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1 INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Ontological pluralism is the view thar .ﬁrmmm are Ec.&mm of Uﬁ.m,mu %m\_wm.g
existing, or different ways to be moBmwm::m. Ontological Em.mmmﬂw._v. u:._:,.
trigaing and alluring doctrine, despite its present :m%omamm?u .M _w is HEW
many metaphysical questions must be nmwro:mw.ﬁ. Oune of these is the ques
tion of why there is something rather than .zcldmm. . i
More generally, being wrong about being oﬁg leads to being ﬁgmm
abour many ontological questions. Besides n.rwz‘ﬁsm that @Qa are M#&Mm o
being, a second, and perhaps even more éﬁmmﬁﬁ.nmmu ::wﬂ,m ke Emw e m.ucwzm
being is the denial that there are gradations of wmm:mm that some t ﬁ._wmw ox m.,
more than others or enjoy more being than others. The Qm_.mw that there .mR.
gradations of being also makes more complicated the question of why there
is something rather than nothing. .
There are both obvious and nenobvious reasons why mwmmm doctrines
malke more complicated the question of why there is onm.HrEm rather :wmm
nothing. Let’s briefly mention the obvious LEasons, frst. ﬁ.#rﬁm are .Ew om_
of being, that is, different ways 7o @mu. then either in mnmm_m.o: uﬁw or :Mummhmm
of the question “Why is there something h..m_”ron.%mm mc&:mm. . EM 5 Hoﬂ._ \
pursue, for each mode of being, the question of why there is, _JH 1at way,
something rather than nothing. Similarly, if ﬁwown are degrees of um‘_mmu. .o:m
mighe wish to ask why somecthing exists to ﬁ.mm degree E%E. M.mm: .wmu.ma
other degree, rather than simply ask the question om. why there is .m.o.ﬁsﬁ.ﬁ :w_m
rather than nothing. As we will see in a bit, on my view, the question of why
there is somerhing rather than nothing is not mnﬁ:w:% a m:nam_ﬁmnmmzﬁcd-
portant question, and so I would recommend pursuing mz.wmm other ﬁ:,ovzowﬁm
instead of rather than i addition to it. But, as | hope will be &mmﬁ. %oﬂr
on my view the more important questions are whether there are things that

1. Pve defended onzological pluralism in McDaniel ﬁ.c@f. ﬁc.ﬁumf nwou;mvzw
. and {manuscript). Turner {2010} provides a fantastically detailed defense o
the view as well.
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exist to the fullest degree and, if so, why they exist to thar degree rather than
to some lesser degree,

In order to better appreciate some of the nonobvious reasons why consid-
erations of modes and degrees of being make more complicated the question
of why there is something rather than nothing, some background regarding
how D've approached modes and gradations of being will be useful. In the
next section, 1 provide this requisite background.

In order to avoid excessively cumbersome sentences in the pages that fol-
tow, 1 will henceforth use “ontological pluralism” to refer to the doctrine
that there are modes of being, “the gradation thesis” to refer to the doctrine
that there are gradations or degrees of being, and “the Question” 1o refer to
the question of why there is something rather than nothing.

2 MODES OF BEING AND DEGREES OF BEDNG

have found it helpful 1o think abont modes of being and degrees of being in
terms that most contemporary metaphysicians are more comfortable with,
specifically, by way of the notion of namralness or structure as employed
by David Lewis (1986}, Theodore Sider (2009, 2011}, and others. Here |
recapitulate the main moves; interested readers are invited to delve more
into the derails in other published work 2

First, we embrace an objective ranking of properties and relations: some
properties and relations are more natural than others. This objective rank-
ing of properties is fully comprebensive: every property or refation appears
at some place in the hierarchy. This does not mean that the hierarchy is
linearly ordered; it only means that every property or relation bears the is gt
least as natural as relation to some property or relation. But I do accepr that
the hierarchy terminates at an upper bound: at the top of this hierarchy are
the elite, perfectly natural properties and relations, those for which no other
property or relation is more natural,

Every property appears in the naturalness hierarchy, Some propetties or
relations are higher-order properries or relations, that is, are properties or
relations of other properties or relations, Finally, some of these higher-order
properiies or relations correspond to quantifiers; we can, if we like, rake the
semantic value of a quantifier to simply be either a property of properties
or a kind of relation berween properties; I won’t settle this question here.
But there is some property or relation that corresponds to the unrestricred
existential quantifier of ordinary English, and it appears somewhere in this
objective naruralness ranking. Let us call this property being.

Being is the “semantic value” of the ordinary unrestricted existential
quantifier, the one that is somerimes employed by members of our linguistic
community. But there could have been other linguistic communities who

2. Speaically, see the works described in note 1.
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engage in a practice that looks from the ow:maw very similar to ﬂrw _u.mumn{
tice of existentially quantuifying: such a community M<AU:_Q rmé. a primitive
expression in their language that funcnions syntacrically and inferentially
like the existential quantifier of English. (Perhaps there are even actualty
such communities, but whether there are—and why there are rather w..rmm
are not—are not questions that I will pursue here.) ..M.\mﬁ us call a ﬁ@.cmm_g&
expression that funcrions synractically and S?G::mw:\ like an nx_mﬁ.o,:wﬂ
quantifier an e-guantifier, even when the semantic value oﬁ.mm n-&:m:ﬂ\w:mn is
not being but some other property. Let us call m.% semantic values of _H_z.wmo
e-quantifiers modes of being, an expression chat is mm::.mmhmw moaméwﬁ. in-
feficitous given that the extensions of some modes of .Uo._:m properly .Emran
the extension of being itself. Let us say that a genuine mode of being is a
mode of being that ranks af least as high on the :E:Qrwmmm m.nmwm as being
iself. Let us say that a fundamental mode of being is a vmlmnl% :w::m_
mode of being. One enjoys a mode of being just in case one fails ui::ﬂ the
range of the possible e-quantifter that noﬂm.mmo:am to this mode. T.:im:.gw?
ta} entities enjoy fundamental modes of being. 5, general, let us say that the
degree of being enjoyed by some entity is proportionate to the :w::m_:mmm ot
the #most natural mode {or modes) of being enjoyed by that enrity.

Are there any fundamentat enrities? T will assume so mcm. the purposes of
this paper, though it is certainly worth S@:&mm_mm ér.ﬁ kind om, m.w.m,.:dm:w
could be given for the claim that there are M:w‘:\ real entities. me _.s._:m_u and
extremely hazy, thought is that there must be rE&wEomE entities it there are
to be any entities at ail, since all facts about what wrmﬂm is are ultimartely to be
accounted for in terms of what fundamenta! entities there are. In short, &mmm
must be fundamental entities because there is something mmﬁ:mn than nothing,
But it is surprisingly hard to extract a nonbazy thesis from this hazy thought.

Let us turn to the question of whether being is itself a fundamental mode
of being. In my view, it is not. Elsewhere, [ have argued from Hr..m mmm_.. mr.mﬁ
shadows, holes, cracks, and other entities that I call xmwﬁoﬁ. nothings exist
to the claim thar being itself is not a fundamental mode of being.” .‘ﬁog is one
thread of this argument. Holes exist, but they are less real than their hosts. An
entiry’s amount of being is proporrionate to the z.mﬂcﬂmw:mmw of the most mm:n:.h
ral possible e-quantifier that ranges over ir. So being cannot be a w,:w.&mmma.:ﬂ.
mode, for if it were, then holes would be as real as their womwmwmb:na Uo:ﬂ.
holes and hosts enjoy being. (Recall that, on my system, an entity's mwmmwm of
being is proportionate to the naturalness of its most natural Eoum.w of vﬁzm.w

So being is not itself a fundamental mode of being. Humn.rmwm this mro:K:m
be terribly surprising. Natural language did not .m<o_<<m r.ua zuh purposes of
doing metaphysics or, for that matrer, any theoretical inquiry. So it would ac-
tually be somewhat surprising if it turned out that we have managed to selecr

3. Specificaily, in McDaniel (2010a).
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as semantic values for any ordinary locution a property or relation of cenrral
importance to meraphysical inquiry. That said, it is an interesting question
why being ended up as the semantic value for the ordinary unrestricred English
quantifier.

L grant that part of whar determines the semantic values of expressions is
how high the candidates for being these values rank on the naturalness scale.
But how we use these expressions obviously also plays a rather large role, as
does the environment we find ourseives in. The latter two components are
not always independent—if the only things in our environment were colored
black and white, we would have far less of a need for many of our color ex-
pressions, and it is likely that if they were used, they would enjoy a different
use. But we are finite embodied beings, and I believe essentially so, and this
finitude constrains use independently of whatever environment we happen
to find ourselves in. In any world possible for creatures like us to be found,
there will be perforated objects such that facts about them will not be com-
municable by creatures like us without them making reference to holes, with-
out counting and hence quantifying over holes, without making camparative
qualitative judgments concerning holes and orher entities, without ascribing
aumerical identity to holes across times (and perhaps across possible worlds),
and so forth. One can produce “paraphrases” of such talk only if one can
construct sentences of infinire length, since, for most sentences abour holes,
there are infinitely many ways perforated objects could make them true. A
god could produce such paraphrases—but not creatures like us. Embodied
finite creatures like us are doomed to use e-quantificational expressions in
such a way that they are not apt to have as their semantic values fundamental
modes of being. So, in my view, being is not a fundamental mode of being, but
there is a good explanation for why a more fundamental mode of being was
not selected as the semantic vaiue of the unrestricted English quantifier. And
this explanation will, of course, generatize to any other natural language spo-
ken by human beiags and even, [ believe, to any finite and embodied crearure.

So I think there are deep reasons why we did not end up selecring a
perfectly natural mode of being to serve as the semantic value for ordi-
nary quantificational claims. What is the upshor of these reflections for the
Question? The question “Why is there something rather than nothing?” has
seemed to some philosophers, perhaps most famously Heidegger, 1o be an
important or deep question to ask. But the notions of something and noth-
ing do not carve nature at the joints. If a necessary condition for a question
being metaphysically deep rather than metaphysically shallow is that the
concepts used in forming rhe question must carve nature ar the joints, then
the Question is a metaphysically shallow question.* In this case, there is a
more specific reason ro think that the Question is a shallow question, which

4. Compare with Sider (2011}, especially chapters 4 and 12. [ am deeply in-
debred to Sider’s work on this topic.
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will be discussed in the next section. Whether there isa better question 1o be
asked will be examined in succeeding sections.

3 GLOBAL ABSENCES AND THE QUESTION

It is an interesting question whether there are general patierns to our usc
of quantificational expressions that can be distilled to and so expressed in
the form of explicit conditionals that link whether some sitnation obtains
with whether something exists. It seems 1o me that there are such parrerns,
given the strong tendency we have to engage in reification. Here are some
illusrrative examples of sentences we alf endorse. I you and | are both head-
ing north, there is a direction that we are hoth heading in. If you have as
many socks as | have guitars, there is a number rhat is the number of your
socks and my guitars. If you believe that God exists and T do not, there is
something that you believe that 1 reject. And so forth.

As Tsaid, each of these sentences just mentioned is true. In fact, something
stronger is the case: each of these senrences is obviously true. Moreover, the
dents of many of these kinds of sentences arc clearly true as well.
And who would dare to deny modus ponens? It is clear and obvious thar
there are directions, numbers, and conrents of beliefs, i.c., propositions. Of
course, many clever phitosophers have contorted themselves or at least the
words they speak by attempring various “paraphrase” strategies for doing
away with these entities, but none of these strategies has been successful. In
fact, the same sort of reason why finite, embodied beings like ourselves can-
not do away with talk of holes also explains why we are not in the position
1o do away with talk of these other entities.

Daoes this mean that there really are such entities as directions, numbers,
and propositions? Yes, there really are such entities—that is, there are such
entities. Often, the word “really” serves mainly as a means to emphasize the
point the speaker means to convey, as when one says, “Yes, tax curs for the
extremely wealthy really don’t contribute to economic growth.” That said, it
might be that there is also a metaphysical use for the word “really”—when
one asks whether there are really numbers, what one might have in mind is
wherther numbers are fully real, whether a kind of guantification that encom-
passes numbers in its domain might be a fundamental kind of quantification.

And as I see things, the jury is stifl our on the question of whether there re-
ally are directions, numbers, or propositions. That is, in my terminotogy, it
s clear that such entities exist, but it is less clear whether they fully exist.

As mentioned eatlier, there is a kind of systematicity to our pattern of
reification, that is, our use of quantificational expressions. And this is partly
why the semantic value of these quantifier expressions helps ensure that
certain bridge principles connect the obtaining of certain situations with
the existence of certain entities. Sometimes these bridge principles take the
form of biconditionals as well, One of the most celebrated cases of such a

antece
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biconditional was championed by Frege and states that the number of Fs is
n@:mw to the number of Gs if and only if there are exactly as Em..:.“ Fs M th u, .
are Gs. Hrm lefi-hand side of the biconditional is “ontologically W@dwwmk,ﬂwmﬂm
to the existence of numbers. But for our purposes hicre, we will focu o
m:.._nr more ignominious biconditional, which links ﬂrm existence come
things to the absence of orhers. enee of some
m:% Mwwwwmﬁ ﬁ._Ewm:&: Hr\n way in s;:mr ém.xwm.Q:E:Enmﬁu:m_. expressions
and ¢ attendant vocabulary, the following is true: the absence of Fs ex
ists if and only if there are no Fs. In general, we freely and happily traffi i
absences. (/x\m count them, we dwell on them, we mourn Mgwnmzmw of mrM:_:
We even attribute causal relevance to therm. Causation by .mvwm:mm must *r
Nan.:ﬂma. Oﬂ:mmmmo;m cannot be omitted. Moreover, we rreat absences . .u_o
sulficient serlousness to classify them into kinds: shadows E,m certai Mszmg
of absences of light, holes arc cerrain kinds of absences o,_m matt m: iehis
are absences of rain, and so on.’ o Croughe
Now, for the purposes of considering the Question, it s important 1o ¢
sess whether Or not a full description of our ordinary vm_.mn:.nmw own :mﬂw.wml
ing over, Ew&nmm:m properties of, and classifying distinct kinds of WW% FJ%”
ﬁSEm provide a compelling reason to atiribute the biconditional Bn. ,fw:rmn,w
mmm:.mﬁ. namely, that rhe absence of Fs exists if and only #.Hrﬁ‘m QM#MH_%
m:.va _.m it Qmuom, we have an answer as to why there is something rarher :Sv.
nothing. ._S:ww if there were nothing else, the absence of everything m .
%.o.:E exist and hence would be something. (Note that these mo:ﬂ of _w on.
ditionals that encapsulate our reificatory pracrices are m.Q. me%g En_o:-
E be merely .noE.Emm:wE true. For example, if there are ::Emm_.@ SMm:o“M_w
_rﬂ,m are equinusmerous groups, then it is not a contingent fact that there arc
mm_zrﬂ.m whenever there are equinumerous groups.) o
. Seriously think of how tempring this line of thought has been to gen
tions mna gencrations of teenagers who think abourt the @ﬂmwmcm wm Mmm‘
mwmmo. is somerhing racher than nothing. This line of thought 7 ofren Mm H
opening move! Often, they express this line of thought in a Em, thar wﬁw
vw:omowrwa unhappy. Perhaps they uiter the following words M.ﬁvmamzw mm
_un. mouwmm_:zm“ for even if there were nothing, nothing would mmmo.:. be mmw:i
thing. ?a perhaps philosophers are right to be unhappy, since the s e
dard ﬁm&omcwrwnm:% regimented use of the phrase “nothin e em _sm,v.E.:‘,
a quantifier rather than a name. Of course, EXpressions can Wm mwnw :N\w_. oy
ways, and even “nothing” can be used as a referring .wﬁu%mmr,u: it :%mm:u\
wo&w _WMMNMQ menmvmwwmm %m everything else is as good a thing o be H.m‘mmmnwm
waord "nothing” as anything else could be. Perhaps the ordinar
mmﬂwﬂwzmww.”wwm MWMFM %w .ﬂzmﬁ._cw m@:woaﬁmm érm:. w,:n uses the Eoy.w
oth: ts f ppearance in the sentence above, it is funciioning as a
quantifier, but in jts second appearance it functions as a referring expression

3. On seeing absences, see Sorensen {2008).
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for a giobal absence of everything else. Who knows for sure? Buc this is one
way in which someone could use these words, and this way of using them
would certainly fit with what seem to be our conventions governing the
vocabulary of absences, namely, to say that an absence of Fs exists when
there are no Fs.
[ et me be clear: it is not clear that the line of thought mentioned above is
correct. But it is also not clearly incorrect. 1 suspect it is true, but I have no
icea how to provide a conclusive argument for the claim that, given what we
have ended up meaning by “there is”, this abstraction principle expresses
4 truth, But what 1 am relatively sure about is that there is little to be said
chat favors our actual way of using “there 1s” over this possible way of using
“there is”, if these two uses do not in fact coincide. If anything, this putauve
alternative use of “there is” uniformly codifies the relevant abstraction prin-
ciple and so provides the basis for a principled account of when absences
exist rather than the mere hodgepodge we would be left with if rhis putative
alternative use is genuinely an alternative use. 50, from a metaphysical per-
spective, this alternative e-quantifier might be in better shape with respect
to naturalnesss than being itself, albeit perhaps only slightly becter. It is hard
to for me to see how the Question as standardly understood then could be a
metaphysically deep question 1o be asking, since on either way of using ex-
pressions such as “there is” the question does not carve nature at the joints.
Of course, none of this shows that absences are reafly real {that is, full
j or that a scenario in which the only thing that existed would be
the absence of everything else is a scenario containing a fully real being. I
Am certain that absences, even putative global absences, are not fully real
beings and that the notions of “something”, “there is”, and the like are
all doing very poorly on the naturalness scale. But nonetheless there are
absences. And rhere is some evidence, which is of course inconclusive, that
the notions of something and nothing that we use when asking the ques-
tion are such that it follows from them that there must be something rather
than nothing. But 1 think that once we see why this might be the case, we
also see that we shouldn’ be as interested as we once were in rhe question
hing rather than nothing. If this is the reason why

of why there is sometl
chere must be something, theu the question was not a question truly worth

existents

pursiing.
Are there berter questions to be pursued? This of course remains to be

seen. But we should note that many of those who claim o be interested
in the question of why there 13 something rather than nothing are really
interested in a narrower question, such as the question of why there are
“concrete material things™ rather than no “concrete materia! things”. When
asking this narrower guestion, howeves, one still uses the ordinary guanti-
fier expression, a device not well suited for asking fundamental ontological
questions. So [ suspect we will be better served if we abandon this device and
stipulatively introduce new e-quantifiers that have as their semantic values
whatever we take ro be the fundamental modes of being. (If it turns out that
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such modes of being already have a linguistic home in ordinary languagpe

so much the berter, but 1 am doubtful chat this is the case.) ‘mvmv: 0 mwivﬁ
_vm::w aﬁmm this, we can see whether for each such m-@:m:ammw E LKWPW n
mteresting, well-formed question of why Ex Ey {x = 3} ermm QEM Wﬁm:
E.y (x = y). Call a question of this sort a Narrow Question. Of course, i H
be very liard to assess whether there are better Narrow D.mmw:.o:m &:ﬂf

rm,.:mm good evidence as to what the fundamental modes of being are EM
acquiring such evidence is an arduous task indeed. And ?mm_h,_ w:.uw. _NMM?
task n.é I'have completed. Accordingly, whart follows will be Wﬂr hi .Eﬂw
mvmﬁmmzﬁ and provisional. T will focus on oatological schemes thar w..mﬁw
the following features: first, they enjoy some independent plausibility and
are supported by arguments to be found in the contemporary philoso wrﬂ. l
M:Q,m:.iﬁ and, second, they seem to generate porential roadblock " rum

possibility of interesting Narrow Questions being formed. h S

4 POSSIBILITY AND ACTUALITY AS MODES OF REING

Ennm. we will consider an ontological scheme according to which rhe merely
possible and the acrual enjoy different modes of vmm:m both of Ermnﬂ_.“o v
fundamenral modes of being, On this view, there are ﬁw_?:m donkeys mpm
there are EHW.:EQ zebras, but the way in which there are ralking aﬁw:wam %M s
not the way in which there are zebras. This is a bare-bones mmmmmﬁm_:/ﬁvwmm_w
view, F.:, it will be helpful to put some {flesh on these bare b Behold ¢ o
meat of modal realism! rones- Behold che
.;n version of modal realism to be discussed is a refinement of Philli
Bricker’s snodal realism with absolute acrualiey. On this view, the ﬁ:mmnwm :v
between the merely possible and the actmal is not some t?“?\,: that M?v
mnm_:m_ possesses but the merely possible lacks, or vice versa. w: mmmw uopmw.ﬁ wn
ocmmﬁm nmm.vo qualitative duplicates of acrual objects. just as momww mnm u\w
o.mu._mna are individuals or substances (rather than sets wwctm:u.mm or pr o
m;m.o:mr among the merely possible are individuals oua mcvmﬁm:mmm. mwmmﬂ_ﬁ
oEan can stand in various relations to one another, including mrm relati N
of part to whole. Call a relation an exzernal mm_mnw: just in case m nMM:
ROT supervenc on the intrinsic properties of the things it mn._mmmw. but u:mw
supervene on the intrinsic properties of the whole composed of the thin "
relates. %@ﬂr.mvm distance relations are external relations in this sense vm% HM
that some things are externally related to each other just in case :;E.N .ndu
the .B.r.:m of some external relation. Perhaps being related to eack 9..& v. o
transitive :u,_m:c:u but perhaps not. But in any event the transitive nm“ ure
of this ﬁim:ms is a transitive relation; call this relation the C relation m%:w
that some things, the Ts, are maximally C-related just in case each of mmm "MJM

6, See Bricker (1996), (2001}, and (2006) for art i :
version of modal realism with mv“o_:mn vmnwﬂ_mﬂ“.ﬁ:_m:omw and defenses of his
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is C-related to each of the T5s, and none of the Ts are C-related 1o E.J;E:m
that is not one of the Ts. Finally, say that a possible world 1s a whole that is
composed of maximally C-relared things. 3

Once we have possible worlds in our picrure it seems that we can otfer a
standard account of metaphysical (de dicto} possibility in rerms of truth at
some world and of metaphysical {de dicto) necessity in rerms 3.2:5 at ail
worlds. But ler’s note that although one important Ecw?mﬂo.m tor embrac-
ing possibilism is ro provide an analysis of modal notions, it Is not the ozwx
one. Perhaps it is not even the most important rmotivation, For wrm sake Mn
reflection on the Question, and the possibility ol interesting variants, we il
consider a version of possibilism that doesn’t try to ﬂ.m.mﬁxnm metaphysical
modality to quantification over possible worlds but still accepts that the
biconditionals linking possibility and necessity to truth ar a world g,m:
worlds are true.” But since we are formulating a version OWEOQ& Ru:.ma
in the context of ontological pluralism, we need ro be careful when using
words like “some” or “all” when stating these biconditionals. There are two
fundamental e-quantifiers in play, one of which ranges over the E.mﬂm_% pos-
sible, and will accordingly be designated by “E,”, and one of which ranges
over the actual, and will accordingly be designated by “E.7. Any ::E.w-
stricted” quantifier that ranges over the m.oEmE.m. of woﬁ_w ot :..nmm quanti-
fiers is less natural than either quantifier. It one of our projects is to give an
account of 2 modal operator that can preface one of these quantifiers, 1t is
clear that “E,” is one we want to have prefaced. But it is not clear that it
even makes sense to preface the possibilist quantifier with a modal operator.
This is important, because if it doesn’t make sense to Umommn.m the .wowmzww_-
ist quantifier with a modal operator, then ﬁ:.m narcow (uestion of Exx Euy
{x =y} rather than ~Epx Epy (x = 9) is not a legitimare question. ;m.ﬂ narrow
question is a legitimate question only if the presupposition that it makes
sense to assert that the alternatives are genuinely possible is correct.

[n general, if there is a mode of being such va:. EomE E.Vaomm. do not
even apply to it—if, to speak metaphorically, the things enjoying this mode
of being are amodal rather than denizens of modal mmmnm\%g the narrow
question of why there are things having this mode of being rather than not
is an illegitimate and, in fact, ili-formed question. B .

Let’s sharpen the idea that there might be an e-quantifier such E.mﬁ it
is in principle not capable of conjoining with a anm_.o@mamﬁoq to form
a well-formed sentence. In section 2, I expiained the view rhat %m.am are
modes of being—ontological pluralism—Dby way of there being an objective

7. Note that I am focusing on this version of possibilism not because it is the ver-
sion 1 find most plansible but because consideration of this version provides
a roure 1o seeing how certain ways of replacing the D;n.mﬁcc with narrower
versions of it will aor succeed. In the next section, we will discuss the conse-
quences for the Question if modal notions are in some way reduced, and hence
are nonfundamental.
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naturalness ranking that applies to the metaphysical correlares of quanlifier
expressions. But if we liked, we could stare ontological pluralism as the view
that there are possible languages conraining semantically primitive quaati-
fiers (e-quantifiers) that are maximally natural expressions and hence are ar
least as natural as the unrestricted quanifier.’ This formulation sets aside
the question of whether natural expressions need to derive their nataralness
from their corresponding semantic values; this is an Interesring question,
bur we won’t pursue it here, and it might well be that the two formulations
of ontological pluralism are harmlessly mterchangeable if the naturalness of
an expression must derive from the naturalness of its semantic content. But
n any event, for the purposes of this section, it is worth bringing into the
torefront the vehicles that carry these semanric valucs.

Let us call a language that contains only perfectly natural EXPIEssions a
metaphysically perfect language. Given ontological pluralism, a metaphysi-
cally perfect language will contain multiple quantifiers. Given a commir-
ment to multiple fundamental quantifiers, it is natural (but of course not
mandatory) to hold rhat there are distinct sets of variables associated with
these quantifiers. That is, the meraphysically perfect language is multisort-
ed.” For each set of variables, there will be a maximal set of rerms that are
their possible substitution instances. These sets will not overlap.

Once we have sorted variables, we need to think abour what sorts of pred-
icates are in the metaphysicatly perfect language. Broadly speaking, it will
contain two kinds of predicates, intracategorial predicares and intercatego-
rial predicates. An intracategorial predicate is such thar it can meaningful
prefix only terms from exactly one maximal set of rerms. An intercaregorial
predicate can meaningfully prefix terms from more than one maximal set, but
for each such predicate, there will be syntactic rules governing how that pred-
icate can combine with these terms. Whether a predicace is an intracategorial
predicate or an intercategorial predicate is as much a function of its logical
form as whether that predicare is, e.g., a one-place or swir-place predicate.

The logical form of the predicate is shown by the range of open sentences
one can construct with the predicate. The phrase “x, is to the left of x,” is an
open sentence in which the predicate ‘is to the left of” appears, whife ‘x, is
to the left of’ fails 1o be an open sentence. On the view under consideration,
the sort of variables matters as much as the number of variables. One can

8. This is the “minimal” version of ontological pluralism; McDaniel (2009,
2010b) also discusses an Aristotelian version of ontological pluralism accord-
ing to which some semantically primitive quantifiers are more narural than the
unrestricted quantifier.

In my previous worl, I did not discuss the possibility of sorting. Turner {2010)
explicitly discusses this issue but opts to focas on a version of ontological plu-
ralism that makes use of single-sorted variables. In McDaniel (manuscript-2}, [
explore in more detail the consequences of multisorted fundamental languages
for principles of recombination.

N
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begin with an open sentence, replace a variable o.m one sort with a variable
from another sort, and end with something that fails ro be an open sentence.
Now, we've been talking about the logical form of Em%n.m:wmv v:w in prin-
ciple there is no barrier to distinguishing Senfence OPerators in a similar way.
So, as before, we can distinguish two kinds of operators. Ahmﬁ us nm:\m: op-
erator a broad operator just in case it can yield a gramumatically Smwfo:dma
sentence when it prefaces any closed sentence, Emmm&w,ﬁm.o* the kinds of
quantifiers, variables, predicates, or names no.m:m_ﬂma. &x@:m that mmwﬁmunn.
Let us call an operator a narrow operalor _.ﬂmﬁ._: casc it is not broad." Prob-
ably purely logical operations such as wn:ﬁn::m.ﬁ negation .s:c be _uwomﬂ op-
erators. But if there is an operator for metaphysical mﬂo.&mr.ﬁw in m;.m perfectly
natural language-—and it is far from clear that there is—it is still an open
question whether it is a broad or a narrow operator. |
Now, [ havea’t given an argument that such an operator éorﬁ be a nar-
row operator. But we can now sece woé‘__m might .?_m, to be mam:wmwcmw to m.a_m
why Eux Eoy (x = y) rather than ~Egx Epy (x = ¥). Such a Lwom.:o::._w, ::lo_‘
ligibte only if we can produce a well-formed sentence by E,.mmmn_mm Epx m\&..
(x = y}” with a modal operator. 1t might _.x.w that we can mgm:u; ask E.@ umjx
E.y (x = v) rather than ~E.x E;y {x = y), since the “actualist ms@:mn:mnw is
one to which a fundamental modal operator can be attached. And certain ly,
if there is such a fundamental operator that can be m:m.nr& to a wnlnn%m
natural e-quantifier, then there is at feast one deep question that we can ask
instead of the question of why there is something rather Mwm: ‘:oﬂrE.m. But
we still must be cautious, since there are other modes of being for S;:Q%:E
question of why some things ¢njoy that mode n:m_ﬁ not even w.um mmm_mwv:\
asked. The version of possibilism discussed here is one such view. There
might be others. ‘ A . , o
Consider a kind of classical theism, for example, in which God exists in
a fundamentally different way from the ways in which all J&mﬂ:ﬁrﬂmm are.
Perhaps for each nondivine mode of being, mx?mmmm& by “E x”, it makes
sense to ask why E x Ey (x = y) rather than ~Ex Ey ?n. = v}, But @mmﬁw@w
with respect to the divine mode of being, “Eyx”, ﬂr.o question of why Eg Eyy
(x = v) rather than ~Ex Eg (x = v) isn’t legirimare since ﬂm:ﬁ mvo—: En pos-
sibility of one of these “aliernarives™ are not even well ﬁ.o:‘:mm. On H?w view,
rather than saying “there is no potentiality in Oonm:_u it really doesn t even
male sense, at a fundamental level, to ascribe potentiality to such a gim.
In the previous section, T presented a reason to think that the question
of why there is something rather than nothing was, WOE the Eﬁmmr.ﬁ_mm_
perspective, a surprisingly superficial question. Reflection on why mxw might
be the case prompted us to see whether there were narrower guestions my.mm
the Question that might be metaphysically deep. It turns out that being

£ M S 2 ara?® oa oG

10. I'm being somewhar lazy here and focusing only on “onc-place” sentence

operators; more complicated distinctions could and probably should be
drawn once we stop being lazy.
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itsell ain’r all ie’s cracked up to be. So this led us to the hope that we will
do berter if we focus on the fundamental modes of being rather than being
itselt. What we’ve seen in this sectrion is that given ontological pluralism, we
need to be cautiouns in assuming that, for each fundamental mode of being,
there is a correspondingly decp question as to why there are things enjoying
thai mode rather than not. And we will see in the next section that there jo
a furcher complication: there might be grounds for thinking thar there is no
metaphysically fundamental notion of modality at all.

5 NONFUNDAMENTAL MODALITY AND
THE PURITY OF THE FULLY REAL

"The significance of the Question is also threatened if there is no metaphysi-
cally fundamental notion at all. In the previous section, we discussed a version
of possibilism, which was a modified version of the form of modal realism
defended by Bricker (1996, 2001, 2006) that took seriously the idea thart the
distinction between the possible and the actual is an existential distinction, i.e.,
a distinction between modes of being. In that discussion, we provisionaltly set
aside that possibilists of this sort artempt to reduce modal notions to nonmodal
ones; a consequence of this sort of reducrion is thar modal notions are not fun-
damental or perfectly natural. We will now no longer provisionally ser the re-
ductive project aside but take it in full to see its consequences for the Question.
One of the innovative ideas developed by Bricker is thar we needn’t ana-
lyze modal operators in terms of quantifiers over possible worlds. If we
like, we can analyze them in terms of plural quantifiers over worlds; on this
view, a proposition is possible just in case it is true ar some world or at some
worlds. And in this way we can reconcile the possibility of island universes
with modal realism: although there is no world consisting of absolutely
disconnected concrete chunks of reality, every pair of worlds consists of ab-
solutely disconnected chunks of reality, and so the possibility of there being
absolutely disconnecred chunks of reality is thereby secured. One alternarive
proposal offered by Bricker is available for those unfamiliar wich or squea-
mish about plural quantifiers; this proposal is to analyze modal operators in
terms of what holds at sets of worlds rather than worlds: to be possible is to
be true at some set of worlds. As before, the possibility of island universes
is secured. Moreover, if we like, we can also secure the possibility of there
being absolutely nothing ar all. We have a choice: we can say that a proposi-
tion is metaphysically possible just in case it is true at some nonempty set of
worlds, or we can say thar a proposition is metaphysically possible just in
case it is true ar some set of worlds, including the empry set. Let me stress
that for the possibilist of this sort, whether the possibilist includes the empty
set in the range of the quantifier in terms of which the possibility operator
15 to be analyzed is a choice that is unconstrained by any “perfectly natural
modal properties of propositions”, since on this reductionist view there are



284  Kris McDaniel
no such propecties. What is fundamentally there, for this possibilist, are
the actual things, the various possible worlds and sets %anm n:ﬁ ,mo::mm
else. So, for this possibilist, the Question is not a deep questiost, ;.o pos-
sibilist can select a meaning for the modal operator according to which the
sentence “It 1s meraphysically possible that there are no mﬁ:m_ things at m:.x
expresses a truth, but she can also select a meaning mnnﬁ.:a_:m 0 Sm:nr. it
expresses a {alschood, and from a metapbysical perspective, Amiw? choice
is beiter than the other. In this sense, “it is a matter of convention” whether
there could be no actual things. i seems to me that the Q:mmzﬂ: is much
less exciting if it turns on what is “a matter of convention” E %.wm sense.
Aad, of course, this version of possibilisr is not the only view in anmm_a\.
on which modal notions fail to carve at the joints: there are many varieties of
“modal conventionalism”, “modal deflationalism”, and the like. Bur for our
purposes we will set a derailed discussion of them aside mzﬁm focus on whether
the view that being comes in degrees provides a reason o think that modal no-
rions are not fundamental. { will present an interesting but highly m..vnn:hm:é
and Inconclusive line of thought beginning with the thesis that being comes
in degrees and terminating with the thesis that :,.oa&:w is .:o_%.Em_mEm:E_..
Tve arguned elsewhere that a sufficient mom&:.c: for v@wm a m:.m.w qn.ﬁ en-
fity is enjoying a perfectly natural property. This mummnﬁﬁ condition s the
contemporary analogy of the medieval principle that beings A_% reason can-
not enjoy real accidents or stand in real relations. Ler’s take this principle on
board not because we are convinced thar it is rrue but rather because we want
to see where It leads. Very quickly we get an interesting EmEn aity propesty
shared by fully real entitics and less than fully real Q‘:Emm is ot 4 mwnmmn.ﬁ_%
natural property. Consider shape properties, such m.w.mé_:m cubical or being
pyramid shaped. A beach ball, to which I will provisionally grant the status
of a full existent, can enjoy being cubical, bur so can a hole, and ao _,5_@
is a full existent. So being cubical is not a perfectly narural property, given
the just mentioned sufficient condition. Perhaps artifacts like pyramids enjoy
full reality, but they also enjoy being pyramid shaped, a property that some
weirdly situated lumps of trash might come to enjoy, and Amo it seems to me)
no arbitrary heap is a full existent. 5o being pyramid mrmwma isnota wn,.%mnﬂ:w
natural property—and so torth for other shape propertics. As 1 mentioned,
any property enjoyable by a less than fully real thing is nota mumlmnlw narural
property, and this includes modal properties. Any modal property m.:_.ovﬁm by
a less than fully real thing is not a perfectly natural property, and this includes
the property of possibly not existing: holes can be filled, shadows can be
eliminated by sufficient illuminarion, and heaps can be swept away E\ winds
of fate and fortune {or just ordinary wind). These conditions in which non-
fundamental objects can go out of existence also indicate conditions under

11. See, for example, Cameron {2009} and Sider (2011: ch. 12).
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which they never would have come inso existence: being a contingent being is
a property they enjoy and hence is not a perfectly narural property.

Of course, these are de re modal properties, but when we state the Ques-
tion, the modal presupposition we make is a de dicto proposition. It is not
that everything that there is is a contingent thing (or every concrete thing,
or every actual concrete thing, or whatot}. It is thar it is metaphysically
possible that there is nothing ar all {or nothing concrete, or nothing actual
and concrete, or whatnot). The latter claim encails the former, but it is not
at all clear whether the former entails the larrer, And, more to the point, it
is not clear what we should conclude about whether a notion of de dicto
metaphysical possibiliry fails to carve at the joints simply because many {(or
even all} de re modal predicates fail to carve at the joints,

There is one way I sce for moving from rhe claim that some entities enjoy
less than full reality toward the conclusion that de dicto maodality also fails
to carve at the joints, but it is very contentious, althongh not without plan-
sibifity. Firse, it requires embracing the claim that linguistic expressions or
concepts enjoy their degree of naturalness only derivatively, by standing for,
referring to, or representing some entity or enrities that enjoy that degree
of naturalness dircctly. For example, one predicate is more natural than
another predicate because the corcesponding properties are correspondingly
ranked. What, then, corresponds to sentence operators, if we wish to ascribe
some degree of naturalness to them? Plausibly, if entities must be invoked,
then the entities to be invoked are properties of abstracta such as proposi-
tions. On this view, the de dicio possibility operator corresponds to a prop-
erty of propositions.

Given the sufficienr condition for full reality mentioned earlier, whether
this property is perfectly natural then crucially depends on the ontological
status of propositions. Metaphysical possibility carves at the joints only if
propositions are fully real entities, Pechaps propositions are fully real enri-
ties, but debating this would rake up more space than is available. 1 find it
Interesting that the debate abour whether the Question is a metaphysically
important question could turn on the ontological status of abstracta, and
this is so even if the Question is narrowed 1o explicitly be about the pos-
sibility of there being no concrete entities. The interesting upshot is this: if
there is no fundamental modality, there is no fundamengal way o state an
aleernative to the Question.
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