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years ago at the age of forty. He had not

published much, and so was not widely
known outside the small circle of British academic
philosophers. But within that circle he was recog-
nized as a thinker of unusual power, one of those
rare beings to whom we automatically turn when
our own powers of analysis run out. This is how his
colleague Roger Scruton described their last philo-
sophical discussion, in his address at lan McFet-
ridge’s memorial service: “As always, he saw my
meaning more clearly than I did, sketched for me
the principal objections, how I might reply to them,
and what issues they raised. As always, too, I left
him with my self-confidence and interest restored.
Scarcely a day has gone by since then, when I have
not wanted to turn to him and ask for my meaning.”

McFetridge worked on questions at the hard end
of analytic philosophy, questions about logic and
language, about the structure of reality and the
possibility of knowledge. But as a teacher and
adviser his philosophical interests and abilities
stretched far wider. The chief beneficiaries were
the members of the philosophy department at
Birkbeck College, where McFetridge taught all
his adult life. A former student at Birkbeck,
John Haldane, joined Scruton in speaking at
McFetridge’s memorial service, and their addresses
are reprinted as the introduction to the articles
collected in Logical Necessity. It is a striking
testimony to the loss suffered by the college that
both addresses begin with graphic descriptions of
McFetridge’s ability to bring philosophical
ideas alive for his mature and often worldly-wise
students.

During his last few years McFetridge was
working on modality, a philosophical topic which is
as fundamental as it is obscure. It seems that some
statements, like “Either it is raining or it isn’t”, not
only are true, but must be true. Indeed, such
necessary truths seem to provide the foundation for
all logical reasoning. But what kind of facts, if any,
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make such modal claims about necessity true? And
how can we human beings find out about such
facts? McFetridge left a number of unpublished
pieces on these topics among his papers, and
Haldane and Scruton are to be thanked for the
sensitive task of editing which has enabled them to
be collected alongside McFetridge’s previously
published work.

A realist approach to modality assumes that
reality contains modal facts in addition to ordinary
facts. McFetridge argues, however, that realism on
its own fails to explain the significance of modal
claims, the role that they play in the rest of our
thinking. In a piece called “Logical Necessity:
Some issues”, he carefully investigates this role,
and suggests that the real import of modal claims
lies in the fact that necessities can be assumed in any
argument whatsoever, however counterfactual the
other assumptions in the argument.

This suggestion opens the way, as McFetridge
observes, for an anti-realism which views modal
claims simply as expressions of our commitment to
certain patterns of argument, rather than as reports
of distinctive facts. However, he leaves this issue of
anti-realism open. Two other pieces suggest
reasons for his caution. Any adequate theory of
modality will need to explain how we can decide
modal claims a priori, without empirical investiga-
tion. But in a paper titled “Explicating ‘x knows a
priori that p’”, McFetridge uncovers hidden com-
plexities in the notion of a priori knowledge, and
hence in the analysis of modality. And in the
longest paper in the collection, “Descartes on
Modality”, he identifies a number of historical
tensions in our modal concepts, tensions which
threaten to block any fully cogent account of
modal discourse. These articles are brimming with
original arguments, and it is tantalizing that they
remain only as fragments of a larger whole.

In their introductory addresses, both editors
make mention of McFetridge's religious sensi-
bilities. Readers will not be able infer these
from his philosophical writings. What does shine
through, however, is his intense desire for the
truth, combined with his reluctance to accept
received wisdom. Throughout this collection we
find McFetridge raising questions which seem
obvious once they are asked, but which other
philosophers have preferred to avoid. And we find
him refusing to settle for theories which leave these
questions unanswered. Perhaps his relatively small
output was a price to be paid for this intellectual
rigour. But philosophical progress is not measured
in words or conclusions, and what he did write will
remain of lasting importance for future theorists of
modality.
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