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THE ONLY NECESSITY IS VERBAL NECESSITY * 

A RE there necessities in nature? The nominalists, and subse- 
quently the empiricists, answered that all necessities are 
reducible to logical necessity (taken broadly, to include 

necessity ex vi terminorurn). What is physically necessary is the same, 
on this view, as what is logically implied by some tacit antecedent- 
say, the laws of physics. 

There are two problems here. The second concerns the status of 
that tacit antecedent. Is there an objective distinction between 
physical laws and accidental regularities? Or is any such distinction 
theory-relative? But the first problem is whether, logically, any such 
reduction is possible. Regardless of what status these laws have, can 
we really define what is physically necessary as what is logically 
implied by the laws? 

A similar problem about "ought" was broached by A. R. Ander- 
s0n.l He compared deontic logic and alethic logic, and concluded that 
the former was reducible to the latter by defining ' I t  ought to be the 
case that A' as ' I t  is necessary that, if not A then S. Here 5 is a 
propositional constant, of which we require nothing more than that 
i t  not be (or stand for) a contradiction. The letter 'S was chosen to 
suggest the word 'sanction': that A ought to be, is true exactly if 
the falsity of A implies a certain, fixed, bad consequence. 

There were here of course two problems, the second following on 
the first. The second problem concerns the status of S. Can we take 5 
to state the simple fact that the generally accepted moral code is 
violated? Or is the bad thing an objective fact, the violation of 
natural rights and duties? Or, more tangibly still, hellfire and brim- 
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stone raining down as on Sodom and Gomorrah?iAnderson did not 
solve this second problem, nor even address himself to it. He solved 
only the first problem: can 'ought' be tenably explicated in terms of 
implication and special facts? 

Of course, he did not solve the problem with which I began either. 
He reduced deontic modality to alethic modality. Physical and 
logical necessity are both types of alethic necessity. The problem I 
wish to consider is whether the alethic necessities generally can be 
tenably explicated in terms of implication and special facts. The 
answer will involve the claim that assertions of physical necessity are 
not only tacitly conditional, but indexical. 

The dispute has two protagonists: Ray, a realist, and Gnome. Ray's 
explanation of physical necessity is very orthodox. In each possible 
world, he says, there are certain real necessities. These may be con- 
stituted by individual natures, dispositions, propensities, or simply 
lawlike facts about the world as a whole. When the real necessities in 
a are also real necessities in ft, then /3 is physically possible relative 
to a. What is physically necessary in a is exactly what is the case in 
every world physically possible relative to a. 

Gnome's reaction is that this is correct by and large, but mislead- 
ing. First, Ray has divided facts into two classes (in each world) : 
those which just are the case, and those which must be the case. 
This division is acceptable (as long as we postpone discussion of the 
grounds of division, the way it is made). But Ray's terminology of 
"real necessities" and "laws" is misleading because i t  suggests that 
the two sorts of facts are somehow different in then~selves. Surely 
a real necessity in a is just an ordinary fact that is the case in a by 
necessity? What those facts imply with logical necessity is what is 
called physically necessary. 

Ray counters that his terminology is meant to indicate that the 
division of facts into two sorts is objective, a matter of fact alone. 
(He is suspicious that Gnome will say that the division is theory- 
relative or language-dependent, for example.) But, in any case, what 
those real necessities imply is not the same as what is physically 
necessary. There are two relations which Gnome is confusing: 

aRft: the real necessities in a are real necessities in ft 
aR1ft: the real necessities in a are the case in f t  

This makes quite a difference to logic, for R is transitive but R is not. 
Gnome admits his mistake. What is physically necessary in a is 

what is implied by the fact that the real necessities in a are real 
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necessities. He is not happy with this a t  all. For it seems that he is 
admitting something more than "ordinary" facts into world a. Still, 
he says, as far as necessity is concerned, physical necessity consists 
in being implied by some suitably chosen facts-and this implication 
is a matter of logical necessity (in a broad sense). 

Ray presses the attack home. No, he says, you must still be con- 
fusing things. For if physical necessity were conditional logical neces- 
sity, then there would in principle be a sentence QR such that we 
could give the definition 

(1.1) BA =df D(QR 3 A )  

where [g and q are the physical necessity and strict necessity opera- 
tors, respectively. Since R is not symmetric, [g should not be of S5 
type, whereas q is. Yet, as defined, R must also be of S5 type, as an 
easy calculation will show. There can be no such sentence as QR. 

Now Gnome is very unhappy. He decides to try to make his posi- 
tion clearer. The people in a have a sentence, he says, which may be 
something brief like 'What happen to be our laws of nature, taken 
in extenso, are laws of nature'. Whatever that implies is physically 
necessary for them, and nothing else. Moreover, if what that sen- 
tence says were spelled out in full, i t  would simply divide ordinary 
facts into two classes, and then say of one class (pointing) : "these 
are the necessary facts." So let us call the full spelling out of that 
crucial sentence, the law sentence of a. Surely the people in a hold to 
be physically necessary exactly what their law sentence implies? 
What else could they mean? 

Ray smiles. There simply cannot be such a thing as that law sen- 
tence, he says. Suppose first that, fully spelled out, i t  actually con- 
tains every fact that is really necessary as a conjunct. Then the fully 
spelled-out structure of [g A would be 

a[(- - -&A&_-__)3A]  

which is a tautology. But surely no assertion of physical necessity is 
a tautology? On the other hand, if the law sentence simply says that 
the laws of a, whatever they may be, are true, then it gives no useful 
information a t  all. For, as far as logical necessity is concerned, the 
laws of a could be just anything! And then no assertion of physical 
necessity, except the most trivial, would be true. 

Gnome is taken aback; but he does not give up. The law sentence 
does assert that certain ordinary facts are the case, he says, and 
these imply tautologically whatever ordinary fact is a real necessity 
in a. But that those "certain" facts do tautologically imply a specific 
fact, is not itself a tautology. For indeed, those "certain" facts could 




























