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ABSTRACT

I defend the claim that every individual must have existed; or, in other words, that
every individual is a necessary existent. Henceforth, I shall take the expression
‘necessary existence’ to abbreviate this claim, and I shall take ‘contingent existence’
to abbreviate the negation of this claim. In order to defend necessary existence, |
clarify what I mean by ‘exists’. 1 argue that there are many different senses of
‘exists’, and exactly one of these senses is appropriate for the purposes of
philosophical logic and modal metaphysics. Making essential use of this sense of
‘exists’, I defend necessary existence against various objections embodied in several
arguments for contingent existence. Having responded to these arguments, I then
outline the requirements for a convincing case for necessary existence. Specifically, I
argue that a metaphysical case must be made for the acceptance of this claim. This
metaphysical case for necessary existence is embodied in an argument I present from
the metaphysics of propositions. The premises of this argument concern the
conditions under which a proposition is true and a proposition exists. Given these
premises, it follows that everything is a necessary existent. I defend this argument
from a number of objections to the metaphysics of propositions presented here. Ithen
present and defend three arguments from formal, logical considerations for necessary
existence. These three arguments make use of three common axioms or rules of
inference. I defend each of these three principles from the objections posed by Saul
Kripke, Kit Fine, and Arthur Prior. I then defend necessary existence from the
challenges posed by Alvin Plantinga’s modal theory of essences, David Lewis’s
counterpart theory, and Alan McMichael’s role semantics. This completes my
defence of the three arguments from formal considerations and the argument from
metaphysical considerations.
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INTRODUCTION

The claim that there are contingent existents seems to be part of the bedrock of
common sense.' It appears to be one of those Moorean claims whose truth we are far
surer of than any premise of a philosophical argument demonstrating the contrary.
Simply put, that there are contingent existents seems to be a claim philosophers deny
at their peril. (Henceforth, I will use ‘contingent existence’ to abbreviate the claim
that there are contingent existents and ‘necessary existence’ to abbreviate the claim
that everything is a necessary existent.)

As well as enjoying strong intuitive support, there are many commonsensical
arguments in support of contingent existence. Most prominent among them is the
argument based on a naturalistic analysis of existence, where an individual exists just
in case that individual is causally efficacious, spatially located, or temporally located.
On this analysis, it is highly implausible to claim that everything is a necessary
existent. But there are further arguments in support of contingent existence — these
arguments are based on considerations such as the necessity of origin, natural kinds,
Ockham’s razor, and a Humean account of possibility. So contingent existence is not

only anchored in intuition, but its apparent truth is also supported by many

' G. E. Moore famously begins his article, ‘In Defence of Common Sense’, with a list of ‘truisms,
every one of which (in my opinion) I know, with certainty to be true’. One of these ‘truisms’ is that
‘the earth had existed for many of these years, also, large numbers of human bodies had, at every
moment, been alive upon it; and many of these bodies had died and ceased to exist before it [Moore’s
body] had been born’. Underlying this ‘truism’ is a commitment to contingent existence, and also a
naturalistic understanding of the existence predicate, an understanding that I argue in the following
chapter is inappropriate for the purposes of modal metaphysics and philosophical logic. See Moore
1925, pp. 193-194.



Introduction

philosophical arguments whose premises are independently plausible. All of these
should incline one against necessary existence, the curious claim I propose to defend.

But contingent existence is not altogether invulnerable to attack. From simple
principles governing the logic of necessity and also from plausible metaphysical
principles governing the truth and existence of propositions, we can reasonably
conclude that everything is a necessary existent. In which case, it seems that our
existence knows no bounds; it is unfenced, one might say.2

A seemingly intractable problem therefore presents itself. It seems absurd to
suppose that everything is a necessary existent, yet some fundamental claims that
seem to underlie the metaphysics of propositions and also the principles of a simple
quantified modal logic — the sort of principles we want to use in our modal reasoning
— lead simply and quickly to just that apparently absurd conclusion. As a result, we
are faced with a decision. Which of the following intuitively supported elements
should be denied: the semantics and metaphysics that yield contingent existence or the
metaphysical and logical principles that give rise to necessary existence? I resolve
this conflict between contingent existence and necessary existence in favour of
necessary existence, and I argue that the objections to necessary existence embodied
in the arguments for contingent existence can all be answered. Let me briefly outline

my defence of necessary existence.

AN OUTLINE OF MY DEFENCE OF NECESSARY EXISTENCE
Chapter 2 examines a semantic argument against necessary existence, where ‘exists’

is taken to have some naturalistic meaning. I argue there that ‘exists’ should not be

2 The phrase, ‘unfenced existence’, is due to Philip Larkin. It occurs in his poem ‘Here’:
Here is unfenced existence:
Facing the sun, untalkative, out of reach.
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taken to have this meaning in the context of philosophical logic and modal
metaphysics. Rather, in this context the meaning of ‘exists’ must be governed by a
logical principle termed ‘the Existence Principle’. On this understanding of existence,
an individual exists just in case that individual is something, and being something
does not entail having any naturalistic properties such as being spatially located, being
causally efficacious, or being temporally located. Consequently, if this argument is
sound, then this semantic objection does not threaten the truth of necessary existence.

In Chapter 3 I outline several further objections to necessary existence
embodied in arguments founded on the necessity of origin, natural kinds, Ockham’s
razor, a Humean account of possibility, and other such considerations. These
objections can all be satisfactorily answered, or so I argue. In some cases, a
satisfactory response requires the development of a metaphysics that accommodates
necessary existence. This metaphysics forms a natural complement to the analysis of
existence given in Chapter 2, but it does not come without a price. Specifically, the
adoption of this metaphysics requires a revision of many widely shared modal
intuitions such as the necessity of origin, the impossibility of bare particulars, and
intuitions concerning natural kinds.

One can imagine the proponent of contingent existence refusing to adopt such
a metaphysics because, she claims, we are far surer of the intuitions mentioned above
than any metaphysics which requires their revision. In Chapter 4, I examine what it
would take to change the objector’s mind. Timothy Williamson has advanced an
argument of the following sort for necessary existence: necessary existence is a
consequence of a simple modal logic; formal simplicity of this sort is a guide to truth;
therefore, necessary existence is true. On Williamson’s view, a formal argument

utilising a simple modal logic for necessary existence should convince the objector of
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the truth of necessary existence. Contrary to Williamson, I argue that a metaphysical
argument is required, in addition to any formal argument, in developing a convincing
case for necessary existence. This metaphysical argument is defended in Chapter 5.

Chapter 6 turns to more theoretical issues. Necessary existence follows from
some simple principles of the propositional modal system K together with classical
quantification theory. In this logic, there are three formal arguments for necessary
existence. These three arguments contain three common elements: the assertion of
formulas containing free variables as lines in proofs, the assumption that all domains
are non-empty, and the use of the rule of necessitation. That all domains are non-
empty is also assumed in the metaphysical argument given in Chapters 5.
Accordingly, the denial of this claim would threaten not only the formal arguments
given in Chapter 6 but also the metaphysical argument given in Chapter 5. Chapters 7
— 9 examine the denial of each of these elements in turn.

I then turn to a defence of necessary existence on a different front. I discuss
three influential proposals that cast necessary existence and the arguments for this
claim in a completely different light because they offer a new way of understanding
modal statements. These three proposals are Alvin Plantinga’s theory of essences,
David Lewis’s counterpart theory, and Alan McMichael’s role semantics. On each of
these proposals, necessary existence is false, and Chapters 10 — 12 argue against the
adoption of these proposals in turn. This concludes my defence of necessary

existence.
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A  SEMANTIC ARGUMENT AGAINST
NECESSARY EXISTENCE

One prominent argument that explicates the Moorean intuition supporting the
apparent truth of contingent existence is a semantic argument of the following sort.

To exist is to be spatially located (or temporally located, or causally

efficacious). If necessary existence is true, then I am necessarily

spatially located (or temporally located, or causally efficacious). But I

might have lacked spatial location (or temporal location, or causal

efficacy). Therefore, necessary existence is false.

In response to this objection to necessary existence, I argue that the first premise of
this argument is false. In order to argue against this premise, I defend a certain view
of the meaning of ‘exists’ in philosophical logic and modal metaphysics. This view is
rooted in a bit of ordinary language philosophy, but the view does not ultimately end
up in this philosophical quarter: I make descriptive claims about what we do mean by
‘exists’, and I then make a normative claim about what we should mean by ‘exists’, at
least within philosophical logic and modal metaphysics.

To begin to describe the view I defend, I will suggest that ‘exists’ has many
meanings. This claim can hardly be described as controversial — all but the shortest
dictionaries containing the most abbreviated entries list several meanings for ‘exists’.
Though the claim that ‘exists’ has many meanings is clearly true as a descriptive

claim about natural language, its truth is not particularly important on its own. What

is important, what must be kept in mind when discussing questions of existence, is
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that some of these meanings are appropriate to some branches of philosophy while
being inappropriate for others.

For example, while ‘has spatial location’ might be an appropriate sense of
“exists’ for the philosophy of perception, this sense is inappropriate for the philosophy
of mathematics. Taking ‘has spatial location’ as the meaning of ‘exists’ for the
philosophy of mathematics would quickly settle one of the most important questions
in this area, ‘Do numbers exist?’ If ‘exists’ has this meaning, it is clear that numbers
do not exist because they are not the kind of thing that can have such a property;
numbers are abstract. Therefore, it is vital that ‘exists’ should not be interpreted as
meaning ‘has spatial location’ if philosophical logic is to remain neutral on the
resolution of one of the perennial philosophical problems.

Given that ‘exists’ has many meanings, some appropriate for some branches
for philosophy, and others appropriate for other branches, I argue that ‘exists’ has one
intuitive and theoretically tractable meaning that is appropriate for philosophical
logic. If this particular meaning of ‘exists’ is taken as the meaning of ‘exists’ in the
claim that everything is a necessary existent, this claim does not seem as implausible
as it initially might appear. I will state the sense of ‘exists’ I take to be important for
philosophical logic and then defend the principle underlying this sense from a number

of objections.

THE DISAMBIGUATION OF ‘EXISTS’
In his historic Grand Jury testimony of 17 August, 1998, President Clinton introduced

a notorious disambiguation of the meaning of the word ‘is’:
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Question: Your — that statement is a completely false statement.
Whether or not Mr. Bennett knew of your relationship
with Ms. Lewinsky, the statement that there was no sex
of any kind in any manner, shape or form with President
Clinton was an utterly false statement. Is that correct?
Clinton: It all depends on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is.
If “is’ means ‘is, and never has been’, that’s one thing.
If it means, ‘there is none’, that was a completely true
statement.’
Robert Tracinski, a Conservative journalist, takes Clinton’s sentence, ‘It all depends
on what the meaning of the word “is” is’ to mean: ‘existence as such is conditional
and can be distorted to fit one’s wishes’.> Without endorsing either Clinton’s
particular disambiguation of the meaning of ‘is’ or Tracinski’s interpretation of
Clinton’s disambiguation, we may suppose that both Clinton and Tracinski suggested
something right about the existence predicate, namely, that it has many meanings
(Clinton), and it can be used for different purposes depending upon the interests of the
speaker and hearer (Tracinski’s interpretation of Clinton).

I have already claimed that ‘exists’ has many meanings in natural language, at
least according to the dictionaries. Some of these meanings include: ‘to be’, ‘to be
real’, ‘to have life’, ‘to subsist’, ‘to persist’, and ‘to occur’. Clearly, these meanings
are not equivalent in any substantial sense — a table persists, but it does not have life
nor does it occur, for example. Given that ‘exists’ has many meanings in natural
language and that much of philosophy is done in natural language, it should not be
surprising that ‘exists’ has many meanings within philosophy. What one philosopher

means by ‘exists’, another may find unrecognisable as a meaning of ‘exists’.

Consider the following scenario.

I Kristiansen 2000. The quotation marks are added to observe the use/mention distinction.
2 Tracinski 2000.
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One philosopher maintains (i) that to exist is to be temporally located,
(i1) that God is temporally located because God is in time, but (iii) that
God happens not to be causally efficacious because God never
intervenes in the world’s affairs.
Another philosopher maintains (i) that to exist is to be causally
efficacious, (ii) that God is causally efficacious because God does
intervene in the world’s affairs, but (iii) that God is not temporally
located because God is outside time.
Each philosopher, if asked, ‘Does God exist?” would respond affirmatively. But each
philosopher would express a different proposition by the sentence ‘God exists’.
Furthermore, each philosopher would be an atheist in the other’s terms. However, it
seems that both philosophers are, indeed, theists because each philosopher thinks that
God is something. It is this commonality between these two imaginary philosophers’

claims concerning God that I intend to emphasise as the one and only meaning of

‘exists’ for philosophical logic.?

THE EXISTENCE PRINCIPLE
The commonality between the two imaginary philosophers’ uses of ‘exists’ is the
meaning of ‘exists’ that Timothy Williamson argues is appropriate for philosophical
logic. Williamson claims that the existence predicate is ambiguous between a wide,
logical sense of ‘exists’ (one that is determinate solely in virtue of its intra-linguistic
connections and applies to all individuals), and a set of narrow, non-logical senses of

‘exists’ (those that are determinate, but not solely in virtue of their intra-linguistic

3 In a similar vein, Robert Adams writes, ‘I am inclined to say that in some fairly ordinary sense of
“mean,” a phenomenalist, and a philosopher who holds some conflicting theory about what it is for a
physical object to exist, do not mean exactly the same thing by “There is a bottle of milk in the
refrigerator.” But they certainly do not mean entirely different things, and they can agree that there is a
bottle of milk in the refrigerator.” See Adams 1973, p. 107. The page reference is to the reprinted

version in Helm 1981.
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connections and do not apply to all individuals).® The wide, logical sense of ‘exists’,
Williamson argues, is the sense of ‘exists’ that is appropriate for philosophical logic.
He distinguishes between these two senses by whether or not they obey the following

Existence Principle:

(EP) Fit,hts...t)-Elt, o, 1, . .. ty).

The Existence Principle is a schema where ‘¢, ‘t;’, ‘t3°, . . . ‘t,’ may be replaced by
any non-descriptive singular terms and ‘F” may be replaced by any n-place predicate
having no initial operators, such as the negation operator or the possibility operator.’

For example, if Tony Blair is wise, then, by the Existence Principle, Tony
Blair exists. A more noteworthy example can be found in Samuel Beckett’s play,
Endgame. In this play, after attempting to pray Hamm exclaims, ‘The bastard! He
doesn’t exist!’”® Assuming that a fair, though extremely pedantic, rendering of
Hamm’s thought is, ‘He, the bastard, doesn’t exist’, Hamm’s thought has violated the
Existence Principle because his thought implies that the referent of ‘he’ is a bastard,
but this individual does not exist.

I should say a word at this point on the relationship between the formula E/t
and the formula 3x x = ¢t. These formulas are not synonymous, but they are logically
equivalent. One reason for denying the synonymy between these two principles is
that the existence predicate, just like the identity relation, is primitive. In other words,
just as the identity relation is not grounded in some more basic claim not involving

this relation, the existence predicate is not grounded in some more basic predicate not

4 Williamson distinguishes a third possibility: the sense of ‘exists’ is not determinate. He dismisses this
possibility because ‘exist’ seems to function as a ‘normal predicate’ in sentences such that ‘sentences
which involve it do not tend to lack a truth value’. See Williamson 1989, p. 107.

5> This formulation of the Existence Principle corresponds to a principle Williamson dubs ‘EP+’. See

Williamson 1987/1988, pp. 125-126. In this paper, he calls the schema Fr — E!t, where ‘F is a
monadic predicate, ‘the Existence Principle’. See Williamson 1987/1988, pp. 115-116.
¢ Beckett 1958. Intriguingly, Clov replies to Hamm, “Not yet.’
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involving this very predicate. While the formula E/f is not synonymous with, or
definable as, the formula 3x x = ¢, these formulas are logically equivalent to each
other. An argument for this logical equivalence is the following. If E/f is true, then
the referent of 1 is within the range of the existential quantifier. That is, there is some
object in the domain referred to by ¢ if E/t is true. Therefore, the formula E/t entails

the formula 3x x = . Now, by the Existence Principle and existential instantiation, the

formula Jx x = ¢ entails formula E/t. Thus, the formulas E/t and 3x x = ¢ are logically
equivalent. Having stated the Existence Principle, I now give an argument for this

principle and note some of its consequences.

LOGICAL EXISTENCE
Why should we adopt the Existence Principle? We should adopt it for the purposes of

philosophical logic because it follows from the logical truth that everything exists
(~VxElx).” If it is a logical truth that everything exists, then we can conclude by
material implication introduction that it is also logically true that everything having an
atomic property exists (FVx(Fx o E/x), where ‘Fx’ is atomic). We can now
substitute a non-descriptive singular term for the variable ‘x’ and eliminate the

universal quantifier to obtain: - (Ft D E/f). Now by material implication elimination,

we have: Ft - Elt, which is an instance of the Existence Principle. Thus, the logical

truth that everything exists entails the Existence Principle. Thus, as a matter of logic,

7 Many, notably Meinongians, deny this premise. Meinongians argue that there are non-existent
objects, objects that subsist, or are, but do not exist. These objects can be quantified over, but the
existence predicate cannot be truly applied to them. As this position is logically and necessarily false,
or so I argue in Chapter 6, I do not deal with a Meinongian objection here.

10
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the sense of ‘exists’ governed by the Existence Principle is the widest sense of
‘exists’.

Now if we take ‘exists’ as governed by the Existence Principle, then this sense
of ‘exists’ that obeys this principle is a logical constant. The argument is as follows.
First, any two existence predicates obeying the Existence Principle are logically
equivalent.® The proof of this claim is the following. Consider two existence

predicates, E£/; and E/,. Assume that both E/, and E/, obey the Existence Principle.

If E!, obeys the Existence Principle, then Elt — ENt. If EL, obeys the Existence
Principle, then E/it - Elt. Thus, if both E/, and E/, obey the Existence Principle,

Eht+=ENht. Therefore, any two existence predicates obeying the Existence Principle

are logically equivalent. If any two existence predicates obeying the Existence
Principle are logically equivalent, then the Existence Principle defines the existence
predicate.” Consequently, the sense of the existence predicate is determined only by
its inferential connections.'® We can then conclude that this expression is a logical
constant. Therefore, if the Existence Principle governs the meaning of ‘exists’, the
existence predicate is a logical constant. As this sense of ‘exists’ is a logical constant,
this sense is aptly termed ‘logical existence’.

There are two further consequences of understanding ‘exists’ as governed by
the Existence Principle that are relevant to the controversy over necessary existence.
The first is that those who engage in ontological disputes are sure to be genuinely
> 11

disagreeing with each other as opposed to equivocating over the meaning of ‘exists’.

This is so because there is precisely one sense of ‘exists’ governed by the Existence

® This argument can be found in Williamson 1987/1988 p. 117, Williamson 1989 pp. 103-104, and

Williamson 1990, p. 171.

® Williamson 1987/1988, p. 117.

10 williamson 1989, p. 104.

I williamson 1987/1988, pp. 116-117.

11
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Principle. The second is that the sense of ‘non-existence’ governed by the Existence
Principle is the most radical. If an object does not exist, then, by the Existence

Principle, there are no true atomic propositions about that object.

THEORETICAL CONTROL VERSUS INTUITIVE APPEAL

The Existence Principle gives us some theoretical control over the existence predicate,
and this theoretical control yields two beneficial consequences. First, there is a
logical guarantee that ontological disputes are not mere equivocations over the
existence predicate; second, the sense of ‘non-existence’ is the most radical sense of
‘non-existence’. But in many cases, having theoretical control over a particular
concept varies inversely with having an intuitive understanding of that concept. A
contested example of a manifestation of this inverse relationship is the extensional
truth conditions given for modal propositions. Extensional truth conditions of modal
propositions give us a great deal of theoretical control over modality but, it is argued,
at the cost of the intuitive understanding of modality.

On the extensional analysis of the truth conditions of modal propositions, a
proposition that is necessarily true is a proposition that is true in all possible worlds,
and a proposition that is possibly true is true in some possible world. With these
equivalences, the semantics of modal logic can be done in a purely extensional world
theory. Some measure of progress has been made in understanding this extensional
world theory, so doing the semantics of modal logic in a purely extensional world
theory gives us control over the modal notions of necessity and possibility. But the
so-called modalists argue that extensional world theory does not advance our intuitive

understanding of modal concepts. A summary of their argument is the following.

12
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If we can understand the concept of a possible world, we can surely

understand the concept of possibility itself. Consequently, an

extensional world theory of modal propositions moves us no closer to
understanding the modal concepts themselves. And how can we be

sure that these extensional equivalences capture what we mean by the

modal concepts? Therefore, in order to safeguard the intuitive

understanding of modality, we should not have an extensional world

theory, but, rather, a homophonic theory of modality where the modal
notions themselves appear unanalysed. In this way, we will be sure we

are not moving away from the intuitive meanings of the modal

concepts.

As with most debates in philosophy, this debate between the extensional world
theorists and the modalists is not resolved, but the existence of the debate highlights
the potential danger of moving away from an intuitive meaning of a concept by
incorporating theoretical control over that concept.

For present purposes, if we have a great deal of theoretical control over a
concept — say, existence as governed by the Existence Principle — we may risk losing
contact with an intuitive understanding of that concept, in this case, an intuitive
concept of existence. Though there is this risk of losing intuitive appeal, the
Existence Principle does have some intuitive support. Say that an atomic proposition
about a particular individual is true, for example, ‘Blair is wise’. Can it be that this
proposition is true while Blair fails to exist? If Blair does not exist, how can he be
wise? Or more generally, if ‘a is F” is true, then if g does not exist, what is doing the
F-ing? 1 think that many, if not most people would find these questions compelling
and judge that they constitute some intuitive support for the Existence Principle.
While I am not claiming that this observation is a conclusive argument for the

Existence Principle, [ do think that it links with some of our intuitions about existence

and predication. These intuitions may be wrong, but we do, I think, have them.

13
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NON-LOGICAL EXISTENCE

Though there does seem to be some intuitive support for the Existence Principle, it
may still appear that the identification of existence simpliciter with logical existence
generates a loss of intuitive appeal. We can acknowledge this apparent loss by
distinguishing a variety of senses of ‘exists’ that are not governed by the Existence
Principle. Some of the more prominent senses of ‘exists’ that do not obey the
Existence Principle are the following: to exist is to be perceived, to exist is to be
causally efficacious, to exist is to spatially located, and to exist is to be temporally
located."

Armed with an understanding of ‘exists’ as ‘being perceived’, some
philosophers, most notably Berkeley, have constructed a thoroughly idealistic
metaphysics where the existence of the world is dependent upon its being perceived
by ‘that eternal invisible Mind which produces and sustains all things.”"> With a
different understanding of ‘exists’, other more naturalistically minded philosophers
have argued that such objects as propositions and properties do not exist since they
are not spatially located, while others have argued that numbers do not exist since
they are not causally efficacious. Thus, what one takes to exist or not to exist largely
depends on what one takes ‘exists’ to mean. The pressing question here is what

should we take ‘exists’ to mean in the context of philosophical logic?

12 The third and fourth senses, to be spatially located and to be temporally located, are often combined
in the sense of ‘exists’ as spatio-temporal location. These two senses of ‘exists’ are not always so
combined, and it appears that they are not metaphysically necessarily co-extensive senses: an
individual can exist in time without existing in space. Though it appears these senses are not
metaphysically necessarily co-extensive, if relativity theory is correct, an individual cannot exist in
time without existing in space and vice versa. Thus, these senses are physically necessarily co-
extensive. As my discussion centres on philosophical logic and modal metaphysics, I have separated
the two senses here.

13 Berkeley 1998a, part [, sect. 95, p. 137.

14
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These senses of ‘exists’, namely, ‘is perceived’, ‘is spatially located’, ‘is
temporally located’, and ‘is causally efficacious’, clearly do not obey the Existence
Principle and are not logically equivalent to each other. It would be absurd to argue
from the assumption that Tony Blair is wise to the conclusion that Tony Blair is
perceived; or from the assumption that the proposition that it is raining outside is true
to the conclusion that the proposition that it is raining outside is causally efficacious;
or from the assumption that the number seven is abstract to the conclusion that the
number seven is spatially located. Just as it would be absurd to make these
inferences, it would be absurd to suppose any of these non-logical senses of ‘exists’ is
logically equivalent to any of the other non-logical senses of “exists’.

Furthermore, these senses of ‘exists’ do not obey any single law or set of laws
that have any claim to being logical laws. What logical law could possibly govern the
predicate ‘is perceived’, or the predicate ‘is temporally located’? Since these senses
do not obey any single law or set of laws that have any claim to being logical laws,
such as the Existence Principle, these senses cannot be uniquely characterized in
purely logical terms. And given that they cannot be uniquely characterized in purely
logical terms, the existence predicates associated with them cannot be logical
constants. Consequently, these non-logical senses of ‘exists’ are of limited logical
interest.

Furthermore, these non-logical senses are narrower senses of ‘exists’ than the
sense governed by the Existence Principle because they do not apply to all objects as
a matter of logic. Generally, for all non-logical senses of ‘exists’, it is logically
possible that there is an object that does not satisfy the definition associated with the
given sense of ‘exists’. Consequently, it is not logically true that a given non-logical

sense of ‘exists’ applies to all objects. Thus, the logical sense of ‘exists’ is wider than

15
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the narrower sense of ‘exists’. Just as it is a mistake to equate the identity relation
with weaker forms of equivalence,'* it is a mistake to equate the existence predicate
with stronger forms of being. This is a mistake because these stronger forms of being
do not obey any logical laws, such as the Existence Principle, and they are not

logically equivalent to each other. Their non-equivalence invites equivocation.

ON THE APPROPRIATENESS OF A NON-LOGICAL SENSE OF ‘EXISTS’
FOR PHILOSOPHICAL L.OGIC

One reply that might be made to the above arguments for taking the logical sense of
‘exists’ as the meaning of the existence predicate within philosophical logic is the

following:

While it is true that taking the logical sense of ‘exists’ as the meaning
of the existence predicate within philosophical logic guarantees
logically that there will be no equivocation over the existence
predicate, we need not restrict ourselves to the logical meaning of the
existence predicate to achieve such a guarantee.

Acknowledging that ‘exists’ has many meanings within natural
language and also within philosophy, we can guarantee that there will
be no equivocation over the existence predicate within philosophical
logic by explicitly stating what we mean by the existence predicate.
For example, before engaging in a debate over whether God exists or
not, we can state that we mean ‘is causally efficacious’ by ‘exists’ in
the sentence ‘God exists’. A debate can then occur free of
equivocation over ‘exists’."

As a result, though taking the existence predicate to have its
logical meaning is sufficient for logically guaranteeing there will be no
equivocation over the existence predicate in philosophical logic, it is
not necessary to take the existence predicate to have its logical
meaning in order to guarantee that there will be no such equivocation.

I respond to this suggestion by arguing that, though each non-logical sense of ‘exists’

has some intuitive appeal as explicating what we mean by ‘exists’, this sense is

14 Ruth Barcan Marcus argues for this claim in Marcus 1993.
'> Here the objector assumes that there is no equivocation over the terms in the predicate ‘is causally

efficacious’.
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inappropriate for philosophical logic. Consequently, the logical sense of ‘exists’ is
necessary for the purposes of philosophical logic. I begin with a brief look at the
proposal that ‘is perceived’ is an adequate understanding of “exists’ in philosophical
logic, and I examine the remaining non-logical understandings of ‘exists’ in turn.

Famously, Berkeley proclaimed, ‘Esse is percipi’ for sensible objects.'® He
took this purported equivalence between existence and being perceived to be obvious:

Some truths there are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need

only open his eyes to see them. Such I take this important one to be, to

wit, that all the choir of heaven and furniture of the earth, in a word all

those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world, have not

any subsistence without a mind, that their being is to be perceived or

known; that consequently so long as they are not actually perceived by

me, or do not exist in my mind or that of any other created spirit, they

must either have no existence at all, or else subsist in the mind of some

eternal spirit."”
Existence, for Berkeley, consists in being perceived, and because the divine Mind
perceives everything, everything exists. Berkeley’s doctrine of the divine Mind does
yield one of the principles essential to classical logic — everything exists — but it is
clear that Berkeley’s understanding of existence is an inadequate basis for interpreting
the existence predicate within philosophical logic because this understanding requires
a form of theism in order to secure the claim that everything exists. As a judgement
one way or another on the question of theism is inappropriate for the foundations of
philosophical logic, Berkeley’s idealistic understanding of ‘exists’, while it may be
appropriate for some theistic philosophy, is inappropriate for philosophical logic.

However, Berkeley’s idealistic understanding of existence does have some

intuitive appeal. The intuitive appeal of Berkeley’s equation of existence with being

perceived is that an individual’s being perceived is a sufficient basis for concluding

16 Berkeley 1998a, part I, sec. 3, p. 104. It is clear that Berkeley is considering the existential use of
‘is’ and taking that sense to be synonymous with ‘exists’.
17 Berkeley 1998a, part L., sec. 6.
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that the individual in question exists.'"® Though being perceived is not, in general,
necessary for existing, it is certainly sufficient for existing. Berkeley states the
absurdity of doubting the existence of an individual one perceives in his Three
Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. In the third dialogue, Philonous remarks,
‘That a thing should really be perceived by my senses, and at the same time not really
exist, is to me a plain contradiction; since I cannot prescind or abstract in thought, the
existence of a sensible thing from its being perceived.’"” Earlier, Locke had
expressed the same sentiment in response to the problem of scepticism. Locke writes,

I think nobody can, in earnest, be so sceptical as to be uncertain of the

existence of those things which he sees or feels. At least he that can

doubt so far, (whatever he may have with his own thoughts,) will never

have any controversy with me; since he can never be sure I say

anything contrary to his own opinions.”
This impatience with scepticism reached something of a climax with Reid’s
commonsense philosophy, where one of the fundamental claims of Reid’s view is that
‘[e]very man feels that perception gives him an invincible belief of the existence of
that which he perceives, and that this belief is not the effect of reasoning, but the

' Thus, it is widely agreed that an

immediate consequence of perception.’
individual’s being perceived is a sufficient basis on which to judge that the individual

in question exists.”? However, being perceived is not a necessary feature of existing.

'® In connection with the argument from illusion, A. J. Ayer claims that ‘perceive’ is ambiguous
between two senses, one that licences the inference from the assumption that an individual is perceived
to the conclusion that that individual exists, and one that does not. Each sense, according to Ayer, is
‘correct’, ‘familiar’ and ‘sanctioned by convention’. See Ayer 1940. H. H. Price also claims that
‘perceive’ suffers this ambiguity, but the sense that licences the inference in question ‘comes closer to
ordinary speech’. See Price 1932, p. 23. While I doubt that ‘perceive’ is ambiguous, as Ayer and Price
claim, I take the sense of ‘perceive’ in this section to be that sense that licences the inference from an
individual’s being perceived to that individual’s existing.

1% Berkeley 1998b, dial. 3, sec. 230, p. 113.

20 1 ocke 1979, bk. IV, ch. 11, sec. 3, p. 631.

21 Reid 1969, ch. xv, p. 241.

22 An arresting exception to this wide agreement occurs in Jean-Paul Sartre’s play, No Exit. On
discovering that there are no mirrors in Hell, Estelle says, ‘I feel so queer. Don’t you ever get taken
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While it is unlikely that Berkeley’s idealistic understanding of existence would
be suggested as a plausible understanding of existence for philosophical logic, it is
likely that some philosophers, especially those of a more naturalistic bent, where
philosophy is seen as a branch of the natural sciences, might regard the understanding
of ‘exists’ as ‘is causally efficacious’, or ‘is spatially located’, or ‘is temporally
located’. While it is beyond the scope of the present work to argue against such a
conception of philosophy, the suggestion that ‘exists’ should be understood in
accordance with this conception must be taken seriously.

One of the clearest statements of the claim that ‘exists’ is to be understood as
‘s spatially located’ is found in Isaac Newton’s work. He writes,

No being exists or can exist which is not related to space in some way.

God is everywhere, created minds are somewhere, and body is the

space that it occupies; and whatever is neither everywhere nor

anywhere does not exist. And hence it follows that space is an effect

arising from the first existence of being, because when any being is

postulated, space is postulated.?

A similarly clear statement of the claim that ‘exists’ is to be understood as ‘is
temporally located’, specifically, ‘is temporally located at the present or has been
temporally located’, is found in C. D. Broad’s work. Arguing that there is an
existential asymmetry between the past and the future, Broad writes, ‘The future is
simply nothing at all. Nothing has happened to the present except that fresh slices of
existence have been added to the total history of the world. The past is thus as real as

the present.’?*

that way? When I can’t see myself I begin to wonder if I really and truly exist. I pat myselfto make
sure, but it doesn’t help much.” Even though Estelle touches herself, surely a form of perception, she is
unsure that she exists. See Sartre 1989, act 1, sc. 5, p. 19.

23 Newton 1952, query 31, p. 403.

24 Broad 1923, p. 66.
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Finally, it is almost a commonplace among metaphysicians to take ‘exists’ as
‘to be part of the causal network of the world’. In order to account for recherché
counter-examples to this understanding of ‘exists’, D. M. Armstrong has proposed the

following principle:

Everything that exists makes a difference to the causal powers of something.”

Graham Oddie has dubbed a principle from which Armstrong’s descends the ‘Eleatic
Principle’, after the Eleatic Stranger in Plato’s Sophist.*®

Some may suppose these senses of ‘exists’, namely, ‘is spatially located’ and
‘is causally efficacious’, to be equivalent. This supposition is a mistake. We should
allow for the logical possibility of an individual being causally efficacious without
being spatially or temporally located. Such a possibility is being developed in a
leading theory of fundamental physics — superstring theory — where some objects
(strings) are thought to be causally efficacious without having spatial or temporal
location, since, strictly speaking, space and time are not fundamental, but, rather,
derived features of this world that arise from the strings themselves.”’ Strings, in
some sense, create space and time, so they need not be spatially and temporally
located in order to be causally efficacious. Fundamental physics aside, it would be a
mistake to build in such empirical considerations in logic, which we would be doing if
we decided a priori to regard these non-logical senses of ‘exists’ as logically
equivalent.

Assuming that we take these non-logical senses individually, they each have
some intuitive plausibility vis-d-vis what we mean by ‘exists’ in some contexts.

When [ say that the Statue of Liberty exists, many, if not most people, would take me

25 Armstrong 1997, p. 41.
26 Oddie 1982.
27 Greene 1999, pp. 376-380.
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to mean that the Statue of Liberty has a certain spatial location at present, and they
would also assume that it plays a causal role in the world, as Thierry Devaux, a stunt
paraglider, found out to his chagrin when his parachute became entangled on the
Statue’s torch.”® Also, when a scientist says that a certain particle exists, we would
take her to mean, at least, that this particle plays a certain role in the causal nexus of
the world. However, are these understandings of ‘exists’ adequate understandings of
‘exists’ for philosophical logic?

The most compelling argument for taking one of these non-logical senses of
‘exists’ as the meaning of the existence predicate for the purposes of philosophical
logic is due to Armstrong. He gives the following argument for the Eleatic Principle,
which, if true, would govern the meaning of ‘exists’.

If an entity makes no difference to the causal powers of anything, then

there would never be any good reason for postulating that thing’s

existence. Our whole experience, including all our thinking, would go

on in exactly the same way whether or not the entity existed. So why

postulate it?*

The reasons for postulating such entities, entities that do not participate in the causal
network of the world, are broadly theoretical. Paul Benaceraff argues that a Platonic
theory of mathematical object makes the best sense of the semantics of mathematical
statements.”® His argument can be summarised in the following way.

Mathematical entities understood in a Platonic way are neither spatio-

temporally located nor causally efficacious. But we are committed to

their existence, nevertheless, if we want to give a unified semantics of

discourse formulated in natural language and discourse formulated in

mathematics. Because such a unified semantics is highly desirable for

theoretical reasons, we ought to be Platonists about mathematical
objects.

28 The New York Times, August 24, 2001, p. 1.
2% Armstrong 1997, p. 42.
30 Benaceraff 1973.
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Similarly, David Lewis’s reasons are theoretical for believing in a plurality of
concrete possible worlds, none of which, apart from the actual world itself; is causally
relevant to this world. If we postulate the existence of such worlds, he argues, we can
solve longstanding problems in philosophy, and, their theoretical benefit, thereby,
outweighs their ontological cost. Finally, I present an argument from theoretical
considerations in Chapter 5 for the existence of propositions, which are also not
causally relevant to the goings on of this world. Thus, in answer to Armstrong, there
can be good, theoretical reasons for the postulation of entities that are causally
irrelevant to the world.

While it is highly unlikely that Armstrong would be convinced by such
arguments for the existence of individuals that are causally irrelevant to this world,
the more important consideration is that the philosophical logician should not
prejudge the proper resolution of such debates in the philosophy of mathematics or
metaphysics. Following Quine, when the philosophical logician is asked, ‘What
exists?’, she should respond, ‘Everything’, and just what the quantifier ‘everything’
ranges over should not be determined by logic alone. While logic does have
metaphysical implications, a claim [ argue for in Chapter 4, logic should not be in the
business of providing an analysis of the existence predicate over and above ‘to be
something’. Accordingly, for the purposes of philosophical logic, only the logical
sense of ‘exists’ is appropriate.

This argument can be expanded in the following way. Though such
understandings of non-logical ‘exists’ may be relevant to some branches of
philosophy — say, the philosophy of science — these understandings are not relevant to
philosophical logic because they are too restrictive. If everything exists (VxE/x) is

both a logical and a necessary truth, as I argue in Chapter 6, and the universal
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quantifier signified by ‘everything’ is taken to be unrestricted, an assumption
fundamental to philosophical logic and modal metaphysics, then everything,
absolutely everything, exists as a matter of logic and, so, as a matter of necessity. If
everything exists as a matter of logic and necessity, we cannot take ‘exists’ to mean
‘is causally efficacious’, ‘is spatially located’, or ‘is temporally located’ since there
will always be individuals — such as numbers, properties, propositions, or possible
worlds — which do not satisfy these predicates. Thus, we cannot take these predicates
to be universal predicates, that is, predicates that apply to everything. Because the
claim that everything exists is a logical and necessary truth, the existence predicate, as
a matter of logic and necessity, is a universal predicate. Because it is not a matter of
logic and necessity that the predicates ‘is causally efficacious’, ‘is spatially located’,
and ‘is temporally located’ are universal predicates, and because the existence
predicate is a universal predicate, as a matter of logic and necessity, these predicates
cannot be taken to be adequate understandings of the existence predicate within
philosophical logic. Having argued that the existence predicate is best understood as
logical existence for the purpose of philosophical logic, I now turn to the effect this

understanding has on the plausibility of necessary existence.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF LOGICAL EXISTENCE FOR NECESSARY EXISTENCE
In Chapter 5, I make a case for accepting necessary existence partly on the basis of
understanding the existence predicate as governed by the Existence Principle. But for
now, it is enough to recognise that if the existence predicate is taken to have some
non-logical meaning, a meaning not governed by the Existence Principle, then

necessary existence is clearly problematic. For example, if the existence predicate is
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taken to mean ‘being spatially located’, then necessary existence is highly counter-
intuitive since it seems that I am not such that I am necessarily spatially located.
Similarly, if the existence predicate is taken to mean ‘is causally efficacious’, then,
again, necessary existence is highly counter-intuitive since it seems that I am not such
that I am necessarily causally efficacious. These examples generalise: for any non-
logical sense of the existence predicate, necessary existence is highly counter-
intuitive. That this is so should not be surprising since it seems that every object
could fail to be spatially located, causally efficacious, temporally located, or
perceived.

On the other hand, if the Existence Principle governs the existence predicate,
is it so counter-intuitive to suppose that everything is a necessary existent? Or
equivalently, is it clearly counter-intuitive to suppose that everything is a necessary
logical existent? In this context of judging the intuitive merits of logical existence,
we can say that to logically exist is to be something. Rephrasing our question using
this meaning of logical existence yields: Is it clearly counter-intuitive to suppose that
everything is necessarily something? This is far from obviously counter-intuitive.

Remember that an individual’s being something does not entail that the
individual is spatially located, or that it is causally efficacious, and so forth.
Consequently, if ‘exists’ is understood logically, as ‘is something’, the intuitive
difficulties with necessary existence, where ‘exists’ is understood non-logically, do
not arise. But given that [ am only contingently spatially located and causally
efficacious, if I am necessarily something, what sort of something would I be in a
world where I am neither spatially located nor causally efficacious? On the modal
metaphysics I develop in Chapter 3, I would be a contingently non-concrete

something, or more specifically, a possible person. Further exploration of this view
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must wait until the following chapter. Thus, if the existence predicate has its logical

meaning, necessary existence is not clearly counter-intuitive.

OBJECTIONS TO THE EXISTENCE PRINCIPLE

If the Existence Principle is not true, then my arguments for necessary existence do
not even get off the ground. So it is fundamentally important for me to present a
convincing case for this principle. I have already presented the positive case for the
Existence Principle: (i) it follows from the logical truth that everything exists, (ii) if
we let our existence predicate be governed by the Existence Principle, then we are
sure to be engaging in genuine ontological disputes; (iii) the Existence Principle gives
the most radical sense of non-existence; (iv) the Existence Principle has some
intuitive support; and (v) the non-logical senses of ‘exists’ are not adequate meanings
of the existence predicate for the purposes of philosophical logic. I grant that none of
these reasons, individually or collectively, present a conclusive case for the Existence
Principle apart from a convincing response to the many objections that are routinely
made to this principle. It is to these objections that I now turn. The first set of
objections has to do with the kinds of individuals one can argue exist if the Existence
Principle is true, and the second set of objections has to do with the form of the
Existence Principle.

It may seem that the Existence Principle lets down the floodgates and allows a
deluge of individuals to exist, individuals whose existence is supposedly counter-
intuitive. Consider fictional characters. An objector may say,

Sherlock Holmes is a detective. Therefore, by the Existence Principle
Sherlock Holmes exists. But Sherlock Holmes does not exist since
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Sherlock Holmes is a fictional character and fictional characters do not

exist.”!

The case of fictional characters is a delicate one.”> There are two distinct contexts
where the names of fictional characters are used. The first context occurs in stories
where we read about the exploits of characters such as Holmes, and we come across
sentences such as ‘Sherlock Holmes is a detective’. The second context occurs in
literary criticism where we discuss authors and their creations, and we come across
sentences such as ‘Sherlock Holmes is Arthur Conan Doyle’s most interesting
character’. Because these contexts are so different, we should not expect that the
same strategy for dealing with the apparent counter-example would be the same in
both contexts.

In the first context, in the stories themselves, it is not at all clear that the
sentences of the stories express propositions. On this view, stories are exercises in
make-believe where the sentences composing the narrative are not declarative
sentences. These sentences are merely forms of pretence. On this view, sentences
used in an episode of storytelling do not express commitments for how things stand in
the world. As such, these sentences do not possess content susceptible to a favourable
or unfavourable judgement. In this way, sentences of fiction in the context of

storytelling do not express propositions. To think that these sentences express

3! The objector may be in agreement with the following comments made by one of the characters of Iris
Murdoch’s novel, The Sea, The Sea:

“The trouble with you Charles, is that basically you despise women, whereas
I, in spite of some appearances to the contrary do not.’

‘I don’t despise women. I was in love with all of Shakespeare’s heroines
before I was twelve.’

‘But they don’t exist, dear man, that’s the point. They live in the never-
never land of art, all tricked out in Shakespeare’s wit and wisdom, and mock us from
there, filling us with false hopes and empty dreams. The real thing is spite and lies
and arguments about money.” (Murdoch 1978, p. 163.)

32 My response to this apparent counter-example is indebted to Kripke 1973 and van Inwagen 1977a.

For further developments of this view, see van Inwagen 1983a, Thomasson 1996, Salmon 1998,
Thomasson 1999, and van Inwagen 2000.
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propositions is to misunderstand the nature of fiction. Thus, the sentence *Sherlock
Holmes is a detective’ uttered in context of story-telling does not express a
proposition, and neither does the sentence ‘Sherlock Holmes does not exist’. In order
for this apparent counter-example to be genuine, it must be the case that Sherlock
Holmes is a detective and Sherlock Holmes does not exist. But because ‘Sherlock
Holmes is a detective’ and ‘Sherlock Holmes does not exist’ do not express
propositions in the context of storytelling, we cannot conclude that we have a genuine
counter-example to the Existence Principle in this context.

Now consider the second context, the context of literary criticism. In this
context it is fairly natural to claim that the sentence ‘Sherlock Holmes is Arthur
Conan Doyle’s most interesting character’ expresses a true proposition. What is this
proposition about? It is about an abstract mental artefact created by Arthur Conan
Doyle named ‘Sherlock Holmes’. It is a consequence of this account that it is
impossible for Sherlock Holmes to be a detective. Mental artefacts are not the kind of
thing that can be detectives. Thus, the apparent counter-example to the Existence
Principle fails in this context. As these are the only two contexts relevant to the
Existence Principle, sentences containing the names of fictional characters do not
pose a difficulty for the Existence Principle, and the same strategy can handle
sentences containing the names of mythical characters.

The strategy must be modified slightly to deal with sentences containing
names of theoretical entities of false scientific theories. Consider the name ‘Vulcan’.
Urbain Le Verrier constructed a theory postulating the existence of a planet he named
‘Vulcan’ whose existence was intended to explain the anomalies of Mercury’s orbit.
Le Verrier’s theory is false, and it appears to present a problem for the Existence

Principle. Consider the following apparent counter-example to this principle.

27



A Semantic Argument Against Necessary Existence: The Senses of ‘Exists’

Vulcan is a planet. Therefore, by the Existence Principle Vulcan

exists. But Vulcan does not exist since Vulcan is a theoretical entity of

a false scientific theory, and entities of this kind do not exist.

Again, there are two contexts in which sentences containing the names of theoretical
entities of false scientific theories appear. The first context occurs in the theories
themselves, and the second context occurs in the discussion of these theories.

In the first context, it would not be plausible to claim that these sentences do
not aspire to express a truth-valued proposition as in the case of sentences containing
fictional characters. Scientific theories are not forms of make-believe or pretence.
Though it is not plausible to claim that the sentences of scientific theories do not
aspire to express truth-valued propositions, it is plausible to suppose that sentences of
scientific theories do not, in fact, express propositions unless they are true. On this
view, because Le Verrier’s theory is not true, “Vulcan is a planet’, as it occurs in his
theory, does not express a proposition. Therefore, in the context of the theory, this
apparent counter-example is not genuine. In the second context, the context of
discussing Le Verrier’s theory, the same account applies as the account given of
sentences containing the names of fictional characters in literary criticism. In this
context, ‘Vulcan is a planet’ is impossible because abstract mental artefacts are not
the kind of thing that can be planets. Therefore, in this context, the apparent counter-
example is not genuine, either. Consequently, sentences containing the names of
theoretical entities of false scientific theories do not present a problem for the
Existence Principle.

Now turning from the names of characters and theoretical entities, we need to
take into account sentences containing the names of past, future, possible, and

impossible individuals. Itis widely thought that sentences about these individuals are
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counter-examples to the Existence Principle. First, consider sentences that contain the
names of past individuals. A past individual is an individual who was spatially
located, or was causally efficacious, or was temporally located but who is no longer
spatially located, causally efficacious, or temporally located. An objection to the
Existence Principle can be formulated involving such individuals. The objection runs
as follows.

Socrates is a philosopher. Therefore, by the Existence Principle

Socrates exists. But Socrates does not exist since Socrates is a past

individual and past individuals do not exist.
In response to this objection, I accept that Socrates is admired, but I deny that
Socrates does not exist. Remember that the sense of ‘exists’ at work here is the
logical sense of ‘exists’, and it is by no means obvious that Socrates no longer exists
in this sense. While it is clear that Socrates is no longer causally efficacious, no
longer spatially located, and no longer temporally located, it is not at all clear that
Socrates is no longer something. That Socrates does not logically exist cannot be
taken as a datum of intuition that our logical laws must accommodate. On the other
hand, the details of Socrates’ logical existence are also not immediately clear. The
metaphysics I give in Chapter 3 gives these details, making sense of the claim that
Socrates logically exists now. But for now, Socrates is something, and this
“something” is a past person, a person who once had a particular genetic constitution,
and who was once concrete, but no longer has this constitution and is no longer
concrete. Until I have presented this metaphysics, my response to this objection must
remain incomplete. Before leaving this discussion, I note that on the metaphysics I

give for Socrates’ logical existence, his being a philosopher at the present time is
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impossible because Socrates is not the kind of thing that can be a philosopher at the
present.

A category of individuals closely related to past individuals is that of future
individuals. A future individual is an individual who will live, or will be spatially
located, or will be causally efficacious, from one time to another, but who does not
yet live, or does not yet have spatial location, or is not yet causally efficacious. David
Kaplan has attempted to name the first individual born in the twenty-second century,
‘Newman-1°.>> An objection to the Existence Principle can be formulated making use
of these individuals.

Say that some bizarre religious cult in California is awaiting the birth

of Newman-1. In this case, Newman-1 is long awaited. Therefore, by

the Existence Principle Newman-1 exists. But Newman-1 does not

exist since Newman-1 is a future individual and future individuals do

yet not exist.

My response to this objection is similar to my response to the objection from past
individuals. While I accept that Newman-1 is long awaited, I deny that Newman-1
does not exist. Though Newman-1 is not yet born, he logically exists in the same
manner in which Socrates logically exists. I spell out the details of the existence of
such individuals in the following chapter. But for now, Newman-1 is a future person
who at present is something, and when he is born, he will have a particular genetic
constitution and have all the properties associated with being a person.

This same response applies to apparent counter-examples containing the
names of possible individuals and impossible individuals. A possible individual is an

individual who does not actually have spatial location, or temporal location, or have

causal efficacy but could have done so. In addition to offering a method for singling

33 Kaplan 1969.
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out a particular future individual, Kaplan has also offered a method for singling out a
particular possible individual.** Take a specific sperm from an individual, say
Wittgenstein, and a specific ovum from another individual, say Bette Davis, and,
Kaplan claims, if these gametes had united, their union would have resulted in a
specific individual, call this individual ‘Pete’. Because Wittgenstein and Bette Davis
did not actually have any children together, sentences involving ‘Pete’ appear to
create a difficulty for the Existence Principle. Consider the following argument.

Pete is a potential philosopher. Therefore, by the Existence Principle,

Pete exists. But Pete does not exist because Pete was never born.

Therefore, the Existence Principle is false.
In response to this objection, I accept that Pete is a potential philosopher, but I deny
that Pete does not exist. Though Pete is neither spatially located nor causally
efficacious, he logically exists. Pete is a possible person who is contingently non-
concrete in this world. Again, I explore the metaphysics of the existence of possible
individuals in the following chapter.

Turning to a different sort of objection, it might be thought that the predicate

‘-E!’ can be substituted for ‘F” in the Existence Principle yielding the formula: ~E/¢
 Et. Recall, however, that I specified in the statement of the Existence Principle that
‘F” can contain no initial operators, such as the negation operator. This restriction
was made to bar just this sort of objection. Thus, the formula ~E/t -+ Ef poses no

problem to the Existence Principle.
This response may seem to raise a further objection. It might be thought that

my response relies on an ability we do not in fact have.

34 Kaplan 1973, pp. 516-517 n. 19.

31



A Semantic Argument Against Necessary Existence: The Senses of ‘Exists’

Take the sentences ‘John is blind’ and ‘John is sighted’. These
sentences express contradictory propositions. Now which sentence has
the form Fa and which sentence has the form ~Fa? There is no non-
arbitrary way to make this judgement because there is no general
criterion in natural language that determines the logical form of these
sentences. If we cannot tell which sentence has the form Fa and which
sentence has the form —Fa, we cannot tell which sentence entails
John’s existence by the Existence Principle. If we cannot tell which
sentence has which logical form, the Existence Principle is of no use.
This consequence points to a more general consequence: while the
Existence Principle may be useful in formal languages where logical
form is transparent, the Existence Principle is considerably less useful
in natural languages where logical form is often opaque.
In response, I deny that either ‘John is blind’ or ‘John is sighted’ have the logical
form ~Fa. That is, these sentences are not contradictories, and they both of have the
logical form Fa. In which case, both sentences entail that John exists by the

Existence Principle.

SUMMARY
In response to a semantic argument against necessary existence, I have argued that
‘exists’ has many meanings, some appropriate for some branches for philosophy and
others appropriate for other branches. For philosophical logic, the logical sense of
‘exists’, the sense of ‘exists’ governed by the Existence Principle, is the appropriate
meaning of ‘exists’. This is so because if we use the logical sense of ‘exists’, then we
have theoretical control over the concept of existence, we are guaranteed to have
genuine ontological disputes when we disagree over what exists instead of merely
equivocating over ‘exists’, and ‘non-existence’ has its most radical sense for the
logical sense of ‘exists’. Finally, I answered some objections concerning different
sorts of individuals that may be said to exist if the Existence Principle is true —

namely, fictional, mythical, theoretical, past, future, and merely possible individuals.
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A Semantic Argument Against Necessary Existence: The Senses of ‘Exists’

In the next chapter, I use the logical sense of ‘exists’ in my responses to further
objections to necessary existence. In Chapter 5 I make further use of this sense of
‘exists’ in a metaphysical argument for necessary existence. Apart from the logical
meaning of ‘exists’, this argument, though valid, has no hope of being sound. So it is
crucial to keep in mind that from now on, I am only interested in defending the claim

that everything is a necessary (logical) existent.
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FURTHER ARGUMENTS AGAINST
NECESSARY EXISTENCE

The work of the previous chapter was to rebut a semantic objection to necessary
existence. This objection was embodied in the claim that ‘exists’ has some
naturalistic meaning. On this meaning, necessary existence is highly counter-
intuitive. But [ argued that taking ‘exists’ to have this meaning is neither necessary
nor desirable in the context of philosophical logic and modal metaphysics. In its
stead, I proposed a different meaning of ‘exists’ that is appropriate for this context.
On this meaning, the semantic objection does not render necessary existence clearly
counter-intuitive.

This objection is one of the most prominent objections underlying the
Moorean presumption in favour of contingent existence. But this objection by no
means exhausts the objections that might be said to underlie this presumption. I give
what I take to be those arguments in this chapter, and I give what I take to be the most
plausible responses open to the defender of necessary existence. In what follows, I do
not aim to convince the defender of contingent existence that her objections are faulty.
My aim is a more modest one: I only show what responses are available to the
defender of necessary existence in the face of these objections. I leave it to the next
chapter to discuss what would be a convincing case for the adoption of the claims
embodied in these responses. The aim of the remainder of the thesis is to make this

case. I begin with the most venerable objection to necessary existence.



Further Arguments Against Necessary Existence

EXISTENCE IS NOT A LOGICAL PREDICATE

Russell writes, ‘I think an almost unbelievable amount of false philosophy has arisen
through not realizing what ‘existence’ means.”’ Undoubtedly, he would view the
present work as another grain of sand on the heap of false philosophy. This is so
because he understands the semantics of the existence predicate in such a way as to
remove the basis for asserting necessary existence. Without good reason for asserting
necessary existence, it could hardly be supposed that it is true. I describe the view,
namely, a particular view of the semantics of the existence predicate, that gives rise to
this consequence.

Kant and Frege share this view of the semantics of the existence predicate.
One way of explaining this view is that on this view, the existence predicate
inherently attaches to a plural subject. For example, while the sentence ‘tables exist’
is meaningful, the sentence ‘this table exists’ is not, and the sentence ‘tables exist’
expresses the proposition that there are tables. In this way, ‘affirmation of existence’,
according to Frege, ‘is in fact nothing but the denial of the number nought.”> In
Fregean terms, the sentence ‘Tables exist’ expresses the claim that the concept table is
instantiated. It is therefore meaningless to assert of any particular object that it exists.
On this view, then, sentences such as ‘I exist’ and ‘Santa Claus does not exist’ are
without content. Russell puts this consequence in the following way: ‘the actual

things that there are in the world do not exist, or, at least, that is putting the matter too

! Russell 1956, p.234.
2 Frege 1953, §53 p. 65e.
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strongly, because that is utter nonsense. To say that they do not exist is strictly
nonsense, but to say that they do exist is also strictly nonsense.”

The Kant-Frege-Russell view does not immediately pose a problem for
necessary existence. This claim asserts that every individual is a necessary existent,
and no claim is made about any particular individual. Thus, one could consistently
adopt the Kant-Frege-Russell view of the semantics of the existence predicate while
adopting necessary existence. Russell makes the distinction between the
meaningfulness of the sentence °‘All things in the world exist’ and the
meaninglessness of the sentence ‘This exists’ in the following passage.

You get into confusion through language, because it is perfectly

correct thing to say ‘All the things in the world exist’, and it is so easy

to pass from this to ‘This exists because it is a thing in the world’.

There is no sort of point in a predicate which could not conceivably be

false. I mean, it is perfectly clear that, if there were such a thing as this

existence of individuals that we talk of, it would be absolutely

impossible for it not to apply, and that is the characteristic of a

mistake.*

The reasoning Russell uses in this passage bears discussion, but I note only that just as
‘All things in the world exist’ is meaningful on the current view, so is necessary
existence, which is synonymous with the sentence ‘All things in the world exist
necessarily’.

Although this view does not threaten necessary existence, it does threaten all
of the arguments I give for this view. This is so because these arguments rely on
premises asserting the existence of a particular individual: the metaphysical argument

of Chapter 5 relies on premises asserting my existence and the formal arguments of

Chapter 6 rely on premises asserting the existence of an individual assigned to the free

3 Russell 1956, p. 233.
4 Russell 1956, p. 241.
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variable denoted by ‘x’. Thus, the Kant-Frege-Russell view of the semantics of the
existence predicate is consistent with necessary existence, but this semantics is
inconsistent with the premises of the arguments I offer for this view. Consequently,
on this view, there is no reason to overturn the presumption against necessary
existence. We should, therefore, deny necessary existence, or so the objector might
argue.

I agree with the objector’s contention that the Kant-Frege-Russell view of the
semantics of the existence predicate together with a presumption of contingency over
necessity leads to the denial of necessary existence.” Given this presumption of
contingency over necessity, it is my task to argue against the Kant-Frege-Russell
view. The Kant-Frege-Russell account of the semantics of the existence predicate has
attracted a great deal of controversy and spawned a vast literature. I cannot hope to
do justice to all of the arguments for and against this view. In order to characterise
the view as fairly as possible, I have chosen the best arguments for the view.

It has been thought that the claim that the existence predicate applies to
individuals entails such drastic consequences as the validity and soundness of the
ontological argument. As this argument is surely either invalid or unsound, it is
supposed, the existence predicate must not apply to individuals. Many have disputed
this supposed entailment.® The simplest form of the ontological argument is the
following:

It is possible that there is a perfect being, that is, an individual who has

all the perfections essentially. Necessary existence is a perfection.
Therefore, there is a perfect being.”

> This presumption is founded on a Humean account of possibility, which I discuss below as an
independent objection to necessary existence.

¢ Mackie 1976 is one prominent example.

7 For this simplified version of the ontological argument, I am indebted to van Inwagen 1998, reprinted

in van Inwagen 2001, pp. 243-244.
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Clearly, the Kant-Frege-Russell view would rule out the second premise because it is
meaningless to predicate existence, necessary or otherwise, of any being in particular.
Thus, on this view, the ontological argument is unsound because the conclusion does
not follow from the first premise only, and the second premise is meaningless.

While it is clear that the Kant-Frege-Russell view is sufficient to block the
deduction that there is a perfect being, it is by no means clear that this view is
necessary to render this argument unpersuasive. This is so because the first premise
could reasonably be challenged. It is not obvious that it is possible that there is a
perfect being. The defender of the ontological argument generally assumes that this
premise will be granted on the basis of a presumption of possibility. But it is not clear
that this premise should be granted. Why should we assume that such a being is
possible? If the objector to the argument is a non-Humean, she may very well not
grant this premise.® Furthermore, there are arguments mimicking the ontological
argument for the impossibility of God’s existence, which is the denial of the first
premise. Also, it is unclear that we could ever know the truth-value of this premise.’
Such modal knowledge, it has been argued, is beyond our reach because our modal
judgements are as unreliable as perceptual judgements of distance. While I cannot
enter into a full discussion of the persuasiveness of the ontological argument here, it
will serve my purposes if I have pointed out that there are other ways of resisting the
ontological argument than the adoption of the Kant-Frege-Russell view of the
semantics of the existence predicate.

I now deal with Russell’s argument contained in the quotation above. Russell
claims that a necessary condition for a predicate’s applying to individuals is that it be

possible for it not to apply to an individual. If Russell is correct, then not only does

8 For such an argument, sec Adams 1988.
® For such an argument, see van Inwagen 1977b and van Inwagen 1998.
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the existence predicate not apply to individuals but also the self-identity predicate
does not apply to individuals because if it does, then it is impossible for the self-
identity predicate to fail to apply to every individual. Thus, on this view just as it is
meaningless to suppose that I exist or fail to exist, it is also meaningless to suppose
that I am self-identical or fail to be self-identical. While we may suspend our
intuition that the claim that I exist is true, and therefore, meaningful, it is asking too
much to suspend our intuition that the claim that I am self-identical is true, and
therefore, meaningful. The Kant-Frege-Russell view is now diverging quite sharply
from our metaphysico-logical intuitions, and strong theoretical backing must support
this divergence. But such theoretical backing is missing because philosophical
disaster is not incurred by the rejection of the Kant-Frege-Russell view, as this view
supposes. So there seems to be no good reason to accept this view.

Having dealt, very briefly, with the most prominent arguments for the view, I
now consider arguments against the view. First, it should be noted that the Kant-
Frege-Russell view is at odds with the linguistic data. Consider the sentence ‘This
table is red’ and ‘This table exists’. Pre-theoretically, it seems that ‘is red’ plays the
same role in the first sentence as ‘exists’ plays in the second, namely, as a predicate
applying to the referent of ‘this table’. Furthermore, as noted in the previous
paragraph, intuitively the sentence ‘This table exists’ expresses a proposition capable
of being true. These pre-theoretic data serve to create a presumption against the Kant-
Frege-Russell and thus place the burden of proof on the defender of this view. As this
burden has not been met, or so I claimed above, I could conclude that this view does
not pose a threat to the arguments for necessary existence. But just to be safe, I note

some prominent arguments against it.
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G. E. Moore made one of the first important objections to this view. He
argued that if the sentence ‘This might not have existed’ is meaningful, then so are the
sentences ‘This exists’ and “This does not exist’.'> Moore’s argument is as follows.

“This might not have existed’ is a sentence constituted in the following

way: the possibility operator is applied to the sentence ‘This does not

exist’. We now assume that a sentence is meaningful only if its

constituent parts are meaningful. If ‘this’ picks out a concrete

individual, then the sentence ‘This might not have existed’ is true. If

“This might not have existed’ is true, then it is meaningful. Therefore,

“This does not exist’ is meaningful. ‘This does not exist’ is constituted

in the following way: the negation operator is applied to the sentence

“This exists’. Therefore, ‘This exists’ is meaningful.

One assumption of Moore’s argument that appears particularly vulnerable is the
assumption that the sentence ‘This might not have existed’ must be interpreted as the
sentence ‘It is possible that this does not exist’. This interpretation is neither desirable
nor compulsory. It is not desirable because it is very far from the surface grammar of
the sentence. We could take the surface grammar of the sentence seriously and take
‘might’ as a predicate modifier in the sentence ‘This might not have existed’ rather
than an initial sentence operator.'’ In this way, Moore’s interpretation of ‘This might
not have existed’ is not compulsory.

But we do not need to begin the argument with the assumption that the
sentence ‘This might not have existed’ should be interpreted as ‘It is possible that this
does not exist’. We could begin the argument by assuming that ‘It is possible that this
does not exist’ expresses a true proposition, an assumption that appears to enjoy some
intuitive support if ‘this’ refers to a concrete particular. If ‘It is possible that this does

not exist’ expresses a true proposition, then this sentence is meaningful. If this

sentence is meaningful, then ‘This does not exist’ is meaningful. Given that “This

1° Moore 1936.
I This response is explored in Wiggins 1995.
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does not exist’ should be interpreted as ‘It is not the case that this exists’, we can now
conclude that ‘This exists’ is meaningful. Therefore, if ‘It is possible that this does
not exist’ is meaningful, then ‘This exists’ is meaningful. Consequently, the
proponent of the Kant-Frege-Russell view of the semantics of the existence predicate
must deny that ‘It is possible that this does not exist’ is meaningful.

There is an argument related to Moore’s argument that has also been
influential. Many take the claim that everything is such that it might not have existed
to support the intuition that there might have been nothing. Commenting on this
inference, D. M. Armstrong writes,

All philosophers are perfectly aware that this may be (doxastic ‘may

be’) an invalid line of reasoning'? . . . But, I think, many of these

philosophers have also thought that, in default of some special reason

for thinking that the move from ‘each thing might not have existed’ to

‘nothing might have existed’ is invalid, it is reasonable to assume it is

valid."”

Thus, if we accept the Kant-Frege-Russell view, we must reject this inference. While
it should be clear that I have no interest in defending this conclusion or the validity of
this inference, what I think the seductiveness of this (invalid) inference demonstrates
is that the claim that the existence predicate applies to individuals as opposed to
classes is deeply ingrained in our pre-theoretic modal intuitions. Thus, this argument
helps to demonstrate the depth of the presumption against the Kant-Frege-Russell
view.

There are further sentences that this view deems meaningless that we would

ordinarily think are meaningful. J. L. Mackie offers the following sort of example:

12 An informal counter-model to this claim is the following. Say that the set {w;, w,, w3} contains all
the worlds. Let w, contain two individuals a and b. Assume that w, and w; are possible relative to w;.
Let w, contain only @ and let w; contain only 5. Thus, in w; everything is such that it might not have
existed, but it is not possible that there is nothing.

'3 Armstrong 1989, p. 24.
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"4 If ‘David exists’ is meaningless, then so is

‘Bush does not know that David exists
‘Bush does not know that David exists’. But it seems obvious that Bush does not
know that I exist. The Russellian response to this example is to interpret the sentence
‘Bush does not know that David exists’ as the sentence ‘Bush does not know that
there is any such person as David’. But this interpretation does not capture the
thought that / exist, no matter how particularly I am described. In response, the
Russellian might attempt a further interpretation in response to this example. She
might interpret the sentence ‘Bush does not know that David exists’ as ‘Bush does not
know that there is any such person as me’. On a coarse-grained approach to the
expression of propositions, the sentence ‘Bush does not know that there is any such
person as me’, as uttered by me, expresses the same proposition as the sentence ‘Bush
does not know that there is any such person as David’. In which case, we are back to
the previous interpretation.

Now on a fine-grained approach to the expression of propositions, ‘Bush does
not know that there is any such person as me’, as uttered by me, expresses a different
proposition from that expressed by the sentence ‘Bush does not know that there is any
such person as David’. Consequently, on this approach ‘There is any such person as
me’, as uttered by me, expresses a different proposition from ‘There is any such
person as David’. Because the proposition expressed by ‘There is any such person as
me’, as uttered by me, is a de se proposition, that is, a proposition about me, it is
argued that only I can know this proposition.”” This is so because the indexical ‘me’

is essential to this proposition, and this indexical refers to me only in my mouth.'®

Accordingly, on a fine-grained approach to propositions it is true that Bush does not

14 Mackie 1976, p. 249.
15 The ‘de se’ terminology is due to David Lewis. See Lewis 1979.

16 Eor more on this argument, see Perry 1979.
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know the proposition expressed by ‘There is any such person as me’, as uttered by
me, which seems to give the right result for the Russellian.

But not only is it true on this approach that Bush does not know the
proposition expressed by ‘There is any such person as me’, as uttered by me, it is also
true on this approach that he does not know the proposition expressed by ‘There is
any such person as me’, as uttered by his wife, or one of his children, or anyone else
other than himself, which is a highly counter-intuitive result. Thus, the Russellian
does not appear to have an adequate way to account for the truth of claims expressed
by sentences such as ‘Bush does not know that there is any such person as me’, as
uttered by me, and sentences such as ‘Bush does not know that there is any such
person as David’. Accordingly, the Kant-Frege-Russell view does not allow us to
represent some fairly secure linguistic, metaphysical, and logical intuitions. As there
is no good reason to accept this semantics, as I argued above, we should reject it.

Consequently, it poses no threat to necessary existence.

CONCEIVABILITY
David Hume has influenced our modal thinking greatly. One aspect of his influence
has already been mentioned: it is widely thought that contingency is to be preferred
over necessity. I will return to this methodological point later as a separate objection
to necessary existence. For now I consider the other aspect of his influence: it is
widely thought that conceivability is a guide to possibility. Hume states the
implication of this claim for necessary existence in the following passage.
Nothing is demonstrable, unless the contrary implies a Contradiction.

Nothing that is distinctly conceivable, implies a Contradiction.
Whatever we conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-
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existent. There is no Being, therefore, whose Non-existence implies a
Contradiction. Consequently, there is no Being, therefore, whose
existence is demonstrable.'”
In this passage, Hume’s aim is to offer a counter-argument to the ontological
argument, which presumes to show that God exists. But Hume’s argument clearly
generalises to an attack on necessary existence. We can state precisely the objection
to necessary existence in the following way.

We can distinctly conceive of an individual existing only if we can

distinctly conceive of that individual failing to exist. We can distinctly

conceive of an individual failing to exist only if that individual is a

contingent existent. We can conceive of our own existence and all the

other objects of our experience. Therefore, we are contingent

existents, along with all the other objects of our experience.

Consequently, necessary existence is false.

The first claim could plausibly be denied in the following way: though we can
distinctly conceive of the existence of a particular number, we cannot conceive of its
non-existence. This is so because it is part of the nature of a number to be a necessary
existent. With this response, the objector and the defender are at an impasse. It
appears that neither can provide a convincing counter-argument to the other.

The objector may then revise the argument by omitting the first claim, and
assume that the second claim does not require further justification. In response, the
defender of necessary existence can distinguish two kinds of conceivability and two
kinds of possibility and argue that the first kind of conceivability is no guide to the

relevant kind of possibility and that the second kind of conceivability, though it is a

guide to the relevant kind of possibility, does not entail the conclusion that I might not

have existed.

17 Hume 1976, Part 9, lines 10-15, p. 216.
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There are two sorts of conceivability that are relevant to Hume’s argument.
The first kind of conceivability is a conceivability based on ignorance. On this sort of
conceivability, I can conceive of water not being H,O. This kind of conceivability is
a guide to the first kind of possibility, namely, doxastic possibility. Doxastic
possibility is the sort of possibility governed by what I think is possible. On this
understanding of possibility, it is doxastically possible that water is not H,O. Though
conceivability based on ignorance is a guide to doxastic possibility, this does not
threaten necessary existence because necessary existence is a claim concerned with
metaphysical necessity and not doxastic necessity. Metaphysical necessity is that
which must be the case, while doxastic necessity is what I think must be the case.
Now conceivability based on ignorance is no guide to metaphysical possibility. For
example, if I do not know the essential properties of a particular object, then I can
conceive of it lacking those properties, on this usage of ‘conceive’, but it is
metaphysically impossible for an object to lack its essential properties.

There is a second kind of conceivability, which the defender of necessary
existence can concede is a guide to metaphysical possibility. On this kind of
conceivability, if the conceiver is attempting to determine the possibilities for a
particular object, then she must know enough about the object to know that she is
thinking about that object. This sort of knowledge must involve knowledge of the
object’s essential properties. Now when [ am conceiving of my non-existence, on this
usage of ‘conceive’, I am not conceiving of my failing to be a logical existent, where I
fail to be something. Rather, when [ am conceiving of myself as non-existent, what I
am conceiving of is my failing to be a non-logical existent, where I fail to be spatially

located, temporally located, and causally efficacious. That is, when I conceive of my
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non-existence, I am conceiving of my being non-concrete. I explain this response

more fully in my discussions of the next four objections to necessary existence.

ESSENTIALITY OF CONCRETE EXISTENCE

I begin this next set of objections with an objection reminiscent of the previous
chapter.

[ essentially exist. Necessarily, everything that exists is concrete.

Therefore, I am essentially concrete. If necessary existence is true,

then I am necessarily concrete. But I need not be concrete. Therefore,

necessary existence is false.
In this argument, ‘concrete’ serves to abbreviate whatever naturalistic property the
objector desires. Nothing turns on the particular property chosen. It should be
evident that the premise to deny in this argument is the second: necessarily,
everything that exists is concrete. The aim of the previous chapter was to give an
argument for this denial, and this argument is independent of any view of necessary

existence. Thus, I take it that this argument poses no threat to necessary existence.

ESSENTIALITY OF CONCRETENESS
The objector may happily concede this point, remarking that the conclusion, I am
essentially concrete, does not require any argument to support it. This claim, the
objector may maintain, is one of those Moorean intuitions anchored in the very

concept of concreteness. Thus, the objector may maintain the following argument.
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I am concrete. If am concrete, then I am essentially so. If necessary

existence is true, then I am necessarily concrete. But I need not be

concrete. Therefore, necessary existence is false.
A proper response to this argument requires a brief discussion of the abstract/concrete
distinction. It is commonly thought that the abstract/concrete distinction is of
fundamental importance to metaphysics. It is widely agreed that chairs, tables, and
planets are concrete objects, while propositions and properties are abstract objects.
Though we seem to agree on what counts as a concrete object and what counts as an
abstract object, we do not agree on why we agree. A satisfactory analysis of the
distinction between the abstract and the concrete has proved elusive. It might be
conjectured that just as there is no adequate conceptual analysis of causation,
meaning, and knowledge, there is no adequate conceptual analysis of the distinction
between the abstract and the concrete.

Though there appears to be no satisfactory analysis of this distinction on the
horizon, it is widely agreed that this distinction is exhaustive and exclusive, and
necessarily so. It is generally agreed that everything is such that it is necessarily
concrete or it is necessarily abstract and not both. In order to rebut the above
objection, the defender of necessary existence must deny this claim and propose a
metaphysics on which concrete objects may be contingently concrete. Accordingly,
concrete objects may be non-concrete, and non-concrete objects may be concrete.'®
On this metaphysics, the abstract/concrete distinction would be better termed ‘the
non-concrete/concrete distinction’, which is exhaustive and exclusive, and the term
‘abstract’ should be reserved for the necessarily non-concrete objects, such as

properties, propositions, and possible worlds.

18 Such a metaphysics has been proposed by Bernard Linsky and Edward Zalta and also by Timothy
Williamson. See Williamson 1990b, Linsky and Zalta 1994, Linsky and Zalta 1996, Williamson 1998,
Williamson 1999a, Williamson 1999b, Williamson 2000, and Williamson 2002.
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Having argued that I am contingently concrete, consider a world where I am
non-concrete. Because I am not concrete in this world, I am not a person, I am not
human, I lack the particular genetic constitution I have in the actual world, I lack a
body, and I lack all those other properties I actually have that depend on my being
concrete. So what am [ in this world where I am non-concrete? I am a possible
person in such a world, and I am such that I could have been human, had a body, and
had the particular genetic constitution that I have in the actual world.

An analogy with tense may be helpful here. Socrates is no longer concrete,
and at the present, he is a past person who was a human, had a body, and had the
particular genetic constitution that he had when he lived. In the same way that
Socrates is a past person at present, [ am a possible person at worlds where I am non-
concrete. Similarly, Newman-1, the first child born in the twenty-second century, is
not concrete yet, and at the present time, he is a future person who will be human, will
have a body, and will have the particular genetic constitution that he will have when
he lives.

Finally, just as I am a contingently concrete individual, Pete, the possible
child of Wittgenstein and Bette Davis, is a contingently non-concrete individual. In
worlds in which Pete is concrete, he is a person having a particular genetic
constitution, spatial location, temporal location and causal efficacy. All these
individuals, Socrates, Newman-1, Pete, and I share the property of being something in

the actual world and all possible worlds.
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NATURAL KINDS
The objector may try to argue that I am essentially concrete by way of arguing that I
have a certain property essentially, and having this property entails being concrete. A
particularly pressing form of this argument comes from considerations of natural
kinds. One such form is the following.

[ am essentially human. Being human entails being concrete.

Therefore, I am essentially concrete. If necessary existence is true,

then I am necessarily concrete. But I need not be concrete. Therefore,

necessary existence is false.

Many philosophers find the claim that I am essentially human a compelling claim.
However, it must be denied if necessary existence is to be plausibly maintained. We
can still maintain a form of the claim that is consistent with necessary existence,
namely, necessarily, if I am concrete, then I am human.!® I do not think that revising
the claim that I am essentially human to the claim that necessarily, if I am concrete,
then I am human is inconsistent with the intuition supporting the claim that [ am
essentially human. But if someone thinks that this revision is inconsistent with the
intuition, then the intuition must be abandoned.

I favour the revision, and not the abandonment, of this intuition on grounds
independent of necessary existence. The reason for revising this intuition is that it
conflicts with another, more secure intuition. Descartes famously put this intuition
forward in the following passage.

I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that thinks; that is, I am a

mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason — words whose meaning I

have been ignorant of until now. But for all that I am a thing which is

real and which truly exists. But what kind of a thing? As I have just
said — a thinking thing.

' Williamson proposes this revision in Williamson 1998.
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What else am I? I will use my imagination. [ am not that
structure of limbs which is called a human body. I am not even some
thin vapour which permeates the limbs — a wind, fire, air, breath, or
whatever | depict in my imagination; for these are things which I have
supposed to be nothing. Let this supposition stand, for all that I am
still something.*

Plantinga interprets this argument as an argument from the claim that I could have
existed without having a material body to the claim that I am actually immaterial.*!
Plantinga notes that this argument is invalid. He attempts to repair it by adding the
premise that anything that is immaterial is essentially so, and anything that is material
is essentially so. Thus, the argument is now:
It is possible that I am immaterial. Anything that is immaterial is
essentially so, and anything that is material is essentially so.
Therefore, I am actually immaterial.
While this argument is valid, in the presence of an S5 modal logic where every world
is possible relative to every other world, a similar argument for my being actually
material is also valid.
It is possible that I am material. Anything that is immaterial is
essentially so, and anything that is material is essentially so.
Therefore, [ am actually material.
The conclusion that I am actually material is arguably supported more by intuition
than the premise that I am possibly immaterial because I am actually material. It is

difficult to adjudicate which intuition wins out if there is a conflict. But there need be

no conflict. Conflict only arises with the presence of the claim that anything that is

2 Descartes 1986, Meditation 11.27, p. 18. Descartes supports the premise that he is possibly
immaterial by claiming that he can imagine this possibility. Presumably, Descartes holds that if he can
imagine a situation in which this claim is true, then it is possible. Clearly, I cannot appeal to this way
of supporting this premise as I have previously denied the reliability of the method of imagination for
delivering modal truths. Because of this denial, I must accept this premise as an independent intuition,
unsupported by argument.

2! plantinga 1974, pp. 66-67.
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immaterial is essentially so and anything that is material is essentially so. It is this
claim that must be denied. Just as (non)concreteness is not a property had essentially
if had at all, so (im)materiality is not a property had essentially if had at all. Thus, I
can accept the initial premise of the first argument, that I could have existed without
having a material body, and at the same time, I can accept the conclusion of the
second argument, that I am actually a concrete, material individual. What is
important for present purposes is that if we assume that being a human means being
an embodied human, then the Cartesian intuition implies that I am not essentially
human.?

Another objection along these lines is due to Charles Hartshorne. He asks,
“Who doubts that contingency is inherent in all ordinary predicates? To be a man is to
exist, if at all, without logical or conceptual necessity. How could there be necessity
in this case?’” T take it that Hartshorne is asserting that being human entails being
contingent. If this is so, then I deny this entailment. As Hartshorne gives no
argument for this entailment, there are no arguments to refute. The reasons for
denying Hartshorne’s claim are the four arguments I give for necessary existence in
Chapters 5 — 6 and their defence in Chapters 7 — 12.

Though the objection from my supposedly being essentially human fails,
another objection along the same lines may be thought to be successful. This

objection is based on the supposed necessity of origin.

22 There are further, theological grounds for denying that humans are essentially human. Prior to God’s
becoming human in Christ, the second person of the Trinity, the Son, was not human. But at the
incarnation, the Son became human. Therefore, the Son gained the property of being human. If
humanity is an essential property, then the Son could not gain this property. Therefore, either the Son
did not become human or humanity is not an essential property. Clearly the first disjunct cannot be
accepted by Christians. Therefore, Christians must deny that humanity is an essential property.
Christian philosophers who accept this conclusion include Plantinga, Davis, Morris, and Swinburne.
See Plantinga 1974, Davis 1983, Morris 1986, and Swinburne 1994. I do not emphasise this line of
argument because it is not at all obvious that the incarnation possibly, let alone actually, occurred.

2 Hartshorne 1966, p. 91.
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THE NECESSITY OF ORIGIN

A variation on the objection from natural kinds comes from the necessity of origin.
Having the particular origin I do have is essential to me, and having this origin entails
being concrete, or so the objector might argue. An argument embodying this thought
appears below.

I essentially have the genetic structure that I actually have. Having a

genetic structure entails being concrete. If necessary existence is true,

then I am necessarily concrete. But I need not be concrete. Therefore,

necessary existence is false.
Just as the defender of necessary existence must deny that I am essentially human, she
must also deny that I essentially have the genetic structure that I actually have.
Again, there are two options open to the defender: either revise the claim so that it is
consistent with necessary existence or deny the claim outright. On the first option, the
defender can consistently accept that [ have the genetic structure that I actually have
in all the worlds in which I am concrete. That is, she can accept that necessarily, if I
am concrete, then I have the particular genetic origin I actually have. On the second
option, the defender of necessary existence can claim that no version of the necessity
of origin is true: I could have had a genetic origin other than the one I actually have.
The most plausible option here is again to revise the intuition consistently with
necessary existence. The argument for this revision is the same as the argument that

am not essentially human. But given this revision, a further problem might be raised.

I turn now to the problem of individuation.
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INDIVIDUATION

Even if the defender of necessary existence can successfully answer the objections
concerning concreteness, it appears that the defender’s characterisation of what [ am
in worlds in which I am non-concrete poses another problem, namely, that of
individuating me from all other possible persons at such worlds. The apparent
problem can be stated in the following way.

The genetic structure I actually have individuates me in all the worlds

where [ am concrete. Assuming that I exist in a possible world where I

am non-concrete, I do not have a genetic structure in these worlds.

There is no further property that individuates me in worlds where [ am

non-concrete. Without such an individuating property, that is, a

property that only I could have had, I do not exist. Therefore, contrary

to assumption, I exist only in worlds where I am concrete. Therefore, I

am essentially concrete. If necessary existence is true, then I am

necessarily concrete. But I need not be concrete. Therefore, necessary

existence is false.
The defender of necessary existence has two options here. On the first option, she can
claim that in worlds in which I am non-concrete I have the modal property of being
such that necessarily, if I am concrete, then I have the particular genetic constitution I
have in the actual world. If modal properties are allowed to individuate me in these
worlds, then this property individuates me in these worlds because no one else but me
could have the particular genetic constitution I have in the actual world.** But it is
likely that the objector would not allow for modal properties, such as being such that I

would have had a particular genetic constitution if I were actual, to individuate me in

worlds in which I am non-concrete. If this property is disallowed, as I suspect it

24 Gtrawson seems to think that the property of having been a particular person individuates a past
person. He writes, ‘The concept of a person is logically prior to that of an individual consciousness.
The concept of a person is not to be analysed as that of an animated body or of an embodied anima.
This is not to say that the concept of a pure individual consciousness might not have a logically
secondary existence, if one think, or finds, it desirable. We speak of a dead person — a body — and in
the same secondary way we might at least think of a disembodied person. A person is not an embodied
ego, but an ego might be a disembodied person, retaining the logical benefit of individuality from
having been a person.” Strawson 1959, p. 103.
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would be, then the defender of necessary existence must adopt the second approach,
which is to accept that [ have no individuating properties in worlds in which [ am non-
concrete.

If I have no individuating property at these worlds, then the demand for
individuation must be rejected. In rejecting the demand for individuation, it is
claimed that identity is a primitive relation that does not require grounding in
properties that do not involve identity. One could reject this demand by claiming that
I have the property of being me in all possible worlds. The property of being me is
sometimes referred to as my ‘thisness’ or my ‘haecceity’. Thus, my thisness, or
haecceity, is what individuates me in all possible worlds. The inability to individuate
a contingently non-concrete object by properties not involving the identity of that
particular object may be considered a cost of the metaphysics I have presented. This
would only be counted a cost by those who insist that the identity relation must be
grounded in properties not involving identity, and it is not at all obvious that the
identity relation must be so grounded. This answer may seem to raise another

problem, namely, the problem of bare existents.

BARE EXISTENCE
In worlds in which I am non-concrete, the only atomic property I have is my thisness.
But it might be objected that I must instantiate an atomic property, other than my
thisness, in any world in which I exist. In effect, there cannot be bare existents. So I
am essentially concrete after all, or so the objection goes. This objection can be put

more precisely in the following argument.
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To exist is to instantiate an atomic property. I instantiate atomic

properties only in worlds in which I am concrete. Therefore, I exist

only in worlds in which I am concrete. If necessary existence is true,

then [ am necessarily concrete. But I need not be concrete. Therefore,

necessary existence is false.
This objection is really another form of the ‘existence is not a predicate’ objection,
and the premise to deny is the first: an individual can exist without instantiating any
atomic property, other than existence and its thisness, of course. The reasons for
denying this premise are the same as in the ‘existence is not a predicate’ objection,
and I will not repeat the arguments here. Having dealt with the most prominent
metaphysical and semantic objections to necessary existence, I turn now to

methodological objections embodied in four razors: one due to Hume and three due to

Ockham.

HUME’S RAZOR

I turn first to a principle termed ‘Hume’s Razor’, which ‘tells us not to multiply
necessities without good reason’.”> This presumption in favour of contingency can be
formulated into an apparently pressing objection to necessary existence. This
objection can be put in the following argument.

Necessary truths should not be multiplied without good reason. There

is no good reason for accepting necessary existence. Therefore,

necessary existence should be denied.
The defender of necessary existence can make a quick reply to this objection. She can
accept Hume’s razor while consistently claiming that the arguments for necessary

existence provide sufficient reason for overcoming the presumption against necessary

25 | borrow the term ‘Hume’s Razor’ and its formulation from Peter Forrest. See Forrest 2001, p. 93.
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claims.  But perhaps a better reply is possible, one that does not grant that there
should be this presumption in favour of contingency.
Adams has argued against this presumption. If we do favour contingency over

necessity, then we should agree that the following claims are true.”

I could have been born in the 13™ century.

Phenomenal colors could be seen which we do not see, replacing
orange between red and yellow on a possible visual spectrum.

Bodies could have existed without any minds ever existing.

Minds could have existed without any bodies ever existing.

Travelling to the past in a time machine is metaphysically, if not

causally possible.

These claims are all highly contentious claims. It does not seem to be good
philosophical methodology to settle the dispute simply by invoking Hume’s Razor
and declaring them to be true.

Given that invoking Hume’s Razor to settle disputes of this sort is not
appropriate, why does this principle appear to be so attractive? Adams claims that
when we approach modal issues, we experience

genuine puzzlement about the extent of possibility and necessity. And

this puzzlement undoubtedly arises in part from the limitations of our
understanding of the nature and grounds of possibility and necessity.”’

What should we do in the face of this puzzlement? Adams writes that a presumption

. . . T 28
in favour of contingency over necessity would be ‘an unreasonable prejudice’.

Adams advises agnosticism in the face of this puzzlement. There should be no

26 Adams lists these claims in Adams 1988, p. 27.

27 Adams 1988, p. 28.
28 Adams 1988, p. 28. If the term ‘modalism’ did not already refer to a philosophical position, we

might term a prejudice in favour of one modality over the other as ‘modalism’.
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presumption either way on Adams’s view. These presumptions, Adams writes,
‘should normally be replaced by broader theoretical considerations in dealing with
metaphysical issues about modality’.** Thus, on Adams’s view, we should deny that
there is any presumption for or against necessary existence. If the arguments for
necessary existence are deemed to be sound, these should provide the theoretical
considerations needed to substantiate necessary existence. If they are thought to be
unsound, we should return to agnosticism in this area.

While Adams presents a compelling case against Hume’s Razor, and,
therefore, the basis for a refutation of this objection to necessary existence, I think it is
difficult to deny the intuitive plausibility of Hume’s Razor. In this case, my response
to the objection is the quick reply noted above: the arguments for necessary existence

provide good reason for overturning the presumption against it.

OCKHAM’S RAZORS
Having granted that Hume’s Razor sets up a presumption against the truth of
necessary existence, I come to three further principles that might be thought to set up
similar presumptions. These principles are versions of Ockham’s razor, which tells us
not to multiply entities beyond reason. The versions of this principle that are of
interest are: kinds of entities should not be multiplied beyond reason, the number of
entities should not be multiplied beyond reason, and the number of entities actually
existing should not be multiplied beyond reason.’’ Each of these three principles

might be thought to provide the basis for an objection to necessary existence. I deal

with the principles in turn.

2 Adams 1988, p. 29.
30 Forrest distinguishes the second version from the third version in Forrest 2001, p. 93.
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The first principle might be thought to provide the basis for the following
objection:

Kinds of entities should not be multiplied without good reason. There

is no good reason to accept contingently non-concrete individuals.

Therefore, these beings should not be accepted. The plausibility of

necessary existence depends upon the acceptance of such entities.

Therefore, necessary existence should be denied.
It is not apparent how strong the presumption embodied in this version of Ockham’s
Razor is. Say that a theory posits many types of entities with relatively few examples
of each, and that another theory posits relatively few types of entities, but many of
each of them. Which theory is to be preferred? Other things being equal, it is not
clear. Or say that a theory posits many types of entities with few principles governing
the theory and another theory posits few types of entities and many principles
governing the theory. Which theory is to be preferred? Again, it is unclear.
Examples of these conflicts can be multiplied easily. Thus, it is not at all obvious
how much weight we should give to this version of Ockham’s Razor in contexts
where it conflicts with other presumptions. Nevertheless, this principle does embody
a presumption that should be respected. Other things being equal, if one theory
posits fewer kinds of entities than another theory, the former theory should be
preferred. Thus, any violation of this presumption stands in need of justification. The
metaphysics necessary for accommodating necessary existence does violate this
presumption because it introduces a new kind of individual: a contingently non-
concrete individual. Therefore, good reason has to be given to justify this violation.

The arguments for necessary existence provide this justification.

The second principle may be thought to form the basis for the following

objection to necessary existence.
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The number of entities assumed to actually exist should not be

multiplied without good reason. Necessary existence requires that

there could not have been fewer individuals than there actually are.

This requirement sets a lower limit on the number of entities assumed

to exist. There is no good reason to accept necessary existence.

Therefore, necessary existence should be denied.
Again, it is not at all obvious how much weight to assign to this principle, that the
number of entities assumed to actually exist should not be multiplied without good
reason, given the same sort of considerations discussed above, but I do think that this
principle is true. However, it is not at all clear that necessary existence violates this
version of Ockham’s Razor because necessary existence does not require the
multiplication of entities that actually exist. Rather, it requires the non-subtraction of
any actual entities. This non-subtraction of any actual entities is a sort of
multiplication of entities, namely, a multiplication of entities with respect to the
number of entities postulated by other theories of modality, but it is not a
multiplication of entities with respect to the number of entities there could have been.
On the former interpretation of ‘the multiplication of entities’, the defender of
necessary existence should claim that the arguments for necessary existence provide
good reason for overturning the presumption against the multiplication of entities.
Now on the latter interpretation of ‘the multiplication of entities’, the defender of
necessary existence can accept this version of Ockham’s Razor and deny that
necessary existence contravenes it.

The third principle does not present an apparent problem for necessary
existence because necessary existence does not make any claims about what actually
exists. Rather, necessary existence is the claim that whatever actually exists must

have existed. Thus, necessary existence, on its own, does not multiply any actual

entities. However, the arguments I give for necessary existence in Chapters 5-6
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together with the claim that the accessibility relation between possible worlds is
symmetric implies that individuals we think to be merely possible, such as the

1
3 Because the

possible child of Wittgenstein and Bette Davis, are actual
metaphysical argument is necessary for a convincing case for necessary existence, a
claim I substantiate in the following chapter, it seems that the case for necessary
existence together with the claim that the accessibility relation between possible
worlds is symmetric implies the multiplication of actual entities on a large scale.
Given this consequence, what we think of as merely possible, is really merely
possibly concrete. The possible child Wittgenstein and Bette Davis might have had is
not merely possible because it is actual; rather, it is merely possibly concrete. This
result does pose a difficulty given the third version of Ockhams’ Razor. This
difficulty can be put in the following argument.

The number of entities assumed to exist should not be multiplied

without good reason. The case for necessary existence together with

the claim that the accessibility relation between possible worlds is

symmetric entails that individuals that were thought to be merely

possible are actual but merely possibly concrete. This result multiplies

the number of entities actually existing. There is good reason to accept

that the accessibility relation between possible worlds is symmetric.

Therefore, there is a strong presumption against the acceptance of the

case for necessary existence.
I accept that there is a strong presumption against the acceptance of the case for

necessary existence because it multiplies the number of entities assumed to exist. I

take this presumption as a challenge to present such a case.

311 discuss this implication in Chapter 5.
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SUMMARY
In this chapter I have outlined some of the most prominent objections to necessary
existence, and I have provided responses to these objections. While I would not
expect the objector to be convinced that necessary existence is true, I hope to have
opened up the doxastic possibility that necessary existence is true. In the following

chapter, I examine what sort of case must be made for necessary existence.
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4

MAKING THE CASE FOR NECESSARY
EXISTENCE

Having outlined the major objections to necessary existence and having given what I
regard to be the most plausible responses to these objections, I now examine what sort
of case is required to substantiate these responses. In other words, what sort of
positive arguments need to be given for necessary existence that would constitute a
convincing case for this claim. I argue that an argument from informal, metaphysical

considerations is necessary for the acceptance of necessary existence.

TwO TYPES OF DEFENCES OF NECESSARY EXISTENCE
Spinoza and Wittgenstein, on the one hand, and Williamson, on the other provide two
types of defences of necessary existence. Spinoza and Wittgenstein defend necessary
existence from their metaphysical views, namely, causal rationalism and logical
atomism, respectively. In contrast, Williamson defends necessary existence from
formal, logical considerations.! While these are two types of defences, it is important
to keep in mind that they are not exclusive to each other. Spinoza and Wittgenstein

must use logic in making their case for necessary existence because a persuasive case

! Williamson 2002 offers the metaphysical argument I present in Chapter 5. As he notes, I drew this
argument to his attention. He offers the position I criticise in previous work, and he does not note any
change of mind in Williamson 2002. Therefore, even though he has offered a metaphysical argument
for necessary existence, I take it that he still believes that a formal argument for necessary existence,
together with the assumption that formal simplicity is a guide to truth, is a sufficiently convincing case

for necessary existence.
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requires the use of arguments, and arguments require rules of inference linking
premises to conclusions. Such rules of inference are logical in nature. Consequently,
a defence based on metaphysical considerations requires the use of formal, logical
principles.

Even though a sharp division between logic and metaphysics cannot be drawn,
there is a continuum at play here. Some approaches emphasise a view’s immediate
intuitive appeal, while other approaches emphasise global, systematic virtues, and
most approaches lie somewhere between these two extremes. Williamson’s view is
motivated more by a global, systematic virtue than it is by its immediate intuitive
appeal. This virtue is formal simplicity, and, on his view, formal simplicity is a guide
to metaphysical truth. In modality, the simplest quantified modal logic, in terms of
axioms, is the modal propositional logic K together with classical logic. In this logic,
necessary existence is a logical truth. Thus, on Williamson’s view, we should accept
necessary existence because it is a logical truth of the simplest quantified modal logic.
It is this view I argue against in this chapter, especially in the case of necessary
existence. I argue that an argument from informal, metaphysical considerations is a

necessary component of a convincing case for necessary existence.

WILLIAMSON ON FORMAL SIMPLICITY AS A GUIDE TO METAPHYSICAL TRUTH
Williamson’s general methodology is to construct metaphysics within the confines of

orthodox logic. In the preface to Identity and Discrimination he writes,

In particular, I have assumed without argument that the last thing to
give up is a principle of classical logic; even its opponents should
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agree that no case against it is complete without an understanding of

what can be done within its limits.?
Given this assumption, we may fairly characterise Williamson’s view as ‘logically
conservative’. He is less willing to change logic than to change metaphysics.

A further example of his employment of this methodology can be found in his
approach to the problem of vagueness. This problem is brought to the fore by the

following argument.

A man with zero hairs on his head is bald.

For all n, if a man with » hairs on his head is bald, then a man with n+1
hairs on his head is also bald.

Therefore, a man with a hundred thousand hairs on his head is bald.

This argument is a version of the sorites paradox, the paradox of the heap. It is a
paradox because the premises seem to be true, the conclusion seems to be false, and
the argument seems to be valid. In fact, the argument is classically valid. Many
solutions to this argument have been proposed, and most of them centre on the denial
of the validity of the argument. These denials then force a change in logic, a change
which, by Williamson’s lights, is the least preferable sort of solution.

In contrast, Williamson maintains that the argument is valid, but the second
premise, the inductive premise, is false. Consequently, there is an n such that a man
having » hairs on his head is bald and a man having n+1 hairs on his head is non-bald.
As a result, there is a sharp boundary dividing the extensions of the predicate ‘is bald’
and its negation. Though there is this sharp boundary, we are ignorant of just where it
occurs because our concept of bald is sensitive to factors we are not in a position to

survey. This sensitivity causes sentences containing the predicate ‘is bald’, and other

2 Williamson 1990a, p. viii.

64



Making the Case for Necessary Existence

such vague predicates, to express different propositions in different contexts. Given
the sensitive nature of our concept of baldness, we cannot form reliable judgements
about borderline bald and non-bald cases. Because of this unreliability, we cannot
know the boundary between the extensions of the predicates ‘is bald’ and ‘is non-
bald’. Williamson characterises his account of the sorites paradox as ‘the epistemic
account of vagueness’.

The virtue of this account, as Williamson sees it, is that it requires no revision
of classical logic. This virtue, he argues, counts significantly in the epistemic
account’s favour. Williamson writes,

Classical logic and semantics are vastly superior to the alternatives in

simplicity, power, past success, and integration with theories in other

domains. In these circumstances it would be sensible to adopt the
epistemic view in order to retain classical logic and semantics even if'it

were subject to philosophical criticisms in which we could locate no

fallacy; not every anomaly falsifies a theory.’

He goes on to say that he need not appeal to this argument in support of the epistemic
theory because he has located the fallacies in the philosophical criticisms levied
against the epistemic account of vagueness. However, it is significant that
Williamson thinks that this argument provides a sufficient reason to adopt the
epistemic view. Contrary to Williamson, the primary claim of this chapter is that this
argument does not provide a sufficient reason to adopt the epistemic view: while the
retention of classical logic is an important benefit of the epistemic view, a convincing
case for this view requires further arguments based on informal, metaphysical and

epistemological considerations. Williamson does give such arguments, and I think

that it is largely due to these arguments that his view has proved to be as influential as

it is.

3 Williamson 1992, p. 162.
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Not only does Williamson have this high view of classical logic, he has a
correspondingly high regard for orthodox modal logic.* In praise of David Wiggins’s
work on the necessity of identity, Williamson writes, ‘Any metaphysical caprice can
be indulged in some more or less deviant formal system. The work of David Wiggins
is a reminder of the depth to be gained in metaphysics from the constraints of
orthodoxy in logic.”> A similar line of praise is offered to Ruth Barcan Marcus who,
in Williamson’s view, ‘did so much to initiate [the tradition] of modal metaphysics
disciplined by the rigour of modem logic’.® Just as classical logic constrains a proper
account of vagueness, in Williamson’s view, so does orthodox modal logic constrain a
proper account of modal metaphysics.

The reason for adopting the view that orthodox modal logic should constrain
modal metaphysics is largely the same as the reason for adopting the view that
classical logic should constrain a proper account of vagueness: formal simplicity is a
guide to metaphysical truth. Williamson observes that relativising domains to worlds
yields a more complicated semantics for quantified modal logic than without such a
relativisation, and he writes, ‘Such complications are a warning sign of philosophical
error.”’ Presumably, if Williamson thinks that complications are a warning sign of
philosophical error, he also thinks that formal simplicity is an encouraging sign of
philosophical correctness. Also, in arguing for the converse Barcan formula as
against a particular version of the truthmaker principle, which he argues is
inconsistent with the converse Barcan formula, he writes, ‘The i1ssue illustrates the

8

philosophical power of a simple system of quantified modal logic.”” So on

* Orthodox modal logic is a logic comprised of a modal propositional logic at least as strong as K and a
classical quantificational base.

* Williamson 1996, p. 1.

¢ Williamson 1999a, p. 253.

7 Williamson 1998, p. 262.

8 Williamson 1999a, p. 253.
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Williamson’s view, formal simplicity is evidence of metaphysical truth and
philosophical power.

Though formal simplicity is a guide to metaphysical truth, on Williamson’s
view, formal simplicity is not an infallible guide to truth. For example, a classical
logic that has only one element in the domain would be much simpler than the
classical logic we now employ that allows for infinitely many elements. One
consequence of the domain containing only one element is that the quantifiers are
equivalent (Vx@(x) = Ix@(x)). Spinoza and Terry Horgan and Matja Porc have
advocated forms of such a view where all appearances of diversity are illusory.” But
Williamson does not think that the world has only one element because the
appearances are just too compelling to adopt a logic where domains have only one
element. So on Williamson’s view, formal simplicity is an important consideration in
determining metaphysical truth, but it is not an infallible guide to truth. However, ifa
metaphysics could be developed that made sense of there being only one element, and
this metaphysics had the sort of plausibility that the metaphysics [ have presented here
has, it seems that Williamson should accept that metaphysics.

I have thus briefly traced Williamson’s methodology for pairing metaphysics
with orthodox logic through his work on vagueness to his work on modal
metaphysics. This methodology, I have argued, is governed by the principle that
formal simplicity, in general, is a guide to metaphysical truth. The specific
application of this principle we are interested in is: the formal simplicity of the modal
logic K+CQT which validates necessary existence makes it plausible to suppose that
I, and all the other concrete objects in this world, could have been non-concrete but

could not have failed to logically exist. If Williamson’s aim is merely to do enough

® See Spinoza 2000, E1 P14, p. 85 and Horgan and Potrc 2000.
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for necessary existence to make it worthy of serious consideration, then [ think that he
has succeeded in this aim. His work on the metaphysics necessary for necessary
existence is integral to making necessary existence plausible, and his argument from
formal simplicity does give prima facie evidence for the truth of necessary existence.
But if Williamson’s aim is to change his opponents’ minds, I think he has failed. His
approach is dialectically ineffective against many, if not most of his opponents, and a
plausible argument can be given against the claim that formal simplicity is a guide to
metaphysical truth. This failure points to the need for a metaphysical case for

necessary existence, a case [ present in the following chapter.

WILLIAMSON’S APPROACH IS DIALECTICALLY INEFFECTIVE

Williamson’s approach is dialectically ineffective against opponents who hold either
of two related views: the first is that logic should be metaphysically neutral and the
second is that logic should describe, rather than prescribe, the way the world is. 1
discuss each of these views in turn. A prominent philosopher who takes the view that
logic should be metaphysically neutral is David Kaplan. He gives voice to this line of
thought:

But if PWS [possible-world semantics] is to serve for intensional logic,

we should not build such metaphysical prejudices into it. We

logicians, strive to serve philosophical ideologies not to constrain

them. Thus, insofar as possible our intensional logic should be neutral

with respect to such issues.'

Expressing a view similar to Kaplan’s, Peter Geach writes, ‘Logic of itself cannot

give anyone the answer to any question of substance; but without logic we often do

10 Kaplan 1995, p. 42. In a footnote to this passage, Kaplan writes ‘Except to valid argument, of
course.’
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not know the import of what we know and often fall into fallacy and inconsistency.”"!
If Williamson’s argument for the converse Barcan formula is persuasive, then the
view variously expressed by Kaplan and Geach must be set aside: logic does constrain
philosophical ideologies by answering substantial metaphysical questions.

There are reasons to suspect that the Kaplan-Geach view is incorrect for
reasons independent of necessary existence. If the Kaplan-Geach view is that logic
should not be metaphysically contentious, this view cannot be true because, in
principle, every logical principle is deniable on metaphysical grounds. For example,
Graham Priest claims that the law of non-contradiction is false because the world
contains contradictory states of affairs.’” Perhaps those who advocate the Kaplan-
Geach view would respond by claiming that no logical principle is deniable on
metaphysical grounds. Such an assertion would likely be motivated by an absolutist
view of logic, as opposed to a pragmatist view of logic.”> An absolutist view of logic
is a view on which ‘logical laws are unalterable, because they have a special status
that guarantees their certainty’.!* This view of logic is highly implausible. The mere
existence of many rival logics is enough to cast suspicion on the view. In contrast to
the absolutist view, a pragmatist view of logic is a view on which

logic is a theory, a theory on a par, except for its extreme generality,

with other, ‘scientific’ theories; and according to which choice of

logic, as of other theories, is to be made on the basis of an assessment
of the economy, coherence, and simplicity of the overall belief set.”

' Quoted from Peter Geach’s self-profile in Pyke 1993.

2 See Priest 1995.

3 The terms “absolutist view of logic’ and ‘pragmatist view of logic’ are borrowed from Haack 1974,
p. 26.

4 Haack 1974, p. 26.

15 Haack 1974, p. 26.
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Rather than viewing logic as an independent arbiter for determining the way the world
is, the image of Neurath’s boat might be the image most appropriate for logic.'® As
repairers of the boat, we judge what logical principles we should retain and which we
should abandon relative to a weighting of formal and informal considerations. In this
weighting, there is no agreed algorithm for assigning confidence in any logical
principle because of the mass of issues involved. Rather than stifling objections to
logical principles, it is important for reasonable people to disagree about these
principles so that we can have alternative views. In this way, we can hope to
construct the most metaphysically adequate logic. Thus, even though those who take
the Kaplan-Geach view would not be convinced by Williamson’s approach, this result
does not present a problem for Williamson because this view is an unworkable view
of logic and metaphysics.

I turn now to the second group of opponents who would be unmoved by
Williamson’s arguments. While I am unsympathetic to the view motivating the first
group of opponents, I am sympathetic to the view of this second group. In order to
describe this view I need to introduce a distinction between descriptive and
revisionary metaphysics and a distinction between a descriptive and a prescriptive
role for logic in relation to metaphysics. According to Strawson, descriptive
metaphysics is the project of describing ‘the actual structure of our thought about the
world’.!” Presumably, the philosopher who engages in descriptive metaphysics thinks
that our actual thought about the world gives us an accurate guide to the way the
world really is or provides some sort of privileged access, or perhaps our only access,
to the way the world is. In contrast, revisionary metaphysics does not give a

privileged role to our actual thought about the way the world is but, rather, attempts to

' The comparison to Neurath’s boat is Haack’s. See Haack 1974, p. 37.
17 Strawson 1959, p. xiii.
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give a better characterisation of the world than our actual thought provides. The
revisionary metaphysician, then, does not think that our actual thought about the
world is necessarily an accurate portrait of the way the world is, and our thought
might need to be revised in important ways to get at the truth of the matter.

Clearly, there is a consistent combination of the two positions, descriptive and
revisionary metaphysics: a metaphysician might think that our actual thought about
the world is correct in some respects but is incorrect in others and so these incorrect
respects stand in need of revision. Also, the metaphysician may practise descriptive
metaphysics in some areas and revisionary metaphysics in others, so no overall
commitment to either project is required for consistency. I would conjecture that
most philosophers concerned with metaphysics practise descriptive metaphysics in
some areas, revisionary metaphysics in others, and a combination of the two positions
as outlined above in still other areas of metaphysics.

Now given these two ways of doing metaphysics, descriptive and revisionary,
what role does logic have to play with respect to them? Broadly speaking, there are
two roles logic could play: a descriptive role and a prescriptive role. Traditionally,
logic played a prescriptive role in relation to metaphysics: logic tells us that certain
propositions are logical truths independent of any metaphysical theory, and if a
metaphysical theory is to be counted correct, then it must include these truths in its
theory. More recently, it has been thought that logic should play a descriptive role in
relation to metaphysics. If logic is thought of as merely the study of formal systems,
then it is not so clear that the valid formulas of any of those systems should play a
privileged role in constructing metaphysics. Also, it might be thought that the role of
logic is to give a formal structure to our theories of the way the world is, and these

theories are prior to the construction of any formal system. It then becomes a pressing
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question which formal system is the correct, or a correct, theory for reasoning about
the way the world is, if indeed there is a correct theory. How might such a question
be answered? I will return to this question below.

Applying these two distinctions to the matter at hand, arguing for the
plausibility of the metaphysics I have presented here and the truth of necessary
existence, it appears to me that Williamson thinks that, broadly speaking, logic plays a
prescriptive role in relation to metaphysics, and the sort of metaphysics I have given
here is a combination of revisionary and descriptive metaphysics: it is descriptive in
the sense that the Existence Principle has some intuitive appeal and seems to
accurately characterise some aspect of our thought about existence, while it is
revisionary in the sense that it claims that we, and all the other concrete individuals in
this world, might have been non-concrete while still existing.

As I have stated above, Williamson’s case for the plausibility of this sort of
metaphysics depends crucially on the idea that logic plays a regulative role in relation
to metaphysics, or in terms just introduced, that logic constrains metaphysics, or is
prescriptive for metaphysics. I think that Williamson’s case can be answered too
easily because an opponent could simply respond by saying that Williamson has the
wrong idea for the role logic should play in relation to metaphysics: instead of a
prescriptive role, logic should play a descriptive role. Writing in this vein, Kripke
claims that formalism should not replace ordinary philosophical reasoning. He writes:

Logical investigations can obviously be a useful tool for philosophy.

They must, however, be informed by a sensitivity to the philosophical

significance of the formalism and by a generous admixture of common

sense, as well as a thorough understanding both of the basic concepts

and of the technical details of the formal material used. It should not
be supposed that the formalism can grind out philosophical results in a
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manner beyond the .capacity .of ordinary philos?gphical reasoning.

There is no mathematical substitute for philosophy.

Furthermore, in response to Williamson’s claim that formal simplicity is a guide to
metaphysical truth, the opponent might simply deny that logical theory is in any way
prior to metaphysical theory, just as metaphysical theory is in no way prior to logical
theory. The opponent might continue, aesthetically it might be nice to have a simple
logical theory, but to borrow a phrase from Wittgenstein, ‘elegance is not what we are
trying for’."” Rather, we are looking for an adequate accounting of the modal facts,
and these facts might be complicated and require a complicated modal logic. So
without a substantial defence of the claim that orthodox modal logic, a logic
containing a modal system at least as strong as K paired with a classical
quantificational base, Williamson’s case appears to be easily deniable by the
opponents of necessary existence.

Now returning to the question I left hanging two paragraphs above, what
would constitute a defence of a particular formal system as the correct logical theory
of an area of metaphysics, I claim that such a defence must be motivated primarily by
metaphysical, informal considerations. Contrary to the traditional view of logic, that
logic plays a prescriptive role in relation to metaphysics, the adoption of any formal
system requires a justification and the content of this justification must be a
metaphysical argument that does not use the formal principles that are to be justified.
An example may help here. If one is attempting to offer an argument for classical
logic and against intuitionist logic, it would be beside the point to appeal to the
principle of bivalence because this very principle is the principle at issue. Thus, a

persuasive argument for classical logic and against intuitionist logic would use logical

18 Kripke 1976, p. 416.
' Wittgenstein 1958, p. 19.
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principles, but bivalence should not be one of these principles. The content of the
premises of such an argument, on my view, should be informal, metaphysical
considerations.

I think Williamson goes wrong in constructing metaphysics, that is the
metaphysics [ have given here, within the constraints given by classical and orthodox
modal logic without a satisfactory metaphysical justification of this logic, and this
omission gives his opponents an easy reply. A satisfactory metaphysical justification
is needed for this metaphysics, and I think that I give such a justification in Chapter 5.
Williamson may respond by borrowing Mill’s response to his critics: I am going up
the same hill, just on the other side. While I agree with this Millian analysis of my

objection, my strategy will bring not only myself but also a few others up the hill.

FORMAL SIMPLICITY IS AN INSUFFICIENT GUIDE TO METAPHYSICAL TRUTH

A more substantial criticism can be made against Williamson’s case for necessary
existence. This criticism is that formal simplicity is an insufficient guide to
metaphysical truth. If this is so, Williamson’s case for necessary existence collapses.
I turn to arguing for this criticism. I consider what appears to be the best case for this
claim, which is an analogy to the claim that theoretical simplicity is a guide to
scientific truth. I argue that no such appeal can work. I then briefly give some
considerations that tell against formal simplicity being a guide to metaphysical truth.

Williamson compares his approach to modal metaphysics with that of the
scientist: just as the scientist assumes, perhaps justifiably, that theoretical simplicity is
a guide to truth, so should the metaphysician assume that formal simplicity is a guide

to truth. The problem with this comparison is that formal simplicity corresponds to
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only one aspect of theoretical simplicity. Richard Swinburne isolates a number of
aspects of simplicity that scientists take into account when they judge the relative
merits of a theory. In Swinburne’s view, theoretical simplicity is a function of the
number of entities the theory postulates, the number of kinds of entities the theory
postulates, conceptual simplicity, the number of laws the theory requires, the number
of variables needed by the laws, and mathematical simplicity.’’ 1 take it that
Swinburne’s account of theoretical simplicity is an adequate account of the type of
simplicity that plays a role in judging the merits of a particular scientific theory.

If this is so, then formal simplicity seems to correspond to only a portion of
theoretical simplicity, namely the number of laws a theory requires, the number of
variables needed by the laws, and mathematical simplicity. Furthermore, formal
simplicity cannot correspond to the ontological aspects of theoretical simplicity,
which are the number and kinds of entities a theory postulates, because formal
simplicity is meant to be a guide to justifying just what kinds and numbers of entities
exist. Formal simplicity is only a function of the number of axioms and variables a
logic contains.

In order to illustrate the divergence between formal and theoretical simplicity,
consider two theories. Say that the first postulates many objects, many kinds of
objects, and few laws containing few variables. Say that the second postulates few
objects, few kinds of objects, and many laws containing many variables. On the
criteria for formal simplicity, the first theory is much simpler than the second, but on
the criteria for theoretical simplicity, arguably, the two theories are on a par. Thus,
formal simplicity is at most a proper subset of the aspects of theoretical simplicity,

and it is not at all clear that these aspects of theoretical simplicity, taken on their own,

20 Swinburne 1997, pp. 24-26.
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are important in judging the relative mernts of a scientific theory. Therefore,
Williamson’s case for the claim that formal simplicity is a guide to metaphysical truth
cannot be substantiated by an appeal to theoretical simplicity being a guide to
scientific truth.

There appears to be no good reason to suppose that formal simplicity is a
guide to metaphysical truth. It is unreasonable to simply assume that the world is
simple, and also, even if the world is simple, why should we believe that our best
formal account of it would be simple??! The simpler formal theory may be more
convenient, but it need not be more likely to be true. A response to this line of
objection might be that the formal account that is to be preferred may not itself be
simple, but it is the simplest of all the formal accounts; it is the simplest formal
account that is to be preferred, and this does not imply that the preferred theory is
simple. But the reply here is that there is no reason to suppose that a more
complicated formal account might better describe the world than a simpler account.
We have no reason to suppose otherwise. In the absence of such a reason, we should
not accept the claim that formal simplicity is a guide to metaphysical truth.

Also, there appears to be good reason to suppose that a metaphysical case is
necessary to justify a metaphysical claim. If we suppose that logic should be
descriptive, rather than prescriptive, of the way the world is, any case for a
metaphysical claim would require a metaphysical argument. Clearly, logical
considerations can never be dispensed with because they are integral to giving
persuasive arguments, but they can be given less weight. The descriptivist will surely

be one giving less weight to formal considerations. In order to push the balance in

2! This objection is adapted from Foley 1993, p. 212.
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favour of necessary existence, the descriptivist will require a metaphysical argument.
The argument of Chapters 5 is just this type of argument.

In the final analysis, my case for necessary existence is supported by two
different kinds of arguments, and both are essential to my case. The first, informal
argument proceeds from metaphysical principles that might be thought to be
fundamental truths of the metaphysics of propositions to necessary existence; the
second, formal set of arguments proceed from formal principles that might be thought
to be fundamental truths of modality and quantification theory to necessary existence.

The way in which these arguments are interdependent is particularly
interesting: at some points in my defence of the second, formal set of arguments, I
appeal to the principles used in the first, informal argument; and the same sort of
considerations that support the first argument also support the second set of
arguments. This interdependence might well be taken to indicate that there is no clear
distinction between logic and metaphysics: one simply cannot do logic without some
appeal to metaphysical considerations, and one cannot do metaphysics without some
appeal to logical considerations. To this extent at least, the present work may be seen
as an episode in a more general investigation of the interaction between logic and

metaphysics.

SUMMARY
This chapter examined Williamson’s case for necessary existence and found that it
lacked a crucial element, namely, an argument from informal, metaphysical

principles. Without this argument, the opponents of necessary existence would be
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rightly unconvinced by Williamson’s case. In the following chapter, I present a case

that [ believe should convince these opponents.
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THE METAPHYSICAL ARGUMENT FOR
NECESSARY EXISTENCE

Having argued that a metaphysical argument is necessary to justify the acceptance of

necessary existence, [ turn now to providing such an argument. It has the following three

premises.’

(1) Necessarily, if I do not exist* then the proposition that I do not exist is true.
O(Ex o T["E!x]), where ‘x’ refers to me, ‘T is the truth predicate, and
‘[-E!x] abbreviates ‘the proposition that I do not exist’.

(2) Necessarily, if the proposition that I do not exist is true then the proposition that
I do not exist exists.
(TT"E!/x] o E/["EX])

(3) Necessarily, if the proposition that I do not exist exists then I exist.

(E/[~E!x] o Elx)

Before proceeding further, it will prove useful to note the general principles underlying

these three premises.

The principle underlying (1) is the claim that necessarily, if a sentence containing

an ordinary proper name, demonstrative, or indexical is true, then the proposition

' Williamson presents the argument in much the same form as I have stated it here in Williamson 2002.
However, I discovered the significance of this argument for necessary existence independently of

Williamson and drew his attention to it. See Williamson 2002, note 1.

2 The sentence ‘I do not exist’ is ambiguous between the externally negated sentence ‘It is not the case that
I exist’ and the internally negated sentence ‘I am non-existent’. I intend the former, externally negated
sentence for ‘I do not exist’ in this argument and my defence of it. I continue to use the ambiguous

sentence ‘I do not exist’ for ease of presentation.
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expressed by the sentence is true. Henceforth, I shall refer to such propositions by the

term ‘singular propositions’. In formal notation, this principle is the following:

(1*) O(p(x) D TTo(x)]), where @(x) is any formula in which ‘x’ appears free.

The principle supporting premise (2) is the claim that necessarily, if a proposition is true,

then it exists.

(2%) O(TTe(x)] o ENe(x)]), where ¢(x) is any formula in which ‘x’ appears free.

Finally, the principle underlying premise (3) is the claim that necessarily, if a singular

proposition exists, the referent of the singular term exists.
(3*) O(E!/[o(x)] D Elx), where ¢(x) is any formula in which ‘x’ appears free.

With these general principles noted, we can proceed to their consequences.
Given the transitivity of the strict conditional, we can conclude from (1) — (3) the

following claim:

(4) Necessarily, if I do not exist then I exist.
O(—E/x D Elx)

Consequently, the claim that I do not exist strictly implies a contradiction. Because
contradictions are necessary falsehoods, this claim is necessarily false. Therefore, the

claim that I exist is necessarily true.

(5) Necessarily, I exist.
OEx
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Thus, appearances to the contrary, I am a necessary existent.

However, there is a further step we should take. Because nothing in this argument
relies on any particular property I have, we can generalise (5) by universally generalising
over the pronoun ‘I’:

(6) Everything is such that, necessarily, it exists. Or more simply, everything is a
necessary existent.
VxUOE/x
We have thus derived the controversial claim at issue. So, not only am I a necessary
existent, but everything, even the table on which I am writing, is a necessary existent.

There is one final step we could take. Because nothing in this argument depends

on any distinctive property this world has, we could necessitate (6) obtaining:
(7) Necessarily, everything is a necessary existent.
OVxOE!x
That necessary existence is itself a necessity has significant consequences, which I
discuss toward the end of this chapter. But with this step taken, we have completed the
metaphysical argument for necessary existence.

This argument has some history. Essentially, the materials for it can be found in
Prior’s work. From something very much like premises (2) and (3) together with the
denial of (5), that is, that I am not a necessary existent, he argues for the denial of (.2 A
reconstruction of my version of Prior’s argument would look something like this:

(2) Necessarily, if the proposition that I do not exist is true then the proposition that
I do not exist exists.

* Prior 1967, pp. 149-151.
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(3) Necessarily, if the proposition that I do not exist exists then I exist.

(—5) It is not necessary that I exist.

Therefore,

(—1) It is not necessary that if I do not exist then the proposition that I do not exist is

true.
Though this argument appears to be in Prior’s work, and it appears that Prior endorses the
conclusion, (—1),* he should not only deny (1), but also he should deny (2) and (3)
because they are inconsistent with the fundamental principles of his modal metaphysics
and modal logic. I discuss what Prior’s response to the argument from (1) — (7) should be
in Chapter 10 in the context of his response to one of the formal arguments for necessary
existence I present in Chapter 6. Specifically, the argument he gives against one of the
rules of inference used to derive necessary existence entails the denial of premises (1),
(2), and (3), or so I argue in Chapter 9.

Using essentially the same materials as those found in Prior’s argument, Plantinga

argues against premise (3), rather than premise (1)." That is, Plantinga argues from
something very much like premises (1) and (2) together with the denial of (6) to the

denial of (3). A reconstruction of Plantinga’s argument would look something like this:

(1) Necessarily, if I do not exist then the proposition that I do not exist is true.

* Broadly speaking, Fine reconstructs Prior’s argument in a manner similar to the formulation presented
here in Fine 1977, pp. 149-150. In this publication, Fine agrees with the conclusion Fine and I have
attributed to Prior. Fine 1985, pp. 160-180 also contains a discussion of Prior’s argument. However, in
later work, Fine denies the basis for premise (2) of this argument; this denial then undercuts Fine’s reason
for accepting Prior’s conclusion. Fine 1985 contains Fine’s denial of what he terms ‘property actualism’,
which is the claim that necessarily, if an individual has a property, then that individual exists. Formaily,
the claim is the following: OVxO(Fx o E/x), where ‘E!” denotes the existence predicate. A claim of this
sort has also been termed ‘serious actualism’ by Alvin Plantinga.

> Plantinga 1983.
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(2) Necessarily, if the proposition that [ do not exist is true then the proposition that
I do not exist exists.

(75) It is not necessary that I exist.
Therefore,

(—3) It is not necessary that if the proposition that I do not exist exists then I exist.

These arguments capture much of what is important in Prior’s and Plantinga’s modal
metaphysics and modal logic. Since I deal with their metaphysical and logical views in
Chapters 9 and 10, respectively, I postpone further discussion until then.

I tumn now to defending the argument. The argument makes use of many
controversial assumptions. As the conclusion of the argument is apparently ludicrous, it
might be thought that this argument is a reductio ad absurdum for any of these
controversial assumptions. I hope to have undermined the presumption that the
conclusion of the argument is ludicrous in previous chapters and thereby undermined the
inference that the conclusion is a reductio ad absurdum for some premise of the
argument. Even if my hope is fulfilled, each of the premises requires substantial defence.
Because I do not have the space to defend each of these assumptions in great detail, I

consider only the most prominent arguments for and against these assumptions.

GLOBAL OBJECTIONS TO THE ARGUMENT
There are four influential objections that apply to the argument as a whole. That is, these
objections are not specific to single premises; rather, these objections apply to all of the

premises. For this reason, I term these objections ‘global objections’. One of these
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objections is formal in nature, and three are metaphysical in nature. I deal with the
metaphysical objections in this chapter, and I deal with the formal objection in Chapter 8.
I devote an entire chapter to this formal objection because it applies not only to the
metaphysical argument given here, it also applies to the three formal arguments I give for
necessary existence in Chapter 6. Thus, it is crucial that this objection be answered. But
the task here is to answer the global, metaphysical objections. These objections centre on
the following issues: what propositions are required to be for this argument to be sound,
and what senses of ‘exists’ and ‘is true’ are used in the argument. To begin, I consider

what propositions need to be for this argument to be sound.

PROPOSITIONS
The first and second premises involve a true proposition, and the second and third
premises involve an existing proposition. So, for this argument to be sound, propositions
have to be one sort of thing that the truth predicate and the existence predicate apply to.

[ begin by noting what I mean by ‘proposition’. A proposition is the referent, if
any, of a that-clause. A that-clause, such as ‘that I do not exist’, is a putative singular
term that figures in sentences such as ‘If I do not exist, then that I do not exist is true’. If
propositions exist, they are necessarily non-concrete and they are independent of both
mind and linguistic practice. Furthermore, they have truth conditions of the following
form: if s says that p, then that p is true just in case p, where s is any sentence. Thus, if
propositions exist, they are the sort of thing that the truth predicate applies to.

Propositions, it is commonly thought, are the bearers of truth and falsity. It is in virtue of
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expressing a true proposition that a sentence is true, and it is in virtue of expressing a
false proposition that a sentence is false. Accordingly, if propositions exist, there is no
difficulty in fulfilling the requirement that propositions be the sort of thing that the truth
predicate applies to. But it is far from uncontroversial that propositions do exist.

One prominent objection to the existence of propositions can be formulated in the
following argument.

If the proposition that it is raining is true, then this proposition exists, by

(2%), the principle supporting the second premise of the argument. But in

what sense of ‘exists’ does the proposition that it is raining exist? It is

fairly clear in what sense of ‘exists’ utterances exist: as spatially located,

causally efficacious individuals. Clearly, propositions do not exist in this

sense of ‘exists’, and if this sense of ‘exists’ does not apply to

propositions, what sense of ‘exists’ does? And if we cannot specify a

reasonable sense of ‘exists’ in which propositions exist, then why should

we suppose that they have properties, like the property of being true?

Clearly, this argument is relying on a naturalistic understanding of the existence
predicate. The point of Chapter 2 was to argue against the appropriateness of assigning
such a meaning to the existence predicate in the context of philosophical logic and modal
metaphysics. Ifthe arguments of that chapter were successful, this objection should pose
no difficulty to the logical existence of propositions.

However, even the logical existence of propositions is objectionable to some. The
objection runs as follows. Assume that I might not have existed, and one of the worlds in
which I do not exist is just like the actual world except that in this world there are no
language users. The objector then assumes that in such a world, given premise (1), the

proposition that I do not exist is true, and given premise (2), this proposition exists. So, it

may be thought, given the first two premises of the argument and the assumption that I
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might not have existed in a world devoid of language users, in this world, the proposition
that [ do not exist exists and is true. But, the objection concludes, this consequence is not
genuinely possible, at least according to a view of propositions asserted by Hilary Putnam
in a discussion of his own and Richard Rorty’s views on the mind-independence of the

way the world is:

In any sense of “independent” [ can understand, whether the sky is blue is
independent of the way we talk. There is, however, a way in which Rorty
himself has put things elsewhere that seems much happier to me. Even if
we (with our language in place) must say that the sky is blue, and even if
we must allow that that fact is (causally and logically) independent of how
we talk, we do not have to concede that there would be a thing called “the
proposition that the sky is blue” even if we did not talk that way. It is
statements (not abstract entities called “propositions™) that are true or
false, and while it is true that the sky would still have been blue even if
language users had not evolved, it is not true that true propositions would
still have existed. If language users had not evolved, there would still
have been a world, but there would not have been any truths. But
recognizing that fact — and it is an important one — does not require us to
say that the sky is not blue independently of the way we speak. What it
does require us to do — and here I do agree with Rorty — is to give up the
picture of Nature as having its very own language which it is waiting for
us to discover and use. I agree with Rorty that there is no one
metaphysically privileged description that was always waiting to be
written down. There are many ways of describing things, some better and
some worse and some equally good but simply different, but none which
is Nature’s own way. IfI say, “There is a blue chair in front of me,” and
my statement happens to be true, I have described a part of the world just
as truly as if I had said, “There is a large collection of fermions.” Both
descriptions describe what is before me; neither describes “in itself,” not
because the “in itself” is an unreachable limit, but because the “in itself”
does not make sense.’

In essence, Putnam denies that there is a true proposition that the sky is blue in a world in
which there are no language users because he denies that there is ‘one metaphysically

privileged description that was always waiting to be written down’.

S Putnam 1994, p. 302 (his emphasis).
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However, denying that there is such a privileged description of this or any world
does not entail that there are no true propositions in a world without language users.
Even if Putnam is right that the sentences ‘There is a blue chair in front of me’ and
‘There is a large collection of fermions’ are equally good descriptions of a situation
Putnam finds himself in, this assumption does not entail that in this world, the
propositions that there is a blue chair in front of Putnam and that there is a large
collection of fermions are not true and do not exist. One can deny that there is any
privileged description of this or any world while affirming that there are true propositions
in worlds without language users by claiming that all the descriptions of a world express
propositions that exist in that world, and, if these propositions correctly describe that
world, they are true in that world. Thus, these true propositions exist regardless of
whether the descriptions expressing them were ever spoken by some language user.
Therefore, Putnam has not made a convincing case for denying that there are true
propositions in worlds without language users.

Having dealt with two prominent objections to the existence of propositions, I
turn to an argument for the existence of propositions. Consider the following apparently
valid arguments.

John believes that Beckham is a great athlete.

That Beckham is a great athlete is true.

Therefore, John believes something true.

James believes that the speed of light is constant.

That the speed of light is constant is Einstein’s theory.

Therefore, James believes Einstein’s theory.

Jack believes that England will win the World Cup and so does Jim.
Therefore, there is something that both Jack and Jim believe.
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Jerry believes everything that the Pope says.
The Pope says that Jesus is divine.
Therefore, Jerry believes that Jesus is divine.

The best argument for the existence of propositions is that they are indispensable in
accounting for the validity of the above arguments.” If that-clauses refer to propositions,

then the above arguments have the following logical form.

B(a, b), Tb + Ix(B(a, x) A Tx)
B(a, b),b=c + B(a, c)
B(a, b), B(c, b) — 3x(B(a, x) A B(c, x))

Vx(S(a, x) > B(b, x)), S(a, ¢) — B(b, ¢)

Thus, the validity of these arguments is a straightforward matter if we accept the claim
that that-clauses are singular terms referring to propositions. I do not have the space to
enter into an extended defence of this claim, but I must at least briefly consider two
prominent accounts contrary to it. One such account is Davidson’s paratactic theory.®

On Davidson’s theory, the logical form of sentences such as ‘Galileo said that the earth

moves’ is:

Galileo said that.
The earth moves.

where ‘that’ is a demonstrative referring to the subsequent utterance of ‘The earth

moves’. On this theory, the validity of the above arguments depends on the manner in

” This argument is an application of Quine’s indispensability argument for the existence of mathematical
entities. See Quine 1948 and Quine 1960.
8 Davidson 1969.
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which the co-reference of demonstratives relates to logical form. For example, consider
the argument

That 1s F.
Therefore, That is F.

where ‘that’ co-refers. It is not obvious that this argument is valid if the semantic value
of a demonstrative is a mode of presentation. If the semantic value of ‘that’ in the
premise is one mode of presentation of the object, and the semantic value of ‘that’ in the
conclusion is another mode of presentation of that object, then the argument is invalid.
The insufficiency of the co-reference of demonstratives for the validity of the argument,
from ‘That is F~, infer ‘That is F”, makes if difficult to account for the apparent validity
of the following argument on Davidson’s theory.
John believes that Beckham is a great athlete.

That Beckham is a great athlete is true.
Therefore, John believes something true.

On Davidson’s theory, the logical form of this argument is the following.

John believes that.
Beckham is a great athlete.
That is true.
Beckham is a great athlete.
Therefore, John believes something true.
Because we have two utterances of ‘Beckham is a great athlete’ there is no single thing

that John believes and is true. As a result, on this interpretation of the logical form of the

intuitively valid argument, it is invalid. Perhaps, it might be reformulated as the

following.
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John believes that.

Beckham is a great athlete.

That is true.

Therefore, John believes something true.

On this interpretation, both occurrences of ‘that’ refer to a single utterance of ‘Beckham
is a great athlete’. But this argument is invalid if the semantic value of a demonstrative is
a mode of presentation, and the utterance of ‘Beckham is a great athlete’ has two modes
of presentation, one of which is the semantic value of the first occurrence of ‘that’ and
the other is the semantic value of the second occurrence of ‘that’. Consequently,
Davidson’s theory creates difficulties in accounting for the validity of seemingly valid
arguments.

Now if Davidson’s theory is correct, his theory cannot support the existence of
propositions, as I have characterised them. While Davidson’s paratactic theory has
attracted a great deal of commentary, I can discuss only one further problem with it. Ian
McFetridge uncovers this problem, and he terms it ‘the counting problem’.” Say that
Galileo uttered ‘Si muove la terra’ a hundred times in the course of an interview, and this
sentence is the only sentence he uttered. On Davidson’s theory, Galileo said one hundred
different things. But pre-theoretically, it seems that Galileo said precisely one thing,
namely, that the earth moves. Consider the following dialogue.

A: The earth moves.

B: Galileo said that.

A: The earth moves.
B: That’s another thing Galileo said.'

® McFetridge 1975.
' McFetridge 1975, p. 31.
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On Davidson’s theory, B’s second remark is correct, which is inconsistent with the claim
that Galileo said just one thing. Both lan McFetridge and Ian Rumfitt have revised
Davidson’s theory so that it is consistent with the claim that Galileo said just one thing."'
While I do not have the space to consider these revisions, their effect is to make the
existence of propositions much more plausible.

Arthur Prior has presented another account of the logical form of sentences
containing that-clauses that does not support the existence of propositions.'> On Prior’s

account, ‘Galileo said that the earth moves’ has the logical form:

Galileo said that / the earth moves,

where the particle ‘that’ belongs semantically with the verb ‘said’. On this account, there
are no ‘that’-clauses serving as singular terms having propositions as their referents.
Where there appears to be a ‘that’-clause, as in ‘Galileo said that the earth moves’ we
have a singular term, ‘Galileo’, a verb together with ‘that’ functioning as a
complementizer, ‘said that’, and a complete sentence, ‘the earth moves’. Now if we do
not think of ‘the earth moves’, as it occurs in ‘Galileo said that the earth moves’, as a
proposition-like entity and not an utterance, we encounter another version of
McFetridge’s counting problem and we have difficulty accounting for the apparent
validity of arguments like: from ‘John said that Beckham is a great athlete” and ‘James
said that Beckham is a great athlete’, infer ‘John and James said the same thing’.
However, even though this account analyses away the names of propositions, itis

consistent with the existence of propositions as I have described them, namely, as

"' McFetridge 1975 and Rumfitt 1993.
12 prior 1971.
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necessarily non-concrete and independent of both mind and linguistic practice.
Consistency between Prior’s account of the logical form of sentences containing, by
Prior’s lights, verb phrases such as ‘said that’ and the existence of propositions is
achieved if we take propositions to be linguistic items and we conceive of language in a
Platonic way. The sentences needed for Prior’s account are not sentence tokens, or
individual utterances, but, rather, linguistically conceived propositions that exist whether
or not they are ever uttered.

On this conception of propositions, there are true propositions ‘always waiting to
be written down’, to use Putnam’s phrase. Such a view of propositions is at home in a
conception of language developed by David Lewis.!® Lewis thinks that a language is a
formal system correlating sentences with meanings. These correlations are represented as
ordered pairs consisting of the sentence and its meaning: <sentence, meaning>. The
meaning of a sentence is the proposition it expresses, regardless of whether the sentence
is ever uttered. It this sort of language that is required for the present view.

Noam Chomsky calls languages of the sort that Lewis is proposing E-languages
because the language is extensional (it is a set of objects of some kind) and the language
is external to the mind/brain.* Lewis’s language consists in sets of ordered pairs, and in
order for a sentence to be correlated with a proposition, the sentence need never be
uttered or conceived of by a language user. Thus, on this view, it is reasonable to
suppose that in all possible worlds, even those without language users, if a sentence
correctly describes a world, then the meaning of this sentence, or proposition expressed

by this sentence, is true in that world. Therefore, given Lewis’s view of language, the

B Lewis 1975.
' Chomsky 1995, p. 559.
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claim that there are true propositions in worlds without language users is true. Thus, a
Lewisian view of language is what is sufficient for premises (1) and (2) of this argument.

Altering a famous phrase from Putnam, propositions just ain’t in the head.

EXISTENCE

Not only is the issue of existence important for premises (1) and (2) concerning
propositions and their required existence, this issue is relevant to the entire argument.
Specifically, it is important that there be no equivocation on the existence predicate in the
argument from (1) — (7). Propositions have to exist in the same sense of ‘exists’ as the
sense of ‘exists’ in which I exist, if there is to be no equivocation on the existence
predicate in the argument from (1) - (5 ). Furthermore, this sense of exists has to be the
same sense of ‘exists’ in which everything exists, if we are to infer (6), the claim that
everything is a necessary existent, from (5), the claim that I am a necessary existent.
Thus, if there is to be no equivocation in the argument, the same sense of ‘exists’ must
apply to propositions, me, and everything else in the world.

Recall that in Chapter 2 I argued that the logical sense of ‘exists’ is the widest
sense of ‘exists’ in that it applies to everything, and this sense of ‘exists’ is the only sense
of ‘exists’ that, as a matter of logic, has this property. If the argument is to be defensible,
then the logical sense of ‘exists’ must be the sense of ‘exists’ used throughout the
argument. Also, recall that this sense of ‘exists” gives the conclusion that we are most

concerned with, the claim that everything is a necessary existent, some plausibility.

'S This requirement is in stark contrast to Carnap’s view that abstract objects exist, but not in the same
sense of ‘exists’ that concrete objects exist. See Carnap 1950.

93



The Metaphysical Argument for Necessary Existence

Therefore, because the logical sense of ‘exists’ is the only sense of ‘exists’ that renders
the argument defensible and its conclusion plausible, the logical sense of ‘exists’ is the
only sense of ‘exist’ [ am interested in for present purposes. Because the logical sense of
‘exists’ is the only sense of ‘exists’ I am concerned with in this chapter, whenever [ write

‘exists’ (or any form of ‘exists’) I intend ‘logically exists’.

TRUTH

The last global issue that I will discuss is the interaction of the truth predicate with the
necessity operator. The truth predicate appears in the scope of the necessity operator in
premises (1) and (2). Some want to make a distinction between a sentence being true ofa
world and true in a world.'® A proposition is true in a world just in case it is both true
and exists in that world. A proposition is true of a world just in case it is true but it need
not exist in that world. Using this distinction between truth in and truth of a world,
premises (1) and (2) can be rewritten as:

(1Ma) For all possible worlds w, if I do not exist in w, then the proposition that [ do

not exist is true in w.

(2Ma) For all possible worlds w, if the proposition that I do not exist is true in w,
then the proposition that I do not exist exists in w.

(1Mb) For all possible worlds w, if I do not exist in w then the proposition that I do
not exist is true of w.

(2Mb) For all possible worlds w, if the proposition that I do not exist is true of w,
then the proposition that I do not exist exists in w.

16 This distinction is ultimately due to Prior’s work in modal metaphysics, though he never explicitly made
it himself. Those who follow the guiding intuitions, or spirit, of his work, if not the letter, notably, Kit
Fine, Robert Adams, Peter Lopston, Christopher Menzel, and Harry Deutsch, make this distinction

explicitly.
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On the ‘true in’ interpretation, (1Ma) is open to challenge because it might be argued that
if I do not exist in w, then the proposition that I do not exist is true of w and not in w. On
this same interpretation of the truth predicate, (2Ma) is clearly true because if the
proposition that I do not exist is true in w, this proposition exists in w given the definition
of ‘true in’. On the ‘true of’ interpretation, there is no objection on the basis of the
interpretation of the truth predicate to (IMb), but there may be some independent
objection to this claim. On this same interpretation of the truth predicate, (2Mb) is
clearly false because given the definition of ‘true of’, the proposition that I do not exist
can be true of w without existing in w. Thus, the objector maintains that all the premises
of the metaphysical argument are true just in case there is an equivocation over the truth
predicate in the argument.

In response, I deny that the metaphysical argument must be reformulated in the
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