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Abstract: In my book, Worlds and Individuals, Possible and Otherwise, I use the novel idea 

of modal tense to respond to a number of arguments against modal realism. Peter 

van Inwagen’s million-carat-diamond objection is one of them. It targets the 

version of modal realism by David Lewis and exploits the fact that Lewis accepts 

absolutely unrestricted quantification. The crux of my response is to use modal 

tense to neutralize absolutely unrestricted quantification. Seahwa Kim says that 

even when equipped with modal tense, I am unsuccessful, given my view of 

reality and the proper use of modal tense in speaking of reality. I counter her 

attempt at resurrecting van Inwagen’s objection and clarify how we should use 

modal tense and how we should talk about reality. 
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Seahwa Kim has put her finger on an important aspect of my modal metaphysical proposal in 

articulating her critique of my handling of one of Peter van Inwagen’s objections to modal 

realism. In this note, I shall separate different strands within her critique and elucidate my 

position. 

There is not actually a million-carat diamond but could have been one. So, a million-carat 

diamond does not exista at the actual world but existsp at some non-actual possible world. So, 

according to me, a million-carat diamond isp real and also isa real. But a million-carat diamond 

isa not real. Therefore, I am wrong. 

This is Kim’s argument. There is much to recommend in this argument, but I say that the 

premise that a million-carat diamond isa not real is false. Kim clearly sees that I am committed to 

saying this, as she remarks that whenever someone who adopts my ontology of possible objects 

along with absolutely unrestricted quantification says that there is O (where ‘there is’ is an 
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absolutely unrestricted quantifier), I have to say that O isa real. David Lewis and I agree on the 

ontology of possible objects (in the sense important to this discussion
1
), and he accepts 

absolutely unrestricted quantification.
2
 Assuming that it is possible for there to be a million-carat 

diamond, Lewis is committed to saying that there is a million-carat diamond, where ‘there is’ is 

an absolutely unrestricted quantifier. So, I have to say that a million-carat diamond isa real. Thus, 

in order to evaluate Kim’s argument, it is crucial to determine whether a million-carat diamond 

isa or isa not real. What does it mean to say that such-and-such isa real? It certainly does not 

mean that such-and-such existsa. According to me, existence is a relation between an object and 

a collection of objects: x exists with respect to C if and only if x belongs to C. To say that x 

existsa is to say that x belongs to the collection of actual things.
3
 Reality is primitive and defines 

                                                 
1
 Issues related to counterpart theory are not important. 

2
 Lewis articulates unrestricted quantification as follows: 

 

When [the ersatz modal realist] says that there are no other worlds, and no other-

worldly possible individuals, he says it with his quantifiers wide open. He means 

to quantify over everything, without any restriction whatever, ignoring nothing. 

(And these quantifiers too are meant to be entirely unrestricted. I doubt that any 

perfect disambiguation is possible: all our idioms of quantification alike are 

flexible, subject to tacit restriction. But I think that, wilful misunderstanding aside, 

my meaning should be clear.) (Lewis 1986, page 137, his emphasis.) 

3
 This is not circular, for ‘actual things’ does not mean ‘things existinga at the actual 

world’. On this particular point and on the thesis that existence is a relation, see my ‘A 

Deflationary Theory of Existence’, manuscript. 
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the realm of metaphysics. Reality encompasses actual things, possible things, and impossible 

things. That is, reality encompassesa what existsa, what existsp, and what existsi. Santa Claus 

does not exista but isa real. Talking donkeys do not exista but area real. Similarly, a million-carat 

diamond does not exista but isa real. 

In his original argument against Lewis, van Inwagen derives his force from the 

understanding of ‘there is’ in ‘There is a million-carat diamond’ as meaning ‘There actually is a 

million-carat diamond’. Actualists like van Inwagen would not explicate ‘there is’ here in terms 

of ‘there actually is’, for they would take the former as more basic than the latter. No matter, 

‘there is’ here in fact has the meaning which is conceptually equivalent to ‘there actually is’. I 

bring this out in the open by putting the verb ‘is’ in the actuality tense explicitly. It is intended to 

highlight the important Lewisian distinction between existence at the actual world and existence 

at a merely possible world, both included under the umbrella of existence in Lewis’s absolutely 

unrestricted sense.  

The point of vulnerability in Kim’s argument is now easy to spot and diagnose. When she 

says that a million-carat diamond isa not real, she is assuming that if a million-carat diamond isa 

real, then it isa among those things which exista at the actual world. A million-carat diamond isa 

not among those things. Therefore, a million-carat diamond isa not real – or so she had better be 

arguing; for otherwise, she would have no basis on which to claim that a million-carat diamond 

isa not real. I repeat my position: a million-carat diamond does not exista at the actual world but 

isa real. 

Thus, I do not think that Kim’s attempt at resurrecting van Inwagen’s objection is 

successful. There is, however, a deeper issue lurking in the background of her attempt. The 

sentence ‘A million-carat diamond isa real’ may be understood either in a restricted sense or in 
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an unrestricted sense. When restricted to actuality, the sentence means that at least one actual 

million-carat diamond isa real. When unrestricted, it means that at least one million-carat 

diamond – whether actual, merely possible, or impossible – isa real. The sentence under the 

restricted reading is false, but the sentence under the unrestricted reading is true. This raises an 

important question about reality. Is there any restriction on things which area real? I think that 

raising this question is what Kim intends. I reject an absolutely unrestricted collection of 

anything, whether it forms a domain for quantification or not. But I appear to embrace reality as 

completely unrestricted; anything whatever is real. Is this not incoherent? This, I think, is the 

core of Kim’s critique. It is an excellent challenge in the sense that it forces an important aspect 

of my conception of reality to be brought out in the open. I refuse to envision an absolutely 

unrestricted collection, domain, totality, whole, or what have you along those lines. But I do 

envision reality. So, reality is not an absolutely unrestricted collection (or domain or totality or 

…). When I say that the notion of reality is a basic metaphysical notion, forming the bedrock of 

metaphysics, I mean, inter alia, that it is not explicable in other terms. To say that reality is an 

absolutely unrestricted collection (or domain or …) is to explicate the notion of reality in other 

terms. Therefore, I refuse to say so.  

But does this not prevent me from saying what I should want to say, namely, that 

anything whatever isa real? No, it does not. The sentence ‘Anything whatever isa real’ contains 

not only the word ‘real’ but also a quantifier phrase ‘anything whatever’. Interpretation of a 

quantifier phrase is relative to a domain of discourse, and according to me, no domain of 

discourse is absolutely unrestricted.
4
 Thus, I can accept the sentence ‘Anything whatever isa real’ 

                                                 
4
 The phrase ‘no domain’ here is also a quantifier phrase and what I say about ‘anything 

whatever’ also applies to it. As Lewis says of his meaning in the parenthetical remark 
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without understanding it by means of an absolutely unrestricted domain.
5
 I simply assume that 

those who assert the sentence, including myself, fail to have in mind any particular domain of 

discourse that has absolutely no restriction. Rather, for any particular domain they may have in 

mind, a further
6
 domain is always available that has less restriction. I can live with this, for, 

again, when I say that anything whatever isa real, I am not trying to explicate the notion of 

reality; reality is basic and is not open to informative explication. 
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cited in footnote 2 above, I think that, willful misunderstanding aside, my meaning 

should be clear. 

5
 I do not imply that Kim will be surprised by this remark of mine. 

6
 But not necessarily larger. 


