The Problem of Possibilia

Are there, in addition to the various actual objects that
make up the world, various possible objects? Are there nerely
possi bl e people, for exanple, or nerely possible electrons, or
even nerely possible kinds?

We certainly talk as if there were such things. Gven a
particul ar sperm and egg, | my wonder whether that particul ar
child which would result fromtheir union would have bl ue eyes.
But if the sperm and egg are never in fact brought together,
then there is no actual object that my thought is about.! O
again, in the semantics for nodal logic we presuppose an
ont ol ogy of possibilia twi ce over.? For first, we coutenance
various possible worlds, in addition to the actual world; and
second, each of these worlds is taken to be endowed with its own

domai n of objects. These will be the actual objects of the
world in question, but they need not be actual sinpliciter
i.e., actual objects of our world. What are we to make of

such di scourse? There are four options: (i) the discourse is
taken to be unintelligible; (ii) it is taken to be intelligible
but nonfactual, i.e. as not in the business of stating facts;
(iiti) it is taken to be factual but reducible to discourse
involving no reference to possibilia; (iv) it is taken to be
both factual and irreducible.® These options range froma full-
bl ooded form of actualismat one extreme to a full-blooded form
of possibilismat the other. The two internedi ate positions are
possibilist in that they accept the intelligibility of
possi bilist discourse but actualist in that they attenpt to
di spense with its prima facie commtnent to possibilia. Al |
four positions have found advocates in the literature. Quine,
in his less irenic nmonments, favours option (i); Forbes ([85],
p. 94) advocates option (ii), at least for certain parts of
possi bilist discourse; many phil osophers, including Adans [ 74]
and nyself, opt for (iii); while Lewis [86] and Stal naker [75]
have endorsed versions of (iv), that differ in how full-blooded
t hey take the possible objects to be.

My focus in the present article is on the third option. |
wish to see to what extent reference to possibilia mght be
understood in other terns. Can we regard talk of possibilia as
a nere facon de parler, perhaps sonewhat in the sane manner as

L' Ccf G@pta ([80], 20, n.15).

2 See Kripke [63] for a standard exposition of the
semanti cs.

3 See Fine [01] for a general discussion of what these
various options anmount to.



2

talk of the average man or of infinitesimals?* | shall not be
concerned to argue directly against any of the other options.
However, any argunent for the viability of (iii) is indirectly
an argunent against the plausibility of these other options.
For (iv), especially inits nore extrene forns, offends agai nst

what Russell has called our 'robust sense of reality', (i)
of fends against our even nore robust sense of what s
intelligible, while (ii) offends against our sonmewhat |ess
robust sense of what is factual. It is therefore preferable to

go with the third option, if we possibly can.

81 Problens with Proxy Reduction

The nost obvi ous way to nake sense of possibilist discourse
is in ternms of surrogates or proxies. Wth each possibilium x
i's associ ated anot her entity X', acceptable to the actuali st,
and any statenment o¢(a, b, .) about the possibiliaa, b, ... is
then understood in terms of a correspondlng statement ¢ (a , b',

.) about the associated entities a', b’ .. As a nodel for

such a reducti on, we may take the Iog|C|st-ster reduction of
nunbers to sets: each nunber is associated wth a
'representative’ set, and a statenment about nunbers is then
understood in terns of a corresponding statenment about the
associ ated sets.”®

But what is the relationship betweeen a possibiliumand its
surrogate? For which entities are the possibilia traded in?
The sinplest viewon the matter is that the relationship is one
of identity; each entity is traded in for itself. But such a
"reduction', if it may be called that, is always available to
us. And so how can it serve to alleviate ontol ogical qualnms in
any particular case? The answer is that the significance of
such a reduction nust lie in the way the entities are descri bed.
W have a domain of entities that is characterized in
problematic terns. It is then shown how each entity fromthis
domain is identical to an entity from a domain that is
characterized in relatively unproblematic ternms; and doubts
about the entities, qua nenbers of the problematic domain, are
thereby laid to rest. A physicalist's doubts about the
ont ol ogi cal status of nental events, for exanple, m ght be put
to rest in this way if he cones to believe that every nental
event is in fact a physical event.

s a simlar kind of view available to the actualist? Can
he maintain that possibilia are really just Y's, for sone
actualistically acceptable description Y (i.e. for sone

4 As should be clear fromFine [01], the viability of any
reduction will also depend upon its success in accounting for
our understandi ng of nodal di scourse and our know edge of nodal
truth. See Peacocke [01] for a broader discussion along these
l'ines.

°> For nore on the general approach, see Quine ([64], [69]).
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description that makes no reference to nerely possi bl e objects)?
After all, the possible winners of a race consist of the actua
| osers. So could not sonmething simlar be true in the case of
possi bilia? Could not every possible X be identical to an
actual Y, for sonme actualistically acceptable description Y?

It seens to ne that no view of this sort can be correct.
Suppose, to fix our ideas, that it is mmintained that every
(nerely) possible person is identical to an actual property -
one perhaps that specifies its 'essence'. Consi der now a
possi bl e person. Then it is possibly a person. But no property
I's possibly a person and so no possible person is identical to
a property: for there is a possibility for the one, viz. that of
bei ng a person, which is not a possibility for the other.

A simlar difficulty besets many other identification of
this sort that have been proposed. Possible states of affairs,
for exanple, have often been taken to be propositions. But this
cannot be correct, since any possible state of affairs is
possibly a state of affairs but no proposition is possibly a
state of affairs. O again, Stal naker ([76], 230) and Pl anting
([74], 44) have suggested that we mght think of a possibl
world as a way the world m ght have been. But a possible worl
is possibly the world, just as a possible person is possibly a
person, yet no way the world m ght have been is possibly the
worl d, just as no way | m ght have been is possibly nme. Thus it
is not just that the actual world is not a way things m ght be,
as enphasi zed by Stal naker ([76], 228) and van I nwagen ([80],
407); no possible world is such a way either.

What ever the nerits of reduction via identity in other
contexts, it is of no avail here. If there is to be a proxy
reduction, it had better be achieved by nmeans of proxies that
are distinct fromthe possibilia thensel ves.

But agai n, an obvi ous sol ution suggests itself. For why not
identify' each possible world with a proposition that is true
in that world alone (or, if we wish to pick out a particular
proposition, with the conjunction of all propositions that are
true in the world)? And why not identify each possible object
with a property that is necessarily borne by that object al one
(or with the conjunction of all properties that are necessarily
borne by the individual)? Each possibilium be it world or
object, is in effect identified with a description by which it
m ght be specified.®

The main difficulty with this proposal is that there can be
no assurance, from an actualist point of view, that distinct
possi ble objects or worlds can be identified with distinct

a
e
d

6 A view of this sort was originally proposed by Prior
([77], <chap. 2), though only for +the case of worlds.
Essentially the same account was l|ater given by Adanms ([74],
204). The extension to possible individuals was proposed by
Fine [77] and possibly by Plantinga [76] (though not if his
disclainers in [85], 330-332 are to be trusted).
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surrogat es. Let us provide a sinple illustration of the
difficulty. Suppose there is sone radioactive material in the
actual world w, that just happens not to emit any particles from
a certain tinme on but that m ght have emtted two particles of
the same type at that time. These two particles, call them «
and B, are presunmably nmerely possible; they are not identical to
any actual particles. And it is plausible to suppose that there
is no actualistically acceptable neans by which they m ght be
di stingui shed. O course, there is a possible world w, in which

o is distinguished by one trajectory and R another. But if
there is such a world, then there is presumably another world w,
just like it in which the trajectories are interchanged. For

what is so special about o as opposed to B that it is destined
to have the one trajectory rather than the other?’ Thus we will
be as unable to distinguish between the worlds as we are to
di stingui sh between the particles thensel ves.

| f we pretend that w, and w, and the actual world w, are the
only worlds that there are, then we m ght depict the scenario as
fol | ows:

0 * *
o4
W, * */
* *\
3
3
W, * */
* *\
04

Here, in this mniature "pluriverse', the worlds w, and w, are
actualistically indiscernible, as are the particles o and R.
G ven that there is no actualistically acceptabl e neans by which
the particles or worlds m ght be distinguished, they will be
associated wth the very sanme surrogates, since any
actualistically acceptable neans of associating them wth
di stinct surrogates would provide us with an actualistically
acceptabl e means of distinguishing between the particles or
wor | ds thensel ves; and given that this is so,the reduction nust
fail, sinceit will not even be capable of representing the fact
that the particles or worlds are distinct.

Anot her kind of problemcase arises fromthe possibility of
t here being indiscernible individuals within a worl d. | magi ne

"We ni ght even suppose that there were convincing scientific
reasons for allowing both possibilities in determ ning the
probability of em ssion.
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a universe of eternal recurrence (with respect to both past and
future) in which a Messiah appears in every epoch. There are
then infinitely many possible Messiahs; and, given that there
are only finitely many actual individuals who could be Messi ahs,
then infinitely many of these Messiahs will be nmere possibilia,;
and presumably each of them wll be actualistically
i ndi scerni ble fromthe others.

A third kind of case arises fromthe possibility of there
bei ng i ndi scerni ble natural properties or kinds.® There are two
subcases here, just as in the case of individuals, depending
upon whether the indiscernibilities are intra-world or inter-
world. Pure cases of inter-world indiscernibility m ght always
be di sputed on the grounds that the identity of a kind, in these
cases, is to be tied to role® Thus given that the kinds are

i ndiscernible in their respective worlds, their roles will be
the same and hence the ki nds thenselves nust be the sane.
However, intra-world cases are not so readily disposed of.

Suppose, for exanple, that there are two fundanental Kkinds of
matter in the universe, positive and negative, governed by such
laws as: like matter attracts; unlike matter repels. The two
ki nds of matter would then have conpletely symmetric roles and
so as long as they are "alien' kinds, not of this world, there
woul d agai n appear to be no actualistically acceptable way in
whi ch they m ght be distinguished.

There are two nmain responses to these argunents. One is to
di spute the possibilities upon which they are based. It has
soneti mes been denied, for exanple, that there can be worl ds
that are qualitatively, or actualistically, alike and yet differ
merely in the identity of the individuals that they contain?
and, under such views, there would only be one possibility for
o and B depicted by w, and w, in the picture above, not two. But
there is something unsatisfactory about making the reduction
dependent upon such views - both because they are controversi al
and because we wish to explain what sense m ght be given to
possi bilist discourse by sonmeone who did not accept them It
woul d be preferable, if at all feasible, to provide a reduction
whi ch was free fromany substantive assunpti on about what was or
was not possi bl e.

The second response to the cases is to accept the putative
possibilities and yet deny that they involve genuine actuali st
indiscernibilities. Despite our clainms to the contrary, it wll
be maintained that the particles or the Messiahs or the kinds of
matter can be actualistically distinguished after all. For |et

8 See Bricker ([87], 349-53), Lewis ([86], 158-65) and
McM chael [83] for exanples of this sort.

°® As on the views of Swoyer [82] and Shoenmaker ([80], [98]).

0 Eg., by Lewis ([86], 4.4) and Adans [81].
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X be any given possible object. Then associated with this
object will be a certain identity property, the property of
being identical to x. But in contrast to the object x itself,
this property - like all properties - will exist necessarily.
It will therefore be an actual object; and so we may use it, In
an actualistically acceptable way, to distinguish x from all
ot her objects.! (Of course, when x itself is a property or the
li ke, we may proceed directly, by this line of reasoning, to the
conclusion that it necessarily exists.)

One way of dealing with this response is to deny the clains
of necessary existence upon which it depends. The property of
being identical to Socrates, it mght be countered, can only
exi st when Socrates exists; and the kind positive matter can
only exist in a world in which there is positive matter.?!? But

there is, | believe, a nore fundamental objection to be made.
Let us suppose that an actualist comes to the view that
(necessarily) properties necessarily exist. Shoul d the

properties that he previously took to be problenmatic because
they were nerely possible now be regarded as unproblematic? |
think not. Rat her, they should still be taken to be
probl ematic, though for reasons that no longer turn on their
bei ng nerely possi bl e.

For a nmore fundanental way to understand the actualist's
position is that he objects to the idea that general
possibilities m ght be the source of a distinctive ontol ogy of

objects that instantiate those possibilities. Consi der the
possibility that there is a talking donkey (¢3xPx). The
possibilist will claimthat it follows from this possibility

that there really is an object, possible if not actual, that
instantiates it; there is an object, that is to say, that is
possi bly a tal ki ng donkey (3xoPx). The actualist will deny that
t here need be any such object (except as a nere facon de parler)
and, in general, he will be suspicious of any object whose
exi stence woul d appear to depend upon its being the instanti ator
in this way of a general possibility.

But the identity properties of nmerely possible objects and
the alien kinds are just of this sort. It is only because of
the possibility of there being an identity property for such and
such a possibiliumand it is only because of the possibility of
t here being a kind which plays such and such a role that we are
led to believe that there are such properties or kinds. Wthout
the belief in the general possibilities, we woul d have no reason
to believe that there were such things. On this understanding

of what |ies behind the actualist's position, then, he wll
remai n suspi cious of these properties and kinds on account of
their possi bilist origins, even though he accepts that they

11 See Plantinga [76].

2 Fine ([77], 84) and MM chael ([83a], 60-61) devel op
obj ections al ong these |ines.
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exist. He will think of them |ike other problematic existents,
of stﬁgding in need of analysis in terns of existents of another
sort.

82 The Possibility of Proxy Reduction

As a result of these difficulties, many philosophers have
given up on the idea of proxy reduction; and, indeed, the
difficulties in the particular reduction proposed above m ght
appear to extend to any reduction whatever. For consider again
our mniature pluriverse with its three worlds w, w, w, and its
two particles o and R; and suppose that a represents, or goes
proxy for, o. Then it nust also represent 3. For a nust be an
actual object (or, at l|least, actualistically acceptable); and
so, if it failed to represent B, we could distinguish between «
and B in an actualistically acceptable manner, since o would
have the property of being represented by a while R would not.
This therefore suggests that it will in general be inpossible to
obtain a uni que proxy for each possible individual and that any
acceptabl e form of proxy reduction nust therefore fail

Uni queness of proxies is not, however, necessary for a proxy
reduction to succeed.? W nmay reduce three-dinensiona
Eucl i dean geonetry to real analysis by identifying each point
with a triple of real nunbers. But the identification is far
fromuni que. Indeed, any given point m ght be associated with
any given triple. But the anbiguity will not nmatter as |ong as
it does not result in any anbiguity in truth-value of the
sentences to be reduced. This therefore suggests that we nmay
let a represent o and b represent [ under one schenme of
representation as long as we are also prepared to allow that a
represents R and b represents o under another. The previous
difficulty then di sappears since, given the symmetric nature of
the representations (which cannot thensel ves be actualistically
di stinguished), we will be left with no way to distinguish
bet ween o and RB.1°

A probl emremai ns, however. For a simlar story should be
told about w, and w,. There will be two proxies, say w and v,
that indifferently represent w, and w, or w, and w;. Suppose now
that we pick on a particular scheme of representation, say that
in which a represents o, b represents B, w represents w, and v
represents w,. Then how are we to determ ne which paths for a

13 A related objection is nmade in Fine ([85], 82) and an
altogether different objection to the necessary existence of
alien properties is devel oped by Lewis ([86], 160-1).

4 Contrary to what the criticisnms in Lewis ([86], 158 &
163-4) m ght appear to suggest.

15 Curiously, simlar difficulties arise in understanding
Cantor's account of cardinal numbers as sets of units (Fine
[98a]) .
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and b are to be assigned in w? \hatever we say, the paths
assigned in v nust be the reverse. But there seens to be no
basis for taking the paths to go one way rather than the other.
Thus even when we pick on a particular scheme of representati on,
there appear to be irresolvable indeterm nacies in howit is to
be appli ed.

In order to solve this further difficulty, we nust sonehow
‘coordi nate' the representation of individuals and worlds. Let
me indicate one way in which this night be done.!® Let us

suppose that we use the distinct actual entities w, w, ... as
proxies for the possible worlds and the distinct actual entities
l4 1, ... as proxies for the nerely possible individuals. Then

coordi nation nmay be achieved by neans of a proxy-pluriverse.
This consists of the class Wof world-proxies, the class | of
i ndi vidual -proxies, and a class of proxy relationships, where
each proxy relationship is of the form<w, R i, i, , o>,

for wa proxy-world, R an (actual) n-adic relation, and il, I 5,

, 1, proxy- i ndi vi dual s. Intuitively, a proxy relatlonshlp
i ndi cafes that the relation R holds of the possi bl e individual s
represented by i,, i, ..., i, in the possible world represented

by w. Thus a proxy-pluriverse represents how the pluriverse
m ght be; it provides an explicit tabulation, via the proxies,
of the relatlonshlps that hold of the possible individuals in
each of the worlds.

A proxy pluriverse will not in general be ‘realistic’; it
will not represent the way the pluriverse really is. How then
are such proxy pluriverses to be singled out? In order to
answer this question, let us suppose that we are given a well-
ordering i, i, .... of all the proxy-individuals; and |et us
say that the proxy-world w of the proxy-pluriverse is realized
by a corresponding well-ordering of individuals x;, x, ... if R
hol ds of X, Xio -, XgnjuUst incase <w, R i, Ty «ovy 10>
is a proxy-relationship of the proxy pluriverse. Thus a proxy-
world will be realized by an assi gnnent of individuals to proxy-
i ndi viduals (x;to i,, X, toi, ...) if it correctly represents
the relations that hold among those individuals. So, for
exanple, it will represent R s holding of x,, Xx; (via the proxy-
relationship <w, R i, i3> just in case R does hold of x, and
X, A proxy-pluriverse may now be said to be realistic (under a
given well-ordering of its proxy-individuals) if possibly there

1 The basic idea behind the method is presented in Fine

([77], 148) and a rel ated approach has been devel oped by Sider
([01], 85).

1"We shal | suppose that distinct proxy-worlds enter into
different relationships - so that if w # v then there is a
relation R and proxy-individuals i, i, ..., i, wiich are such
that <w, R i, 1, ..., i,>is a proxy relatlonshlp within the
proxy pluriverse while <v, R i, i, ..., i,>1is not, or vice

versa.



is an x,, possibly there is an x,, ... such that:
(i) each x; is distinct froma,, a,, ..., where a,, a,,

is alist of all the actual individuals;
(i) x; and x, are distinct for j = k;
(ii1) necessarily any i ndi vidual is identical to a; or a, or
or to x, or X, or ...
(iv) each proxy- world is possi bly realized by x;, x,, ...;
(v) it is necessary that some proxy-world is reallzed by xb

X,
cl auses (i)-(iii) say that x,, Xx,, ... are pairw se distinct and
toget her constitute the domain of possibilia; clause (iv)says
t hat each of the proxy-worlds represents a genuine possibility
(under the given assignnment of i ndividuals to proxy-
i ndividuals); and clause (vg says that the proxy-worlds exhaust
t he genui ne p053|b|I|t|es

G ven a realistic proxy-pluriverse, we my then quantify
over the proxy-worlds and the proxy-individuals as if they were
the possible worlds and the possible individuals of the real

pl uriverse. Thus instead of saying that R holds of certain
possi bl e individuals in a given possible world, we may say that
<w, R, i, j> is a proxy-relationship within the given proxy-
pluriverse. There will of course be many realistic pluriverses
(and many ways of ordering their proxy-individuals). But the
anbiguity will not matter, since different realistic pluriverses

are i sonorphi c and hence will yield the sane truth-value for any
gi ven possibilist claim

The resulting reduction is highly inel egant. It requires
enor nous expressive resources in order to capture a relatively
nodest extension in expressive power. For whether a given

proxy-pluriverse is realistic depends upon the truth of the
infinitary proposition given by the clauses (i)-(v) above. And
so, in stating any given reduction, we nust either possess the
means to express this infinitary proposition, in which case the
| anguage of the reduction nust itself be infinitary, or we nust
possess the nmeans to refer to this proposition (or to a
corresponding sentence), in which case the |anguage of the
reduction nust be capable of describing the structure and
semantics of an infinitary | anguage or ontol ogy of propositions.

But there is a nore serious problem For how can we be
sure that there is arealistic proxy-pluriverse? The problemis
essentially one of cardinality. For in order for a proxy-
pluriverse to be realistic there nust possibly be an x,, possibly
be an x, ... such that x,, x, ... are all the possible
i ndividuals that there are. There nmust therefore be as mny
variables 'x,", 'x,), ... - or operators 'possibly an x;',
'possibly an x,', ... - as there are possible objects. But
suppose there are ¢ such operators, for some cardi nal nunber c.
It is then arguable that there could be a greater, infinite

8 A simlar nodal description of the pluriverse is given in
Fine ([77], 147).
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nunmber d of possibilia. For there could be a possible world
that contained d ‘'parallel' wuniverses, each wth its own
particles; and since there are presumably only finitely many
actual particles (and since, necessarily, each particle is
necessarily a particle), at |least d of these particles fromthe
parall el universes will be nonactual.

There are perhaps ways in which this [atter problem can be
solved. ' But a general formof the cardinality worry renmins.
For if a proxy-reduction is to succeed, there nust be a one-one
correspondence between the possible individuals and worlds of
the pluriverse, one the one side, and the objects of the actual
world, on the other. (O perhaps we should say, nore
cautiously, between the possible individuals and worlds of the
pluriverse and the objects of sonme possible world, since one
m ght carry out the reduction from the perspective of sonme

possible world, viewed as actual, rather than from the
perspective of the actual world itself.)
But is such an assunption reasonabl e? WIIl there be a

world within the pluriverse of the same 'size' as the pluriverse
itself? This is a difficult question (and of sone interest in
itself). But | aminclined to think the answer is 'no'. For
there is a puzzl e whose sol uti on appears to require that we give
the assunption up.?® | shall state the puzzle for the case of

‘communi cating egos', though there are other fornms it m ght
t ake.

We imagine ourselves attenpting to ascertain how nany
possi bl e Cartesian egos there are. Now even if there are no

actual Cartesian egos, there could be one. That is:
(1) There is at | east one possible ego.
It is also plausible that:

(2) G ven any possible world containing one or nore egos,
there is a possible world in which those egos exist and in
whi ch, for any subclass of those egos, there is an ego which is
in telepathic communication with just those of the given egos
that are nmenbers of the subcl ass.

Finally, we may wish to maintain that:

(3) G ven any cl ass of possi bl e egos, there is sonme possible

world in which they all exist.

19 One sol ution, suggested in Fine ([77],148), is to use so-
called 'quasi-classes’ to set up a one-one correspondence
between the possibilia and the actualia (a great gain in
el egance and sinplicity is thereby also achieved). Quasi -
cl asses are the possibilist counterpart of plural quantification
(in the sense of Boolos [84]) and were introduced, along wth
the general idea of plural quantification, in Fine ([77], 146-
7).

20 Sonme rel ated argunments, based on di agonal considerations,
have been discussed by Forrest and Arnstrong [84], Bringsjord
[ 85], Menzel [86a], and Kaplan [95].
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Al t hough each of these assunmptions is individually
pl ausi bl e, together they are inconsistent. For from (3)
(letting the class be the class of all possible egos), it
follows that:

(4) There is a possible world (call it Descartes' world) in

whi ch all possi bl e egos exist.
From (1), it follows that:

(5) Descartes' world contains sonme egos.
And from (2), it follows that:

(6) G ven any possi bl e worl d which contains sone egos, there
is a possible world which contains nore egos,
since in the world with tel epathic conmunication there will be
nore communi cati ng egos than egos with which they comrunicate.
But (4) and (6) are inconpatible with one another, since there
can be no possible world which contains nore egos than the cl ass

of themall. What are we to say? Which of the assunptions (1)
- (3) should be given up? It is natural to suppose that it
shoul d be (3). But we would like this principle for the nost

part to be true. And if we ask what is it about the class of
all possible egos that prevents themfromall existing, the only
acceptabl e answer would appear to be that the class is too
|arge. In other words, the domains of each possible world wil
be subject to a 'limtation of size'; and even though the
pluriverse may be capable of exceeding this size, the worlds
within the pluriverse will not be. Each such world will possess
an ‘"actual' or ‘'actualizable' infinity of objects and be
i ncapabl e of accommpdating the 'potential' infinity of possible
obj ects that belong to the pluriverse as a whole.? But if this
is our motivation for rejecting the possible existence of all
possi bl e egos, then we are obliged to conclude that there are
nor e possi bl e egos than there are objects in any possi ble world,
since it is only this that prevents them all from possibly
exi sti ng.

If this is right, then the assunption that there could be
as many actuals as possibles is untenabl e and the whol e idea of
a proxy reduction should be abandoned.? But even if it is not
ri ght and another solution to the puzzle be discovered, there is
still sonething unsatisfactory, for the reasons already given,
about having the adequacy of the reduction depend upon such

2L This is a distinction that may be easier for the
actualist rather than for the possibilist to maintain. For the
actualist may argue that just as there is no perspective (one
transcending all ordinals) from which the class of all sets is
given, so there is no perspective (one transcending all possible
worl ds) from which the class of all possibilia is given. (I'n
this connection, see Menzel ([86a], [86b]) and G im|[86]).

22 There is a related problem over cardinality in
representing Fregean abstracts as sets within the cumnulative
hi erarchy (Fine [98b]).
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substantive netaphysical views; and it would be desirable if
sone other way of of reducing possibilist discourse could be
found.

83 Reduction wi thout Proxies

It is inportant to bear in mnd that a reduction need not
proceed via proxies. The nmother of all reductions, Russell's
t heory of descriptions, cannot readily be regarded as one in
which entity gives way to entity and another exanple, nore

pertinent to our present concerns, is that in  which
gquantification over pairs is replaced by quantification pairs.
| nstead of saying '"there is a pair x such that ..." , one says
"there is an x, and an Xx, such that ' Here there is no
single entity that goes proxy for a pair. M a n

phi |l osophers seem to have followed Lewis ([86], 141) in

supposing that they nust either go wth proxy reduction
("ersatzism ) or accept possible worlds realism But this is a
false dilemma. For as | have indicated in previous work® | it
is possible to provide a straightforward nonproxy reduction of
possi bilist discourse.

The basic idea is to to take nodality as primtive and to
treat the possibilist quantifier "there is a possible object x'
as equivalent to 'possibly there is an object x' - where the
second quantifier (in the scope of the possibility operator) is
actualist, ranging in each world over the actual objects of that
wor | d. Thus to say that there is a possible object that is
possi bly a tal king donkey is to say that possibly there is an
obj ect that is possibly a tal king donkey.

Unfortunately, the above nmet hod does not work in all cases.
To say that there is a possible object that is not actual is not
to say that possibly there is an (actual) object that is not
actual, since the the latter claimis necessarily false while
the former claimis presumably true. The nmethod nust therefore
be nodified. The difficulty 1is that the possibility
operator takes us to another world, whereas we wi sh to eval uate
the statement governed by the possibilist quantifier in the
original world. W therefore need sone device to take us back
to the original world. There are various ways in which this
m ght be done, but let me here present just one. Back-reference
is to be achieved, in the nost direct and straightforward
manner, by nmeans of reference to the actual world. Thus to say
that there is a possible object that is not actual will be to
say that the actual world is such that it is possible that there
is an object whose non-existence is conpatible with that world
bei ng actual. And, in general, to say that sone possible object
' s is to say that the actual world is such that it is possible
that there is an object whose ¢-ing is conpatible with that

23 Beginning with Fine ([77], 130-9). A conparison with the
st andard proxy reduction is made in Fine ([85], 180-3) and sone
technical details can be found in Fine ([79], [81], [82]).
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wor |l d being actual.

Of course, this reduction requires reference to the actua
worl d. But such reference is not objectionable to the actuali st
as such, for his conplaint is against the possibles of a given
ki nd - whether they be worlds or individuals - and not agai nst
t he ki nds thensel ves.

The reduction of possible worlds is now nerely the speci al
case of the reduction of possible individuals in which the
i ndividuals are taken to be the worlds. Thus to say 'for sone

possible world" will be to say 'possibly for some (actual)
worl d" in the sinplest case; and back-reference can be achieved
in the general case in the sane way as before. (Thus worl ds
will now play a double role, as the objects of quantification

and as the means for securing back-reference).

Of course, we do not get rid of the world on this approach -
merely, possible worlds. But the problem for the actualist is
not with the actual world, but with possible entities, whether
they be worlds or of sonme other kind. If we also wish to get
rid of the actual world and treat it as a special kind of fact,
say, or proposition, thenthis is something that m ght be tacked
onto the present reduction but is of no concern to the actuali st
as such

The beauty of the nethod is that it does not require any
addition to the ontol ogy. Quantification over possibilia, be
they worlds or individuals, is elimnated in favour of the
correspondi ng quantification over actualia. There is a direct
trade between the the ontol ogy of possibilia, on the one hand,
and the ideology of nmodality, on the other. Mor eover, the
assunmpti ons upon which the reduction depends are m ni mal. It
need only be assuned that:

(1) necessarily there is a world; and

(2) necessarily, for any world and true proposition, the
truth of the proposition is inplied by the existence of the
wor | d. %4
Once these assunptions are granted, the adequacy of the
reduction i s guaranteed.

The main difficulty with this approach is that it is not
clear how it is to be extended to quantification over sets of
possi bles (Fine [77], 145). We could try to understand such
gquantification as quantification over possible sets. But a
possi bl e set can only consist of conpossibles, i.e. of objects
that can possibly all exist, whereas we should also allow for
gquantification over all sets of nonconpossible objects.

A uniformsolution to this problemis available in the case
of any proxy reduction, since a set of the objects from the
cl ass of objects to be reduced can al ways be identified with the
set of their proxies; and it would be desirable if a uniform

22 1f we wish to take care of questions concerning the
identity of worlds, then it should al so be assunmed that there is
necessarily at nost one worl d.
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solution could also be obtained in the case of any nonproxy
reduction. One possibility hereis to treat quantification over
sets as a certain form of plural quantification. To say that
there is a set Xis to say, in effect, that there are certain
i ndi viduals x,, X,, ...; and to say that x ¢ X is to say, in
effect, that x is one of the individuals x,, x,, .... Let us be
a little nore precise. Suppose that we are sonehow equi pped
wi th an understanding of a first-order |anguage L, in which the
gquantifiers range over what we shall please to call individuals;
and let it be granted that our understanding extends, in
principle, to sentences of infinitary length (we could equally
well work with propositions rather than sentences). Suppose
that we now i ntroduce a quantifier 3X over sets of individuals;
and consi der any sentence ¢ of the resulting | anguage. W w sh
to extend the truth-predicate to the resulting | anguage, though
wi t hout quantifying over sets. This may be done inductively on
the logical conplexity of the sentence to which the truth-
predicate is applied. The clauses in the case of the truth-
functional connective and the quantifier 3x over individuals are
straightforward. And so that |eaves sentences of the form 3Xo.
Intuitively, we wish to say that such a sentence is true iff an
instance is true, but we have no straightforward way of saying
what an instance is. Wat we nay do instead is to find a first-
order counterpart of an instance. This nay be obtained in two
st eps. First we replace each free occurrence of the set-
variable "X in ¢ by a tern1 {xr Xgr oo }' with a given nunmber
of distinct new variables 'x,', X,), ... (sets give way to
i ndi vidual s); and then we replace each atom c subfornmula 'x e
{x;, X,, ... }" in the resulting formula by "X = x; v X = X, V
...". (menmbership gives way to identity), and simlarly for all
other atomic subformula involving {x, X, . } 2. Let the
resulting sentence be ¢'. Then an instance of 3X¢ is a sentence
of the form3x,, X, ... .

We thereby obtain truth-conditions for a | anguage L, with
variables for both individuals and sets of individuals. The
met hod can be extended to a language L; with quantifiers that
range over sets of 'rank' < 2, i.e. over sets whose nenbers are
ei ther individuals or sets of individuals; and the construction
may then be continued into the transfinite. W thereby obtain
truth-conditions for alanguage L_ of arbitrary order o, and so,
as long as we are able to identify the sets we wish to quantify
over as those whose rank is less than a given ordinal o, we are
in a position to account for quantification over such sets in
ternms of our understanding of the base | anguage.

This reduction does not allowus to elimnate reference to
sets altogether, since the definition of truth requires the full

2 Atonmic formulas of the form{x,, Xx,, ... } e X, x e y and
= {X;, X, ... } are replaced by 1, and X = Y is treated as
definitionally equivalent to wvx(x e X - X e Y). Speci al

provi sion should be made for the null class.
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resources of set theory.?® But the reduction does show how we
may extend our understanding of quantification over sets of
arbitrary rank to the ontology of any infinitary first-order

| anguage. And since our nonproxy reduction of possibilist
di scourse extends straightforwardly tothe infinitary quantifier
"there are possible objects x;, x,, ...", we are thereby able to

account for higher-order quantification over sets of possible
i ndi viduals, sets of such sets, and so on throughout the
cunmul ative hierarchy. %

84 Fictionalism

We have argued agai nst any proxy reduction of the possible
to the actual and in favour of a certain form of nonproxy
reduction. But are there any other acceptable fornms of nonproxy
reducti on?

One candidate is the nodal fictionalism of Rosen [90].28
The possibilist wishes to assert:

(e) possibly there are talking donkeys iff there is a
possi ble world in which donkeys talKk.

And, in general, where ¢ is a nodal claim and ¢ is its
possi bilist translation, the possibilist will maintain:
(B) o iff o

But, given that he accepts the possibility of talking donkeys
and other such nodal clainms, he is thereby commtted to a

pl ethora of possible worlds. The fictionalist, by contrast,

will think of the possibilist's views of the pluriverse as

constituting a fiction and will therefore replace (e) wth:
(e") possi bly there are tal ki ng donkeys iff it is true

according to the fictional account of the pluriverse that there
is sonme possible world in which there are tal king donkeys;

and, nore generally, he will replace (E) with:
(E') o iff it is true in PWthat ¢,
where PWis the fictional account of the pluriverse. In th

nodal di scourse without commtting hinmself to its ontol ogy.
maki ng the transition from ordinary nodal claim to the
possi bilist translation, we enter a fictional real mof possibl

S
way, he can take advantage of the possible world semantics for
I n
ir
e

26 I ndeed, it also requires that we be able to treat the
domai n of sets in the object-language as a set within the neta-
| anguage. But this set-theoretic ‘ascent’ is something which
one m ght argue is always avail able to us.

2" The idea behind this reduction derives from Goedel’s
reconstruction of Russell’s no-class theory in [90], 132.

28 A related form of fictionalism to which simlar

criticisms apply, is that of Armstrong [89]. An al t oget her
di fferent approach, which | shall not discuss, is that of Forbes
([85], 89-95). The view is critically examned in Cresswel
([90], 47-62) and Chihara ([98], chap. 4).
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worlds and their inhabitants, according to the fictionalist,
rat her than one that is genuinely there.

The view, as stated, would appear to fall flat on its face.
For on any account of the fiction PWthat m ght reasonably be
proposed, there will presumably be possibilist transl ations ¢
of modal claims ¢ whose truth-value is not settled within PW
Perhaps ¢  is the claimthat there is a possible world in which
there are nore than n;;, individuals. It is not then inplausible
to suppose that:

(I') it is not true in PWthat sone possible world contains

nore than N, individuals and it is not true in PWthat every
possi ble world contains at nost =, individuals.
But, fromthe nodified equival ence (E') above and the first part
of (1), it follows that it is not possible that there are nore
t han n,, individuals and, from (E ) and the second part of (1),
it follows that it is not necessary that there are at nost N,
individuals. And this is a contradiction.

In the face of this difficulty, Rosen ([90], 341-3) has
suggested that nodal clains ¢ |ike the one above shoul d be taken
to be indetermnate, i.e., to be neither true nor false. But
this is of no help in avoiding the contradiction unless
principle (E') is somehow nodified. Presumably, the intent is
that it should take the form

(E'') it is true that ¢ iff it is true in PWthat ¢,
where 'it 1is true that' is an operator that converts an
i ndeterm nate statenment into one that is fal se. But the scope
of the view is now seriously conprom sed, for we |ack any
account of what it is in general for a nmpdal statement ¢ to
hol d. Where ¢ is indetermnate, we would |like there to be a
possi bili st or quasi - possi bi li st transl ation t hat i's
correspondingly indeterm nate. But the fictionalist is unable
to provide any such translation, since ¢ and 'In PW ¢ are

both fal se. Thus the fictionalist is unable adequately to
represent the question 'Is it possible that there are nore than
N;, i ndividuals? . He can only provide a question to which the

answer is 'No', whereas we want a question to which the answer
is neither 'Yes' nor 'No'.

Nunmer ous ot her difficulties for the view have been raised. ?
Three that strike nme as especially serious are as follows.
First, the account depends upon a problematic notion of what it
is to be true in a fiction. For can we understand this notion
in the required way wthout al ready presupposing an
under st anding of nodality? Second, it is not clear how to
speci fy an adequate fiction PW one that will deliver the right
trut h-val ues, w thout already presupposing the truth of the
nodal statenments whose truth-conditions are in question. Third,
t he account does not adequately represent the content of nodal

2 See Rosen ([90], [93], [95]), Brock [93], Noonan [94],
Divers [95], Hale [95], Nolan [96], Chihara [98], and Sider
[ 00] .
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claims even should it get their truth-value right. To nake the
controversial <claim that things are necessarily spatio-
tenmporally connected is not to claim that it is true in a
fiction, in which every possible world is taken to be spatio-
tenporally connected, that every possible world is spatio-
tenporally connected, even should the claimbe true. (To sone
extent, these difficulties are interdependent. W m ght solve
the first difficulty, for exanple, by taking truth-in-a-fiction
to be strict logical inplication, but the second difficulty then
beconmes nore acute).

From our own point of view, Rosen's fictionalisminvolves
a large el enent of overkill. For it attenpts to get rid of the
ordinary nodal idionms in addition to the ontol ogy of possible
wor | ds and individuals. But suppose we are happy with the nodal
idioms and nerely wish to rid ourselves of possibilia. A much
nore satisfactory formof fictionalism can then be maintained.
For we can take the possible worlds semantics itself to
constitute a fiction. Thus anpbng the basic postul ates of the
fiction will be the follow ng:

(i) Astatenent is true iff it is true in the actual world;

(i1) Possibly Ais true in a world iff Ais true in sonme
wor | d;

(iii) Something ¢"sis trueinawrldwiff some individual
of wo's in w

We also inmport all truths into the fiction as long as their
quantifiers are restricted to what is actual.?®

There are three maj or differences between our fictionalism
and Rosen's. First, instead of telling a netaphysical story
about the constitution of the pluriverse, as wth Rosen's
account, our fiction tells a semantical story about the
connection of the pluriverse with the nodal facts. Second,
truth-in-a-fiction is not a new substantive notion for us; it is
sinply logical inplication (in the strict sense). Third, the
connecti on between nodal and possibilist clainms is reconceived.
| nst ead of nodifying the original equivalence (E) to (E') (or to
(E'")), we nodify it to: (E""") it is true in the fiction
that (o iff o).
Thus the original equivalence (E) is itself taken to be
assertible within the given fiction and reasoning can proceed
within the fiction as if we were bona fide possibilists.

It is clear, in the light of these differences, that our
account is not subject to the difficulties nentioned above.
Since we do not insist wupon (E), the difficulty over
i ndeterm nacy does not arise. But should the actuali st
statenment ¢ be true, there is no difficulty in showing that ¢
is true in the fiction. For (¢ iff o) will be true in the
fiction by the semantical postulates, ¢ will be true in the

30 This corresponds to Rosen's 'encyclopedia' ([90], 335).
We need the restriction to prevent the inportation of sonething
li ke "everything is actual'.
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fiction by inportation, and so ¢ will be true in the fiction as
a | ogical consequence. Thus (E') will never fail when ¢ is
either true or false; and there will be no unwanted gaps. Since

the inported nodal truths may be used in this way to deliver the
correct possibilist consequences, there is no special difficulty
i n providing an adequat e noncircul ar account of what the fiction

i S. Finally, there will be no difficulty over according the
correct content to nodal clainms, since no attenpt is made to
ascribe a content to them Qur aim is sinmply to adopt a

fictionalist sinmulacrum of possibilist discourse.?!
The new formof fictionalismis analogous to if-then-ismin

the philosophy of mathematics®* and is not wthout its
attractions. It is still subject to difficulties, however. For
we have substantive views about the nature of possible worlds -
we do not think of them as nmere ciphers. We are inclined to

t hink, for exanple, that no two worlds can be exactly alike or
that what is true at a world cannot be different from what it
is. These views should not, of course, be understood as being
literally true of how things are for the fictionalist, since he
does not believe in many worlds, but it should be possible for
himto understand them as being true of how things are in the
fiction. Thus he should take it to be true in the fiction that
no two worlds are exactly alike or that what is true in a world

cannot be different fromwhat it is. However, under the nost
natural construal of what the fiction is, these various
guestions concerning the content of the fiction will not be
settled one way or the other. The worlds serve nerely as pegs

upon which to hang the nodal truths and nothing beyond their
serving this structural role need be said about their nature.
So the view will suffer froma problem of inconpleteness after
all, not with respect to ordinary nodal clainms but with respect
to the superstructure of worlds within which they are enmbedded.

How mi ght this inconpleteness be repaired? There are two
mai n opti ons. The first is to add postulates to the fiction
that explicitly describe the nature of the worlds. Thus there
may be a postulate stipulating that no two worlds are exactly
al i ke. But we then a face a variant of the third of the
obj ections |listed above. For to claim in the intended sense,
that no two worlds are exactly alike is not to claimthat this
is true in a fiction in which it has been stipulated to hold.
The other option is to have these various clains follow from
actualist nmodal truths in nuch the sane way that the existence
of worlds with tal ki ng donkeys follows fromthe possibility that
donkeys talk. Thus suppose we take it to be true that

31 1 mght note that the objections made by Brock [93] and
Hale [95] are also inapplicable to the present version of
fictionalism

32 As characterized in 83 of Putnam[67], for exanple.
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necessarily for any (actual) world w and necessarily for any
distinct world v there is sone elenentary fact holding in v but
not in w(or vice versa). Then the rest of the fiction m ght be
so set up that, once this nodal truth is inported into the
fiction, the desired possibilist truth concerning the
discernibility of distinct worlds will follow But in this
case, the fictionalism does no work for, given that our
actual i st nodal |anguage already contains quantification over
wor | ds, possibilist quantification over worlds and individuals
will be definable in the manner of our own reduction. Thus
fictionalism of the supra-nodal sort is either inadequate or
redundant . 33
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