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Counterfactuals and Context-Sensitivity

Abstract It is commonly agreed that when evaluating the validity of an
argument involving context-sensitive expressions, the context should be held
fixed. In their 2008 essay “Counterfactuals and Context,” Brogaard and Salerno
argue further that context should be held fixed when evaluating an argument
involving counterfactuals for validity, since, as many will agree, counterfactuals
are context-sensitive. In the present paper, it will however be argued that
Brogaard and Salerno fail to distinguish between two different roles that context
plays in determining the meaning of a given counterfactual. If they were fully
aware of the distinction between these two roles played by context, they might
propose a contextualist approach to counterfactuals, as has been developed by
Ichikawa in his 2011 paper “Quantifiers, Knowledge, and Counterfactuals.”
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1 Introduction

It is commonly agreed that when evaluating the validity of an argument
involving context-sensitive expressions, the context should be held fixed.
Context obviously plays an important role in determining the semantic value of
sentences containing context-sensitive expressions, such as indexicals.
Consequently, context also plays an important role when we evaluate the validity
of arguments containing such sentences. In their “Counterfactuals and Context,”
Berit Brogaard and Joe Salerno argue, furthermore, that context should be held
fixed when evaluating the validity of an argument involving counterfactuals
since, as many will agree, counterfactuals are context-sensitive (Brogaard 2008,
42). If we agree that context should be held fixed when evaluating the validity of
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arguments that contain counterfactuals, Brogaard and Salerno hold that the
counterexamples cited by Stalnaker (1968, 48—49) and many others are not
genuine counterexamples to such argument forms as hypothetical syllogism,
strengthening the antecedent, and contraposition. They diagnose this mistake as
being due to a failure to keep context fixed. In their words, the mistake is one of
committing a contextual fallacy that turns those instances into counterexamples.
That is to say, if we allow the context to vary when considering the validity of an
argument involving context-sensitive expressions such as “I,” then modus ponens,
an intuitively plausible inferential rule, will be judged invalid (Brogaard 2008,
39-42), which is throwing out the baby with the bath water. Therefore, for us to
be able to keep what we love and cherish, Brogaard and Salerno conclude that
since arguments involving counterfactuals, which are context-sensitive, should
be evaluated on a fixed context, the instances cited by Stalnaker and others are
not genuine counterexamples (Brogaard 2008, 45).

In the present paper it will however be argued that Brogaard and Salerno fail
to distinguish between two different roles that context plays in determining the
meaning of a given counterfactual. It seems clear that context plays a role in
determining the semantic value of sentences involving context-sensitive
expressions, but it is not very clear that context plays an equally important role in
determining the validity of arguments involving context-sensitive expressions.
It will be argued that context plays a dual role in ordinary conversations: the
widely agreed-upon one of determining the semantic value of sentences
involving context-sensitive expressions, and the other of preventing
conversational participants from talking past one another. Context’s dual function
can be explained by Stalnaker’s distinction between the (semantic) concept of
entailment and the (pragmatic) concept of reasonableness, which also explains
how an invalid argument, i.e., the direct argument, gains its plausibility
(Stalnaker 1975).

If Brogaard and Salerno were fully aware of the distinction between these two
roles played by context, they would have taken “if” in the use of counterfactuals
as being semantically context-sensitive, just like indexicals. It is unfortunate that
no argument for this claim can be found in their 2008 paper, but [ will argue that
a contextualist approach to counterfactuals, as developed by Ichikawa in his
paper “Quantifiers, Knowledge, and Counterfactuals” (Ichikawa 2011), may fill
this gap.

Essentially, I do not, in this paper, intend to argue for or against Ichikawa’s
contextualism for counterfactuals, but rather wish to offer a perspective from
which one may weigh the costs and benefits of taking a contextualist approach to
counterfactuals. The paper, including the Introduction, is divided into five
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sections: Section 2 will explain and examine Brogaard and Salerno’s argument
for the importance of keeping context fixed when evaluating the validity of
arguments involving context-sensitive expressions. In Section 3, Stalnaker’s
distinction between entailment and reasonable inference will be introduced and
considered in relation to context’s duality. By applying Stalnaker’s distinction to
the counterexamples discussed by Brogaard and Salerno, we will explain not
only the plausibility of those counterfactuals, but also will reveal the sources of
Brogaard and Salerno’s confusion. In Section 4, Ichikawa’s contextualism with
respect to counterfactuals will be introduced as a way out of the difficulty faced
by Brogaard and Salerno. Finally, some remarks will be made regarding further
lines of investigation.

2 Brogaard and Salerno on Counterfactuals and Context

Brogaard and Salerno argue that it is very important to keep context fixed if we
want to correctly evaluate the validity of an argument involving context-sensitive
expressions. For example, when evaluating an argument involving “I,” a perfect
example of a context-sensitive expression, we should keep the context fixed
(Brogaard 2008, 41):'

(John-getting-a-raise)’

If John will get a raise, I will get a raise.
John will get a raise.

Therefore, I will get a raise.

If the first “I” in John-getting-a-raise refers to Brogaard, and the second “I” in
the same argument refers to a different person, say, Salerno, it is possible for the
premises of the John-getting-a-raise argument to be true but the conclusion to be
false. That is, the inferential rule that is used here, viz. modus ponens, is not valid.
Similarly, expressions such as “now” and “here” will invalidate modus ponens if
the context is not held fixed. However, it seems hasty to conclude that “if,” when
used to form a counterfactual,® should act in the same way. It would be better to
first see the role that context plays in determining the semantic value of

! Tchikawa has a similar argument for this; see Ichikawa (2011, 308, fn. 20).

2 Though Brogaard and Salerno use the noun “rise,” it seems they may have meant to say
“raise,” i.e., an increase in salary. Thanks to the proofreader from Frontiers of Philosophy in
China for pointing this out.

3 Since counterfactuals are the focus of this paper, any occurrence of “if” in this paper
functions as a counterfactuals-forming connective unless otherwise noted.
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sentences involving context-sensitive expressions.

For “John will get a raise” to be true, the semantic value of “John” should
belong to the semantic value of “will-get-a-raise,” where the semantic value of
“John” is an object in a given domain and the semantic value of the predicate is a
subset of that domain. Therefore, if John, to which the term “John” refers, is an
element of the set of people who will get a raise, that sentence is true; otherwise,
it is false. When considering “L,” things become different, for the semantic value
of “I” may vary from context to context. As showed earlier, “I” may refer to
Brogaard in one context and to Salerno in another. Unlike proper names,
indexicals are treated as free variables, but we can use a variable assignment
function c¢ to determine their semantic values (Heim 1998, 239-45). Returning to
the John-getting-a-raise case, we can formalize it as follows (to make things
simple, here “if” is taken as a material implication; furthermore, Gx: x will get a
raise; j: John; b: Brogaard; s: Salerno):

Gj o Gb (c(the first “I”’) = b)
Gj
.. Gs (c(the second “T”) = s)

By introducing c, indicating context, ¢ will assign Brogaard to the first “I” and
Salerno to the second “l.” One may notice that the context represented by c is
held fixed when evaluating the argument’s validity, and it is the fixation of
context that precludes this case from invalidating modus ponens.

What if the context is allowed to vary when evaluating John-getting-a-raise?
Since there are two utterances, let there be two contexts, ¢; and ¢,. The semantic
value of the first “I” in the first utterance should be determined by c;, while the
second one should be determined by c,. John-getting-a-raise may then be
formalized as follows:

Gj o Gb (¢,(“T”)=Db)
Gj
S Gs (e(fT) =)

Beyond differences in the description of the context’s function, I see no case
against modus ponens, whether in a fixed context or not. Unless one were willing
to take the John-getting-a-raise case as an argument constructed by three
sentence tokens, I find the case against modus ponens implausible, despite
agreeing that context plays a substantial role for indexicals in the sense of



672 SU Ching Hui

determining the semantic value of the relevant sentences, as shown above.*”
Even though cases like John-getting-a-raise fail to show that modus ponens will
be invalid if we allow context to vary from context to context when evaluating an
argument involving indexicals, Brogaard and Salerno may still be right about
cases involving “if.”

Enter counterfactuals. To know the effect of context for counterfactuals, it is
best to introduce Stalnaker’s theory of conditionals.®’” Stalnaker argued that the
truth condition for conditionals is as follows (“>" stands for “if”):

(S) A> Cis true in w iff C is true in f{A, w).

Since the concept of possible worlds is introduced in the semantics of
conditionals, we take sentences as being true (or false) with respect to a possible
world. To know whether a counterfactual, A > C, is true in the actual world, @,
we need to see whether C will also be true in the world picked out by the
selection function f'(f: {A, @}=>W, where W is a set of possible worlds). If there
is no world where A is true, then A > C is vacuously true. To use one of Brogaard
and Salerno’s examples,

(1) If J. Edgar Hoover had been a communist, he would have been a traitor.

To see whether (1) is true in @, according to (S), we have to see whether “J.
Edgar Hoover is a traitor” is true in f (“J. Edgar Hoover is a communist,” @).

* There is another way, though equally implausible, to interpret John-getting-a-raise:
GJ = Gthe speakers G_] /. Gthe speaker

In this interpretation, the proposition expressed by “I will get a raise” is that the speaker will
get a raise, and since the speaker may refer to different persons, modus ponens will be
invalidated. However, if this interpretation were plausible, we would be willing to say that “I
will get a raise” as uttered by different persons expresses the same proposition, which I believe
is doubtful.

> As mentioned in fn. 1, Ichikawa makes a similar argument, so my argument is also against
Ichikawa’s.

® Since Stalnaker’s theory is applied to both indicate conditionals and counterfactuals (or
subjunctive conditionals), there is no need to distinguish them here (Stalnaker 1968).

7 One may argue that the theory to which Brogaard and Salerno appeal is a variant of Lewis’s
theory (Lewis 1973), and it thus does not make sense to talk of Stalnaker’s theory here
(Stalnaker 1968). However, (i) Stalnaker’s theory can be viewed as a special case of Lewis’s,
given that the limit assumption and the uniqueness assumption are accepted (Lewis 1973, 64);
(i1) the differences between Stalnaker’s and Lewis’s theories are irrelevant to both Brogaard
and Salerno’s argument and my own, insofar as hypothetical syllogism, contraposition, and
strengthening the antecedent are all invalid in both theories.
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According to Stalnaker, the selection function f is a measure of comparative
world similarity among worlds where the antecedent of a given conditional is
true. So far, it is clear that among the worlds of which we should think, there are
worlds where Hoover is a communist. The unclear part is which such world is the
closest to @. Stalnaker leaves this to pragmatics:

These conditions on the selection function are necessary in order that this
account be recognizable as an explication of the conditional, but they are of
course far from sufficient to determine the function uniquely. There may be
further formal constraints that can plausibly be imposed on the selection
principle, but we should not expect to find semantic conditions sufficient to
guarantee that there will be a unique s-function for each valuation of
non-conditional formulas on a model structure. The question, “On what basis
do we select a selection function from among the acceptable ones?” and “What
are the criteria for ordering possible worlds?” are reformulations of the
pragmatic problem of counterfactuals, ... (Stalnaker 1968, 47)

We may say that context should play a role in determining the selection function
in question. Back to (1), suppose that we were considering a context ¢;; wherein
“J. Edgar Hoover is a Russian” (false in @, as an explanation as to why he could
be a communist) and “J. Edgar Hoover was the American FBI director
responsible for deporting left-wingers under the guise of subversive
anti-Americanism” (true in @) are accepted. In cg;, some selection function f;
will be picked out from among the many that meet all the semantic constraints
imposed by Stalnaker’s theory, so that the closest world with respect to @ will be
picked out. Since “Hoover is a traitor” will be true in the selected world, (1) is
true in @ (Brogaard 2008, 40).

On the other hand, suppose that we were considering another context ¢y,
where “J. Edgar Hoover is a Russian” (false in @), as an explanation as to why he
could be a communist) and “Russians were not typically subversive” are
accepted. In cp, some selection function f, will be picked out from among the
many that meet all the semantic constraints imposed by Stalnaker’s theory, so
that the closest world with respect to @ will be picked out. Since “Hoover is a
traitor” is not true in the selection world, (1) is false in @ (Brogaard 2008, 40).

We can now see the role that context plays in determining the semantic value
of counterfactuals, because it is context that determines a unique selection
function by which the closest world with respect to @ is picked out. Since it
seems that what Brogaard and Salerno have in mind is compatible with
Stalnaker’s theory, let us consider the argument concerning Hoover:

(1) If J. Edgar Hoover had been born a Russian, he would have been a
communist.
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(2) If J. Edgar Hoover had been born a Russian, he would have been a traitor.

From (1) and (2), it seems that we can infer (3) by applying hypothetical
syllogism. However, according to Stalnaker’s theory, we can construct a model in
which both (1) and (2) are true in w but (3) is false in the same world. Since (1)
and (2) (and (3)) have different antecedents, when determining their semantic
values there will be different selection functions for each, say, fal and fa2 (and
fa3), even though the base world @ is fixed, and consequently different worlds
may be picked out. Hence, hypothetical syllogism is not valid in Stalnaker’s theory,
nor are contraposition and strengthening the antecedent (Stalnaker 1968, 48).
According to Brogaard and Salerno, the judgment that hypothetical syllogism,
contraposition, and strengthening the antecedent are invalid rests on a contextual
fallacy (2008, 40). As mentioned earlier, they argue that context should be held
fixed when evaluating the validity of an argument involving counterfactuals, and
as such we should keep context fixed when evaluating Hoover, i.e. (1), (2), and (3):

Likewise, if our evaluation of (Hoover) fixes a context for determining
closeness for all three of its subjunctives, then the argument comes out valid.
(Brogaard 2008, 43)

Brogaard and Salerno seem to claim that, when evaluating (1), (2), and (3), only
one selection function, say f;, is permitted if one wishes to avoid committing a
contextual fallacy. If so, they argue that (1), (2), and (3) do not constitute a
counterexample to hypothetical syllogism, and that the same argument can be
applied to counterexamples for contraposition and strengthening the antecedent
(Brogaard 2008, 43).

We can distinguish two theses in their statements on the matter:

(B&S'") Hypothetical syllogism, contraposition and strengthening the
antecedent are valid in Stalnaker’s theory of conditionals.

(B&S?) Hypothetical syllogism, contraposition and strengthening the
antecedent are valid in a contextualist version of Stalnaker’s theory of
conditionals.®

In what follows, I will argue in Section 3 that (B&Sl) is false, and in Section 4
that (B&S?) calls for further consideration. First, we will examine what Stalnaker
can say about the relationship between counterfactuals and context.

8 More specifically, they are valid in Ichikawa’s contextualism for counterfactuals, though
Ichikawa only discusses strengthening the antecedent (Ichikawa 2011, 308). From fn. 19 of his
paper, we can see some connection between Brogaard and Salerno’s argument and Ichikawa’s
theory.
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3 Stalnaker on Entailment and Reasonableness

As seen earlier, context plays a role in determining the semantic value of
conditionals. However, it does not follow that context plays a role in determining
the validity of an argument, given that validity is defined as truth-preservation.
That is to say, though context may contribute something to the determination of
the semantic value of each conditional, it seems that we do not need to confine
ourselves to evaluating an argument within one context. For Stalnaker, when
evaluating the validity of an argument, context may also play a role preventing
participants in the conversation from talking past each other.

Except for the hypothetical syllogism, contraposition and strengthening the
antecedent are invalid in Stalnaker’s theory of conditionals. Another seemingly
plausible inference from “either the butler or the gardener did it” to “if the butler
didn’t do it, the gardener did,” called the direct argument, is also invalid. To
explain its plausibility, Stalnaker introduced the pragmatic concept of
reasonableness, which is distinct from the semantic concept of entailment:

Here are rough informal definitions of the two notions: first, reasonable
inference: an inference from a sequence of assertions or suppositions (the
premises) to an assertion or hypothetical assertion (the conclusion) is
reasonable just in case, in every context in which the premises could
appropriately be asserted or supposed, it is impossible for anyone to accept the
premises without committing himself to the conclusion; second, entailment: a
set of propositions (the premises) entails a proposition (the conclusion) just in
case it is impossible for the premises to be true without the conclusion being
true as well. (Stalnaker 1975, 194-95. Italics added.)

First, let us focus on the concept of entailment, by which validity is defined. To
prove that it is possible for (1) and (2) to be true and (3) false, let us assume that
(1), (2), and (3) are formalized as P, > P,, P; > Py, and P; > P, respectively.”

° An anonymous referee points out that one may claim that the antecedent of (1) and the
consequent of (2) are two different propositions and that we should thus formalize them as P;
> P, and P; > P, respectively. If that were the case, (1), (2), and (3) would not constitute a
counterexample to the hypothetical syllogism. Briefly,

(i) Though “J. Edgar Hoover had been a communist” is seemingly different from “J. Edgar
Hoover would have been a communist,” they have the same truth conditions. As suggested by
Lewis, we should take a counterfactuals-forming connective as “if it were the case that..., it
would be the case that...,” so the “would” added to the consequent of (2) should be taken as
part of “if” (Lewis 1973b, 2). It follows that the consequent of (2) is “J. Edgar Hoover had
been a communist,” which is exactly identical to the antecedent of (1). Hence, the
formalization is correct.

(ii) Given that the antecedent of (1) and the consequent of (2) are semantically different, the
problem remains. Though the Hoover example is perhaps a bad one, the problem in question is
what we are concerned with, if uncontroversial examples are possible. Thus, the formalization
is acceptable.
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Consider three possible worlds: @, w;, and w,. The goal is to prove that both (1)
and (2) are true in @ but that (3) is not true in @. Suppose that P, and P, are true
in wi, that P and P; are true in w,, that P53 is not true in wy, and that P, is not true
in wy. Since P; and P; are not true in @, we need to consider a world in which P
is true (for P, > P;) and a world in which P; is true (for both P; > P, and P; > P,).
According to the model above, when considering the semantic value of P; > P,
and supposing that (P, , @) is wy, (1) is true in @. When considering P; > P,
since f (P3, @) is Wy, (2) is true in @. When considering P; > P,, since f (P; , @)
is W, (3) is not true in @. Therefore, (1), (2), and (3) constitute a counterexample
to hypothetical syllogism, and, thus, (B&S') is false.'

By appealing to the concept of reasonable inference, we may explain why
hypothetical syllogism seems plausible.'!' Brogaard and Salerno offer the
following in their paper:

[STuppose that the closest world where Hoover is a communist he is also the
American born director of the FBI. Then there are no closest worlds where the
American born director of the FBI is born in Russia. Hence, the second
premise and the conclusion are vacuously true, and (Hoover) is not a
counter-example to hypothetical syllogism. Alternatively, suppose that the
closest worlds where Hoover is born in Russia are worlds where Hoover is a
typical Russian citizen. Then the first premise is false, since not all of the
closest worlds where Hoover is a communist and a typical Russian citizen is
he also a traitor. But then (Hoover) is not a counter-example to hypothetical
syllogism. Either way, (Hoover) is not a counter-example. (Brogaard and
Salerno 2008, 43)

On the one hand, given a context where “Hoover is the American born director of
the FBI” is accepted, even if (1) is true in @, if there is no world where the
antecedent is true the conditional will be still rendered true vacuously. Therefore,
(2) and (3) will be true vacuously. On the other hand, given a context where
Hoover is a communist and a typical Russian citizen, he will not be a traitor.
Therefore, (1) is not true in @, though (2) and (3) are true in @. So, it seems that
their conclusion is based on something like the concept of reasonable inference,
i.e. that for any context ¢, given that (1), (2), and (3) are asserted in c

1% One may argue that Brogaard and Salerno would not accept this proof, as the context is not
held fixed. However, given the concept of entailment, the proof is well-grounded.

" Cross offered an alternative explanation in his “Comparative World Similarity and What Is
Held Fixed in Counterfactuals” (Cross 2011, 95). Though agreeing with his argument against
Brogaard and Salerno, I think the explanation based on Stalnaker’s concept of reasonableness
is better than his.
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appropriately, if (1) and (2) are accepted in ¢, then (3) will be accepted in c."
For the case of (Hoover), since there is no context in which (1), (2), and (3) can
be asserted appropriately, as shown by Brogaard and Salerno, (Hoover) is
vacuously reasonable.” Similarly, we can apply the concept of reasonable
inference to cases like Brogaard and Salerno’s (Reliable John) and (Wet Match),
rendering them vacuously reasonable.

Context also plays a role here. This may be what Brogaard and Salerno have in
mind in claiming that the context should be held fixed when evaluating the
validity of an argument involving counterfactuals. As mentioned earlier, context
plays a dual role in determining the meaning of sentences: one is to determine the
semantic value of sentences involving context-sensitive expressions, and the
other is to prevent conversational participants from talking past one another. We
will call them the “semantic role” and the “pragmatic role” respectively.

In the interest of clarity we will only consider counterfactuals. As shown in
Section 2, the semantic role of context is the effect on the selection function and,
as a result, the semantic value (truth value) of counterfactuals. On the other hand,
the pragmatic role of context is the effect on the evaluation of an inference, as
explained earlier. That is, for utterances, whether expressing counterfactuals or
not, the pragmatic role of context is usually the effect on fixing a common
ground that all conversational participants share for a successful communication.
However, sometimes the pragmatic role of context is to create a new context, for
context may change when an utterance is made, as pointed out by Stalnaker
(1975, 195).

To fully understand what the pragmatic role of context is, let us first consider
an ordinary conversation:

Brogaard: If John will get a raise, [ will get a raise.
Salerno: According to the dean, John will get a raise.

Brogaard: Therefore, I will get a raise."

To have successful communication, what Brogaard and Salerno say should be

12 One may argue that claiming that Brogaard and Salerno’s conclusion is based on something
like the concept of reasonable inference is ungrounded, as they make no appeal to the notion of
assertion. Briefly: (i) that is why “seems” is used; (ii) as shown from the paragraph quoted in
the text, we can see some similarity between Stalnaker’s explanation of Direct Argument and
Brogaard and Salerno’s explanation of (Hoover). To my knowledge, both explanations appeal
to a requirement of evaluating within one context.

13 This might sound bizarre for many, and no argument for it will be offered here. However,
recall that we still render valid (true), if vacuously, an argument with a contradiction as one of
its premises (or a universal statement with an empty term as its subject).

' In this case, it does not matter who asserts these sentences, because the point is to keep the
context fixed.
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relevant to the context and asserted appropriately; that is, the utterances are
asserted and accepted in the same context. However, consider what follows:

Brogaard: If John will get a raise, [ will get a raise.

Salerno: According to the dean, John will get a raise. Therefore, I will get a
.15

raise.

Without further information about Salerno getting a raise, “Therefore, I will get a
raise” asserted by Salerno is obviously inappropriate in the context in question,
for there is not any inferential connection in context between what Brogaard said
and what Salerno said. That is to say, the use of “therefore” is inappropriate in
that context.'®

Now, let us consider (Hoover). Since not all contexts can render (1), (2), and
(3) appropriately asserted (recall the contexts coined by Brogaard and Salerno),
the inference from (1) and (2) to (3) is rendered valid by Brogaard and Salerno.
However, one crucial question is whether the semantics of counterfactuals should
imply this result, which is definitely not implied by Stalnaker’s theory of
conditionals.

So far, we know that appealing to the concept of reasonableness is one way to
explain why hypothetical syllogism seems plausible without granting it validity.
However, if Brogaard and Salerno were to insist on the validity of hypothetical
syllogism, the concept of validity would be revised so as to meet their need."”
One can however come up with another way out: focusing on the semantic role
of context in determining the selection function.

4 Contextualism for Counterfactuals

In his 2011 paper, Ichikawa first discusses two puzzles, one concerning
knowledge and the other concerning counterfactuals. He then claims that a
parallel between these two puzzles suggests an intimate connection between a
theory of knowledge and a theory of counterfactuals (Ichikawa 2011, 287-90).
Ichikawa further argues that since contextualism for knowledge is grounded,

15 In this case, it does matter who asserts those sentences, because the point is to change the
context.

'® Though the concept of conversational implicature may make sense of the conversation, one
may infer that, if following the so-called cooperative principles, Salerno may conversationally
implicate that he should be paid as much as Brogaard, and thereby change the subject.

17 For instance, an argument is valid* iff it is impossible for its premises to be true and its
conclusion be false within one and the same context. Note: when assigning validity or
validity* to an argument, whether or not conditionals are involved is irrelevant.
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contextualism for counterfactuals should be also grounded (Stalnaker 1975,
299-301). Due to this intimate connection between knowledge and
counterfactuals, he develops a contextualist approach to counterfactuals based on
Lewis’s theory (Stalnaker 1975, 291-99, 308). There Ichikawa also argues for
sensitivity and safety as necessary conditions on knowledge (Stalnaker 1975,
301-07, 309—11). Here his contextualism for counterfactuals is our concern.

Based on Lewis’s views on counterfactuals (Lewis 1973) and knowledge
(Lewis 1996), Ichikawa develops a contextualism for counterfactuals. Since how
and why he developed such a theory is not our concern, I will simply introduce
his thesis about counterfactuals:

(ICC) If A were the case, C would be the case is true just in case all of A
possibilities are C possibilities (Psst!—except those possibilities we’re
properly ignoring). (Ichikawa 2011, 296)

To correctly translate (ICC) into our language, we need to know exactly what
(ICC) says. Though the base world is not in (ICC), we can take it as implicit in
(ICC) insofar as the semantic value of sentences in the base world interests us.
Additionally, the quantifier “all” in (ICC) is context-sensitive:

Of particular interest for my project is the suggestion that among the factors
that influence what kind of similarity relation is relevant are facts about the
conversational context. (Lewis uses the unfortunate term “vagueness” in a way
which can here only be understood to mean “context-sensitivity”). (Ichikawa
2011, 292)

My suggestion is that the context-sensitive restricted “all case” invoked in
Lewis’s account of knowledge is the same one that is invoked in my treatment
of counterfactuals above. (Ichikawa 2011, 297)

By the first paragraph quoted above, it seems proper to translate (ICC) as
follows:

(ICC" A > C is true in w iff C is true in f¥(A, w).

We should note that in (S), the selection function f will pick out one and only one
possible world, i.e. the closest world where the antecedent is true, but in (ICCI)
f* is allowed to pick out two (or more) equally similar worlds—to refute the
uniqueness assumption but accept the limit assumption (Stalnaker 1968, 45-47;
Lewis 1973, 60—63). Therefore, we can read (ICCI) as a counterfactual, A> C, is
true in w iff C is true in whatever world is picked out by f*. Then, by the second
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paragraph quoted above, since f* will pick out those worlds where A is true, we
may say:

(ICC?* A > C is true in w, iff, for any w, picked out by /¥, if A is true in w, C is
true in w."®

Though different in appearance, (ICC?) can be taken as an explication of (ICC) in
our language. Still, there is another substantial difference between f'and f*, which
can be found in Ichikawa’s view on validity.

Like Brogaard and Salerno, Ichikawa too assigns validity to strengthening the
antecedent:

For strengthening the antecedent to hold, it must be the case that, within a
given context, any time (ALJ->C) is true, so is ~((A&B)[1>C); since, as |
have already emphasized, (4) expresses a truth only in contexts in which the
possibilities discussed in (5) are ignored, this pair fails to provide a
counterexample. (Ichikawa 2011, 308)"’

The reason why strengthening the antecedent is valid in Ichikawa’s theory is that
the “all” in (ICC) is sensitive to the dynamism of counterfactual discourse, so
that once (A&B) > C is rendered as false in the context, A > C will be
unacceptable in that context (Ichikawa 2011, 298-99). Therefore, f* is supposed
to behave in such a way that this dynamism can be captured, and this is what
distinguishes f* from f. In other words, the duality of context is completely
revealed by f*. Therefore, if the theory of counterfactuals that Brogaard and
Salerno have in mind were something like Ichikawa’s contextualism for
counterfactuals, their argument about counterexamples for hypothetical
syllogism, contraposition, and strengthening the antecedent would be grounded,

18 According to MacFarlane, the distinction between speaker’s context (context of use) and
attributor’s context (context of assessment) is crucial to contextualism about epistemic
modality (2011). To my knowledge, it is unclear that f* is determined by context of use or
context of assessment for Ichikawa, but we can develop a hybrid theory based on Ichikawa’s
theory. The idea is that before f* is picked out, we compare the size of the context of
assessment to the size of the context of use, and take the larger one as the one intended in
picking out f*. There are three reasons for preferring a hybrid theory: (i) appealing to context
of use leads to Solipsistic Contextualism, and many phenomena, e.g. retraction and dispute,
call for explanation; (ii) appealing to the context of assessment leads to the trouble of who
should be viewed as an assessor; (iii) given that the context of assessment is preferred, it leads
to difficulty when what the assessor knows is less than what the speaker knows. In any event,
this topic is best left to another article.

' In Ichikawa’s paper, (4) expresses a counterfactual with the form of A > C, and (5)
expresses a counterfactual with the form of (A&B) > C.
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and (B&S?) would be true. Nevertheless, some clarification is needed.

As shown above, f* is different from f, but it is possible for the defender of
Stalnaker’s theory to assign validity to hypothetical syllogism without appealing
to f*. For instance, let us introduce a revised definition of validity: an argument is
valid* iff it is impossible for its premises to be true and its conclusion be false
within one and the same context. It seems that what Brogaard and Salerno have
in mind is this validity*, as they argue that the context should be held fixed when
evaluating an argument’s validity. If this were the case, they should not argue
against Stalnaker (or anyone else) on the semantics of counterfactuals but rather
should argue for the concept of validity* 2

On the other hand, if f* were to be treated as playing a dual role, it would
follow that the semantic meaning of “if” indicates this pragmatic feature, which
calls for further explanation.

5 Conclusion

Brogaard and Salerno’s argument for the thesis that the frequently cited
counterexamples are not real counterexamples to hypothetical syllogism,
contraposition, and strengthening the antecedent has been examined and
evaluated, and I have argued that their argument is conditionally valid. By this I
mean that a contextualist approach to counterfactuals can make their argument
valid. Though Ichikawa’s contextualism for counterfactuals can be helpful,
Brogaard and Salerno’s argument is still debatable, because Ichikawa’s theory is
either committed to a not widely-taken notion of validity or is overly-committed
concerning the meaning of “if.”
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