Contingentism in Metaphysics
1. Introduction

In a lot of domains in metaphysics the tacit assumption has been that whichever metaphysical principles turn out to be true, these will be necessarily true. Let us call necessitarianism about some domain the thesis that the right metaphysics of that domain is necessary. Necessitarianism has flourished. In the philosophy of maths we find it held that if mathematical objects exist, then they do of necessity.  Mathematical Platonists affirm the necessary existence of mathematical objects (see for instance Hale and Wright 1992 and 1994; Wright 1983 and 1988; Schiffer 1996; Resnik 1997; Shapiro 1997 and Zalta 1988) while mathematical nominalists, usually in the form of fictionalists, hold that necessarily such objects fail to exist (see for instance Balaguer 1996 and 1998; Rosen 2001 and Yablo 2005). In metaphysics more generally, until recently it was more or less assumed that whatever the right account of composition—the account of under what conditions some xs compose a y—that account will be necessarily true (for a discussion of theories of composition see Simons 1987 and van Inwagen 1987 and 1990; the modal status of the composition relation is explicitly addressed in Schaffer 2007; Parsons 2006 and Cameron 2007). Similarly, it has generally been assumed that whatever the right account is of the nature of properties, whether they be universals, tropes, or whether nominalism is true, that account will be necessarily true (though see Rosen 2006 for a recent suggestion to the contrary). In considering theories of persistence it has been widely held that whether objects endure or perdure through time is a matter of necessity (Sider 2001; though see Lewis 1999 p227 who defends contingent perdurantism). And with respect to theories of time it is frequently held that whichever of the A- or B-theory is true is necessarily true. A-theorists often argue that there is time in a world only if the A-theory is true at that world (see for instance McTaggart 1903; Markosian 2004; Bigelow 1996; Craig 2001) while B-theorists often argue that the A-theory is internally inconsistent (Smart 1987; Mellor 1998; Savitt 2000 and Le Poidevin 1991). Once again, we find a few recent contingentist dissenters. Bourne (2006) suggests that it is a contingent feature of time that it is tensed, and thus that the A-theory is contingently true. Worlds in which there exist only B-theoretic properties are worlds with time, it is just that time in those worlds time is radically different to the way it is actually. Other defenders of the B-theory, though not expressly contingentists, do offer arguments against versions of the A-theory that try to show that such A-theories theories are inconsistent with the actual laws of nature (see for instance Saunders 2002 and Callender 2000); these arguments, at least, leave room for the possibility that the A-theories in question are contingently false (at least on the assumption that the laws of nature are themselves contingent, an assumption that not everyone accepts). 

Despite some notable exceptions, necessitarianism has flourished in many, if not most, domains in metaphysics. One such exception is Lewis’ famous defence of Humean supervenience as a contingent claim about our world. Lewis does not argue that necessarily, the supervenience base for all matters of fact in a world is nothing but a vast mosaic of local matters of particular fact. Rather, he thinks that we have reason to think that our world is one in which Humean supervenience holds (see Lewis 1986 p9-10 and 1994). Another exception to the necessitarian orthodoxy is to be found in the lively debate about the modal status of the laws of nature. Here, if anything, contingentism has been the dominating force, with it generally being held that there are possible worlds in which different laws of nature hold (this view is defended by, among others, Lewis 1986 and 2010; Schaffer 2005 and Sidelle 2002). Necessitarian dissenters hold that the laws of nature are necessary, frequently because they think it is necessary that fundamental properties have the causal or nomic profiles they do (see for instance Shoemaker 1980 and 1988; Swoyer 1982; Bird 1995; Ellis and Lierse 1994). Nevertheless, when it comes to thinking about the nature of the laws themselves, the necessitarian presumption is back on firm footing. Though there is disagreement about whether the laws are generalisations that feature in the most virtuous true axiomatisation of all the particular matters of fact (often known as the Humean view of laws and defended by Ramsey 1978; Lewis 1986 and Beebee 2000) or whether laws are relations of necessity that hold between universals (a view defended by Armstrong 1983; Dretske 1977; Tooley 1977 and Carroll 1990) no one has seriously suggested that it might be a contingent matter which of these is the right account of laws. 

The necessitarian orthodoxy is not surprising since metaphysics is largely an a priori process. While a priori reasoning may be used to determine whether a proposition is necessary or contingent, it is not well placed (in the absence of a posteriori evidence) to determine whether a contingent proposition is actually true or false. Since metaphysicians aim to tell us which principles are true in which worlds, on the face of it the discovery that metaphysical principles are contingent seems to make part of the task of metaphysics epistemically intractable. In what follows I consider two reasons one might end up embracing contingentism and whether this would lead one into epistemic difficulty. The following section considers a route to contingent metaphysical truths that proceeds via a combination of conceptual necessities and empirical discoveries. Section 3 considers whether there might be synthetic contingent metaphysical truths, and the final section raises the question of whether if there were such truths we would be well placed to come to know them. 

2. Conceptual Truths and Contingency
Though it is controversial exactly what role conceivability ought to have in modal epistemology, almost everyone agrees that it will feature in some form or other. Chalmers, (2002) for instance, defends the view that x is possible just in case x is ideally conceivable. If both x and not x are ideally conceivable, then both x and not x are possible and it follows that x is contingent. Rosen (2006) defends the view that x is possible jut in case x is correctly conceivable, thus if x and not x are correctly conceivable then x is contingent. Rosen’s account of correct conceivability will considered in more depth shortly.  But first a short detour. Prior to Kripke (1980) when it was assumed that the necessary truths were all and only the conceptually necessary truths, the link between conceivability and possibility, and thus between conceivability and necessity or contingency, was relatively clear. The idea that there are a posteriori necessary truths presented a problem for that link, since something’s being ideally conceivable was no longer a good reason to think it was possible. 

According to perhaps the dominant way of understanding a posteriori necessities we discover, a posteriori, the essential nature of some object or property, and in doing so discover a necessary truth.
 On this view conceptual truths play no part in grounding a posteriori necessities, and the link between conceivability and possibility seems to remain inextricably cut. Not everyone accepts this understanding of a posteriori necessities. Some find it puzzling how discovering something about the microstructure of water reveals that its essence is H20, since it does not appear that scientists are in the business of discovering essences. One way of making sense of how scientific discovery is relevant to the discovery of essence is to understand a posteriori necessities in a broadly Humean tradition that follows in the footsteps of Jackson and Chalmers.
 The story should be familiar: it adds to the earlier picture about scientists and microscopes an a priori claim about the semantics of “water” (or the concept <water> if you prefer). Discovering that necessarily water is H20 is the result of combining the a priori claim that “water” refers, in every world, to whatever is actually the watery stuff (or something more nuanced) with the a posteriori discovery that the actual watery stuff is H20. We can express that by saying that water’s essence is H20.
 We get a posteriori necessities when, roughly, conceptual analysis reveals that a term refers rigidly. 

Rosen accepts something like this framework for understanding a posteriori necessities, and in addition holds that the necessary truths are exhausted by the conceptually necessary or a posteriori necessary truths. Thus at some level all necessary truths are grounded in conceptual truths, it is just that a posteriori necessities are grounded in conceptual truths plus some empirical truths. In the light of this, his (2006) account of correct conceivability is developed to preserve the link between conceivability and possibility, and specifically to avoid it being possible for us to correctly conceive what is a necessary a posteriori falsehood. The idea is that a proposition P is correctly conceivable just in case P does not entail a logical inconsistency when combined with a full specification of the natures of the kinds it concerns.
 Thus to evaluate whether it is possible that XYZ is water, we need to know about the intrinsic nature of the actual watery stuff (ie that it is H2O) in which case, we are no longer supposed to find it conceivable that XYZ is water.  

There are two ways in which taking seriously the idea that that which is correctly (or ideally) conceivable is possible can lead us to discover contingent metaphysical truths. The first, and most obvious, is that at least on the face of it, a wide variety of competing metaphysical theories all appear to be correctly conceivable. Contrary to the usual assumption that the true account of the nature of properties is necessary true, this methodology (arguably) yields the conclusion that each is contingent, since it does seem that we can correctly conceive of a world in which each account is true.
 Indeed, given this picture of modal epistemology, a great number of metaphysical theories seem likely to turn out to be contingent.  It seems plausible that accounts of the nature of composition will be contingent, since, again arguably, we can correctly conceive of worlds in which different compositional principles are true. For instance, arguably we can correctly conceive of a world in which the biconditional, the xs compose a y iff the xs exist is true, and hence compositional universalism is true, and we can correctly conceive of a world in which the principle, it is never the case that there exists a y composed of the xs, is true, and hence compositional nihilism is true. Indeed, it would seem to be a genuinely open question whether given this methodology what it is be a law of nature might also not be a contingent matter: that in some worlds laws are Humean and in others laws are relations of necessitation. The upshot is that if we suppose that the necessary truths are exhausted by the conceptually necessary or a posteriori necessary truths and we accept something like Rosen’s modal epistemology, we should expect many metaphysical theses to be contingent. 

Notably, nothing so far offered by this conception of modal space tells us which metaphysical theses hold in which worlds, including the actual world. For nothing has been said about the epistemology of contingent metaphysical theses. The contingentist could simply bite the bullet and hold that any theses that are contingent are wholly the province of science. But that seems very unattractive on this view, since theories that seem to be entirely the province of metaphysicians (such as accounts of the nature of properties) might well come out as contingent. 


Fortunately there remain other options for finding a role for metaphysics in discovering contingent truths.  In particular one could conceive of the project of discovering whether some proposition is contingently true or false as crucially involving conceptual claims that metaphysicians are well placed to evaluate. The role of conceptual claims in discovering necessary truths is well documented. Recall that necessitarians about the laws of nature think it is necessary that fundamental properties have the causal or nomic profiles they do, since they think it is an essential feature of said properties that they have those causal or nomic profiles. If one understands talk of essences as, roughly speaking, Humean in nature, then one will think that this amounts to the claim that it is conceptually necessary that properties (or fundamental properties) have the causal or nomic profiles that they do.

That is why no actual property could feature in laws that are different from our own. So either there are no alien properties and no alien laws, or there are alien laws, but only in worlds with alien properties. Either way, we never find actual properties governed by alien laws and thus the laws are necessary. Thus an unobvious claim about the necessity of the laws is entailed by a conceptual truth about the nature of fundamental properties. If we then want to know which laws are the actual laws we need to look to science. The conceptual claim only tells us that whatever the actual laws are, those are the laws that govern every world in which non-alien properties exist.

Analogously, conceptual analysis combined with empirical facts can yield contingent truths about our (and other) worlds. Had our term “water” functioned somewhat differently and instead picked out a functional kind such that anything watery in a world is water, then the a priori claim “water is whatever plays the water role” would have been a necessary truth. But combining that necessary truth with empirical information would have revealed, a posteriori, some contingent truths about our world; namely that in our world water is H20, even though in other worlds it is something else. 

Or suppose we are interested in the philosophy of time. We begin by considering our concept of time in order to ascertain what the necessary features are that a world must have in order to count as temporal. This is conceptual analysis, but it is by no means straightforward or trivial. Some of the debate between A- and B-theorists is about whether a world in which there exist only relations of earlier than, later than, and simultaneous with, holding between events, and in which there is no objective property of presentness, pastness, and futurity and in which there is no temporal flow, is really a world in which there is time. It is at least not obvious who is right about this. Bourne’s contingentism about the A-theory arises in virtue of his views about this issue. As I noted, he suggests that it is a contingent feature of time that it is A-theoretic. He defends that claim by arguing that time is a functional concept in just the same way that <water> might have been a functional concept (Bourne 2006 pp 220-230). So different phenomena might constitute time in different worlds. In some worlds time is A-theoretic, and in other worlds time might not flow and there might be no objective past, present and future. 

Casting our minds still further, think about a world that is constituted by a set of three-dimensional objects each of which is a snapshot of a ‘time’, but where there is no unique ordering of those three-dimensional objects that can be said to be the history of that world.
 Would such a world count as being one with time? The answer to that question is nontrivial, despite, on this view, being a matter of conceptual analysis. If we determine, by considering the concept <time> that such a world would be not a world with time, then (as long as we know that that world is possible) we know that time is a contingent phenomenon. But more interestingly we are also in a position to discover that actually it is a contingent fact that there is no time if we come to make the empirical discovery that our world is relevantly like the world just described. Notice that the empirical discovery itself does not entail that there is contingently no time: it merely tells us about some features of our world. The discovery about actual time (or the lack thereof) requires that the metaphysics tells us what it would take for there to be time. 


Combining conceptual claims with empirical discoveries can tell us not only that some proposition is contingent, but more interestingly, whether it is contingently true or false. Thus, without reducing metaphysics to science it offers an epistemology for discovering contingent metaphysical theses. This view of metaphysics is explicitly endorsed by, among others, Frank Jackson (1998) and Amie Thomasson (2009).  Yet it is open to the charge that metaphysics is nothing more than a labelling process: we merely figure out, given our concepts, whether some part of a world is one that deserves the label “time” or “qualia” or “water”.

2. Synthetic Necessities

Many metaphysicians reject the picture of metaphysics just offered, at least, they reject it insofar as it claims to offer an exhaustive characterisation of metaphysics. They reject the idea that a priori reason can only yield necessary truths that are either conceptual necessities or a posteriori necessities. Instead, they hold that there exists another category of necessary truths: the synthetic necessities. If one supposes that there are synthetic necessities, then one will be sceptical about the sort of modal methodology that someone like Rosen offers. Rosen’s methodology in no way guarantees that if there are necessary truths that are not ultimately grounded in some sort of conceptual truth that we will find ourselves unable to correctly conceive of their falsity. Thus there is no longer reason to suppose that correct conceivability is a good guide to possibility, and thus no reason to think that just because both x and not x are correctly conceivable, that we should conclude that x is contingent. Once we reject this methodology, the obvious route to widespread contingentism no longer exists. This is not to say that one cannot discover that a proposition is contingently true by combining certain conceptual claims with empirical facts. Someone who supposes that many metaphysical truths are synthetic truths need not, and surely will not, think that all metaphysical claims are synthetic and that conceptual truths and empirical discoveries play no role in determining which metaphysical theses are true. So there remains room for contingent truths that issue from conceptual truths. What is foreclosed is discovering that a proposition is contingent merely in virtue of both it and its negation being (correctly) conceivable. 


Those metaphysicians who think that by and large metaphysical claims are synthetic think that such claims are evaluated by determining which of competing theses best meet a complex set of desiderata that tend to include the extent to which a theory preserves or explains our folk intuitions (perceptions and phenomenologies) and folk semantics, the extent to which it is simple, parsimonious, explanatory and consistent with our best science. Reasoning regarding which theory is preferable is a priori only against a background of accepted facts about folk semantics, and empirical facts. 

Part of the problem for contingentism with respect to synthetic metaphysical theses is that it remains opaque what grounds the modal status of such theses. Conceptual or analytic truths cannot ground their truth of falsity, but given that the claims are knowable a priori, it is hard to see how the empirical world could serve as a ground either. One proposal returns us to the methodology metaphysicians engage in when they consider the costs and benefits of rival theses. The general idea is that in each world, we should suppose that metaphysical thesis to be true which is the best theory of that world. This opens up the possibility that some synthetic metaphysical claims will be necessarily true: namely where such a thesis is the best theory of every world, and also opens up the possibility that some metaphysical claims will be contingent truths: namely where one thesis is the best theory of some worlds, and a competitor thesis the best theory of a different set of worlds. More generally a synthetic thesis is necessary just in case it is preferable to its competitor theses in all worlds, and contingent where it is preferable to its competitors in only some worlds. 

Suppose we can make good practical sense of the practice of comparing the virtues of one theory to that of another (and that is unclear since it is not obvious how to make the various trade-offs and comparisons). Then some metaphysical theses are good candidates to come out as contingent. For instance, it is arguable that a thesis like substantivalism about space-time might be a better theory in some worlds than others. Substantivalism is, roughly, the thesis that space-time is a substance that exists independently of the objects or processes within it. The contrary view is relationism. The debate over substantivalism and relationism frequently appeals to facts about the laws of nature in our world. For instance, it is sometimes argued that substantivalism is preferable to relationism because Einstein’s theory of general relativity presupposes, (at least, is best understood in terms of) is a four-dimensional manifold in which events and processes are located (see for instance Nerlich 1994). It is also argued, quite to the contrary, that the truth of general relativity presents a substantial problem for the substantivalist in the form of the hole argument  (Earman and Norton 1987 and Norton 1988 present the hole argument as a difficulty for substantivalism, Maudlin 1990 and Butterfield 1989 offer responses on behalf of the substantivalist). The complex details of the hole argument need not detain us here. The point is that it attempts to show that given general relativity, substantivalism commits us to objectionable consequences. Both of these arguments for and against substantivalism focus on the actual laws of nature and try to show that, given those laws, substantivalism (or relationism) is the preferable theory. If the laws of nature are contingent then it an open question whether in worlds with different laws, a different theory of the nature of space-time will be preferable. It does not seem at all implausible that this could be so and therefore that we could have reason to think that substantivalism and relationism are contingent metaphysical theses.

A similar sort of story might be true when we think about the A- and B-theory of time. Arguably, the B-theory of time is a better theory in the context of a world in which general relativity is true. Roughly, that is because general relativity, as it is usually interpreted, suggests that there is no objective now or present.
 But again, if the laws are contingent there could be worlds in which the A-theory is a better theory of that world. For instance, a world in which best scientific theory posits a privileged reference-frame (a privileged set of events that are simultaneous relative to a particular frame) militates in favour of embracing the A-theory. 

In general wherever we have competitor theories that offer explanatory benefits that are tied to contingent features of a world, the possibility is left open that different theories will be explanatorily preferable in different worlds. Of course, two worlds may differ with respect to, say, which properties are instantiated and where, but at least on the face of it this doesn’t seem to be the sort of difference that is likely to ground, say, one theory of properties being a better theory of one world, and a different theory of properties a better theory of the other world. Although there are different token properties and different instantiation patterns in the two worlds, the kind of phenomenon that requires explanation (the theoretical desiderata) seem to be the same in both worlds. Contingentism will be plausible only where the right sorts of differences exist between worlds: the sorts of difference that could plausibly render a particular metaphysical theory better in some but not other worlds. 

One area in which necessitarian orthodoxy has recently been challenged via a methodology very much like the one just described is in the philosophy of maths. It is a generally shared presupposition that since sentences in maths quantify over mathematical objects, those sentences are true only if the relevant mathematical objects exist. Platonists think that some sentences in maths are obviously true, and thus that mathematical objects exist. Moreover, they think that any true mathematical sentence is necessarily true, and therefore that necessarily, mathematical objects exist. 


The sort of considerations that motivate the Platonist are similar in form to a general style of argument defended by, among others, Schiffer (1996). These arguments are sometimes called  “something from nothing” arguments because they yield heavy-duty metaphysical conclusions from light-weight everyday claims. They tend to combine what we might think of as a semantic premise (a premise that tells us in virtue of what some sentence is true) with an everyday claim about the truth of some sentence, to yield an ontological conclusion. Thus in the case of mathematical objects we get:

(1) “1+1=2” is true

(2) “1+2=2” is true only if there exist mathematical objects

(3) There exist mathematical objects
Put slightly differently and more akin to Schiffer’s formulation:

(1) ‘1+1=2’ is true
transforms trivially into:
(2) ‘there exists a number 1, such that adding 1 to itself equals 2’

(3) Therefore there exists (at least) one mathematical object
Necessitarianism need not follow from this style of argument, but it often does. In this case it follows because most of us think that the same set of sentences in mathematics will be true in every world. Thus mathematical objects, if they exist, do so necessarily. A priori reflection on the claims we take to be true and obviously so combined with a simple transformation of said claims (or consideration of the truth conditions for said claims) yields the necessitarian conclusion. 

It is worth noting that while this style of argument is very influential in the philosophy of maths, what appears to be an analogous form of argument is often held to be controversial in other areas (see for instance Hofweber 2007 for a discussion of this form of argument). For instance, it is much more controversial that we should conclude from an analogous argument that properties exist and hence nominalism is false: much less is it assumed that we should suppose that every possible property exists necessarily (Why think that necessity should follow? Notice that for every possible property and every possible world, there will be a sentence of the form ‘x is P’ that is true, or a sentence of the form ‘x is not P’ that will be true in each world, and thus by the argument above we should conclude that every possible property exists necessarily.)
 If this form of argument was generally sound, it would be well placed to yield a range of necessary truths, indeed, it would do for necessity what Rosen’s modal apparatus does for contingentism. 

Recently however, the necessitarianism yielded by this style of argument as it applies in the philosophy of maths has been disputed. Dissenters from the orthodoxy argue that a descendent of the Quinean picture of ontological commitment ought lead us to think that mathematical objects exist contingently. The general idea is that Quine was right to think we should be committed to the existence of all and only the objects quantified over by our best scientific theory. But rather than supposing that the best theories should be regimented into first order logic as Quine proposed, recent neo-Quineans hold that we should focus on the posits of our best theory that are indispensable to that theory (see Colyvan 1998 and 2001). Our best scientific theories quantify over mathematical objects. If our best theories do so in an indispensable manner, then we have reason to think that mathematical objects actually exist. So say neo-Quineans like Field and Colyvan. If, in addition, we have reason to think that there are worlds in which best theory quantifies over mathematical objects but only in a dispensable manner, then we have reason to think there are worlds in which mathematical objects fail to exist (at least on the assumption that we should be committed to all and only the objects quantified over in an indispensable manner). It is these considerations that lead Colyvan (2000) to conclude that mathematical objects contingently exist, and Field (1993) to conclude that they contingently fail to exist. For both Field and Colyvan think there are possible worlds in which best scientific theory can be nominalised—that is, a version of the same theory can be produce that does not quantify over numbers, and where that nominalised theory is at least as virtuous as the non-nominalised version—hence mathematical objects are dispensable to best theory in such a world. 

This neo-Quinean argument for the existence of mathematical objects is often known as the indispensability argument and treated as a distinct form of argument to those found in metaphysics.
 Clearly, however, the argument yields synthetic truths, and, if Colyvan and Field are right, contingent synthetic truths.
 In fact the indispensability argument is not so dissimilar to the general methodology I just outlined for delivering synthetic metaphysical truths. That methodology calls upon us to accept as true that metaphysical thesis which is the best (that is, most virtuous empirically adequate) theory of some world; the neo-Quinean asks that we accept as true the best (the most empirically adequate) most virtuous scientific theory. Then the real difference between the neo-Quinean and the metaphysician is which theories they are interested in. The neo-Quinean, following Quine, tends to talk about best scientific theories and the posits thereof whereas metaphysicians assume that talk of best theory includes talk of best metaphysical theory. But the central methodology remains the same, and in both cases that methodology offers the prospect of discovering metaphysical claims that are contingent.

3. Epistemic Considerations
We saw in section one that the epistemology of contingent metaphysical claims that issue from a combination of conceptual analysis combined with empirical discoveries is straightforward. There might be considerable work in determining the right analysis, and in finding out the relevant empirical facts. But in principle the epistemology is clear. Not so in the case of synthetic metaphysical claims. I suggested in the previous section that a metaphysical thesis will be contingently true just in case that thesis is the best account of the relevant phenomenon in some but not other worlds, and necessarily true if it is the best account of the relevant phenomenon in all worlds. But there are some very general worries about this methodology. 

Nothing we know about the theoretical virtues supports the claim that if a theory is more virtuous in every world, then that is reason to think it necessary true.
 We hope that in our world virtue is a guide to truth. Indeed, we have inductive reason to think it is: we look to empirical theories and we often find confirmation that the more virtuous empirical theories are more frequently true, or are closer approximations to the true than are less virtuous theories. Still, one might wonder whether we have good inductive evidence to suppose that virtue is a guide to truths about metaphysics, even in our own world. Since the sets of competitor empirical theories upon which our inductive evidence is based are generally empirically inequivalent and therefore make different predictions, we can use these predictions to find evidence that vindicates one over another theory. If we then find that those theories that are vindicated are more virtuous, we have inductive evidence that the more virtuous are more likely to be true.
 But frequently metaphysical theories are empirically equivalent, and we are therefore not in a position to find evidence that one is true and another false. We therefore lack inductive evidence for the correlation between truth and virtue as it applies to theories in metaphysics. So there is an open question whether it is reasonable to extend the inductive basis from the empirical theories for which we have inductive evidence, to all actual metaphysical theories. 

Even if we have reason to suppose that we have inductive evidence with respect to actual metaphysical theories, it is a much longer bow to draw to suppose that virtue is a guide to truth in all worlds. One would expect there to be sceptical worlds in which there is a correlation between a theory being more virtuous and it merely seeming to be true, such that agents are systematically lead to suppose that virtuous theories are more likely to be true even though that is not the case. Unless we posit a necessary connection between the virtues and the truth of a theory, we should expect that in some worlds the virtuous will come apart from the true. 

Still, it is worth noting that this general worry is just that: it is a general worry about the epistemology of synthetic metaphysical claims. It is not a worry that is directed specifically against thinking that there are any synthetic contingent metaphysical truths. One might, though, have more specific concerns since one might wonder whether if there were contingent synthetic claims, what such claims would be contingent on. We find the complaint put in just this way by Hale and Wright (1994) when they argue that it is crazy to suppose that mathematical objects exist contingently, since there is nothing that their existence could be contingent upon. Depending on whether one thinks that contingency is the default and it is necessity that requires explanation, or one thinks the converse, the question that they ask will strike one either as deep and important or silly and unnecessary. 

What does seem right is that if one thinks that contingencies must be grounded in something (that there must be something upon which a contingently true proposition is contingent) and if the theoretical virtues are only contingently a guide to the truth of a theory at some world, then it cannot be the mere fact that a theory is the best and most virtuous at some world that grounds the truth of the contingent claims at that world. This is an opposition to Colyvan’s suggestion that what grounds the fact that mathematical objects exist in some but not other worlds is that they are dispensable to some best theories and not others (Colyvan 2001).

This is not to suggest that the contingentist can under no circumstances respond to a call for information about the grounding of contingent claims. It is worth clarifying that in this paper the assumption has been that contingentism is true of some domain in metaphysics just in case there are worlds in which the relevant metaphysical claim is true, and worlds in which it is false. But that is consistent with contingentism coming in what we might think of as two different strengths. Consider a range of conditional claims: If x then y, if x1 then y1, if x2 then y2. Imagine the antecedents specify some (or all) features of a world and the consequents specify the metaphysical truths of a world. Then we will get contingentism about the consequents (that is the metaphysical truths), just in case we get contingency with respect to the antecedents. But that is consistent with the conditional claims themselves being necessary. Thus it is consistent with necessarily, if x then y and necessarily if x1 then y1. The weak contingentist thus supposes that there are necessary connections between x1 and y1, and supposes that any world that is an x1 world is also a y1 world. So they have, or may have, a straightforward answer to the grounding question: they can maintain that what grounds the relevant metaphysical truths in different worlds is the truth of the antecedent of the relevant conditional in said worlds. Weak contingentism can be distinguished from what we might call strong contingentism. This is the view that the various conditional claims such as if x then y, and if x1 then y1, are not necessarily true. That is, there are worlds where if x then y is true, and worlds where if x then y1 is true. To get a sense of how these two versions of contingentism might play out in a particular domain, consider the claim that compositional principles  (ie metaphysical truths about composition) are contingent. 

If compositional principles are contingent then either those facts supervene on the distribution of fundamental properties and entities in a world or they do not. If they do supervene then weak contingentism is true, since there are necessary truths that take us from facts about the distribution of fundamental properties and entities to truths about the compositional facts in a world. If they do not supervene, then strong contingentism is true since there can be two worlds alike with respect to the distribution of fundamental properties and entities but different with respect to the compositional truths.  On the face of it, it seems that where strong contingentism is posited then the contingent facts are in need of an explanation, or at least in need of some kind of grounds, and that it is somewhat mysterious what these grounds could be. For if compositional principles do not supervene in this way then there are pairs of worlds that are duplicates with respect to their distribution of simples, but in which the compositional facts vary.
 On the other hand, if weak contingentism is posited then changing the distribution of fundamental properties and entities will thereby change the conditions under which composition occurs, rather than just changing facts about which composites there are. The weak contingentist therefore has some sort of answer to the question: what are the contingent composition principles contingent upon? – namely, the distribution of the simples in each world. 

This does still leave open the issue of how a priori reason could give us access to which compositional principles supervene on which distributions of properties and fundamental entities. If we know which composite objects exist in different worlds and what the arrangement of simples is in these worlds, we can certainly determine whether different theories of composition are the best theories of each of those worlds. But if the only facts we have access to are the distribution of simples, it is hard to see how considerations of best theory, or consideration of our concepts related to composition, will be of much help in determining which compositional principles hold in which worlds. That is not, however, any sort of knock down argument against composition being contingent, it is just to note that different sorts of contingent metaphysical claim might be better suited to answer the question of upon what a particular claim’s contingency lies, and that even where we have a general answer to that question it need not allow us to determine which principles hold in which worlds. 

3. Conclusion

The sorts of contingent metaphysical claims that are yielded by combining conceptual analysis with empirical discoveries can be surprising, nontrivial truths that have a straightforward epistemology. It is much less clear, however, what grounds the modal status of synthetic truths, or at least, of synthetic truths that are not scientific truths. So long as we think that, fallible as it is, theoretical virtue is a contingent guide to the truth of theories at worlds, then we have reason, albeit fallible, to think that a thesis is contingent if it is the best theory in some but not all worlds. That strongly suggests that in at least some cases we will have fallible reason to think that certain metaphysical theses are contingently true. In particular we might expect to have such reason where different worlds present different sorts of explanatory desiderata for explanation; for in such cases it will sometimes be the case that different theories best explain those different desiderata. There is, then, room for contingentism in metaphysics.
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� See for instance Kit Fine (1994) for a defence of this view.


� Jackson (1998, 2004); Chalmers (2004).


� Notice that the case of scientific essentialism touched on earlier falls into the category of an a posteriori necessity. Here the a priori claim is that properties are individuated by their nomic roles and that therefore the actual laws are necessary. Combined with the a posteriori claim that these particular laws are the actual laws, we conclude that these particular laws are necessary.


� Rosen (2006).


� Rosen briefly considers this issue in his (2006) and seems to provisionally conclude that we do have reason to suppose these theories to be contingent. For an alternative perspective see Miller (forthcoming). 


� For instance, this Humean view of essences is one defended by Jackson (2004), Chalmers (2004), and Beebee (2010). 


� Described in appropriate detail, this is physicist Julian Barbour’s view about our world, and he concludes that it means that there is actually no time. For more details see his (1999). 


� For a detailed account of why this is so see Putnam (1967), and Savitt  (2000 and 2001).


� See Schiffer (1996) for a defence of this claim.


� See for instance Colyvan’s Stanford Encyclopaedia entry on the indispensability argument at: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mathphil-indis/


� It is controversial whether Field and Colyvan are arguing for a conclusion of the same modal strength. Field is often interpreted as arguing only that mathematical Platonism is logically possible, not that it is metaphysically possible, whereas, for Colyvan, mathematical nominalism will be metaphysically possible so long as there is a metaphysically possible world whose scientific theory does not posit numbers in an indispensable fashion.  


� For consideration of this worry see Miller (2009).


� Notice, however, that although we usually find ourselves considering competitor empirical theories that are empirically distinct, there are (or we could construct) alternative empirically adequate theories that are empirically equivalent to the theories we are familiar with. Most of these theories simply get ruled out and not considered from the outset because they are extremely complex, or are not parsimonious or for some such reason. So one might contend that really we do choose between empirically equivalent empirical theories all the time, it is just that we do so by ruling out certain empirical theories from consideration on the grounds that they are not theoretically virtuous.  


� Cameron considers something like this worry (and more) in his 2007 and seems unmoved by it.
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