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States of Affairs — the Full Picture

Uwe Meixner

1. What are states of affairs?

Instead of offering a definition, it seems best to indicate where to look for
states of affairs. We are likely to find them when we are sorting through
the intentional objects of our intentional experiences, above all the inten-
tional objects of perceptions. Consider: I am looking at a glass on a table. 1
perceive the glass, I perceive the table. But I also perceive (1) that the
glass is on the table; (1) is a state of affairs. And I also perceive (2) that the
glass is translucent; (2) is another state of affairs. Moreover, I perceive (3)
that nothing else is on the table; (3) is also a state of affairs. Moreover, I
immediately perceive (4) that the glass is not a glass designed by N. N.,
but (5) that it is either a glass designed by N'. N'. or by N”. N'’; (4) and
(5), too, are states of affairs.

Perception, however, is not the only place where states of affairs may be
found. Person X hopes (wishes, believes, knows, rejects, accepts, denies,
asserts, imagines, fears, thinks it likely, thinks it unlikely, etc.) (6) that A.
Normally, a singular term of the form “that A” will name a state of affairs.
At least, this is a legitimate prima facie assumption. And it need not be ac-
cepted without argument: Suppose someone asked, “Which state of affairs
among those we have been considering is the most important one?” In
most cases, the answer would have the form “The state of affairs that A”,
or simply “That A”. This shows that expressions of the form “that A” are,
or function just like, singular terms. One might claim that expressions of
the form “[the state of affairs] that A”, though singular terms, never refer
to what they are supposed to refer to. But this claim, in turn, needs (a lot
of) argument.
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(which, by the way, does not imply that there is a one-to-one correspon-
dence between propositions and states of affairs):

P1 The proposition that A is true if, and only if, the state of affairs that
A obtains.

For example:

The proposition that snow is white is true if, and only if, the state of
affairs that snow is white obtains.

Another contrast between states of affairs and propositions is that all
propositions are abstract entities, whereas at least some states of affairs are
concrete entities. Even without delving deeply into the abstract-concrete
distinction, it is plain that it is legitimate to interpret the term “the world”
in a non-metaphorical sense to designate a certain comprehensive state of
affairs (and, as everyone knows, Wittgenstein used that interpretation in
the Tractatus). But the world is clearly not an abstract entity — in whatever
non-metaphorical sense of the term “the world” may be understood. Hence
at least one state of affairs is not abstract. There are, however, other exam-
ples of concrete states of affairs: the state of affairs that the moon revolves
round the earth, the state of affairs that ice is lighter than water, etc. These
states of affairs are concrete, while the corresponding propositions — the
proposition that the moon revolves around the earth, and the proposition
that ice is lighter than fluid water — are abstract. In general, propositions
are abstract — hence objective, not subjective — representations of states of
affairs;' this is what their being consists in.

It should be noted that the paradigm cases of concrete entities — physical
individuals — do never occur without being embedded in a physical state of
affairs, and in fact cannot occur otherwise. Now, is it that a physical state
of affairs derives its physicalness from the physicalness of the physical in-
dividual(s) that is (are) embedded in it, or is it rather the other way round?

: Representations for whom? For us human beings, of course. Note that though a repre-

sentation is sometimes objective (not subjective: not in the mind), it is always a repre-
sentation for someone.
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that this world obtains, and hence the proposition that this world obtains 1s
a propositional representation of this world. In general, a state of affairs S
- because it is identical to the state of affairs that S obtains (note that, for
this identity to hold in all cases, the name “S” must always be interpreted
as rigidly designating the state of affairs in question) — can always be rep-
resented by the proposition that S obtains. Every state of affairs has, there-
fore, a non-empty class of representing propositions corresponding to it.
No doubt, a propositional representation is imperfect if the represented

state of affairs is itself mentioned in it, but it remains a propositional repre-
sentation nonetheless.

3. How are states of affairs related to tropes?

Tropes are individuals (or particulars), states of affairs are not. Thus no
state of affairs is a trope, and no trope a state of affairs. However, regard-
ing their existence, tropes and states of affairs are closely related. This red,
for example, exists if, and only if, the following state of affairs obtains:
that the proximate bearer of this red is red. In general, we have

P2 This F exists if, and only if, the proximate bearer of this F is F,

and

P3 x is F if, and only if, the state of affairs that x is F 1s an obtaining
state of affairs,

and therefore:

P4 This F exists if, and only if, the state of affairs that the proximate
bearer of this F is F'is an obtaining state of affairs.

This needs a few comments. (1) The “is” in “x is F” is of course the “is” of
exemplification. (2) Since tropes are individual accidents, they need a
bearer; the proximate bearer of this F is that bearer of this F which is not a
bearer of it in virtue of anything else being a bearer of it. In the case of this
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8. Are there negative states of affairs?

Arguing against negative states of affairs has exercised some metaphysi-
cians to an extraordinary degree; other metaphysicians have been exercised
almost as much by defending negative states of affairs. But what is a nega-
tive state of affairs? Is a state of affairs negative if, and only if, a proposi-
tion that represents the state of affairs is expressed by a negation-sentence?
In that case, it will turn out that every state of affairs that is named by a
singular term of the form “that A” is a negative state of affairs. For the
state of affairs that A is represented by the proposition that it is not true
that non-A, which proposition is expressed by the negation- sentence “It is
not true that non-A”. Thus, the state of affairs thar snow is white would
turn out to be a negative state of affairs, since the proposition that it is not
frue that snow is not white, which represents that state of affairs, is ex-
pressed by the negation-sentence “It is not true that snow is not white”.

Is it a better idea to define a negative state of affairs as a state of affairs
that is a negation of some state of affairs? But then the assertion that there
are no negative states of affairs would amount to the assertion that no state
of affairs is a negation of any state of affairs — and there do seem to be ob-
vious counterexamples to this latter assertion. For example, the state of af-
fairs that 1 is larger than 2 does seem to be a negation of the state of af-
fairs that 1 is at most as large as 2 — in the sense that the former state of
affairs cannot obtain together with the latter, and that at least one of the
two states of affairs must obtain. The only way out of this strait 1s to claim
that, contrary to appearances, one of the two apparent names for states of
affairs — “that 1 is larger than 2” and “that 1 is at most as large as 2" — fails
to name any state of affairs. But how could one plausibly justify such a
claim? (If the reader should happen to be of nominalist persuasion, he or
she may consider instead of the chosen example the state of affairs that
Angela Merkel is identical with George Bush and the state of affairs that
Angela Merkel is different from George Bush.)

there be any knowledge at all about it. There is knowledge that is purely non-original
(for example, the knowledge modern physicists have about subatomic particles), but
not all knowledge can be of this kind, and knowledge about the moon, it seems to me,
is not of this kind.
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As a matter of fact, one can give an argument to the conclusion that
every state of affairs is a negation of some states of affairs. The argument
1s presented below. But here we may already take note of its conclusion.
This conclusion implies that there can only be no negative states of affairs
if there are no states of affairs at all - if one follows the above definition of
what it is to be a negative state of affairs. But is there any other purely on-
tological definition of what it is to be a negative state of affairs than just
that definition? (Note that we are not looking here for an epistemico-onto-
logical definition of negative state of affairs; after all, those who defend or
oppose negative states of affairs intend their discussions to deal with a
purely ontological matter.) Doubtlessly, being a negation of some state of
affairs is in any case a necessary condition for being a negative state of af-
fairs (how could something be a negative state of affairs without being a
negation of some state of affairs?). But what more could be required for
constituting a purely ontological necessary and sufficient condition for be-
ing a negative state of affairs than just this: being a state of affairs which is
a negation of some state of affairs? For my part, I don’t know what more
could be required.

But here 1s the above-announced argument to the conclusion that every
state of affairs is a negation of some state of affairs: Either there are states
of affairs or there are none. In the latter case, it is trivially true that every
state of affairs 1s a negation of some state of affairs. In the former case, we
turn to considering a particular kind of state of affairs: maximal-consistent
states of affairs, which are defined as states of affairs that do not comprise
every state of affairs, but that cannot be enlarged without comprising every
state of affairs. The following principle — it can be regarded as a definition
— explains the central concept involved in this definition of maximal-con-
sistent states of affairs:

P7 A state of affairs X comprises a state of affairs Y if, and only if,
there is a state of affairs Z such that X is the conjunction of Y and Z.

Moreover, put in more precise terms, the phrase “state of affairs X cannot
be enlarged without comprising every state of affairs” means just the fol-
lowing: there is no state of affairs Z such that (1) the conjunction of the
states of affairs X and Z is different from X and (2) the conjunction of the
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states of affairs X and Z does not comprise every state of affairs. Finally,
for what follows the next principle is crucial:

P8 (a) MCC(X) is the set of maximal-consistent states of affairs that
comprise X; (b) to every set M" of maximal-consistent states of af-

fairs there corresponds a state of affairs X' such that M’ =
MCC(X").

Consider, then, any state of affairs X; consider further MCC(X) as defined
by P&(a). Consider, moreover, the MC-relative complement M’ of
MCC(X), in other words: the set of all maximal-consistent states of affairs
that are not elements of MCC(X). According to P8(b), M" = MCC(X"), for
a certain states of affairs X'. Since X obtains if, and only if, X" does not
obtain, it is clear that X is a negation of X" (and X" a negation of X).

But how does it follow that X obtains if, and only if, X" does not obtain?
For a state of affairs, fo obtain means to be comprised by one particular
maximal-consistent state of affairs: the world. Suppose X obtains, hence X
is comprised by the world, and hence the world belongs to the set
MCC(X); consequently the world does not belong to the set M’, and hence
not to MCC(X"). Therefore, the world does not comprise X', hence X’
does not obtain. Suppose, conversely, X  does not obtain, hence the world
does not belong to MCC(X"), and hence not to M"; consequently the world
belongs to the set MCC(X) (which is the MC-relative complement of M~ as
much as M’ is the MC-relative complement of MCC(X)), hence the world
comprises X, hence X obtains.

Every argument relies on premises, and every argument can, in princi-
ple, be rejected by denying or by merely not believing those premises. But
if one intends the rejecting of premises as a substantial criticism of an ar-
gument — and not just as a reiteration of one’s own standpoint — one should
have a better reason for the rejecting of premises than simply the reason
that one does not accept the conclusion of the argument. Now, the above
argument really has only one premise that one might consider rejecting
(the rest is logical machinery): P8(b). But is there a good reason for reject-
ing P8(b)? Note that, on the contrary, there is an elementary consideration
that strongly suggests the truth of P8(b):
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tainly it indirectly justifies those ontologists who have identified states of
affairs with sets of possible worlds. There is nothing wrong with this iden-
tification, though it can seem wrong if one expects of states of affairs what
one can only expect of propositions.

1 1. Are there existential states of affairs?

That I exist is an (obtaining) singular-existential state of affairs, and that
there is a human being 1s an (obtaining) general-existential state of affairs.
Hence there are existential states of affairs. And there are other devices
than “that”-names for designating existential states of affairs. If “AC” des-
ignates the property of actuality, then [AC, X], the composition of AC with
X (see Section 4), is a singular-existential state of affairs, for every X. It is
another question whether all of those states are actual, i.e., whether all of
them obtain.

Perhaps some readers will deny that the property of existence is identical
with the property of actuality. Perhaps they will even deny that actuality
might legitimately be called “existence”. Then, let “IS” designate the prop-
erty of being identical with something; [IS, X] — the composition of IS with
X — is certainly a singular-existential state of affairs, for every X, and this
time we can also be certain that all of those states of affairs obtain (which
means that every X exemplifies IS; see P5 in Section 4). If some readers
believe that they neither refer to IS nor to AC when they use the name “the
property of existence” (and use it as actually naming the (ontological)
property of existence, and not just as a fagon de parler), 1 am sorry to say
that I do not know what they are talking about (note that the property of
being self-identical is no other property than IS).

A general-existential state of affairs, that there is an F, is simply the dis-
junction of the states of affairs [F, X], for all X; or in other words: it is the
negation of the conjunction of the states of affairs [non-F, X], for all X.
(The uniqueness of the result of disjunction, conjunction, and negation for
states of affairs is a consequence of P8 and P9.) Thus, for example, the
state of affairs that there is a flying fish is the disjunction of the states of
affairs [(the property of being a) flying fish, X], for all X. Note that [(the
property of being a) flying fish, X] is no other state of affairs than the state
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of affairs that X is a flying fish. Hence that there is a flying fish is the dis-
junction of the states of affairs that X is a flying fish, for all X. And this
disjunction obtains if, and only if, the state of affairs that X is a flying fish
obtains for some X. (For the theoretical underpinnings of all this, see my
recent book, The Theory of Ontic Modalities.)

12. Are there modal states of affairs?

That it is possible that the sun revolves round the earth is an obtaining mo-
dal state of affairs. That it is necessary that the earth revolves round the
sun 1s another modal state of affairs, but this time a non-obtaining one.
Modal states of affairs need not be states of affairs over and above the
states of affairs that were in Section 10 established to correspond one-to-
one to sets of maximal-consistent states of affairs. That it is possible that
the sun revolves round the earth, for example, is the state of affairs [POSS,
that the sun revolves round the earth], and it is ruled by the following gen-
eral principle for POSS (possibility):

P11 For all states of affairs X: (a) MCC([POSS, X]) = MCC if, and only
if, MCC(X) = J; (b) MCC([POSS, X]) = & if, and only if,
MCC(X) = Q.

Here MCC is the set of (all) maximal-consistent states of affairs, J the
empty set, MCC(X) the set of (all) maximal-consistent states of affairs that
comprise X (see Section 8). Because of the one-to-one correspondence (via
the function MCC(X)) between states of affairs and sets of maximal-con-
sistent states of affairs, it is clear, according to P11, which state of affairs
[POSS, X] is identical to, depending on whether MCC(X) = & or MCC(X)
= (J. In the former case, it is identical to what one might call the minimal
state of affairs (or the tautological state of affairs, since it is represented by
any tautological proposition); in the latter case, it is identical to what one
might call the maximal state of affairs (or the self-contradictory state of af-
Jfairs, since it is represented by any self-contradictory proposition).
The corresponding general principle for necessity (NECS) is this:






