis-proposition that 3 is a 

                                                        
28  By allowing there to be different grounding relations, including non-natural ones, we adopt 

quite a lenient pluralist position: In the literature on grounding and explanation, authors often 
talk about the grounding relation or the explanatory relation. But setting aside our pluralist 
attitude, the result above is in conformity with the widely held claim that relata of grounding 
and explanation must be rather fine-grained (on grounding see, e.g., Correia & Schnieder 
2012a, on explanation see, e.g., Achinstein 1983 or Ruben 1990). 

29  We use ‘∃p’ as a device to quantify into sentence position. Since we only use non-standard 
quantification on behalf of our opponent, we will not defend its legitimacy here.  
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prime number, and identical to the Lewis-proposition that 3 is only divisible by 1 and itself) is 
a sufficient reason for itself. But the falsity of (2) does not show, according to BP*, that the 
same Lewis-proposition also fails to be a sufficient reason for itself. In order to show that one 
would have to show that there is no true instance of ‘p because q’ in which p and q express 
the necessary Lewis-proposition. But this cannot be shown, since it is false. 

So, BP* may provide a recipe for deriving claims about a grounding relation of sorts 
between Lewis-propositions from ‘because’-sentences. But the pertinent grounding relation is 
not a natural one, since it is too remote from the semantics of ‘because’. For, the recipe 
provided by BP* is a one-way affair: from truths about which Lewis-propositions ground 
which, there is no way back to particular ‘because’-sentences. For instance, given BP* and 
(1), it will not only be true to say that the Lewis-proposition that 3 is divisible by 1 and itself 
is a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition that 3 is a prime number, but also, e.g., that the 
Lewis-proposition that 431+23=454	  is a sufficient reason for the Lewis-proposition that 3 is 
prime. At the same time, the ‘because’-sentence corresponding to the former truth (i.e. (1)) is 
true, while the ‘because’-sentence corresponding to the latter (i.e. (2)) is false. Second, 
although BP* does not conflict with widely agreed upon grounding claims, they jointly 
conflict with Irreflexivity. For, it is a straightforward consequence of BP* and (1) that the 
necessary Lewis-proposition is a sufficient reason for itself, and, thus, a counterexample to 
Irreflexivity understood to concern grounding amongst Lewis-propositions. 

If the present problem were only due to the necessity of the proposition involved, restric-
ting Irreflexivity to contingent propositions could make for a defensible package. However, 
the problem is not due to the modal status of the relevant Lewis-proposition, but to the limit 
on discrimination imposed on Lewis-propositions by Individuation. To show this, let us take a 
look at two further true ‘because’ sentences: 

(3)  (Snow is white or (grass is green and not green)) because snow is white.  

(4)  That snow is white is true because snow is white.  

Clearly, the four clauses immediately governed by ‘because’ in (3) and (4) express contingent 
propositions (it is only contingently true that snow is white, that it is true that snow is white, 
and that snow is white or grass is green and not green). But they express contingent 
propositions that are true at exactly the same worlds—they express the same Lewis-propo-
sition. So, if (3) or (4) are true, the Lewis-proposition that snow is white—which is nothing 
but the Lewis-proposition that (snow is white or (grass is green and not green)) etc. —is a 
counterexample to Irreflexivity. 

Note that the force of the examples does not derive from their intrinsic plausibility alone. 
Rather, (3) and (4) are consequences of plausible general principles of ground. (3) is a 
consequence of the principle of the so-called impure logic of ground that a true disjunction is 
grounded in its true disjunct(s), a principle that finds unanimous support in the recent 
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literature on grounding.30 (4) is a consequence of the Aristotelian insight that which 
propositions are true depends on whether what they say is the case.31 So, plausible principles 
endorsed by much of the current literature on truth and the logic of ground conflict with the 
irreflexivity of grounding even among contingent Lewis-propositions. 

f. General Lessons. Earlier we said that we will not quarrel over Irreflexivity, since this 
principle is highly plausible and reflects the fact that sentences of the form ‘p because p’ can 
never be true. But all plausibility of Irreflexivity is lost when the principle is understood to 
concern Lewis-propositions. Since Lewis-propositions are too coarse-grained to be the relata 
of a natural grounding relation, this loss in plausibility should come as no surprise.32 Neither 
is Irreflexivity in this understanding justified by the observation that sentences of the form ‘p 
because p’ are never true. For, given BP*, this is not enough to ensure that no Lewis-
proposition is self-grounded. Rather, it would have to be shown that no sentence of the form 
‘p because q’ is ever true, where ‘p’ is true at the same worlds as ‘q’. But, as we have seen, 
this is false. 

g.  Conclusion. Let us sum up. The modified argument attempts to establish the conclusion 
that the PSR is false. It assumes that Lewis-propositions are the relata of the grounding 
relation and that grounding is irreflexive. But these two assumptions are in tension: the more 
coarse-grained the relata of grounding, the less plausible is Irreflexivity. In particular, 
Irreflexivity understood to concern Lewis-propositions loses any intuitive and theoretical 
support while conflicting with plausible ‘because’ claims. We conclude that van Inwagen’s 
version of the argument should be rejected. The world-proposition of the actual world is not a 
counterexample to the PSR. 33 

 

4. Concluding Remarks 

a. Cosmology. Let us end with a reflection on the general strategy of the argument for 
modal collapse. The following quotation from van Inwagen nicely sums up its main idea: 

if there are any contingent propositions […], then there is a set of all contingent 

                                                        
30  Cf. e.g. Rosen (2010), Schnieder (2011) and Fine (2012). 
31  Cp. Aristotle’s Metaphysics, book Θ 10: 1051b6–9. Recent defenses of Aristotle’s insight 

include Künne (2003: 150–57), Hornsby (2005: 43f.), and Rodriguez-Pereyra (2005). 
32  The asymmetry principle that entails Irreflexivity is equally implausible, of course. 
33  Let us briefly relate our criticism of the arguments to two existing ones: Pruss (2006: ch. 6.3) 

attacks the argument by challenging Irreflexivity, regardless of how the explanatory relata are 
to be individuated; he argues that there are truths of the form ‘p because p’ (without appeal to 
the difficulties mentioned in fn. 21). Hudson (1997) shows how a Lewisian framework allows 
one to deny that every truth is either contingently true or necessarily true, and how that denial 
helps resisting the argument from modal collapse. Whatever merits those points may have, they 
are rather drastic moves. Our considerations show that one can resist the argument without 
such costs. 
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propositions; but an explanation of any set of contingent propositions must appeal to 
some contingent propositions outside that set; hence, the whole set of contingent 
propositions can have no explanation; hence, if every set of true propositions is such 
that there is an explanation for the fact that it contains only truths (as the Principle 
implies), there can be only necessary truths. (van Inwagen 2009: 150) 

The quotation also points to the general problem of the argument. Its basic idea is a 
cosmological one. Even if most contingent truths have sufficient reasons, there is some sort of 
totality of contingent truths that cannot have one. In van Inwagen’s outline, the totality in 
question is the set of all contingent truths. But variants of the argument rely on other kinds of 
totality, such as conjunctions, or mereological sums of propositions, or totalities of still other 
sorts. The criticism of the argument that we developed in section 2 are easily amenable to 
such variants, since, generally, truths about totalities are grounded in truths about their 
constituents (their parts, their members, their conjuncts etc.). So, the general cosmological 
line of argument has a fundamental deficit brought out by our discussion: any genuinely 
reasonless truth will not be a truth about some totality, since once we have the totality, we 
already have all the material needed to explain it. Resorting to Lewis-propositions and 
Irreflexivity is an ingenious twist by van Inwagen that may make us temporarily overlook this 
fundamental fact about the grounds of totalities. But in the end, it cannot save the argument.  

b. Historical Note. While the criticised arguments are a recent invention, the idea that the 
PSR leads to modal collapse is not new. It was omnipresent in the classic rationalist debate, 
and cosmological considerations played a role in defences of the idea. While this is not the 
place for a detailed historical exegesis, it is instructive to take a brief look at the standard 
reasoning from that debate.34 

Rationalist: Suppose, the PSR is true. Now take any truth t. By the PSR, t has a sufficient 
reason, t*. Since t* is a sufficient reason, it is necessary that if t* is true, so is t. 

Comment: So far, this obviously does not licence the conclusion that t is necessarily true; 
formally put: p, £(p → q) ⊭ £q. What we would need is the additional premise that t* is 
necessarily true. But nothing ensures this. In particular, we do not get that premise from the 
fact that t* must, according to the PSR, have a reason. 

Rationalist: But now, a cosmological idea sets in. If the PSR is true, truth t will not only 
have a sufficient reason, but it will be preceded by an infinite chain of sufficient reasons, each 
one grounded in a preceding one. While no single link in that chain suffices to show that t is 
necessarily true, the chain as a whole does.  

Comment: But why? That there is this chain of sufficient reasons means that if one link in 
the chain had been false, all those preceding it would have been false as well. That they could 
have been false, however, is a claim that cannot be dismissed without argument. The infinite 
chain of reasons does not provide such an argument. 

One might give the screw another turn. A proponent of the PSR could point out that it is 

                                                        
34  For the following, cp. Crusius (1743: §5). 
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true that this particular chain of reasons holds, and that this truth itself must have a sufficient 
reason due to the PSR. While that is correct, it does not help establish modal collapse. All we 
see is that if one link in the chain had been false, a lot of other things would have been false as 
well: all previous links in the chain, the truth that that particular chain obtains, and whatever 
is a sufficient reason for that latter truth. This should not be surprising; if something is backed 
by an infinity of sufficient reasons, an infinity of things would have to be different for the 
thing to be different. But this leaves it open whether it could have been different or not. 

This traditional reasoning from the PSR to necessitarianism can be seen as involving a 
modal fallacy of some sort. Not so its modern variant discussed in this paper. Here, the 
reasoning is not based on modal error, but rather on false assumptions about the structure of 
reasons or grounds. The arguments fail for different reasons, and yet they fail. The road from 
the PSR to necessitarianism is closed. 

c. So, What about the PSR? If the PSR is false, it is not for a cosmological reason. But is it 
false nevertheless? Concluding with a note of faith, we are actually inclined to think it is. We 
are inclined to think that there is a fundamental level of reality. However, whatever facts one 
may find at that level, they will look very different from the fact that van Inwagen and 
Bennett would expect there to be—they are not huge conjunctive facts, but rather atomic 
ones. Although we believe there is a fundamental level of reality, we do not know of any 
convincing argument that there must be one. For all we know, the PSR might still be true. 
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