
Philosophy of Science Recitation Bryan Roberts 

 
The Concept of Supervenience 

 
This is concept that is very common in modern philosophy – so it’s worth your while to master it now! 

 
1. Definition. The A-properties of a thing “supervene on” the B-properties of a thing just 
in case there cannot be an A-property difference without there also being a B-property 
difference. 
 

          Authentic Picasso          Perfect Forgery 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Suppose that a forger has created a perfect copy of this drawing by Picasso – as perfect as you can 
imagine, including even the atomic composition. The properties that these drawings have in common 
supervene on the atomic composition. 
 
a) Write down three properties that these paintings have in common: 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
b) Write down three properties that these paintings fail to have in common: 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
c) Practice writing these properties in a supervenience relation. Circle “does” or “does not” for each. 
 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 
_______________________________________ does / does not supervene on the atomic composition. 



Philosophy of Science Recitation Bryan Roberts 

Accident vs. Law 
 

1. Goal: to explain the difference between “accidental” facts and “law-like” facts. 
a. Non-empiricist attempt: “Nomic necessity.”  

 
b. Empiricist attempt: “Humean supervenience.” The idea: the totality of particular, 

physical facts is what determines the laws. Claim: the laws are those facts that cannot be 
changed without also changing the totality of particular physical facts. 
Write this claim as a supervenience relation: _________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Carroll’s Objection. You can construct a situation in which you have all the same facts, but 

difference physical laws. 
Write down the point of Carroll’s objection as a supervenience relation: 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Carroll’s Counterexample 

 
i) Define L: “All X-particles that enter a Y-field have spin up.” 
ii) Construction. Describe two Worlds 1* and 2* with the properties that: 

a. They have identical physical facts; and 
b. World 1* differs only “accidentally” from World 1, and World 2* differs only 

“accidentally” from World 2. 
 

   World 1:     World 2: 
           “L is a law”           “L is not a law” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   World 1*     World 2* 
  Identical to World 1 except for  Identical to World 2 except 
       an “accidental” difference.   for an “accidental” difference. 
    
 
 
 

 
iii) Conclusion. Carroll’s has constructed a situation in which World 1* and World 2* have the 

same physical facts. But his intuition is that “accidental” difference should not change the 
laws. So L is a law in World 1*, and L is not a law in World 2*. –That is, World 1* and 
World 2* are physically identical, but have different laws. 


