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1 Motivation: Inescapable Clashes

(3) [i] If it had been that p, it would have been that q;
and [ii] if if had been that p, it might have been that not q.

This seems unacceptable; so one conjunct (at least) must be rejected. Preferably
(i): it’s stronger, and there is a replacement ’If it had been that p, it would very
likely have been that q’.
But (from J. Hawthorne:) in a chancy quantum mechanical world, we get a corre-
sponding (ii) to every (i) we would normally want to assert.
⇒ Counterfactual scepticism?

Better: have another look at ’might’ counterfactuals. (3) will turn out true after all.

2 Three Theories of ’Might’ Counterfactuals

Duality p� q =d f ¬(p� q)
i.e. also p� q ≡ ¬(p� ¬q)

Epistemic p� q =d f �(p� q)
(where � is epistemic possibility)

Ontic p� q =d f p�^q
(where ^ is some kind of ontic possibility)

3 Ambiguity I (Lewis)

Pro: • Solves the clash: (3) is false on a duality reading of the might counter-
factual, true on an ontic/epistemic reading
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Contra: • ad hoc solution of the clash

• we need some guidelines for when to deploy which reading

• If there really is a true reading of (3), why does it always sound false?

4 Duality

Pro: • nice parallelism with ^p ≡ ¬�¬p

• (Lewis:) Only Duality gets the truth-values right:
(6) (Look� Penny) is false when there’s no penny in my pocket;
¬ (Look� ¬ Penny) is false too;
but � (Look� Penny) and (Look�^ Penny) are true.

⇒ Not quite:
(Look�^ Penny) is false if ^ is physical possibility;
� (Look� Penny) is false if � requires compatibility with what we
know or could plausibly find out.

Contra: • T= The coin is tossed; H= It lands heads. Assume Pr(H) = 0.8.
Then:
(A) Likely (T � H) & Likely (T � ¬H).
But from the first conjunct and Duality:
(8) Likely (¬(T � ¬H). So
(9) ¬ Likely (T � ¬H). But (9) contradicts the second conjunct.

• A possible reply: scope of ’likely’ is the consequent, not the whole
thing. So (A) should be
(A’) (T � Likely (H))& Likely (T � ¬H).

⇒ Problems:

– artificial
– After the toss: It’s likely that if I were to bet, I would win.

But not: If I were to bet, it would be likely that I win.
(a) Objective reading of ’likely’: chance is now either 1 or 0.
(b) Credence reading: My betting doesn’t influence my credence!

– By parity of reasoning, ’likely’ should behave in the same way in
the ’might’ counterfactual, i.e. (A’) should be replaced by
(A”) (T � Likely (H))& (T � ¬ (Likely (H)),
from which we can again derive a contradiction.

=⇒ Reject Duality.
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5 The Epistemic Theory

p� q =d f for all I (and my mates) know (or could plausibly find out), p→ q.

Pro • ’might’ is typically used, outside counterfactuals, to express epistemic
possibility.

• Avoids clashes: (3) is not (always) false but pragmatically ’odd’, like
Moore’s paradox: it implicates a false proposition.
So the clash is explained, but counterfactual scepticism avoided.
However, ’weak counterfactual scepticism’ looms: ordinary ’would’
counterfactuals can’t be known if the corresponding ’might’ counter-
factuals are known.

Contra (and thereby Pro the Ontic Theory):

• Indeterministic situations:
(17) If we had performed our experiment, we might have got the result
’spin up’.
This may be true but�(p� q) false, because it is known that ¬(p�
q).
Rather, (17) seems to be true in virtue of objective chances ...

• ’Might’ and ’Could’:

6 ’Might’ and ’Could’: the Ability Theory

1. ’Could’ counterfactuals are clearly non-epistemic.
They express conditional ability-ascriptions:

AbilityCould ’if it had been that p, it could have been that q’ is true iff
p�_q
(where _ expresses ability: ’the way the object intrinsically is, and the
relevant facts, are together compatible with p’)

2. ’Might’ counterfactuals are sometimes used to express ’could’ counterfactu-
als:

(31) a. Commodity prices can fall quickly; if they were to fall quickly, then
they could have an impact on the whole market.
b. Commodity prices can fall quickly; if they were to fall quickly, then
they might have an impact on the whole market.
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Clashes:

(33) a. If we’d left the gate open, the dog might have got out; yet if we’d
left the gate open, the dog couldn’t have got out.
b. If we’d left the gate open, the dog could have got out; yet if we’d left
the gate open, it is not the case that the dog might have got out.
(33a) is a clash: ’might’ entails ’could’, and hence is ontic.

So: Ability p� q =d f p�_q

NB. This is a version of the Ontic Theory, reading the ontic possibility oper-
ator as an ability operator. (Chances can be understood as abilities.)

7 Solving the Clash

1. (3) can be true: It means p � q ∧ p � _¬q, which can be true (unexer-
cised abilities).
(3) can also be known.
⇒ No counterfactual scepticism, strong or weak.

2. Why is (3) always rejected? Two explanations:

Understandable Confusion. p � _¬q gets confused with _(p ∧ ¬q),
from which it differs only when p involves a counterfactual difference
in intrinsic properties. But _(p ∧ ¬q) ∧ p� q is ’typically false’.

Forced Conflict. The first conjunct of (3), says that q is true in all p-
situations. and in evaluating the second conjunct we hold that fixed as
background knowledge. But on this background p � _¬q is always
false.

8 Ambiguity II

There is still evidence for an epistemic theory. So ’might’, like most modals, is
ambiguous. (And the ability reading cannot be treated as a special case of the
epistemic reading.)

This thesis is not subject to the same difficulties as Lewis’s ambiguity thesis:
it is not an ad hoc solution to clashes, and the connection to ’could’ may help to
understand when to deploy which reading.
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