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An Analysis of Vann McGee’s
Counterexample to Modus Ponens

1. McGee’s Counterexample to Modus Ponens

Before the 1980 presidential election, the Republican candidate Ronald Reagan was
ahead of the Democrat Jimmy Carter, according to opinion polls. But there was also a
Republican candidate, John Anderson, who was a distant third. Given this information,

it was reasonable to believe, at that time, the following premises:

(1) If a Republican wins the election, then if it’s not Reagan who wins it will be Ander-
son,

and



(2) A Republican will win the election.

However, given what was known about Anderson, at that time it was not reasonable to

believe the following, which is the conclusion given (1) and (2) and modus ponens:
(3) If it’s not Reagan who wins, it will be Anderson.

This is because people rather believe that in that case Carter will win.

This is what Vann McGee presented as a counterexample to modus ponens, in his (1985).
Intuitively, this seems a strong case against modus ponens, since if applied to true premises
(1) and (2), it will give us a false conclusion, (3), or at least it seems so. McGee however
also presents an argument that shows that modus ponens should be rejected after all.
It is done through his proof that given the law of exportation’ and modus ponens, any
conditional not stronger than strict implication (in the sense that for a conditional “&”,
it holds that if {¢}F ¢, then - ¢ < ¢) will be shown to be logically indistinguishable from

the material conditional. The argument can be reformulated as follows:

(i) The law of exportation (and its converse, the law of importation too) holds for

indicative conditionals (and even subjunctive conditionals). (Assumption)

(ii) If the law of exportation and modus ponens are both correct, then the indicative

conditional would be reduced to the material conditional. (McGee’s formal proof)

(iii) The indicative conditional is different from (is stronger than) the material condi-

tional. (Assumption) Therefore,
(iv) Modus ponens is not correct. (From (i), (ii), (iii))

But note that, the force of this argument still depends on our intuition that (1), (2), and

(3) above does indeed constitute a counterexample to modus ponens.

2. Some Replies

Several attempts have been made to save modus ponens from McGee’s counterexample,

which can be summarized as follows:

1The law of exportation is a rule that sanctions the derivation of a conditional of the form r If$, then
ifyy, then x 7 from one of the form r If¢ andy, then x. 7



(a) To deny (i). Stalnaker’s theory of subjunctive conditionals does not satisfy the law
of exportation, and McGee indeed criticizes Stalnaker’s theory on this ground. How-
ever, Stalnaker can take McGee’s conclusion as a reductio and argue that therefore
the law of exportation is a dubious principle for both indicative and subjunctive
conditionals. Katz (1999) explicitly argues that the law of exportation does not hold

for the indicative conditional.

(b) To deny (iii). The idea that the indicative conditional and the material conditional
are equivalent each other is usually called the “equivalence thesis.” Those who
advocate this thesis, like Jackson, would rather take McGee’s argument as a good

argument for the equivalence thesis.

(¢) To deny that (3) is false. Lowe (1987) does not reduce the indicative conditional in
general to the material conditional, but argues that the consequent of (1), or the
conditional (3), should be analyzed truth-functionally, and therefore (3) should be

seen as true, since it has a false antecedent.

(d) The Dartmouth Objection. This is to deny the relevance of McGee’s example to any
logical principles. According to it, McGee’s example shows only that premises are
believed to be true while the conclusion is not so believed. This might be a counterex-
ample to the rationality of human belief change, but it is merely an epistemological
fact, not the logical fact about the validity of logical principle.

I will review each of these objections briefly, and conclude that they are not really

successful.

3. A Simple Reply to McGee’s Example

My own reply to McGee’s particular counterexample is rather simple. Even though,
given the opinion poll, it is plausible to think that (1) and (2) and both true, we do not in
fact believe (2) in the strict sense that a Republican will determinately win the election.
Our belief in (2) is merely probabilistic, and the possibility of a Democrat, namely, Carter,
winning the election is still alive. That is why we do not believe that if it’s not Reagan
who wins, it will be Anderson. Carter will. On the other hand, for those who believe (2)
in this strict sense, the possibility of Carter winning is thereby eliminated, and in that
case there is nothing unreasonable to believe (3). Rather, (3) ought to be believed if one

believes (1) and (2) in the strict sense.



I will also argue that the similar confusion between strict and non-strict sense of belief

is also behind what is known as the lottery paradox.

4. How to Construct Counterexamples to Modus Po-

nens: An Analysis of McGee’s Example

Actually, McGee presented three examples against modus ponens in his original paper,
but the other two are not really convincing. I will examine what makes the election
example particularly successful as a counterexample to modus ponens, and based on this

observation, construct another counterexample to modus ponens.

5. A Further Difficulty and Its Implication

It will turn out, however, that my own counterexample to modus ponens eludes my
own simple reply to McGee’s example. The upshot of this fact may be understood that
just as any other rule of inference, modus ponens is also context-dependent. If the use of
logic itself is context-dependent, then this might not be a serious problem for logic per se.
This poses a serious problem, however, to the theory of belief change, if it is expected to
provide a background for any logic or theory that is deductively (with modus ponens, of
course) closed. I will specify what kind of constraint this example gives to any plausible

theory of belief change.
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E|] EEATND. L?‘:ﬁof Rosenberg X° Brandon D X 512, == — K 50 HE
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Zo AN, Rosenberg & Brandon 53 LERO MM ZRER A B L TRy, L
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— )RR R A LTS, T, MERICEBIT A MREE, B EOREE,

Mo NFEEBEBETICHEDIL O LOTH D, #ELRICITARRIRCBEAO ),
H‘zy)‘ﬁﬁkb\’)ﬁ@iﬁ@g.%ﬂ%ﬂ IOWVWTOERMRH Y, ILICAKEROTIZHHE
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O HIRRIROEH & 13, RIS E OB IMENEMAN OB FHEEO B EZEL) 22 %
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THEGIIFHEL I DDIEAI D, ZOMWES WD E, RO L HITRD.
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WCRTANDLNTWVDEZIE, ROLD TH D,
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R EM (Masanori SATO)?
R RREA A2

B L AR, TR LR BARLICHEb L THER LW, 2Tk, £
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potential 23572 non-locality (XK RAZ D & DO TIXZRV, MRFRLK, HE#Ez 5 &
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B9 L T, quantum entanglement [3] K> delayed-choice experiment [4] IZ X 5B Z#EZE L T
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D EH I TS [5], Fx i, Michelson-Morey D35 T4 Z @ quantum potential
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AR HRET DRAICONTDO R E VR DRIERRIL, 2D SO HRD D7 &
HELOLMNMIOWTIHENFEMNLRREHE R E LTI RL20D, 26— T56E 0
DN, PIEMETH D,
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%o ZOE, MEERBNICEER T, BIF A COFEEZR T LN TEX S,
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Fx0T7 7 aewT7 MR K OIC, MEENBLINC BV Tl 2 B3 2 2 & 3
TENZATON D D THBIRZE R 7 — AR R IR R D BIANRRN 1 2DV AT A& TGRS
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