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Is modal realism a tenable position? Discuss with relation to Lewis’s ‘possible worlds’ argument.

Modal realism[footnoteRef:1] is a metaphysical theory developed by David Kellogg Lewis[footnoteRef:2] in 1986. Modal Realism is grounded in “modal logic”. Modal logic focuses on the premises of “possible”, “impossible”, and “necessarily”; to give a few examples: “it is probable that the sun will rise in the morning”, or “it is impossible for wholly blue to also be wholly red”, or “necessarily 2+2 must equal 4”. These modal statements link into Lewis’ theory when he posits the idea of “a plurality of possible worlds”[footnoteRef:3].  [1:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986)]  [2:  Ibid]  [3:  Ibid, p.1] 

To say something is possible is to say that “x” is true in some possible worlds, whilst not being necessarily true in others. In one possible world, the sun will possibly rise in the morning, this does not make it true for all possible worlds, as it’s not impossible to think of a world where the sun does not rise: instead it could explode in a supernova etc. To say something is necessary is to say that it must be true in all possible worlds, so saying “2+2=4” is to say “2+2=4 must necessarily be true in all possible worlds”. For something to be impossible, it implies that it is not possible in any possible worlds, such as “2+2=5”. Lewis maintained the idea that logic is universal and that it is “concrete”[footnoteRef:4] truth. [4:  Ibid, p.81] 

This idea of “possible worlds” is at the centre of Lewis’ theory, so what does he mean when he says possible worlds? The best way to succinctly describe the “possible world” theory is: 
“Absolutely every way that a world could possibly be is a way that some world is”.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.2] 

 These worlds vary in a multitude of ways but can share similar entities or sometimes have radically different entities. Think about it in terms of evolution: evolution is the process of change via mutations and whichever changes lead to an increased chance of survival will be passed down through specie breeding. In one possible world (our actual world) apes evolved in a such a way that enabled us (humans) to become the predominant specie. In a different possible world, one could say “possibly donkeys evolved with highly specialised verbal and social skills”, therefore donkeys would be the predominant specie in that possible world. Lewis posits that these worlds are as real as ours and so there is an actual possible world where donkeys can speak and pigs can fly. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid] 

Where “possible world” theory becomes a bit more complicated to understand is when Lewis states that these worlds are spatio-temporally “isolated”[footnoteRef:7] from each other, meaning they have no causal relationship with one another.  [7:  Ibid p.2] 

The natural question following this thesis is: how are these universes related, if in any way at all, and if they are, how so? If they are not related and are uniquely distinct “mini-universes”, then how can we make claims about said worlds? Lewis’ answer, in my own words, was a ‘continuum’ of worlds. Those worlds that are more alike ours can be thought as being closer to us (I must clarify I am not stating they are ‘spatio-temporally’ closer, but in the abstract sense of similarity). Worlds which are extremely different, worlds very unalike ours, can be thought of as being further from ours (again, not spatio-temporally further, but in the sense of similarity). The ‘worlds’ Lewis was concerned with was those “closer” to ours, those worlds which are similar enough to ours. A few examples (but not limited to) would be: a possible world which has an “earth”, one in which the laws of science & biology allow for the “creation” and passing of life (evolution), one in which humans (our own specie) is the predominant mammal and who are capable of advanced linguistic/verbal conversations. These are just a few very small and very specific ideas for the type of worlds Lewis was concerned with mainly.  
What can we infer from this then? What benefits would this type of theory have if shown to be correct or at least plausible? Lewis suggested his theory could solve three prevalent philosophical problems. The first two focusing on the same type of question, worded in slightly different ways, whilst the third being distinct about what it’s trying to answer. Firstly, Lewis contended his “possible worlds” theory could answer two metaphysical questions: “Why is there something, rather than nothing?”, and, “why is there something, rather than some other?”. 
[bookmark: _Hlk508903475]Lewis answered, “why there is something rather than nothing” by hypothesising that the answer is not so mysterious if you factor in his “possible worlds” thesis. Lewis summarises his answer succinctly and effectively through this quote:
(There could not be)- “an absolutely empty world. A world is not like a bottle that might hold no beer. The world is the totality of things it contains . . . [I]f there isn't even the bottle, there's nothing there at all. . .. There can be nothing much: just some homogeneous unoccupied spacetime, or maybe only one single point of it. But nothing much is still something, and there isn't any world where there's nothing at all. That makes it necessary that there is something.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.73] 

Through this quote we can see that Lewis logically answers the question through semantics, through the analysation of certain words and their meanings. For there to be ‘worlds’ there cannot be worlds containing ‘nothing’. How could we categorise something as a world if it had nothing contained within it? According to Lewis: necessarily a world must have content within it to be classified as ‘a world’. 
Lewis’ answered the second question, why is there something rather than some other, by referring to the almost endless possibilities of ‘worlds’ that could exist in his “possible worlds” theory. In a ‘continuum’ of worlds it appears sensical that some would contain life, whilst others would not. Assuming “possible world” theory, the chances of life existing go from “0.00005%” in our one world (made-up percentages) to “2%” or maybe even “30%” or higher once one factors in the almost endless possibilities of these “possible worlds”. Luckily for us we so happen to live and exist (through indexical[footnoteRef:9] actuality[footnoteRef:10]) in our world, a world that can so happen to sustain life. [9:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.92]  [10:  Ibid p.92] 

Besides supposedly solving these two very relevant and problematic philosophical puzzles, Lewis also maintained that his theory was extremely useful when applied to the philosophy of “modal logic”[footnoteRef:11]. He claims the theory will help us to understand truth claims and to understand the nature of “truth” and “truth value”[footnoteRef:12] (Truth value is the extent to which something can be said to be true or false. If it can be proven to be true OR false then “x” contains “truth value”). [11:  Ibid p.9]  [12:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.19] 

Philosophers have always struggled to logically demonstrate whether any of our statements could contain “truth value”. There was a raw sense of subjectivity which our “truth” claims could not escape, invoking an existential dread into any individual who dared question whether we could know anything at all. This is because whenever anyone had made a truth claim it always ran the risk of being subject to change. A change in context, a change in scenario, a change in even language, all carry with them the risk of subjectivity. For years scepticism appeared too strong against the philosophical theories of “truth”; from Plato to Russell. Lewis, however, thought he had the answer. 
Modal realism and Lewis’ “Possible worlds” theory was grounded in ‘Modal Logic Semantics’ (will abbreviate to M.L.S). Modal logic (simply put) focuses on the logic and nature of “truth claims” such as “All John’s dogs are mammals”[footnoteRef:13], whilst semantics focuses on words and our definition of words in given contexts. So M.L.S. is the philosophy of analysing “truth claims” through the rigorous picking apart of word meanings and meanings in different contexts. This idea of M.L.S. partners wonderfully with Lewis’ idea of “possible worlds”. Let me explain: [13:  Menzel, C. (2016). Possible Worlds (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/possible-worlds/ [Accessed 12 Mar. 2018].] 

Logic and modal logic relied on symbols and/or phrases used in truth claim sentences, such as: “¬” = “negation”[footnoteRef:14], “∀” = “all”[footnoteRef:15], “⊥” = “contradiction”[footnoteRef:16].  Lewis introduced his “modal operators” to the modal logic lexicon: “Necessarily”[footnoteRef:17] (as “◻”[footnoteRef:18]) and “Possibly”[footnoteRef:19] (as “◇”[footnoteRef:20]). These “operators” changed the game for modal logic as it opened a new world of exploring modal “truth claims” and the validity behind them, if Lewis is shown to be correct at least. [14:  En.wikipedia.org. (2018). List of logic symbols. [online] Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_logic_symbols [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].]  [15:  Ibid]  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.8]  [18:  Menzel, C. (2016). Possible Worlds (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/possible-worlds/ [Accessed 12 Mar. 2018].]  [19:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.8]  [20:  Menzel, C. (2016). Possible Worlds (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). [online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/possible-worlds/ [Accessed 12 Mar. 2018].] 


When Lewis makes the claim: “Homo-sapiens are the predominant specie on planet earth”, what he is really saying (if we translate this sentence into “possible world semantics”) is: “It is possible that in some possible worlds Homo-sapiens are the predominant specie of planet earth”. Lewis so happens to be referring to our world, as our world has what Lewis calls “actuality”[footnoteRef:21], but in saying this Lewis did clarify that the entities in each of these given worlds will see their world as having “actuality”. It is subject to which ever world you/one happens to live in at a given moment, or to phrase it simply, it is “indexical”[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) P.92]  [22:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) P.92] 

When we utter the phrase ‘Homo-sapiens are the predominant specie of planet earth’ we are referring to the possible worlds in which homo-sapiens did evolve in the necessary manor to put us at the top of the food chain, thus giving these claims their “truth value”. This statement however is not true in the world where homo-sapiens did not evolve in the necessary manor, where we perhaps remained in our ‘ape-like’ form, or if evolutionary species had never left water, or where perhaps even a world where the evolutionary laws are entirely different. Flip the question around and one would say: ‘it is possible that in some worlds homo-sapiens did not evolve into the predominant specie’. This statement is called a “counterfactual”[footnoteRef:23] statement. Even though the premise is not true in our actual (indexical) world, in some other possible world this statement could easily be true. One of Lewis’ own examples of a counter-factual statement would be: “If kangaroos had no tails”[footnoteRef:24] (then they would not maintain balance). Despite that this statement isn’t true in our world, it is possibly true in some other possible world, thus giving it “truth value”. [23:  Ibid, p.20]  [24:  Ibid, p.21] 

The truth value of these modally logical claims come from the existence of one of these possible worlds and the context in which we phrase these questions/statements (whether it is factual or counter-factual). 
Lewis’ answers to the initial two ontological/metaphysical question and his claims that “possible worlds” theory allows for further inspection into modally logical claims and into the nature of “truth value”. This is the prime meat of his theory. Lewis posits that not only is his theory an interesting philosophical exploration it is also very practical and pragmatic as it helps us answer questions we could not answer before. In this sense Lewis thinks like a mathematician or physicist. Mathematicians look at the current paradigm of the mathematical spectrum and deduce or induce possible problems and solutions. For the mathematicians a theory is appropriate/worthy or praise when it “slots in” and helps the current paradigm ‘make more sense’. Simply put, is it useful? If so, they will adopt a theory/equation based on its practical uses. Lewis uses the same logic for his theory; if it fits, it’s worthy of praise (or at least some attention).
One cannot deny the pragmatism to this practical way of thinking. Science and mathematics have always worked on these principles and philosophy seems no different, but this does not mean Lewis’ theory is without fault. 
I contend that Lewis wants to have his cake and eat it. Lewis offers very pragmatic and practical reasons as to why he thesis is logical and tenable, but offers no real philosophical justification besides its practical uses. One cannot disagree with his reasoning; if the areas of science and mathematics follow these principles of pragmatism then how is philosophy any different? I, however, contend that philosophy is different. 

Science and mathematics operate under empirical data (to observe and reflect based on what is experienced through the senses). Philosophy on the other hand not only uses deductive reasoning[footnoteRef:25] (reasoning from known premises, or premises assumed to be true, to reach a certain conclusion), but also uses inductive reasoning[footnoteRef:26] (reasoning based on uncertain inferences based on problematic reasoning; conclusions are probably/plausible/not certain). Lewis’ theory falls under inductive reasoning. Lewis’ “possible world” theory doesn’t look at certain principles or premises to make a certain conclusion, instead the theory looks at the “grand paradigm” and logically induces a reasonable answer that would sufficiently suit the current paradigm. My issue with this is that many theories based on induction can be shown to be wrong once new factors and principles come into play. This happens all the time in the theoretical scientific community; typically, a thesis is presented based on how applicable it is to the current paradigm, but these theories and their originators are more than aware that they might be proven wrong via deduction.  [25:  Allen, R. (2018). Deduction vs. Induction. [online] Slideshare.net. Available at: https://www.slideshare.net/professorallen/deduction-vs-induction-61798106 [Accessed 13 Mar. 2018].]  [26:  Ibid] 

Take Stephen Hawking’s ‘black hole radiation’[footnoteRef:27] theory for example: at the time of writing (1974) the theory appeared to be highly plausible and helped us explain/understand the nature of black holes better than we ever had before. However, in the modern time (2014 exactly) it was a possibility in the scientific community that Hawking’s theory was incorrect, or incomplete to say the least. Even Hawking himself was ready to throw the theory in the trash in hopes of replacing it with a more holistic and accurate theory.  [27:  En.wikipedia.org. (2018). Hawking radiation. [online] Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawking_radiation [Accessed 14 Mar. 2018].] 

This leads me to my conclusion. Based on the argument and the reasoning Lewis uses, one cannot deny the immense benefits and applicability of his “possible worlds” theory. The theory really does help us understand our metaphysical place in the universe, whilst also bolsters and reinvigorates the theories of modal logic. My only concern with the theory is its uncertainty. It’s not unimaginable to foresee a “paradigm shift” in which new information and variables would show Lewis’ theory to be incorrect or incomplete, therefore requiring an alteration to the theory itself (like that of Hawking’s “Black hole radiation” theory). His logical arguments and theory itself is a superb piece of philosophy. His additions to modal logic in the forms of “necessary” and “possibly” are invaluable to the modal logicians. His use of modally logical semantics is profound and he provides succinct and unique answers to the age-old questions: “why is there something rather than nothing/some other?”. Unfortunately, practicality and applicability does not necessarily lead to certainty. Lewis even stated himself:
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Maybe the theoretical benefits to be gained are illusionary… Maybe the price is higher than it seems, because modal realism has unacceptable hidden implications… Maybe the benefits are not worth the (ontological) cost, because they can be had more cheaply elsewhere.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  David K. Lewis, On the Plurality of Worlds, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1986) p.4-p.5] 

Lewis’ theory must be commended on its achievements; it is definitely tenable to a degree, but it is not immune to criticism. I conclude that Lewis’ “possible worlds” argument is possibly true, not necessarily true.
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