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Modal fictionalism and possible-worlds discourse

David Liggins

Abstract.The Brock-Rosen problem has been one of the mosbulyhly discussed
objections to the modal fictionalism bruited in &wh Rosen’s ‘Modal Fictionalism’.
But there is a more fundamental problem with mdidéibnalism, at least as it is
normally explained: the position does not resoheetension that motivated it. | argue
that if we pay attention to a neglected aspectadahfictionalism, we will see how to
resolve this tension — and we will also find a passve reply to the Brock-Rosen
objection. Finally, I discuss an alternative regdif Rosen, and argue that this position

is also able to fend off the Brock-Rosen objection.

1. The Brock-Rosen problem has been one of the mosbiughly discussed objections to the
modal fictionalism bruited in Rosen 1990. But thisra more fundamental problem with
modal fictionalism, at least as it is normally eaipkd: the position does not resolve the tension
that motivated it. | argue that if we pay attentiom neglected aspect of modal fictionalism, we
will see how to resolve this tension — and we ®aldlo find a persuasive reply to the
Brock-Rosen objection. Finally, | discuss an alainre reading of Rosen, and argue that this

position is also able to fend off the Brock-Roséreotion.

2. Talk about possible worlds improves the claritypaf philosophical discussions through
enabling us to articulate modal claims more cledrigieed, possible-worlds talk is so useful
that we would be loath to give it up. But thera dilemma in prospect. Many of the things we
say when we are speaking of possible worlds appeaarply the existence of worlds that are

not the actual world (I'll call these ‘merely pasig’ worlds). For example, suppose that | claim



that there could have been zombies — people whe she physical properties but lack

phenomenal consciousness. | will want to say

Z There is a world at which there are zombies.

But since there are no zombies in this world (letamsume), Z looks as though it implies the
existence of a merely possible world.

Modal realists are happy to believe that therenageely possible worlds as well as the
actual world. I'll call the proposition that thegleve ‘Plurality’. Belief in Plurality is
distinctive of modal realism. It seems that if libee Z to be true, | have to commit myself to
Plurality. However, many philosophers are unwilliogoelieve Plurality. Even David Lewis,
the staunchest defender of a version of Pluraidynitted that his view clashes violently with
our pre-theoretical beliefs about what exists (l4886: 133§.So there is an apparent tension
between engaging in possible-worlds talk and refusd assert Plurality. We are caught in a

dilemma: we must either assert Plurality or stdqinig part in possible-worlds discourse.

3. Gideon Rosen begins his 1990 by outlining jus tihsion. He goes on to discuss the
prospects for a way of resolving it, calileddal fictionalismThis doctrine hinges on the use of
a ‘story prefix’:according to the hypothesis of the plurality of ldsror Acc to PWor short),
where the hypothesis in question is David Lewistsdal realism. The crucial thing about this
prefix is that it is non-factive: that somethindnse according to the hypothesis of the plurality
of worlds does not entail thatigtrue. For instance, it may well be true that, @ligh Z is false,

the sentence

Z+ According to the hypothesis of the pluralityvedrids, there is a world at which there

are zombies.

is true.



One benefit gained by those who engage in possitiiels talk is that they can provide

a semantics for sentences of English which incthdenodal expressions ‘necessarily’,

‘possibly’, ‘could have’, and the like. Call theswdalsentences. (Note that sentences about

worlds — Z, for instance — do not typically coustraodal.) Modal realists offer a possible

worlds semantics for these sentences, which ameéaiatsserting all instances of the schema

PWS piff p*

wherep is any modal sentence, aptla translation of it into worlds talk. For instanc

B There could have been a blue swan

is translated as

B* There is a world at which there is a blue swan.

Modal fictionalism is usually introduced in theltaking manner. In place &{WS the modal

fictionalist offers a new semantics. Accordinghe tmodal fictionalist, B does not mean B*,

but instead means

B+  According to the hypothesis of the pluralityadrlds, there is a world at which there is

a blue swan.

More generally, the modal fictionalist replad®4/Swith MF:

MF  piff Acc to PW,p*

where, as beforgy ranges over modal sentences. Modal fictionaliste  all instances of this

schema.



Asserting all instances MF is not sufficient for modal fictionalism, sindééF does
not make it clear that modal fictionalism offersamtount of the truth-conditions of modal
sentences, rather than an account of the truthibomsl of sentences that are instances of the
right-hand side of the schema. To put the pointlarovay MF (as it stands) is quite
compatible with the doctrine that sentences likec@rding to the hypothesis of the plurality of
worlds, p* do not wear their truth-conditions on their skes, and that the truth-conditions of
each sentence of this sort are more perspicuoephgsented by the modal sentence of which
p* is the translation. (For example, B* would be m@erspicuously represented by B.) But
that is not modal fictionalism, for modal fictiormsah claims that modal sentences express
propositions that are more perspicuously expreBsegentences about the plurality of worlds
hypothesis — not the other way round. To captuseasymmetry, we need to stipulate that
instances oMF are to be understood so that the right-hand skdsstaemantic priority, in the

way | have just explained.

4. There is something very puzzling about the ideaNt resolves the tension with which |
began. The dilemma concerned possible-worlds seetehow can we go on using them
without committing ourselves to Plurality? BUf says nothing about the vast majority of
possible-worlds sentences, confining itself to exoant of modal sentences. (Some modal
sentences are also possible-worlds sentences:switNecessarily, there is a plurality of
worlds’. But most possible-worlds sentences comtaimodal language, in the sense
introduced in the previous section.) The readérasefore left in the dark about how asserting
all instances oMF gives the fictionalist the right to go on usingspible worlds sentences like
Z. According to modal fictionalism, ‘you can haéthe benefits of talking about possible
worlds without the ontological costs’ (Rosen 19380). But how can modal fictionalism
deliver this without giving an account of possiklerlds discourse?

There are two obvious strategies for resolvingrtiteal dilemma. One is to maintain
that sentences like Z are free of commitment toetlggrossible worlds: whilst they may
appearto entail Plurality, they do not genuinely do Bdhis is the case, then we may endorse

them freely with no immediate threat of commitmenPlurality. The other strategy maintains



that sentences like Z do indeed entail Pluraliytfst anyone who endorses them must believe
Plurality to be true; but that it is permissiblegimon uttering these sentences without believing
them.

Rosen says several things that suggest the fitgese strategies. (In 86, | will explore
a reading of Rosen which sees him as taking thenskstrategy.) For instance, he introduces a

character called Ed, who is feeling the force efdilemma. Rosen writes:

[A] theorist who rejects ersatzism ... but at tame time finds the realist’s
metaphysical picture impossible to accept ... lglgeason to look into Ed’s
remaining option — to interpret his apparent gdiation over possible worlds as an
innocentfacon de parlerinvolving no commitment to possible worlds of aoyt.

(Rosen 1990: 329-330)

Rosen labels this approach ‘deflationist’, and besgon to explain modal fictionalism. It
seems that Rosen intends to offer us an interppetaf possible-worlds discourse which
explains why modal fictionalists can engage inithaut commitment to Plurality. (It should
be clear thaMF offers us no such thing.)

Elsewhere, Rosen says:

The fictionalist about possible worlds ... intetfskhis own apparent quantification
over worlds as quantification within the scope stary prefix. ... [T]he fictionalist’s
claims about possible worlds will always be ellatifor claims about the content of a

story ... (Rosen 1993a: 71)
This suggests that the definition of modal fictilisra given above is inadequate: we should
supplement it with an interpretation of possiblerd® sentences as they are used by

fictionalists. This interpretation is given by alktances of the following schema:

MF2 piff Acc to PW,p



wherep is any non-modal possible worlds sentence. Calléisulting positiomeinforced
modal fictionalism(‘RM fictionalism’, for short). RM fictionalism dérs a resolution of the
initial dilemma, since RM fictionalists can explaimy it is legitimate to go on uttering
sentences like Z without believing in a pluralifyorlds. According to RM fictionalism, their
utterances simply express claims about the coofdrewis’s theory: claims like Z+. And so
their assertions do not commit them to beliefs alaguiurality of worlds — merely to beliefs
about a philosophical hypothesis.

This way of resolving the tension is not newsialready suggested in Rosen 1990. But
it has been largely neglected by the ensuing debaidal fictionalism is frequently

expounded by simply presenting the schéffa For instance, Harold Noonan writes:

Gideon Rosen puts forward an account of modal dissowhich suggests how one can
translate such discourse into possible worlds dismwithout any untoward
ontological commitments. ... [Rosen’s] suggestiothésfollowing. Let P be any modal
sentence and_Rts translation into Lewisian counterpart thedriien, Rosen suggests,
thecorrecttranslation of P into possible world discourseasR but rather ‘According

to the Lewisian hypothesis of a plurality of worlés'.... (Noonan 1994: 133)

There is no mention here of possible-worlds sem®ioc how Rosen proposes to treat them.
The same deficiency can be found in the expositodmsodal fictionalism offered in Nolan
and O’Leary Hawthorne 1996, Baldwin 1998, Chiha®#88, Kim 2002, and Dever 2003. And
even philosophers who mention that modal fictismalbffers an interpretation of
possible-worlds discourse then go on to ignoredbfgect of the view, treating modal
fictionalism as though it were confinedMF (thus, for example, Brock 1993).

| have argued that we must take this neglectedcagh modal fictionalism seriously if
we are to resolve the tension concerning possibldes discourse which motivated the

position in the first place. | will now argue thatve do so, we will find that fictionalism can



repel one of the most troublesome objections thatideen launched at it: namely, the

Brock-Rosen objection.

5. Rosen does not endorse the modal fictionalismuthéopward (see Chihara 1998: 169) —
indeed, he was one of its earliest critics. Ro48838a) and Stuart Brock (1993) independently
hit upon an objection to modal fictionalism whialrports to show that the modal fictionalsst
committed to Plurality after all.

The objection can be stated as follows. Modaldialists must believe that the

following argument is sound:

(1) Necessarily, there is a plurality of worldsA€c to PW, at all worlds, there is a
plurality of worlds. (Instance dfiF)

(2) Acc to PW, at all worlds, there is a pluralityyworlds. (Plausible claim about Lewis’s
theory)

(3) Necessarily, there is a plurality of worlds, 2Imodus ponens)

(4) There is a plurality of worlds. (4 standard mbldgic)

But if modal fictionalists believe that this is sal) then they must endorse its conclusion. And
so they are forced to take on belief in a pluradityvords — exactly what modal fictionalism
was intended to avoid.

Brock and Rosen have now accepted the resporkeitambjection proposed by
Noonan (1994) (see Rosen 1995: 68 and Brock 2D8: 9). Noonan recommends that the
fictionalist exploit the method for translating nadlaims into the language of possible worlds
proposed in Lewis 1968, according to which (2gisé. | lack the space to assail Noonan'’s
approach; but see Divers 1999a, Divers and Hageé, 2td Kim 2002 for reasons why modal
fictionalists should reject the Lewis 1968 trariskatschemé.

To understand how RM fictionalists can see offdbgection, consider a related

objection to their position, running as follows:



RM fictionalists are committed to Plurality, becaubkey believe that there is a world at

which there is a blue swan! After all, they mudida that this argument is sound:

There is a world at which there are blue swan&dff to PW, there is a world at which
there are blue swans. (Instanceviii2)
Acc to PW, there is a world at which there are ldwans. (Plausible claim about

Lewis’s theory)

There is a world at which there are blue swans.diddgonens)

Since there are no blue swans in the actual wibrédconclusion of this argument
commits RM fictionalists to the existence of a nhepossible world. So they are

Pluralists in disguise.

This objection fails. According to RM fictionalisrthe conclusion of the argument expresses a
truth, but one which is perfectly compatible witie tdenial of Plurality. It is natural to think
that the proposition expressed by ‘Acc to PW, theegeworld at which there are blue swans’ is
both true and ontologically innocent. RM fictiorsai contend that, in their mouths, the
sentence ‘There is a world at which there are bluans’ expressdhis proposition — rather
than (as we might have expected) a controverstalagical proposition entailing Plurality.
RM fictionalists can respond to the Brock-Rosejection in just the same way. They
should (i) concede the soundness of the argumemtioned in the statement of the objection,
and thus (ii) concede that the conclusion of tlgeiarent (‘There is a plurality of worlds’)
expresses a truth; but at the same time (iii) deat/this truth entails Plurality. For RM
fictionalists, ‘There is a plurality of worlds’ ergsses the proposition that is more
transparently expressed by the sentence ‘Acc tod®@all worlds, there is a plurality of worlds’.

(SoMF2 says.)RM fictionalists should claim that this propositioan obtain even if there are



no merely possible worlds. This is a highly platesidlaim to make: surely Lewis’s theory can
incorporate Plurality whether or not Plurality ligd.

Simplicity aside, what merits does this respondte Brock-Rosen objection have? Its
principal advantage is that it treats the Brock-€osbjection in the same way as the blue swan
argument, which seems desirable. Given that RNbfiedlism has the resources to resist the
blue swan objection, and that these can be deplmyfethd off the Brock-Rosen objection too,
it seemsad hocto counter Brock-Rosen in any other way. Themoisieed to resort to
tinkering with the details of how modal claims &vébe interpreted, as Noonan does. The new

response to Brock-Rosen is the natural one to rhake.

6. As | have said, there are various remarks of Resehich suggest that modal fictionalists
should adopt RM fictionalism in order to escapeittigal dilemma. RM fictionalists escape it
by maintaining that sentences like Z carry no commant to merely possible worlds. In 84, |
mentioned a second way round the dilemma: to maithat sentences like Z do indeed entail
Plurality, but that we may continue to use thesgeseces without believing them. In a paper on

another topic (nominalism in mathematics), Roseitesr

A theorist's commitments depend upon what he besemot upon what he happens to
utter. The method of ontological reduction by parage works when it does by
providing the theorist with a systematic accounh@iv his utterances don't
straightforwardly reflect his beliefs. Such redans therefore function at the level of
pragmatics rather than semantics, and involvenomgtclaims about the commitments

of sentences or statements taken literally. (Ra983b: 164, footnote omitted)

Rosen (1992: 184 fn. 26) says he thinks this tigarherent way to understand ‘deflationism’

about possible worlds. But, as we have seen, hactesises modal fictionalism as a version of
deflationism. So this passage is evidence for i that Rosen intended modal fictionalists to
take the second way round the dilemma, ratherphaviding an interpretation of possible

worlds talk that reveals that none of these seetepatails Plurality. On this view, Z entails
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Plurality, but modal fictionalists can utter it titut having to believe Plurality provided they
do not assert it. They can utter it to expresdfaréint belief — the belief that, according to the
plurality of worlds hypothesis, there is a worldadtich there are zombies.

Let us call this version of modal fictionalism ggmatic modal fictionalism’, or ‘PM
fictionalism’ for short. | will not consider the gation of whether Rosen meant to put forward
RM fictionalism or PM fictionalism. Instead, | wilow argue that the Brock-Rosen objection
presents no threat to PM fictionalism, because eNbhalists are not committed to (1).

A PM fictionalist who utters Z in the context ophilosophical debate (say, about the
philosophy of mind) does not believe the propositihich she thinks it expresses. For she is
aware that if she believed this proposition, sheld/dve committed to believing Plurality.
Rather, she believes the proposition expressellédopdraphrase Z+ (‘According to the
hypothesis of the plurality of worlds, there is arld at which there are zombies’). This is a
proposition about Lewis’s theory, and, as sucimnscent of commitment to Plurality.

The following is an instance MF:

*) There is a world at which there are zombiesadtording to the hypothesis of the

plurality of worlds, there is a world at which teeare zombies.

It is part of PM fictionalism to refrain from assiag this biconditional. PM fictionalists are
happy to assert the right-hand side, which isgustBut if they asserted the biconditional, then
they would also have to assert the left-hand sithéch is Z — and it is part of PM fictionalism
not to assert Z, or any kindred possible-worldsesgres.

As | have explained matters, fictionalists reftsassert Plurality because they do not
believe it. There is a stronger position in thenitg: that of believing and asserting the
negation of Plurality. PM fictionalists who adopig stronger position will explicitly deny Z,
on the grounds that it entails a falsehood, naniélyrality. These philosophers will not only
refrain from asserting (*) but actually assert tihéd false, on the grounds that the left-hand

side is false but the right-hand side is true.rip ease, every PM fictionalist will refuse to



11

assert (*). Exactly the same goes for other ingaméMF where the left-hand side is a
non-modal possible-worlds sentence.

Premiss (1) of the argument mentioned in the istaie of the Brock-Rosen objection is
an instance dfF. Since the left-hand side of (1) contains the rhedpression ‘Necessarily’,
this side of the biconditional israodalpossible-worlds sentence, unlike the left-hane sid
(*). This raises the gquestion: quite generally, lshould PM fictionalists treat instancedviif
whose left-hand side is a modal possible-world$esee?

As | have said, possible-worlds sentences areiufefclarifying our modal claims.
But it is not clear that we need to usedalpossible-worlds sentences to achieve this end. The
purpose of possible-worlds discourse is to proadaeay of stating modal claims with greater
clarity than ordinary modal talk can provide. Umtvidence is provided to the contrary, PM
fictionalists may assume that we only need to usemodal possible-worlds sentences to
articulate modal claims. There is no need to adatibepossible-worlds talk with ordinary
modal locutions such as ‘Necessarily’. It seems$weacan resolve the initial dilemma by
giving an account of non-modal possible-worlds tdtkne.

This means that PM fictionalists have two optifardealing with instances MF that
have modal possible-worlds sentences on the left-sale. The lazier option is to say nothing
about the interpretation of these sentences. Bhaperfectly defensible move, since the
resolution of the initial dilemma does not requlhre theorist to say anything about these
sentences; as we have seen, it is the non-modsibpmsvorlds sentences — the ones we need to
use to talk clearly about modal matters — whosestesgds in need of justification.

The more energetic option is to treat (1) in thee way as Z, by refusing to assert it.
Again, there are two ways to go: either refusested the left-hand side, but assert the
right-hand side, or, more boldly, deny the left-thaide, assert the right, and thus deny the
whole biconditional. There is no need for PM fictdists to take this more energetic course,
but they are free do so do. Whether they chooskaftyeor the energetic option, they are not

committed to endorsing (1), so the Brock-Rosendilgje cannot get off the ground.
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7. Modal fictionalism falters if it merely concerrigetinterpretation of modal sentences, for no
position of this sort can explain why it is legitite to carry on engaging in possible-worlds
discourse without subscribing to Plurality. Both Ribtionalism and PM fictionalism offer to
vindicate this practice. No version of modal fictadism will be tenable, though, unless it can
respond to the Brock-Rosen objection. | have argnadRM fictionalists have a simple and
natural response available, and | have also arthadM fictionalism is immune to the
objection. It is thus doubly true that the BrocksRo objection does not refute modal

fictionalism®
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Notes

1. Lewis’s is not the only sort of modal realismtba market: other realist approaches identify
possible worlds with actually existing entitiesrh assuming that these accounts are also

problematic. (See Divers 2002 for a survey of theous modal realisms.)

2. In Rosen'’s original paper, this aspect of mdidéibnalism is explained in a different

fashion:

[L]et P be an arbitrary modal proposition. The modal stalill have ready a
non-modal paraphrase Bfin the language of possible worlds; calPit The realist’s
assertions about possible worlds are guided byaxatiherence to the scheraff P*,
The fictionalist’s parasitic proposal is thereftweassert every instance of the schema:
P iff according to the hypothesis of the plurabfyworlds, P* Like modal realism, the
theory would seem to provide truth conditions faxdal claims in a systematic way.
(Rosen 1990: 333; see also Rosen 1990: 335; R&83a172-73; and Rosen 1995:

67-68)

But there are two difficulties with formulating tpesition in this way. (1) Itis not clear what is
meant by saying th@&* is a paraphrase offgoposition the paraphrase relation relates
sentences, not propositions. (2) This formulatieads to be modified to avoid the priority
problem mentioned in the text. — Whiglr is augmented with the stipulation that the

right-hand sides of its instances take semantaripyj it avoids both these difficulties.

3. Various other responses to the Brock-Rosen tbjebave been put forward; for critical

discussion, see Nolan 2002 and Divers and Hage®.200
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4. It is relevant to note that Noonan’s respondRraxk-Rosen provides no help with the blue

swan objection.

5. A referee has asked me to consider the followinjgction:

Modal fictionalists must believe that the followiaggument is sound:

There is not a plurality of worlds.
Possibly, there is not a plurality of worlds. (Stard modal logic)
Possibly, there is not a plurality of worlds iff &to PW, there is a world at which there

is not a plurality of worlds. (Instance bfF)

Acc to PW, there is a world at which there is nptwality of worlds. (Modus ponens)

But the conclusion of this argument is false: tigpdthesis of the plurality of worlds
says that, at every world, thasea plurality of worlds. So the fictionalist is cornitad

to a falsehood.

Relying as it does oNIF, rather thartMF2, this should be classed as a new objection to moda
fictionalism: strictly speaking, it is not an objen to RM fictionalism as such or to the
response to Brock-Rosen | have advised RM fictisteato make. All the same, it would be
unsatisfying if the adoption of RM fictionalism of my suggested response to Brock-Rosen
were to prevent modal fictionalists from dealinghit. | think this is not the case: the modal
fictionalist who adopts RM fictionalism and repligsBrock-Rosen in the way laid out in the
text has two ways of responding to the objectidresk responses are also open to modal
fictionalists more generally.

One way is to refuse to assert the first premisseargument. As | have characterised

them, fictionalists are philosophers who are unmgltto believe Plurality. | did not burden
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fictionalists with a commitment tdenyingit: instead, they are free to sit on the fencetheei
denying nor asserting that there is a pluralityoflds. Compare Rosen 1993a: 71-2: ‘Some
philosophers have hoped to earn the right to tatkuapossible worlds . without taking on a
commitment to the existence of worlds Fictionalism is one way to flesh out [this] tlght’
(my italics).

Some fictionalists, though, will want to assesdttthere are no such things as worlds;
these fictionalists need a different response @wmtijection. They can do so by noting that
modalrealistshave trouble in adequately translating modal claatmsut worlds into
worlds-talk that is free of modal locutions likeébessarily’ and ‘Possibly’. Following hints in
Lewis, Divers (1999b) has suggested that thatstsashould respond to these problems by
translatingmodal claims about worlds (and certain other matiaims) according to the

following schemata:

P Possiblyp iff p.
N Necessarilyp iff p.

Modal fictionalists can take another leaf out & thodal realist’'s book by adopting these ways
of translating modal claims about worlds. In otiverds, they can accept all instance® aind

N, wherep is any possible-worlds sentence — continuingdodiate all other modal claims
according taVIF.

This manoeuvre defeats the objection. Since ‘Tienet a plurality of worlds’ is a
possible-worlds sentence, this approach presctitagsPossibly, there is not a plurality of
worlds’ should be translated usiRgnotMF. So the fictionalist no longer asserts the insanc
of MF that is the final premiss of the argument mentionetie objection. Replacing this

premiss with the relevant instanceRoyields the following argument:

There is not a plurality of worlds.

Possibly, there is not a plurality of worlds. (Stard modal logic)
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Possibly, there is not a plurality of worlds ifetie is not a plurality of worlds. (Instance

of P)

There is not a plurality of worlds. (Modus ponens)

And patentlythis presents no threat whatsoever to the fictionalist.
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