Consequences of conditional excluded middle

Abstract
Conditional excluded middle (CEM) is the following principe of
counterfactual logic: either, if it were the case that ϕ, it would be the
case that ψ, or, if it were the case that ϕ, it would be the case that
not-ψ. I will first show that CEM entails the identity of indiscernibles,
the falsity of physicalism, and the failure of the modal to supervene
on the categorical and of the vague to supervene on the precise. I will
then argue that we should accept these startling conclusions, since
CEM is valid.
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The Argument

Consider the following version of the principle of the identity of indiscernibles:
PII
Necessarily, for all x, y: If, for all qualitative properties F , F x iff F y,
then x = y.1
Max Black (1952) is generally thought to have refuted PII. His argument was
simple. It is possible that the universe contain nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty space. Were this to happen,
distinct spheres would have exactly the same qualitative properties. PII is
therefore false.
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Roughly, a property F is qualitative just in case for no relation R and individual x is
it the case that to have F is to bear R to x. Qualitative properties, in this sense, can be
highly extrinsic and gerrymandered. The restriction to qualitative properties is needed to
avoid trivializing the PII, since it is trivial that x is identical to any y with which it shares
the property being identical to x.
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Those who have resisted Black’s argument have resisted its first premise:
that it is possible that the universe contain nothing more than two duplicate
iron spheres orbiting each other in empty space. The general strategy has
been to argue that, although Black was imagining a genuine possibility, he
may have been mistaken in taking it to be one in which the universe contains
two duplicate iron spheres. Perhaps he was instead imagining a single multiply located sphere, or a single sphere in a non-Euclidean spacetime.2 I hope
these hypotheses strike you as bizarre. It is not at all plausible that we are
making any such mistake when we find Black’s argument compelling. I will
take for granted that the universe could have contained nothing more than
two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty space.
Nevertheless, Black’s argument is unsound. Had the universe contained
nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty
space, these spheres would not have had exactly the same qualitative properties. For only one of them would have had the following qualitative property:
being a duplicate of an iron sphere that it is orbiting such that, had one
of these two spheres been heavier than the other, it would have been the
heavier one. It is hard to express this condition without scope ambiguity in
English, so let us move to a formal language. Let Dxy abbreviate “x and
y are duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in otherwise empty space”,
Hxy abbreviate “x is heavier than y”, x 6≈ y abbreviate ‘either Hxy or Hyx’,
and  abbreviate the counterfactual conditional. Were the universe to contain nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in
otherwise empty space, exactly one of the spheres would have the property
Πx =df ∃y(Dxy ∧ (x 6≈ y  Hxy))
Π is qualitative, since it is defined in terms of qualitative relations without
making reference to any particular individuals. The argument that exactly
one of the two spheres would have Π appeals to an instance of conditional
excluded middle, the following controversial schema of counterfactual logic:
CEM
(ϕ  ψ) ∨ (ϕ  ¬ψ)
We count the result of prefixing an instance of CEM by any number of
universal quantifiers and necessity operators to also be an instance of CEM.
The instance of CEM needed for the present argument is the following:
2

See, respectively, Hawthorne (1995) and Hacking (1975).
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(1) ∀x∀y : (x 6≈ y  Hxy) ∨ (x 6≈ y  ¬Hxy)
The argument also requires the following two uncontroversial premises:
(2) ∀x∀y : Dxy → ¬((x 6≈ y  Hxy) ∧ (x 6≈ y  Hyx))
(3) ∀x∀y : Dxy → ¬((x 6≈ y  ¬Hxy) ∧ (x 6≈ y  ¬Hyx))
(2) says that, necessarily, for any two duplicate iron spheres x and y orbiting
each other, it is not both the case that [had x and y differed in mass, x would
have been heavier than y] and [had x and y differed in mass, y would have
been heavier than x]. (3) says that, necessarily, for any two duplicate iron
spheres x and y orbiting each other, it is not both the case that [had x and
y differed in mass, x would not have been heavier than y] and [had x and y
differed in mass, y would not have been heavier than x]. These claims should
be obvious.
Finally, the argument appeals to the following consequence of Black’s
description of the scenario:
(4) ∀x∀y : Dxy → ∀x0 ∀y 0 (Dx0 y 0 ↔ ((x0 = x ∧ y 0 = y) ∨ (x0 = y ∧ y 0 = x)))
(4) says that, necessarily, if there are two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each
other in otherwise empty space, then there is only one such pair.
(1)-(4) entail that, necessarily, if there are two duplicate spheres such that
the universe consists of nothing more than them orbiting each other in empty
space, then exactly one of the spheres has Π:
(5) ∀x∀y : Dxy → (Πx ↔ ¬Πy)
Since it is not contingent that Π is a qualitative property, (5) entails the
advertised conclusion: Had the universe contained nothing more than two
duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty space, these spheres would
not have shared all qualitative properties.
The argument generalizes. Suppose the universe had contained nothing
more than three duplicate iron spheres symmetrically orbiting their center of
mass in empty space. Only one of them would have the qualitative property of
being one of three duplicate iron spheres symmetrically orbiting their center
of mass in empty space such that, had one of the three spheres been heavier
than the others, it would have been the heavier one. Call this property Π1 . Of
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the two remaining spheres, only one would have the qualitative property of
being one of three duplicate iron spheres symmetrically orbiting their center
of mass in empty space such that, had one of the three spheres not having Π1
been heavier than the others, it would have been the one. Call this property
Π2 . Π1 and Π2 distinguish all three spheres. In this way counterfactuals give
us a recipe for qualitatively distinguishing any finite number of duplicate iron
spheres.
The argument generalizes still further. It turns out that CEM entails
the necessity of discernibility: necessarily, if two things are qualitatively indiscernible, then there is no qualitative property that even possibly divides
them. (Since the argument is somewhat more involved, I have relegated it
to an appendix.) I have no proof that distinct objects cannot be necessarily
qualitatively indiscernible, and so no proof of PII. But it is hard to imagine
what such pairs of objects would be like, and such extreme necessary connections between distinct existents is hard to fathom.3 We therefore have strong
reason to accept PII.
CEM has other striking consequences. Consider the following statement
of physicalism:
physicalism
For all qualitative properties F , it is nomologically necessary that, for
3

Suppose we follow Hawthorne (2006, 241) and accept the following principle of plenitude regarding material objects: “for every [function from worlds to filled regions of spacetime] there is an object whose modal pattern of spatiotemporal occupation is correctly
described by that [function].” One might think that pairs of ‘world-bound’ objects – objects that occupy non-empty regions of spacetime in only one world – can be necessary
qualitatively indiscernible. The thought is that, were there a pair of world-bound objects
respectively coincident with two duplicate iron spheres, then, unlike the spheres, these
objects could not fail to be duplicates. But while it is true that we cannot simply replace
“iron sphere” with “world-bound object coincident with an iron sphere” in (1)-(4) to establish such objects’ qualitative discerniblility, such objects would be qualitatively discernible
nonetheless, since only one will have the qualitative property of coinciding with something
that has Π.
The two square roots of −1 are perhaps more promising candidates for a pair of necessarily qualitatively indiscernible objects. But even here there are some reasons for doubt.
For one thing, being signified by a symbol with the qualitative orthographic features of
“i” might be thought to be a qualitative property that distinguishes them. Moreover, if we
accept a set-theoretic foundation for mathematics, then all mathematical objects can be
qualitatively distinguished in terms of ∈. At any rate, the example does not suggest any
way for pairs of concrete objects to be necessarily qualitatively indiscernible. See Shapiro
(2012) for discussion.
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all concrete individuals x: If F x, then, for some physical property G:
Gx and it is nomologically necessary that, for all concrete y: If Gy,
then F y.
Physical properties should be understood broadly so as to be closed under
logical operations. A proposition is nomologically necessary just in case it is
true in all worlds ‘like ours’ (to borrow Lewis’ (1994) phrase), where a world
is like ours just in case it shares our laws and instantiates no fundamental properties alien to our world. So understood, physicalism enjoys wide
support. It is compatible, for example, with the metaphysical (though not
nomological) possibility of Chalmers’ (1996) purported ‘zombie worlds’.
But wait. It seems to be nomologically possible that the universe contain
nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty
space.4 Such spheres would share all physical properties. But they would be
divided by the qualitative property Π. physicalism is therefore false.

2

Objections

In this section I consider ways in which the above arguments might be resisted
without rejecting CEM. In the next section, I will consider whether the above
arguments give us reason to reject CEM.
I have already considered and rejected denying the possibility of a universe containing nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each
other in empty space. One might deny (2) and (3) by claiming that Black’s
spheres would have their matter essentially and so neither could have been
heavier than the other (which would make the counterfactuals in (2) and (3)
vacuously true). But since any qualitative difference will do for the purpose of
the above argument – e.g., difference in shape rather than difference in mass
– the objection is insufficiently general to avoid the argument’s conclusion.
More radically, one might reject (4) by claiming that, in response to familiar puzzles about soritical modal variation in the matter out of which
material objects are composed, we should think that each of Black’s spheres
coincides with a great many duplicate spheres each differing slightly in which
portions of their matter they have essentially.5 Setting aside the implausibility
4

Less controversially: It is nomologically possible that the physical world be complex
and symmetric enough to run the above style of argument.
5
Leslie (2011) defends such a view; see also Williamson (1986) and Hawthorne and
McGonigal (2008).
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of such views, this objection is also insufficiently general. Any two coincident
spheres with different modal profiles are possibly qualitatively discernible,
since they are obviously discernible in worlds where only one of them exists.
They are hence necessarily qualitatively indiscernible, by the argument of
the appendix. So, for any two coincident spheres x and y, there is a qualitative property Qyx that x has and y lacks. Let Qx be the conjunction of all
such properties for all spheres y coincident with x. Qx is qualitative, since
it is the conjunction of qualitative properties. And it distinguishes x from
every sphere with which it coincides. So we can simply modify the original
argument by replacing being an iron sphere with being a Qx iron sphere. By
construction, there is at most one pair of Qx spheres, securing (4).6
One might instead try to downplay the interest of PII by claiming that
we should understand the identity of indiscernibles in a different way that
is refuted by Black’s argument, or that is at least not supported by my
argument using CEM.7 Two alternative principles suggest themselves:
PII∆
Necessarily, for all x, y: If, for all qualitative properties F , determinately
F x iff determinately F y, then x = y.
PII
Necessarily, for all x, there is a qualitative property F such that, necessarily, for all y: F y iff x = y.
I will consider each in turn.
PII∆ says that, necessarily, no two objects have exactly the same qualitative properties determinately. It presupposes a notion of determinacy metaphysically robust enough to allow us to sensibly quantify into the operator’s
scope. For those who recognize such a notion, it is natural to think that, had
the universe contained nothing more than two duplicate iron spheres orbiting
each other in empty space, it would have been indeterminate which sphere
6

Another response to the objection is that, unlike artifacts and organisms, portions of
matter have all of their matter essentially, so the line of reasoning supporting a plenitude
of coincident but modally discernible artifacts and organisms, even if accepted, gives us
no reason to believe in distinct coincident hunks of iron. See REMOVED FOR BLIND
REVIEW.
7
For example, Leibniz’s version of the identity of indiscernibles is arguably refuted by
the possibility of Black’s spheres, since he seemed to think that distinct objects cannot
share all intrinsic properties.
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had Π.8 Given the further assumption that the spheres would have exactly
the same qualitative properties determinately, Black’s thought experiment
refutes PII∆ .
PII says that, necessarily, every object has a qualitative haecceity – a
qualitative property necessarily equivalent to being identical to that object.
This principle is strictly stronger than PII. PII says that, necessarily, for
every object, there is a qualitative property had by it and by nothing else.
PII says that, necessarily, for every object, there is a qualitative property
necessarily had by it (if it exists) and by nothing else. (For this reason,
PII , unlike PII, entails anti-haecceitism: the view that all facts supervene
on the qualitative facts.) For all I have said, Black’s two spheres would be a
counterexample to PII . At any rate, there is no straightforward argument
from CEM to PII .
PII∆ and PII are both interesting metaphysical theses, and it is a welcome consequence of the argument from CEM to PII that it forces us to isolate principles that we might have otherwise confated. But merely isolating
PII from PII∆ and PII should bring little comfort to those who were initially inclined to resist the former. After all, it is extremely pre-theoretically
plausible that there could be a complex yet qualitatively symmetric universe.
If my argument from CEM is sound, this intuitive view is simply mistaken.
Similar points apply to the argument against physicalism. One could try
to understand physicalism in some weaker way, such as one of the following:
physicalism∆
For all qualitative properties F , it is nomologically necessary that, for
all concrete individuals x: If determinately F x, then, for some physical
property G: Gx and it is nomologically necessary that, for all concrete
y: If Gy, then F y.
physicalism−
For all qualitative propositions p, it is nomologically necessary that: If p,
then, for some proposition q concerning only how things are physically,
it is nomologically necessary that: If q is true, p is true.9
physicalism∆ stands to physicalism as PII∆ stands to PII. physicalism−
in effect claims that the qualitative weakly globally supervenes on the phys8

See Stalnaker (1981).
A propositions p is qualitative just in case for no property F and individual x is it the
case that for p to be true is for x to have F .
9
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ical, whereas physicalism claims that the qualitative strongly individually
supervenes on the physical.10 While my argument against CEM brings into
focus the difference between these three versions of physicalism, it seems unlikely to weaken the pull of physicalism for those tempted by the thought
that, in a world like ours, there are no qualitative goings on over and above
the physical goings on.11 That two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other
in otherwise empty space could be divided by a qualitative property is simply
inconsistent with that world view. Perhaps it would be indeterminate which
sphere had Π, but it would still be determinate that Π divides them. The
fact that the world’s global qualitative profile may still be necessitated by its
global physical profile will be cold comfort. For example, consider the albeit
bizarre view that there is a nomologically possible physically symmetric universe in which it is definitely the case that only one of two physically identical
collections of particles composes a chair, although it is indeterminate which
one. I take it such a view is inconsistent with physicalism about chairs.12
Another way to resist my argument against physicalism would be to
claim that Π is a physical property. I don’t want to enter into the debate
about which properties count as physical (although it is worth noting that it
is implausible that Π can be expressed by any open sentence of a language
containing only logical vocabulary and the sorts of vocabulary one find in
physicists’ formal statements of their theories). The interest of my argument
is independent of such terminological decisions. Its interest lies in the fact
that, if sound, it refutes a family of widely held supervenience theses, many
of which happen to be advanced under the banner of “physicalism”. I have
in mind the sort of supervenience theses captured by slogans like “the modal
supervenes on the categorical” and “there is no primitive modality.”13 Indeed,
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See McLaughlin and Bennett (2005) for a survey of different kinds of supervenience.
Compare Field (1992).
12
Some self-proclaimed ‘physicalists’ reject physicalism on the grounds that coincident
physical objects, such as a statue and the lump of clay composing it, differ qualitatively
without differing physically. They will presumably accept only the weaker principle:
11

physicalism∗
For all qualitative properties F , it is nomologically necessary that, for all concrete
individuals x: If something coincident with x has F , then, for some physical property
G: Gx and it is nomologically necessary that, for all y: If Gy, then something
coincident with y has F .
Note that Π is also a counterexample to physicalism∗ .
13
See Stalnaker (1984) and Williamson (2013, 8.2) for skepticism about the categori-
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many who reject physicalism (about consciousness, for example) nevertheless
accept these supervenience theses. If there is ‘primitive modality,’ its interest
is not hostage to whether we dub it “physical”. I should add that, insofar as
we can make sense of quantification into the scope of a “definitely” operator,
the present argument also arguably refutes the popular view that the vague
supervenes on the precise, for the reasons discussed in the previous paragraph.
One might resist both of my arguments by denying that Π is qualitative. Since I have expressed Π using only qualitative predicates and without
making reference to any particular individuals, this line of resistance seems
committed to there being something non-qualitative about the counterfactual conditional itself. In conversation, a number of philosophers have urged
on me the following version of this proposal. Our usage of the counterfactual
conditional ensures that it expresses a binary relation between propositions
that obeys CEM. There are many such relations to choose from that are compatible with our usage, and the meaning of the counterfactual conditional is
vague with respect to this class of candidate relations (in the way that the
meaning of ‘tall’ is often thought to be vague with respect to certain class
of height-threshold properties). But while it is perhaps possible to single out
this class of relations between propositions in purely qualitative terms, no
relation in the class is qualitative. Indeed, all such relations are highly haecceitistic – it is only by being about pretty much every individual that these
relations manage to draw the distinctions needed to validate CEM in all cases
of qualitative symmetry.
One thing to note about this proposal is that, for those concerned to
reject ‘primitive modality’ or to maintain the supervenience of the vague on
the precise, it is bad enough that CEM threatens the supervenience of Π
on ‘non-modal’ precise properties, irrespective of whether Π is qualitative.
More importantly, I think there are good reasons to reject the proposal.
cal/modal distinction. On the basis of this skepticism, Stalnaker arrives at a conclusion in
a similar spirit to my own:
[T]he introduction of counterfactuals allows for finer discriminations between
possible worlds than could be made without counterfactuals. The selection
functions relative to which counterfactuals are interpreted do not simply
select on the basis of facts and criteria of similarity that are intelligible
independently of counterfactuals. Rather, the claim is, the fact of selection
gives rise to new ways of cutting up the space of possibilities, and so to a
richer conception of the way the world is. (Stalnaker, 1984, 169)
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For in order to validate CEM in qualitatively symmetric circumstances by
making the counterfactual conditional haecceitistic, the conditional must in
such circumstances be haecceitistic concerning the individuals that play the
symmetric the qualitative roles. Let us suppose that  is not qualitative
after all, and indeed that it is maximally haecceitistic: the plurality xx of all
and only the individuals it is about is the plurality of all individuals there are.
Given the essentiality of the operative notion of aboutness, it follows that 
could not have been haecceitistic concerning any individual not among xx.
But it is a counterfactual possibility that there be individuals not among xx –
there could have been more things than there actually are.14 Moreover, there
could have been two duplicate iron spheres orbiting each other in empty space
that actually lack being, and so are not among xx. In such a circumstance,
the spheres’ being divided by Π cannot be reconciled with their purported
qualitative indiscernibility by appealing to the haecceitisticness of , since
that would require  to be about the spheres, which is inconsistent with
the essentiality of aboutness given the spheres’ not being among xx.15

3

Whither CEM?

I now turn to a defense of CEM. Most of the following arguments are not
original to me, so I will be brief.
First, CEM simply strikes us as valid. Even David Lewis, its principal
detractor, admits as much.16 CEM explains why it is so difficult to hear a
difference between negated counterfactuals and (non-vacuous) opposite counterfactuals: for example, between “It is false that I would have been happy
had it rained” and “Had it rained, I would not have been happy.” It is also
14

Most philosophers accept this claim because they reject necessitism, the thesis that
necessarily everything is necessarily something (in symbols, ∀x∃y(y = x)). My own
idiosyncratic view is that necessitism is true but there nevertheless could have been more
things than those there actually are, at least in the sense of ‘could have’ that is defined in
terms of counterfactuals. See REMOVED FOR BLIND REVIEW.
15
Strictly speaking,  need only be haecceitistic concerning an individual that in the
circumstances stood in some qualitative physical relation to one of the spheres but not
the other (such as a part of one of the spheres). But just as we may suppose the spheres
to be non-actually, we seem equally able to suppose that no such individuals are among
xx either. There is much more to be said about this argument than I can say here. For
a framework in which it can be made precise, see Fine (1977) and Fritz and Goodman
(2016); the connections to CEM are the topic of Fritz and Goodman (unpublished).
16
See Lewis (1973, 80).
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needed to explain the validity of many inferences involving quantified counterfactuals, such as inferences of the form: No F would G were it to H;
therefore, every F would fail to G were it to H.17
Second, the chances of counterfactuals often pattern with the conditional
chances, at some contextually salient time, of their consequents conditional
on their antecedents.18 For example, the chance that this coin would land
heads if it were flipped is approximately .5. If genuine, these data immediately
entail (by the probability calculus) that the corresponding instances of CEM
have chance 1, which ought to be sufficient grounds for accepting them.
Since counterfactual chancy processes are often thought to be the greatest
obstacle to CEM, its validity concerning such cases strongly confirms the
general principle. Moreover, even if CEM is guaranteed to hold only in cases
where the corresponding conditional chances are well-defined, that would be
enough for my argument, since we can modify Black’s case by stipulating
that both spheres contain a radioactive particle that never decays, but each
is such that, conditional on exactly one of them decaying, the chance of it
decaying is .5 – simply substitute ‘x but not y undergoes radioactive decay’
for ‘x is heavier than y’ in the argument.19
Third, our everyday practical deliberations seem to reveal a tacit commitment to CEM. In deciding whether to perform an action, I ask myself
“What would happen if I were to do it? Would it be a good thing that I did
it, or would it be a bad thing that I did it?” This intuitive thought finds formal expression in the original versions of causal decision theory, which relies
on CEM.20 A commitment to CEM also manifests itself in conversation. If
17

Consider the following example, which Williams (2010) adapts from Higginbotham
(1986): “No student would have passed if they had goofed off; therefore, every student
would have failed to pass if they had goofed off”. While the behavior of quantified conditionals is admittedly complicated, the emerging consensus is that CEM is at least part of
its explanation. See Klinedinst (2011), Kratzer (forthcoming), and references therein; for
a dissenting voice, see Leslie (2008). von Fintel and Iatridou (2002) are often cited as the
source of this view, but this attribution is complicated by the role played by presupposition
in their proposal; see Klinedinst (2011) for discussion.
18
See Skyrms (1981 [1980]), Williams (2012), and especially Moss (2013).
19
Those who accept this restricted version of CEM can agree with Quine (1950, 15) that
‘If Bizet and and Verdi had been compatriots, they would have been Italian, or, if Bizet and
and Verdi had been compatriots, they would not have been Italian’ is a counterexample
to unrestricted CEM, on the grounds that the corresponding conditional chances are not
well-defined.
20
See Stalnaker (1981 [1972]) and Gibbard and Harper (1981 [1978]). Lewis (1981) develops a version of causal decision theory that does not assume CEM.
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someone asked me how this coin would have landed had it been flipped (perhaps because they don’t understand that coin flipping is a chancy process),
the most natural reply would be “I don’t know”. Without CEM it is hard
to make sense of such professed ignorance – this argument is my own, and is
the one that most convinces me.– this is the argument is my own, and the
one that convinces me.21,22
The main arguments in the literature against CEM are weak. I will mention three of them. The first appeals to David Lewis’ ‘closest-worlds’ semantics for counterfactuals together with his similarity-based theory of closeness
between worlds.23 In order for CEM to be valid on this semantics, it must
be case that, for any world w and possibly true proposition p, some world
w0 at which p is true is more similar to w in the relevant respects than any
other world at which p is true. If similarity is understood in the way Lewis
recommends, this condition will be false and so CEM will be invalid – indeed, its failure will be commonplace. But this is the least of this theory’s
revisionist consequences. Given plausible assumptions about statistical mechanical and quantum mechanical objective chances, the Lewisian semantics
seems to entail that almost all ordinary counterfactuals are false!24 I take this
21

Importantly, it seems to refute the view of von Fintel and Iatridou (2002), popular
among linguists, that CEM holds only as a presupposition, since presuppositions project
out of questions and so the view wrongly predicts that “I don’t know” should be as
infelicitous here it would have been had someone asked me “Is the king of France bald?”.
(Aside: the view that CEM is a mere presupposition was motivated mainly in order to
save a (contextualist) strict-conditional analysis of counterfactuals in order to make their
antecedents downward entailing environments and hence predict their licensing NPIs. But
antecedents of conditionals can license NPIs even in embedded contexts in which they are
not downward entailing, as in “Usually, if anyone goes all in, they’re bluffing”.)
In conversation, Angelika Kratzer suggested that we treat “know” in this case as a
quantifier over epistemic possibilities which can be restricted by the “if”-clause in the
same way that she has argued modals are typically restricted by “if”-clauses. Sentences
like “I’m unsure whether the coin would land heads if it were flipped” pose a problem for
this suggestion, since “whether” generally creates scope islands that block the needed sort
of syntactic movement. The proposal also fails to predict the infelicity of the answer “no”,
since even if “if”-clauses can sometimes lead to a restricted interpretation of “knows”, this
need not always be the case (and indeed is not normally the case).
22
In addition to already mentioned, recent defenders of CEM include: Andrew Bacon,
Cian Dorr, John Hawthorne, Justin Khoo, Keith de Rose, Daniel Rothschild, Moritz Schulz
TODO CITE
23
Lewis (1973, 1979).
24
See Bennett (2003) and Hawthorne (2005); Hajek (manuscript 2011) embraces this
conclusion.
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consequence to be a reductio of the view; at any rate, it renders the view a
dialectically weak way to challenge CEM.
A second argument against CEM appeals to Lewis’ claimed duality of
“would”-counterfactuals and “might”-counterfactuals, according to which “If
it were the case that ϕ, it would be the case that ψ” is logically equivalent to
“It is not the case that, if it were the case that ϕ, it might be the case that
not-ψ.” Since “If I were to flip the coin, it might land heads” and “If I were
to flip the coin, it might not land heads” are both true, duality entails the
falsity of CEM. But duality is not well motivated. The behavior of “might”counterfactual is best explained compositionally in terms of the interaction
of modals and conditionals.25 Such explanations do not threaten CEM.
A third complaint against CEM is that it generates a kind of objectionable
arbitrariness. Suppose I have a coin that I never flip. It seems arbitrary to
say that, had I flipped it, it would have landed head, and also arbitrary to
say that, had I flipped it, it would not have landed heads. But notice that
this objection is structurally parallel to familiar arguments from vagueness
against the law of excluded middle (LEM): in exactly the same way, it seems
arbitrary to say of a borderline bald man either that he is bald or that
he is not bald. So it is natural to diagnose the coin example and similar
apparent failures of CEM simply as cases of vagueness. (I already hinted at
such vagueness in discussion of PII∆ .) Assuming we have learned to live with
LEM in the face of vagueness, this diagnosis neutralizes the threat to CEM
from arbitrariness.
(Suppose one agreed that CEM and LEM stand or fall together, but
thought that we should reject both of them on account of vagueness. What
should such a person think about my argument for PII? The issue is subtle.
Even those who reject LEM should acknowledge the existence of penumbral
connections. For example, a borderline red/orange paint chip is red if and
only if it isn’t orange. Field (2008) reconciles such penumbral connections
with the rejection of LEM by denying the equivalence of ϕ → ψ and ¬ϕ ∨ ψ.
Roughly, when a classical logician accepts a disjunction of vague but penumbrally connected disjuncts, Field will reject the disjunction but accept the
corresponding conditional. So, if we model our rejection of CEM on Field’s
rejection of LEM (which I take to be the best developed view in the vicinity),
25

For replies to Lewis (1973) along these lines, see Stalnaker (1981), Hawthorne (2005)
and Williams (2010); the latter is an instructive rejoinder to a proposal by Bennett (2003).
On the interaction of modals and conditionals more generally, see Kratzer (2012).
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we should still accept:26
CEM→
¬(ϕ  ψ) → (ϕ  ¬ψ)
CEM→ is weaker than CEM in Field’s logic, although they are obviously
classically equivalent. Nevertheless, CEM→ is strong enough to run a version
of my argument for (5) in Field’s system.27 We do not escape the conclusion
that the spheres would be such that one had Π if and only if the other did
not.
But there is a catch: In Field’s logic, (5) is consistent with the claim that
the spheres would be such that one had Π if and only if the other did too.
Compare the case of the liar sentence. According to Field, the liar sentence
is both true if and only if not true, and true if and only if true. Insofar as
we are willing to think of such a situation as one in which the liar sentence
is indiscernible from itself in truth value, perhaps we can likewise think of
the Field-inspired proposal as one according to which the two spheres would
have been qualitatively indiscernible despite the truth of (5).)28
26

Field (2000, 6) seems to accept the parity of CEM and LEM, given that in a discussion
of vagueness and LEM he writes that “there is no objective fact of the matter as to whether
Bizet and Verdi would have been French rather than Italian had they been compatriots”.
27
By CEM→ we have:
(1→
a ) ∀x∀y : ¬(x 6≈ y  Hxy) → (x 6≈ y  ¬Hxy)
(1→
b ) ∀x∀y : ¬(x 6≈ y  ¬Hxy) → (x 6≈ y  ¬¬Hxy)
Since Field will accept the corresponding conditional whenever a classical logician accepts
a negated conjunction with penumbrally connected conjuncts, we may assume:
(2→ ) ∀x∀y : Dxy → ((x 6≈ y  Hxy) → ¬(x 6≈ y  Hyx))
(3→ ) ∀x∀y : Dxy → ((x 6≈ y  ¬Hxy) → ¬(x 6≈ y  ¬Hyx))
Together with (4), the above principles entail (5) in Field’s system.
28
Here is one last argument against CEM. Suppose that, following Fine (1977) and
Stalnaker (2012), we think that it is contingent what propositions there are, and hence
contingent what distinctions among possibilities there are to be drawn. Fritz and Goodman
(unpublished) show that we can no longer accept (the full modal closure of) CEM. But
they also show that we may still accept the weaker schema:
CEM−
∀p((ϕ  p) ∨ (ϕ  ¬p))
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Of course, the committed opponent of PII or lover of physicalism may
reject CEM on those grounds. This would be to set the considerations against
PII and in favor of physicalism against the above considerations in favor
of CEM. What are these considerations? The standard argument against
PII is Black’s, which is dialectically ineffective as objection to CEM; general
arguments for physicalism (as opposed to arguments for physicalism about
particular domains of facts) are hard to come by. I find as attractive as anyone
the metaphysical vision of physical truth as the ground of all qualitative
truth, but to reject CEM on such grounds smacks of wishful thinking. After
all, (1) appears no less valid than any other instance of CEM. (Imagine being
one of two duplicate people orbiting each other alone in the void considering
the disjunction: Either, had one of us been heavier than the other, it would
have been me, or, had one of us been heavier than the other, it would have
been my duplicate. I would find this proposition extremely hard to deny.)29
As with CEM, we count the result of prefixing CEM− with arbitrary strings of necessity
operators and universal quantifiers to also be an instance of the schema. Now consider the
instance:
(1− ) ∀x∀y∀p : (x 6≈ y  p) ∨ (x 6≈ y  ¬p)
(1) follows from (1− ) together with the assumption:
(6) ∀x∀y∃p(p ↔ Hxy)
(6) says that, necessarily, for any two things there is a proposition necessarily equivalent to
the first thing being heavier than the second. This assumptions should be uncontroversial
even by the lights of those who think it is contingent what propositions there are. So
such ‘propositional contingentism’ does not block my argument for (5). More generally:
assuming that, necessarily, there exist all distinctions among possibilities that can be
drawn in terms of the qualitative properties of and relations between existing individuals,
we will be able to use CEM− in place of CEM in the argument that, necessarily, no two
individuals are contingently qualitatively indiscernible. For more on the motivation for
and technical implementation of this conception of propositional contingentism, see Fine
(1977) and Fritz and Goodman (2016).
29
Of course, when one runs out of objections, there is always the incredulous stare, such
as the following from Black’s original paper:
You might just as well say “By ‘a’ I mean the sphere which would be the first
to be marked by a red mark if anyone were to arrive and were to proceed to
make a red mark!” You might just as well ask me to consider the first daisy
in my lawn that would be picked by a child, if a child were to come along
and do the picking. This doesn’t now distinguish any daisy from the others.
(Black, 1952, 157)
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4

Conclusion

You might feel that there is something incongruous about the way I have
drawn controversial metaphysical conclusions from a principle I have defended on linguistic, probabilistic, and psychological grounds (although also
on grounds of apparent validity). Some philosophers will have an impulse to
use high-powered metametaphysical resources to diagnose this perceived incongruence. They might claim that discourse involving counterfactuals fails
to be ‘factual’, to concern how things are ‘in reality’, or to ‘carve nature at its
joints’.30 Since I have said nothing at all about factuality, reality, or cosmic
arthrology, such claims in no obvious way threaten the conclusions of this
paper. And given the close connection between counterfactuals and a wide
range of notions central to our most fruitful everyday and scientific theorizing, any aspersions we cast on counterfactuals are in danger of generalizing
to much of what we hold dear.
Finally, let me return to the objection that there must be something
wrong with the argument of this paper since its conclusion is simply beyond
belief. While it is hard to argue philosophers out of their incredulity, one
can at least try to diagnose its source. My suspicion is that, in many cases,
such incredulity stems from a prior commitment to a metaphysical vision
according to which all qualitative truth bottoms out in the pattern of instantiation of some small list of fundamental properties and relations. And this
reductive vision strikes me as simply a prejudice – one we ought to reject.
Counterfactuals impose their own structure on modal space, and that structure projects down onto the material world. For all I have said, this structure
is highly constrained by the pattern of instantiation of certain fundamental
properties and relations. Indeed, maybe all of the determinate structure of
modal space is explicable in more fundamental terms. But counterfactuals
nevertheless have a life of their own, and it is because they have such a life
that reasoning about them is so central to our lives.

A

The necessity of discernibility

Let x̂ rigidly designate the set objects qualitatively indiscernible from x;
think of it as a meta-linguistic abbreviation for the wide-scope definite de30

See, e.g., Field (1994), Fine (2001) and Sider (2011).
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scription “{y : y is qualitatively indiscernible from x}”. (If we were worried
that the things qualitatively indiscernible from x might not form a set, we
could instead run the argument using plural quantification.) Let
Λ+ x =df x̂/F  F x
Λ− x =df x̂/F  ¬F x
where F is some qualitative property and
x/F =df ¬∀y(y ∈ x → F y) ∧ ¬∀y(y ∈ x → ¬F y).
Intuitively, something has Λ+ just in case, had the set of things qualitatively
indiscernible from it been divided by F , it would have been F . Λ+ is qualitative, since it is defined in terms of qualitative properties without reference
to any particular individual. Likewise for Λ− . Hence
(A) ∀y∀z : (y ∈ x̂ ∧ z ∈ x̂) → ((Λ+ y ↔ Λ+ z) ∧ (Λ− y ↔ Λ− z))
By CEM we have:
(B) ∀y((x̂/F  F y) ∨ (x̂/F  ¬F y))
Since qualitative indiscernibility is an equivalence relation, we have:
(C) ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → ŷ = x̂)
By (A)-(C) and the definitions of Λ+ and Λ− , we have:
(D) ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → (x̂/F  F y)) ∨ ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → (x̂/F  ¬F y))
Now consider the schema
(?) ∀y(y ∈ x → (ϕ  ψ)) → (ϕ  ∀y(y ∈ x → ψ)), where ϕ is free for y
(?) should be uncontroversial: If ϕ counterfactually implies ψ(y) for all y ∈ x,
then it counterfactually implies the conjunction of those instances. (Note that
even if it is contingent what things there are, no set could have had members
that it does not actually have.) In particular, we should accept the following
two of its instances:
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(E) ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → (x̂/F  F y)) → (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → F y))
(F) ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → (x̂/F  ¬F y)) → (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → ¬F y))
By (D)-(F), we have:
(G) (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → F y)) ∨ (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → ¬F y))
Since nothing possibly true counterfactually implies something with which it
is inconsistent, we have
(H) (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x̂ → F y)) → ¬♦x̂/F
(I) (x̂/F  ∀y(y ∈ x → ¬F y)) → ¬♦x̂/F
By (G)-(I) we have:
(J) ¬♦x̂/F
In other words, for any x and qualitative F , the set of things qualitatively
indiscernible from x is not possibly divided by F . We may generalize and
necessitate to establish the advertised conclusion:
the necessity of discernibility
Necessarily, if x and y are qualitatively indiscernible, then for all qualitative F , necessarily, F x iff F y.
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