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Scott Soames’ Examples of the Contingent Apriori

Things would be a bit neater than many people now take them to be if the metaphysically possible worlds were a proper subset of the epistemically possible worlds.  [P is epistemically possible  - for present purposes - if and only if  we cannot know apriori that P is false.] Unfortunately, it looked for a while as if  Kripke had shown that  there are contingent propositions that can be known to be true apriori. From this it would follow that there are metaphysically possible worlds that are not epistemically possible. Then there was good news. Scott Soames showed that Kripke’s alleged examples of contingent apriori truths didn’t work. A sigh of relief. But not for long. Soames produced alleged examples of his own.  These, he said, did the trick.

In this paper, I will examine one of them.

How does ‘actually’ work?

Imagine this idiotic argument. Alfred and Betty are conversing on the telephone. Alfred is in Chicago. Betty is in New York.

Betty: “It’s raining here.”

Alfred: “No, it isn’t.”

Betty: “It is here.”

Alfred: “No. It isn’t raining here.”

Betty: “I didn’t say it was raining there.”

Alfred: “That’s right, You said it was raining here.”

 Etc.

‘Here’ is an indexical. So is ‘actually’ in the sense that interests us.

Here are some possible examples of ‘actually’ acting as an indexical.
 

(i) Actually cows are herbivores.

(ii) Actually it’s raining in Chicago.

      (iii)       Actually Princeton University has a philosophy department.

Taking ‘Actually’ in this way, the propositions these sentences express are, I suppose, necessary;  but they can only be known to be true, false, or indeterminate, aposteriori. (i) is only true if, given the time, the place, the possible world, etc. in which it is uttered, or thought, the cows there and then are herbivores. The time, and so on, provide the context for the utterance (or whatever) of the sentence, and the context plus the sentence determine the proposition expressed.
 As asserted to others, or said to oneself, in the context of our world, (i) is necessarily true. We know this aposteriori, by watching cows munch hay.

There are, I suppose, possible worlds, in which the cows are carnivores .
 [If you don’t think  so, just pretend.] Said, or thought, in the context of such worlds (i) yields a proposition that is necessarily false; but, of course, in those worlds, this too can only be known aposteriori.
  Looking at that world from here, the relevant context is still our home world.

The symbol ‘@’ is used by philosophers in much the same way as ‘actually.’ It is taken to be a proper name fixed once and for all at (or in) our world. It rigidly designates this world (our world) as assessed at any possible world.


@ Cows are herbivores.

The proposition this expresses is, again, a necessary truth. Said to others or oneself, in regard to any world, the proposition is true. Even in regard to a possible world where the cows are carnivores, this proposition is true. This is because, even there, the proposition is a claim about our world, not that one.  [Oddly enough, it seems to be a contingent fact that this proposition is a necessary truth, rather than a necessary falsehood, or something necessarily indeterminate in truth value. Couldn’t @ (i.e. our world) have been different?
]

‘@’ is used to designate our  world, even when used in regard to some other world. 

Notice here again that, even though the proposition generated by “@ Cows are herbivores”   is necessarily true, it can only be known to be true aposteriori. 

What Soames Says in regard to the Actuality Operator

Let S be a sentence that expresses a proposition p in context of utterance C. Then, in C actually S expresses a proposition that says, of the actual world-state of C, that it is a world-state in which p is true –i.e. it says that p is true with respect to (or given) the way the world actually is. Hence, the proposition expressed by actually S in C is true when evaluated with respect to an arbitrary possible world-state w iff  S is true with rescpect to the actual world-state of C; since this never changes- i.e., since whether or not S is true with respect to the fixed actual world-state never changes as one moves from one merely possible world state to another – whenever S expresses a truth in C,  Actually S expresses a necessary truth.

Etc.

This provides us with something like the reading sketched above plus the observation that, in other possible worlds, native language users will (correctly) attach the rigid designator ‘actually’ to their world, not to ours. In this paper I  intend to use the term ‘actually’ in Soames’ way – no departures.

Flexible Sentences

Ordinary declarative sentences lacking indexicals (i.e. flexible sentences) are used to express propositions that are not partially determined by their context – or, at least, not in the way that sentences containing indexicals are. Thus  for example: “Princeton University has a philosophy department” asserted here and now in the context of the actual world would normally generate the same claim that it would when asserted in regard to a possible world where Princeton University lacks a philosophy department. In our  world that proposition is true, and in regard to that other world it is false. This is what makes the proposition contingent. The intended application for this sort of sentence is crucial in evaluating the truth value of the proposition expressed..
The following sentences seem to be of this type:

 (iv)        Cows are herbivores.

 (v)         It’s raining in Chicago.

(vi)  Princeton University has a philosophy department.

Here is a bit of fantasy. Suppose we had a crystal ball. Looking into this crystal ball we can view, and, so to speak, explore, possible worlds other than this one (the actual world).  We are now looking at possible world W45.  We wonder whether in that world Princeton has a philosophy department. In this case “Yes, Princeton University has a philosophy department” might express the claim that the Princeton there in W45 has a philosophy department. 

At least in our technical sense, “Actually Princeton has philosophy department” (even when said while looking into the crystal ball) would presumably  express the claim that here in our world Princeton has a philosophy department – not a claim about W45. Given that Princeton has a philosophy department in our world (the real world), the claim expressed is true no matter which world we are looking at in our crystal ball.

To put it  Soames’ way, the ‘context of utterance’ is our  world. It is how things are here that makes our claim a necessary truth.

Of course, if someone in W45 says “Actually Princeton has a philosophy  department” she presumably is asserting something about the Princeton in her world, W45. The claim she makes is a necessary truth, or necessary falsehood, in regard to her world, not ours.

Soames’ Examples of the Contingent Apriori

His examples have this form:

P if and only if actually P 

i.e.  If P then actually P, and if actually P then P. 

i.e.  P iff actually P

For instance: 

(1) Cows are herbivores iff actually cows are herbivores.

(2) It’s raining in Chicago iff actually it’s raining in Chicago.

(3) Princeton University has a philosophy department iff actually Princeton has a philosophy department. 

For (1) to express a  contingent proposition there must be possible worlds in regard to which the proposition that the sentence expresses is true, and possible worlds in regard to which that same proposition is false.

Let’s break (1) down into two different sentences.

(4) If Cows are herbivores then actually cows are herbivores.

(5) If actually cows are herbivores then cows are herbivores.

Both (4) and (5) must be true if  (1) is to be true.
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Here in W1, “Actually cows are herbivores” expresses a claim about our world – about W1, and so, perhaps, does “Cows are herbivores.” Both claims are true. Hence, the propositions expressed in this context by  (1), (4), and (5)  seem obviously true.

Under some circumstances sentences of the sort we are examining can be used to express claims about the relationship between way things are in two distinct possible worlds.  In such cases, I say the proposition is operating in a ‘two-world’ mode.  I think it has this form:

(at wn) (p iff @ p)

That is to say, in regard to world wn [where wn is some particular possible but non-actual world] p is true if, and only if, @ p. 

Under other circumstances, the proposition is only about one possible world.  It is in a ‘one-world’ mode.
  It seems clear that in its one-world mode the proposition is necessarily true.

@ (p iff @ p)

In the context of the actual world, p is true if and only if actually p.

In some cases, the mode is left indeterminate. 

(at w)(p iff @ p)

In regard to some world, w [where w may, or may not, be the actual world] p is  true, if, and only if, @ p. 

If we are looking for circumstances in which the proposition expressed by (5)  is plainly contingent we will have to look at circumstances under which (5) is definitely  about  two-worlds, not indefinite, and not just about one.

Let’s assume, or pretend, that carnivorous cows are possible.
 For instance, all the cows in W0 (a possible but non-actual world) are carnivores. Could “Actually cows are herbivores” be true in regard to W0? Assessed from within W0 (so to speak) it is plainly false. In that world the sentence expresses the proposition that the cows in W0 are herbivores. For the natives of W0 the sentence expresses a necessary falsehood.

Clearly, we must use “actually” to specify how things are in our world – the real world. Using the term to specify how things are in W1, but contemplating W0 in our crystal ball, we say that, actually,  cows are herbivores, not carnivores, even though there in the world we are contemplating  - W0 – they are carnivores, not herbivores. The antecedent of (5) is true (in these circumstances) while the consequent is false. In this way, it looks as though there are possible circumstances in which the proposition (5) expresses can be false, and, consequently the proposition (1) expresses  can be false. Notice that this same proposition would be true if the cows in the world we were contemplating were herbivores.

 In order to be contingent, the proposition expressed by (5) must, so to speak, jump from one possible world to another – must deal with two different possible worlds. Without this duality –  that is to say, where both the antecedent and the consequent  express claims about one and same possible world – the proposition can only be true. 

Tentative Conclusion in Regard to Contingency

The proposition expressed by (5) can operate in at least two ways. When it operates as a one-world  proposition, it is necessarily true. On the other hand (with some stretching and straining)  it can operate as a contingent two-world proposition. The proposition we have examined is true when asserted in our world, but, also, partly, in regard to another world in which the cows are herbivores. On the other hand, the proposition is false when asserted in our world, but also, partly, in regard to another world in which the cows are carnivores. Thus the proposition is contingent, or, least. it’s contingent in it’s two-world mode.

[One can imagine someone saying, “Look, it’s a contingent proposition, so it can’t be necessary.” Nevertheless, it is necessary in it’s one-world mode..]

Given the substantial differences between the proposition in it’s one-world mode and in it’s two-world mode, perhaps we should conclude that sentence (1) is ambiguous. Sometimes it expresses a proposition that is necessarily true and, at other times it expresses a different proposition – one that is contingent. One and the same proposition can’t  be both. So there must be at least two propositions here.

No doubt this move would clarify things a bit; but I am reluctant to adopt it. We want to stay as close to Soames’ approach as we can. In deference to him, I will say we are dealing with one proposition that has two distinct modes (structures, states, ways of operating, or whatever), and stick to that.

[Soames’ defense of the claim that  sentence (1) expresses a contingent proposition  presumably would go something like this.  Cows are, in fact, herbivores. Hence the right hand side of sentence (1) expresses a necessary truth. On the other hand, the left hand side  expresses a contingent truth. Hence, (1) expresses a contingent proposition.
 

This seems a bit quick.]

The Epistemic Situation

Consider sentence (5) in its indeterminate state: (In regard to some world w) cows are herbivores if, and only if, cows are actually herbivores.
We have found possible circumstances under which (5) can be used in a contingent two-world mode. We have also found circumstances in which (5) can be used in a necessary one-world mode. The next question is: can we know apriori that the proposition is true (or, for that matter, that it is false, or that it is indeterminate) ?

As I have said, “actually P” expresses a proposition that is necessarily true, or necessarily false, or necessarily indeterminate, according to whether the proposition that “P” expresses is true, false, or indeterminate in regard to the world in which the sentence is uttered or thought. “Actually cows are herbivores” expresses a necessary truth because, in fact, the cows in our world are herbivores. The necessary truth it expresses can only be known aposterori.  If the cows in our world were carnivores, then “Actually cows are herbivores” would express a necessary falsehood.

In order for (1) to serve our purposes we must know it to express a proposition which is both  contingent and true.  (1) is contingent when it is operating in its two-world mode. Is this enough to make (1) contingent?  In some cases the proposition expressed is contingent and in others it is necessary. It is difficult to see why we should call it  either one to the exclusion of the other. Perhaps we should say it is ‘semi-necessary’ and ‘semi-contingent.’ [As an alternative, we might say that the sentence is ambiguous and can express at least two distinct propositions, one contingent and the other necessary. In deference to Soames, I will stick with one proposition, and two modes.]

The proposition we seek has two components.

(a) Cows are herbivores.

(b) Actually cows are herbivores.

The first component is flexible. It expresses the same proposition as applied to (i.e. ‘in’) any possible world. That proposition is true ‘in’ some possible worlds and false ‘in’ others. The second component is governed only by the world in which it is uttered or thought, and thus expresses a proposition which is necessarily true, or necessarily false, (or perhaps necessarily indeterminate). 

Consequently (and I think this is surprising) on this reading, (1) said, or thought, in any given world, w, expresses one and the same proposition in regard to any possible world. In particular, it expresses this one proposition in regard to any world in which there are cows and they are herbivores, and also in regard to any world in which the cows are carnivores. On the other hand, when said, or thought in different possible worlds, w0, w1, w2,……..wn, (1) expresses different propositions.

Said or thought in our world, the proposition expressed by (1) is false if, and only if:

(i) The cows in our world are not herbivores; but the cows in the world under consideration (the one on view in our crystal ball) are herbivores. Or

(ii) The cows in our world are herbivores; but the cows in the world under  consideration are not herbivores.

Do we know that the proposition is true? Well, we know (aposteriori) that the cows in our world are herbivores. So the proposition isn’t false in the first way.

But what about (ii)? In this regard we are in a rather weird situation. There isn’t any particular possible world under consideration. Is the ‘world under consideration’ just the actual world (again) or some other world? (Are we looking in our crystal ball.) We have no information about this. So how are we supposed to determine the truth value of (ii)? In fact, so  far as I can see,  it has no truth-value.

On the assumption that (1) is said, or thought, in our world:

(a) We do not know whether the proposition is in its one-world mode or its two-world mode. It’s mode has not been specified. (Presumably, the hypothetical speaker, or thinker, could know, apriori that the proposition she has in mind is in such and such a mode.)

(b) If it is in its one-world mode, then the proposition is necessarily true. We know this apriori. 

(c) If it is in its two-world mode, then, given a specific other world, the proposition is contingently true, or contingently false (or, perhaps, contingently indeterminate). However, as things now stand, no such world has been specified, and, consequently, the proposition lacks a truth-value.

(d) If another possible world, say w3, is specified, then in order to know that the proposition (in its two-world mode) is true we will need to know what sort of cows (if any) there are in w3 and what sort of cows (if any) there are in the actual world. At least one of these things can only be known aposteriori.

In some ways (1) is similar to the following sentence:

(6) The cat is on the mat iff two plus two equals four.

The right hand component is necessarily true, and can be known to be true aprori. Hence, the following conditional is necessarily true and can be known to be true apriori:

(7) If the cat is on the mat then two plus two equals four.

Things are more problematic going in the opposite  direction.

(8) If two plus two equals four then the cat is on the mat.

What cat? What mat? When? In the absence of a specified context, the proposition expressed by  (8)  has no particular truth value. It floats in the void. Clearly, in this state, the proposition expressed by (8) is not something that can be known to be true apriori. As a result, (6) is in the same boat.

Similarly, we do not know just by looking at sentence (1) that the proposition it expresses is true. As things stand, it too has no particular truth value. This is because we have not been told whether or not (in our world) we are looking at some other world in our crystal ball. That is to say, we do not know whether the proposition is in its one-world mode or its two-world mode. And, if we were told that it as operating in it’s two-world mode, we would still need to know what sort of cows there are (if any) in our world and in that other one.

But the real question here is not whether we know just by looking at the sentence that the proposition expressed is true. The real question is whether we can we know apriori that the proposition is true. Is this possible? And the answer is clearly “yes.” In fact most of us can think of the proposition in it’s one-world mode, and see right off, that in that mode it cannot be false.  Hence, the proposition can be known to be true apriori. 
Have we found an example of the contingent aprori? Well, we have found a proposition which, in some circumstances is contingent and in other circumstances is necessarily true and can  be known to be true apriori. So, one might say, we have located a contingent proposition that can be known to be true apriori.

But this is surely misleading. When the proposition is in it’s one-world mode it is necessarily true, and can be known to be true apriori. When the proposition is in it’s two-world mode it is contingent, and can only be known to be true (or false, or indeterminate) aposteriori. We have not found a proposition which, in some circumstances, is contingent and yet, in those circumstances, can be known to be true apriori.

Presented with this as an example of the contingent apriori, it is difficult not to feel a bit cheated, as if someone had claimed to have found a duck that was a rabbit, when what they had really found was a creature that was sometimes a  duck and at other times a rabbit.  The creature is certainly interesting, but not exactly what we thought had been advertised.

Soames’ Argument for (Contingent) Apriority

Soames runs his epistemic argument on an ‘if and only if’ basis. Thus, again, we will be considering sentences like:

(1) Cows are herbivores iff  cows are actually herbivores.

The argument requires Soames’  apriority principle.. 


For any proposition p and possible world-state w, one may know p apriori in w iff in w, one may know apriori, of w, that it is a world-state with respect to which p is true.

Applied to (1), the argument goes like this:

i     The proposition that cows are herbivores iff cows are herbivores, is knowable apriori         (in the actual world-state). 

ii.     From (i) plus the Soames apriority principle, if follows that in the actual world-state @, it is knowable apriori, of @, that it is a world-state with respect to which the proposition that cows are herbivores iff cows are herbivores is true – i.e. that it is a world-state w which is such that the proposition that cows are herbivores iff cows are herbivores is true with respect to w.
iii.        So, in (or with respect to) @, it is knowable apriori, of @, that it is a world-state w which is such that the proposition that cows are herbivores is true with respect to w iff the proposition that cows are herbivores is true with respect to w.
iv. So, in (with respect to) @, it is knowable apriori, of @, that it is a world-state w which is such that the proposition cows are herbivores is true with respect to w iff the proposition that cows are herbivores is true with respect to @.
v. So, in (with respect to) @, it is knowable apriori, of @, that it is a world-state w which is such that the proposition cows are herbivores iff cows are herbivores is true with respect to @ is true with respect to w – i.e. in @, it is knowable apriori, of @, that it is a  world-state with respect to which the proposition that cows are herbivores iff the proposition that cows are herbivores is true in @ is true.
vi. From (v) and Soames’ apriority principle it follows that, in (with respect to) @, the proposition that cows are herbivores iff the proposition that cows are herbivores is true in @ is knowable apriori.

vii. Since @ is the actual world, the proposition the proposition that cows are herbivores is true in @ is the proposition expressed by actually cows are herbivores. Thus, it follows from (vi) that the proposition expressed by cows are herbivores  iff actually cows are herbivores … is knowable aprori (in the actual world).

This argument can perhaps best be read as an attempt to show that in the actual world, and in regard to  this world, the proposition Cows are herbivores iff actually cows are herbivores can be known to be true apriori. This is an interesting conclusion; but it is not exactly what we wanted to know. In this context, the proposition is in it’s one-world mode, and is necessarily true.

Does the argument also take us from necessary truths, known to be true apriori, to a (semi) contingent conclusion (supposedly known to be true apriori)?  How is that possible?

All of the ‘in (with respect to)’ items (i.e. iii through vi) seem to be dealing with a ‘one-world’ situation. Presumably, the possibility of a two-world situation emerges in item vii.

But, if so, vii does not follow  from vi. 

If there is no such emergence, then there is no proof here that we have found a contingent apriori truth. If there is such an emergence, then the argument is invalid.






� See, Scott Soames, Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth Century, Volume 2, The Age of Meaning, Princeton University Press, Princeton and Oxford, 2003, Chapter 16, pp. 397-422. 


� Sometimes ‘actually’ is just used to emphasize what follows, or draw a sharp contrast. “You’re never home on time!” “Actually, I got home early last Tuesday!” 


� My colleague, Daniel Korman, forced me to adopt this view of the matter. The basic idea is, I think, due to David Kaplan. To put it graphically, it’s as if the proposition had both a mother  (the context) and a father (the sentence) -  or, if you prefer, visa versa.





� The earliest discussion of carnivorous cows I know of is in Gilbert Ryle's  "Systematically Misleading Expressions" read at a meeting of the Aristotelian Society on March 21, 1932. [Published  in Aristotelian Society, Proceedings, 1931-32, pp. 139-170.] Soames refers to this paper in a footnote on p. 67 of  The Age of Meaning.


� David Lewis, in “Anselm and Actuality” Nous, Volume IV, Number 2, May 1970, provides a very nice account of ‘actually.’ There he recommends Richard Montague’s “Pragmatics, “ in Contemporary Philosophy,  ed. Raymond Klibansky (Florence: La Nuova Italie Editrice, 1968, and N. N. Prior’s “Modal Logic and the Logic of Applicability,” Theoria 34 (1968), pp. 191-2. [Polish notation] Here Prior adds the following:  “…I wonder whether anybody wants to put forward anything like the following as a piece of serious metaphysics: There really are such objects as possible worlds, and what we loosely describe as propositions of modal logic are in fact predicates of which these objects are the subjects. For example, to say that grass could have been pink is to say that there is – there really is – a world in which it is pink. To say that grass is green without any modal qualification, would of course be, on this view, to predicate grass-being-green-ishness of the actual world, but this word “actual” must not be taken as signifying that the world in question is any way more “real” than those other worlds in which grass is pink or purple. The word “actual” must be regarded as having the concealed egocentricity which the temporal “present” is sometimes said to have; the “actual” world is just the world in which we figure. And even this is not quite right. For statements like, for example, “I might have been a railwayman” must be taken to mean that there is – there really is – a world in which I am an railwayman. We all as it were perform on several stages at once, and in each world we are largely ignorant of our performances – real though they be – in others.”  [ Prior, p. 191]








� In present day, rather confusing, parlance, (i) is true ‘in’ some of those worlds and false in others [because that world provides the context of the proposition], but true ‘in regard to’ any such world [because, in that case, our world remains the context]. 


� I take the phrase ‘our world’ to refer to the whole huge context within which we live – I do not use it to refer to some sort of maximal property, or, so to speak, a book in God’s library describing a world he could create. In this regard, as I see it, our world is different from all other possible worlds.


� Scott Soames, The Age of Meaning, pp. 417-8


� The crystal ball situation is meant to embody and make vivid the idea of claims ‘in regard to’ other possible worlds. David Kaplan emploies a similar devise (a Jules Verne-o-scope) for a different purpose in “Transworld Heir Lines.” See The Possible and the Actual, Edited by Michael J. Loux, Cornell University Press, Ithica, 1979, pp. 88-109.


� Nevertheless, I agree with Prior in holding that our world (i.e. reality as a whole) really is the one and only world. The other ‘possible worlds’ are merely ways things might have been (but aren’t).


� This is an example that is discussed by Soames. See The Age of Meaning, pp. 418-420.








� The terms ‘one-world mode’ and ‘two-world mode’ are only defined as applied to propositions like ‘p if @ p’, or ‘not p or @ p’, or ‘p iff @ p’, or ‘p and @ p, or not p and not @ p’ and so on through all the equivalent variations. I have no suggestions to make in regard to how these terms might apply to other, non-equivalent, structures.


� Carnivorous cows crop up in Soames’ The Dawn of Analysis, pp. 96, 97, 101, etc. 


� See The Age of Meaning, p. 418.


� This argument is a re-write (cows instead of Princeton) of the argument Soames offers in The Age of Meaning, pp. 419-420.





