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Reply to Dieterle

MaRK BALAGUER®

In her paper ‘Supervenience and necessity: A response to Balaguer’, Jill
Dieterle raises an objection to certain arguments in my book, Platonism
and Anti-Platonism in Mathematics. In particular, Dieterle argues that
because I reject the notion of metaphysical necessity, I cannot rely upon
the notion of supervenience. I think she is mistaken about this, and in this
note, [ will explain why.

I use the notion of supervenience in two places in my book. First, in
argiing for the controversial thesis that there is no fact of the matter as to
whether or not abstract objects exist, I rely upon the following premise:;

(ii) The truth conditions of English sentences supervene upon our usage.

Dieterle points out that supervenience is & modal notion, and then she ar-
gues that | have no cholee but to understand the modality involved here as
a metaphysical modality, because [ cannot understand it as a logical, con-
ceptual, or nomological modality. Her entire argument in the nomological
case is contained in the following sentence:

Nomological necessity is easily ruled out as well, since Balaguer's thesis is not
a matter of physical law. (p. 304)

But regardless of whether my thesis is & ‘matter of physical law’, I can
understand it in terms of a nomelogical modality. In particular, I can take
(ii) as saying that
(ii") Any nomologically possible world that's identical to the actual world
in terms of English usage is identical to the actual world in terms of the
truth conditions of English sentences.!

Now, it may well be that a stronger supervenience thesis holds between use
and truth conditions, but I don’t need any such thesis in my book, because

* Department of Philosophy, California State University, Los Angeles, 5151 State Uni-
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! It might be better to formulate (ii) and (ii") in terme of not just our usage but all of
our linguistic practices, including things like our linguistic conventions and intentions.
S0 long as we demanded that the conventions and intentions be eurs, this would not
alter my argument in any substantive way; the supervenience premise would be a hit
safer, or more conservative, but the rest of the argument could be slightly altered so that
the same conclusion was still motivated in essentially the same way. But I won’t pursue
thiz here, because Dieterle's objection has nothing to do with this.
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(ii") is strong enough to do the work that (ii) needs to do in my argument.
This can be appreciated very easily. In the context in which (ii) appears
in my book, I am trying to argue that the sentence ‘There exist abstract
ohjects’ does not have any (possible-world-style) truth conditions. I am
not trying to argue that there is no possible world in which this sentence
has truth conditions; I am merely trying to argue that in the actual world,
it doesn't have truth conditions. I do this by arguing that (a) our usage
doesn't determine (possible-world-style) truth conditions for “There exist
abstract objects’; and (b) if (a) is true, then ‘There exist abstract objects’
doesn't have any (possible-world-style) truth conditions. This is where (ii)
comes into the argument—I use it to motivate thesis (b). But (b) is a
material conditional about the actual world, and so (ii") is clearly strong
enough to metivate it. Thus, (i) is strong enough to do the work that I
need (i) to do in my argument.

(It is also worth pointing out here that there is nothing peculiar about
this. Dieterle says (p. 302) that the modality at work in supervenience
theses is ‘usually understood to be metaphysical’. I think this is just false.
Probably the most prominent use of the notion of supervenience is in the
philosophy of mind, where philosophers try to define mind-brain material-
ism as the thesis that mental phenomena supervene on physical phenomena.
And the standard line here is that the modality involved is a nomelogical
one. One formulation of the thesis, from a mainstream introductory text on
the philosophy of mind,? is as follows: any world that is a minimal physical
duplicate of our world is a psychological duplicate of our world, where a
minimal physical duplicate of our world iz a world that is (a) physically
identical to our world, including its physical laws, and (b) contains nothing
more than what it must contain in order to be physically identical to our
world. So there is nothing odd about understanding supervenience theses
in terms of a nomological modality.)

The second place in which I use the notion of supervenience in my book
is in arguing for a certain account of the applicability of mathematics to
empirical science. In this context, I say that if empirical sclence is true, then
its truth supervenes upon two entirely independent sets of facts, namely, a
set of purely nominalistic facts and a set of purely platonistic facts. Now,
my claim that these two sets of facts are entirely independent of one another
is controversial, and I spend a good deal of time in the book justifying this
claim. But this is not what Dieterle is worried about. As far as her objection
is concerned, we can put the two sets of facts together. She is worried about
the bare claim that

(T-F) If empirical science is true (i.e., if all of the currently accepted
theories of empirical science are true), then its truth supervenes upon

2 Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson [1996], p. 24.






