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Abstract

This paper develops a hybrid semantic framework for analyzing counterfactuals,
motivated by the interpretative diversity exhibited in fictional, historical, and logical
evaluations. Building upon the limitations of standard modal logic in handling such
plurality, I propose a three-layered structure—fictional, rule-based, and logical—each
with its own modal operators, truth conditions, and ontological commitments. By
introducing projection functions between these layers, the framework accounts for in-
terlayer transitions while preserving the internal constraints of each. A case study
and broader philosophical implications are provided to demonstrate the utility of this
model in addressing epistemic and public disagreements over counterfactual discourse.

1 Introduction

Counterfactuals have long posed challenges for philosophers of language, logic, and meta-
physics. Traditional treatments—most notably those of Stalnaker and Lewis—evaluate coun-
terfactuals using possible world semantics, wherein a counterfactual “If A had occurred, B
would have followed” is true if B holds in the closest A-worlds. While elegant in form, this
approach often fails to capture the layered complexity of real-life counterfactual discourse. In
particular, such theories lack the resources to distinguish between fictional imagination, his-
torically grounded reasoning, and purely logical consistency. This paper argues that a more
fine-grained semantic architecture is needed—one that respects the interpretative plurality
embedded in our ordinary and academic practices.

To this end, I propose a framework called hybrid semantics, which integrates three distinct
modal layers: the fictional (H), the rule-based (R), and the logical (L). Each layer supports its
own modal vocabulary and obeys different evaluative constraints. For instance, “If Germany
had won WWI, Europe would have stabilized” may be fictionally plausible (♢H), historically
questionable (♢R), but logically coherent (♢L). My goal is not to collapse these perspectives
into one, but to offer a structured way of tracking and evaluating them jointly.
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2 The Structure of Hybrid Semantics

Hybrid semantics is motivated by two philosophical concerns: the inadequacy of flat modal
space and the normativity of discourse practices. First, in standard modal logic, all possi-
ble worlds are evaluated within a unified frame. This flattens distinctions between kinds of
possibility: what is imaginable, what is historically plausible, and what is logically coher-
ent. Second, the interpretation of counterfactuals is often normative—it is not only about
what could have happened, but what we are justified in asserting given certain background
commitments. A hybrid model accommodates both issues by organizing modal space into
layers, each constrained differently.

The fictional layer FH comprises worlds constructed through narrative, imagination, or
cultural storytelling. Truth here is governed by internal coherence and narrative plausibility.
The rule-based layer FR involves historically or scientifically plausible alternatives, con-
strained by domain-specific knowledge. Finally, the logical layer FL captures formal logical
possibility, requiring only consistency with logical laws. This division reflects a commitment
to ontological pluralism without abandoning formal rigor.

3 Syntax and Semantics

Each layer is equipped with its own modal operators: ♢H ,□H for fictional possibility and
necessity, ♢R,□R for rule-based modalities, and ♢L,□L for logical ones. These operators act
within their respective Kripke frames: FX = (WX , RX), where X ∈ {H,R,L}. A formula
♢Xφ is true at world w if there exists a world w′ such that RX(w,w′) and φ holds at w′.

However, hybrid semantics also introduces projection functions πX→Y (φ) that evaluate
the permissibility of translating a claim from one layer to another. For example, πR→H(φ) is
generally permitted—we can fictionalize historically plausible claims. By contrast, πH→R(φ)
is restricted: not all fictional claims are historically grounded. These functions encode
interlayer constraints, providing a principled way to assess discourse shifts.

4 Application: A Historical Case

Consider the counterfactual: “If Germany had won WWI, Europe would have stabilized.” In
the fictional layer, such a scenario is widely explored in alternate histories and political novels,
making ♢H of the consequent relatively uncontroversial. In the rule-based layer, however,
historians may dispute whether such stabilization was likely, citing competing nationalisms or
economic tensions. Hence, ♢R is conditionally true, requiring further empirical argument. At
the logical layer, the scenario is trivially possible, assuming no contradiction arises. However,
logical possibility alone carries little explanatory weight in discourse.

Projectionally, πR→H is valid—historical hypotheses often seed fiction. But πH→R may
fail: a fictional account might oversimplify or violate known historical constraints. This
explains why counterfactuals often provoke disagreement: interlocutors may evaluate the
same claim at different layers without realizing the mismatch.
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5 Philosophical Implications

The hybrid model clarifies why certain counterfactuals feel compelling in one context and
dubious in another. It explains how a single sentence can be fictionally engaging, historically
controversial, and logically unobjectionable. This supports a pluralist view of modality:
rather than seeking a single modal truth, we can acknowledge layered modalities as context-
sensitive, norm-governed, and discourse-dependent.

Moreover, the framework offers a formal tool for resolving interpretative disputes. By
locating disagreement within a specific layer or across a projection, we can diagnose why
philosophers, historians, or laypersons diverge in their evaluations. In this way, hybrid
semantics not only improves our semantic theory but also enriches our understanding of
public reasoning.

6 Future Directions

The current model invites several extensions. First, it could be enriched with epistemic or
normative layers, allowing us to capture moral counterfactuals or rational belief updates.
Second, integration with natural language processing might enable computational modeling
of layered counterfactuals in discourse. Third, formal proof systems or tableau methods for
hybrid modal logic would enhance its utility in logic and AI.

Ultimately, the hybrid approach promises a more faithful reflection of how we actually
use counterfactuals—across novels, textbooks, philosophical treatises, and everyday con-
versations. It recognizes that modal evaluation is not one thing but many, and that our
semantics should reflect this complexity.
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