Fine’s Theory of Modality
Abstract
In this paper, I will first explain Kit Fine’s account of modality. Then I will elucidate Bob Hale’s objection to it. finally I will criticize Hale’s objection by drawing an analogy with the truthmaking theory. I will argue that Hale’s objection, if successful, is not confined to essentialism, but affects the truthmaking theory as well. Thus whatever reply truthmaking theorists give to the objection is, mutatis mutandis, open to the essentialist too.

Traditionally essence has been defined in terms of, and reduced to, de re necessity. On this traditional view, an object, o, is essentially F iff it is metaphysically necessary that o is F (if o exists). Kit Fine claims that this account is inadequate. According to him, the inadequacy of this view shows itself in its inability to capture some intuitively asymmetries regarding the essence. For example, consider Socrates and the singleton {Socrates}. Intuitively, Socrates is essential for the singleton, but not vice versa. Whereas, each one is metaphysically necessary for the other.  A more radical example would be Socrates and the fact that 2+2 = 4. Clearly the latter holds in every possible world in which Socrates exists, since the latter holds in all possible worlds. But it is clear that we do not want to say that being such that 2+2 = 4 is an essential property of Socrates. So there is an asymmetry in regard to essential properties which is not reflected in de re modalities. (Fine 1994; Fine 1995a; Fine 1995b; Correia 2007; Correia 2012; Morvarid 2017; Morvarid 2018; Cowling 2013; Gorman 2005)
Fine does not dispute that it is a necessary condition of p’s being an essential property of o that o be necessarily p. What he denies is that this is sufficient for p’s being an essential property of o.
Fine believes that we must search for the source of an object’s essence and essential properties elsewhere. According to him they have their sources in the object’s nature or identity. Socrates is part of the identity of the singleton {Socrates} and so, having him as member is an essential property of the set. Whereas the singleton has nothing to do with the identity of Socrates and hence, being a member of the set is not an essential property of Socrates. Or, in the more radical example, the fact that 2+2 = 4 has nothing to do with the identity of Socrates and so, being such that 2+2 = 4 is not among the essential properties of Socrates even if it is metaphysically necessary for him.
Thus, on Fine’s view, the direction of explanation must get reversed. That is, instead of explaining essence and essential properties of a thing in terms of metaphysical necessities, the latter must be explained in terms of the former. For instance, rather than saying that p is essential for o because o instantiates p in all possible worlds (in which o exists), we should say that o is necessarily p because p is an essential property of o.
Fine on the Relation between Modalities
Fine claims that his theory provides us with a single unifying account of modalities
. That is, instead of dividing modalities into separate groups of conceptual, logical, and metaphysical modalities, we can, with the help of his theory, unite them all under the same umbrella, i.e. identities of things.

On fine’s view, the notion of “identity” or “nature” is a simple and primitive notion. According to him, essence is the ground of all kinds of necessity. At the most general level, metaphysical necessities are defined as those necessities that stem from the identity of all things. Then comes conceptual necessities which are defined as those necessities that stem from the identity of all concepts (We should note that according to Fine, concepts are real entities residing outside the mind). After that and at the lowest level, logical necessities are defined as those necessities that stem from the identity of all logical concepts. The relation between these kinds of necessity can be illustrated as follows:
metaphysical necessities

[true in virtue of the nature of all entities whatever]


non-conceptual necessities




 conceptual necessities

[true in virtue of the nature of all non-conceptual entities]

 [true in virtue of the nature of all concepts]
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logical 
As we see above, Fine views the relation between different modalities as the relation of species to genus. Thus any logical necessity is both a conceptual and a metaphysical necessity; and any conceptual necessity is a metaphysical necessity.
An interesting question is what kind of necessity, among the above necessities, mathematical propositions are. In which category of the above categories should we place them? Fine is silent about this matter. It might seem at first sight that mathematical propositions do not fit into any of the above categories. Since mathematical propositions are true In virtue of both concepts and objects (objects such as sets and numbers). Thus the above categories might seem inappropriate. We can, however, solve the problem by saying that the set of conceptual necessities includes only those propositions that are true only in virtue of concepts. Then mathematical truths will fall into the class of non-conceptual category.
Hale’s Objection to Fine’s Account

Bob Hale raises an objection to Fine’s essentialism. Hale begins his criticism by asking “how should we understand the result of filling the subscribed argument place in Fine’s operator “x” not with an expression designating a particular object or concept, but with a reference to all objects or concepts falling within a specified range?” (Fine 1994, pp. 105-6) For example, consider the set of necessities that arise from the nature of all concepts (i.e. the set of conceptual truths). One subset of this set is the set of truths that arises from the nature of the concept of “vixen”. One member of this latter set is 

(a) Necessarily vixens are female.

We can formalize it as


(a)’ vixen Vixens are female.

Another subset of the set of conceptual truths is the set of necessities that stem from the identity of the concept “bachelor”. A member of this subset is 

(b) Necessarily bachelors are unmarried.

We would formalize it as

(b)’ bachelor Bachelors are unmarried.

Many of the truths in the set of conceptual truths are (like the two above-mentioned examples) true in virtue of some single concepts. We can show them all by 


UcЄk {A: cA}
Where K is the set of all concepts, and {A: cA} is the set of truths whose necessities stem from the concept C.
But this is inadequate, since there are also many truths in the set of conceptual truths that involve two or more concepts. One such truth is 


Necessarily, vixens are female and bachelors are unmarried.

Clearly this truth doesn’t stem from the nature of the single concept of “vixen”; nor does it arise from the nature of the concept of “bachelor”. How should we understand it then? What is the ground of the necessity of this proposition? The necessity of infinitely many compound propositions depends on more than one concept.
A natural reply, Hale tells us, is to say that such necessary compound propositions are necessary because they are logical consequences of basic conceptual necessities. To say this, however, is to recognize that the set of all conceptual necessities is a structured set: it consists of a finite number of basic conceptual truths whose necessity is grounded in particular concepts, and an infinite number of conceptual truths whose necessity is (logically) derived from the former class.
But this, according to Hale, puts Fine’s account in trouble. To make his claim plausible, Hale makes an analogy between Fine’s account and conventional theory of necessity. He believes that both of these theories are structurally the same, and so the vicious regress that conventionalists encounter undermines Fine’s theory too. Let us first see what the problem of conventionalism is.

Conventional theory of necessity is the view that the necessity of necessary propositions comes from convention. General agreement makes the truth of a proposition necessary. The necessity of a true proposition, in Hale’s words, “consists in its being secured as true by convention. (Hale 1996, p. 107)
The radical conventionalism says that each and every necessary proposition has its own distinctive convention; for every necessary proposition, people stipulate it to be necessary. But immediately the objection is raised: the number of conventions, even if so great, is finite (because it is not possible for human beings to make infinite stipulations), whereas the number of necessary propositions is clearly infinite. Consequently, the necessity of an infinite number of necessary propositions remains unexplained. Therefore the radical version of conventional theory of necessity is obviously implausible.

To avoid this implausibility, the modified conventional theory of necessity maintains that only a finite number of necessary propositions are necessary by direct convention, and that all other [remaining] necessary propositions are necessary in virtue of being logical consequences of the former class. Call this basic class of necessary propositions U.
But now a vicious regress is produced. Let p be a necessary proposition not in U. According to the modified conventionalist, p is necessary because it is a logical consequence of U. that is to say, if all the propositions in U are true, then p must be true. This claim can be written down as

(c) (U→p)
We may suppose that c is not in U. for if the modified conventionalist insists that it is in U, we can find another such conditional which is not in U. obviously not all such conditional could be claimed to be in U. for in that case the modified conventional theory of necessity would collapse into the radical conventional theory of necessity. 
The above conditional is a necessary proposition. So its necessity must be explained. It is, the conventionalist claims, necessary in virtue of being a logical consequence of U. thus again we have a necessary conditional which can be written down as 


(d) U→(U→p)
What was said of the previous conditional can be said of the present conditional too. So the regress continues ad infinitum. This regress is vicious because p cannot be regarded as necessary until (c) is regarded as so. And (c) cannot be regarded as necessary until (d) is regarded as so. Ad infinitum. So, except for the basic propositions in U, which are necessary by direct stipulation, no other proposition can become necessary.
The conventionalist might reply that since (c), (d), and next propositions are logically equivalent, we can make them necessary at one move by stipulating only one of them as necessary.

This reply faces two objections. Firstly, it is doubtable that propositions that are logically equivalent can be made necessary by one single act of stipulation. Secondly and more importantly, even if we grant that to make a group of logically equivalent propositions necessary, we don’t need more than one act of stipulation, this reply is not open to the conventionalist. Since in order for this technique to be workable, the conventionalist must be justified in taking the biconditionals linking the conditionals in the sequence to be necessary. He must explain the necessity of these biconditionals. They cannot be explained by saying that they are all in U, because in this case his theory collapses again into radical conventional theory of necessity. Therefore their necessity must be explained by saying that they are logical consequence of U. Thus the regress is again produced. Therefore the modified conventionalist avoids the regress at one level only to reproduce it at a different level.
Now let us consider Fine’s theory of necessity. For simplicity, let us confine ourselves to conceptual necessities, although whatever is said here is true of other kinds of necessity too.

As we saw above, some conceptual necessary propositions involve merely one particular concept; whereas many other conceptual necessary propositions involve more than one concept. Fine’s account of the necessity of the former group of necessary truths is clear and straightforward: they are necessary in virtue of the identity of the concepts involved. But what is the ground [source] of the necessity of the latter group of necessary propositions?

According to Hale, the natural reply that Fine and his followers might give is to say that they are necessary in virtue of being logical consequences of the former group of propositions. Hence on Hale-Finean account, the set of conceptual necessary truths is a structured set. That is, there is a basic finite subset of conceptual necessary truths, whose members are necessary in virtue of their involved particular concepts; and there is an infinite subset of conceptual necessary truths, the necessity of whose members is derived from the necessity of the former necessary truths. Call the basic class B.
Now consider a conceptual necessary proposition, q, which is not in B. according to Hale-Fine, q is necessary because it is a logical consequence of B. this claim can be written as


(e) (B → q)
But as is clear, (e) is itself a conceptual necessary truth. We may assume that (e) is not in B. (If the essentialist insists that it is in B, we find one such conditional that is not in B.) so it must be necessary in virtue of being a logical consequence of B. we can write this latter claim as


(f)  (B → (B → q)

What was said of (e) is also true of (f). Well it seems that the essentialist, like the modified conventionalist, is caught in a regress. This regress is vicious. For q cannot be necessary unless (e) is necessary. (e) cannot be necessary unless (f) is necessary. ad infinitum. (Hale 1996; Morvarid 2017)
Assessment of Hale’s Objection
By parity argument, one can raise the same objection to truthmaking theorists: consider the true proposition “Paris is the capital city of France”. According to truthmaking theorists, this proposition is true because there is a fact (i.e. Paris’s being the capital city of France) that makes it true. Also consider the true proposition that “London is the capital city of England.” This proposition is also true in virtue of the existence a corresponding fact (i.e. London is the capital city of England) that makes it true. Now consider the conjunctive true proposition “Paris is the capital city of France and London is the capital city of England.” Obviously it is not true in virtue of the fact that Paris is the capital city of France; nor is it true in virtue of the fact that London is the capital city of England. In virtue of what is it true then?
An immediate natural reply would be to say that it is true in virtue of being a logical consequence of the first two propositions. But to say this is to recognize that the set of all true propositions is a structured set: it consists of a number of true propositions that are true in virtue of the existence of their corresponding facts, and an infinite number of true propositions that are true in virtue of being logical consequences of the former class of true propositions. Call the first basic class T.

Now consider a true proposition, p, not in T. the truthmaking theorist holds that p is true in virtue of being a logical consequence of T. we can write down this claim as


(g)  T→p

This conditional is true. So its truth needs explanation. We may suppose that it is not in T. (if the truthmaking theorist insists that it is in T, we find another such conditional that is not in T.) thus its truth is explained in terms of being a logical consequence of T. This latter claim is written down as

(h)  T→(T→p)

As you notice, the truthmaking theorist seems to be caught in a regress like the regress that the essentialist faces. The regress is vicious. Because p is not true unless (g) is true. (g) is not true unless (h) is true. Ad infinitum.

We see that an objection exactly like Hale’s can be raised to the truthmaking theorist. So the essentialist is not alone in this trouble. Both are in the same boat. Whatever solution there is for him can be used by the essentialist too.

Two replies to the objection raised to the truthmaking theorist are conceivable. The first reply which has few proponents is to claim that there are such facts as conjunctive facts, disjunctive facts, negative facts, et cetera. According to this kind of reply, the proposition “Paris is the capital city of France and London is the capital city of England” is true in virtue of the existence of the conjunctive fact Paris is the capital city of France and London is the capital city of England. But if the truthmaking theorist can give this reply to solve the problem why cannot the essentialist give a similar reply to Hale’s objection? The similar reply would be to claim that there are such concepts as conjunctive concepts (e.g. the concept vixen and bachelor) disjunctive concepts (e.g. the concept vixen or bachelor) negative concepts (e.g. the concept not-vixen), et cetera. According to this reply, the necessity of the necessary truth that “vixens are female and bachelors are unmarried” is grounded in the identity of the conjunctive concept vixen and bachelor.
A second reply, which has more defenders in the literature (Armstrong 2004, among others, defends this kind of view) is to deny that for such compound propositions as “Paris is the capital city of France and London is the capital city of England” to be true there need to be distinctive facts other than the facts that make the conjuncts true. According to this view, for the proposition to be true it is sufficient that its conjuncts have truthmakers. Thus a single truthmaker can make several different propositions true.
Similarly the essentialist can deny that for such compound propositions as “Paris is the capital city of France and London is the capital city of England” to be necessary, there need to be distinctive necessity-makers other than the necessity-makers that make the conjuncts necessary. On this reply, the identity of one single concept can make several different propositions necessary. Thus whatever reply truthmaking theorists give to the objection is, mutatis mutandis, open to the essentialist too. (For an assessment of Hale’s view, see also Morvarid 2017.)
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� In his paper essence and modality, Fine doesn’t address epistemic, physical or other kinds of modality. Rather, by “modalities”, he only means logical, metaphysical, and conceptual modalities. Thus, throughout the paper, by “modalities” I merely mean these modalities. 
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