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Abstract  Quine’s justly famous paper “On What There Is” introduced a 
criterion of ontological commitment which has been almost universally accepted 
by analytic philosophers ever since. In this paper I try to unpack some of the 
substantive and controversial philosophical commitments that are presupposed 
by this criterion. The aim is not to show that the criterion is incorrect, but merely 
that it is not as obvious as it is taken to be by many, and that we might have 
reasons to explore alternative ways of thinking about ontological commitments. 
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1  To Be Is to Be the Value of a Variable 

It has become a commonplace of analytic philosophy that quantification is 
existentially committing; that is, if a theory quantifies over something, then that 
theory is saying that the thing, and thus the kind of which the thing is an instance, 
exists; the entity and its kind are included in the ontology of the theory. 

This is applied not just to scientific theories, but to ordinary language as well. 
If the correct semantic analysis of some claim we take to be true, such as “I used 
to own a dog,” involves quantification over an entity of a certain kind, such as a 
past time, then those who take that claim to be true are thereby committed to 
having past times in their ontology. This is a powerful method in metaphysics. 

The view clearly derives from Quine, from his criterion of ontological 
commitment first formulated in “On What There Is” (Quine 1953, 1–19) and 
used systematically thereafter, but it has gained such status as a non-negotiable 
principle that the substantial philosophical commitments—about the determinacy 
of sets and identity—which made it seem so obvious to Quine are never 
examined, let alone questioned. 

In this short note, I try to unpack those commitments. I am not so much 
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interested in Quine’s stated reasons for proposing this criterion—he seems to 
think it is just obviously a good one once you have it pointed out—but in what 
other things have to be accepted in order for this criterion to pick out all and only 
what actually exists. 

To see that there is an issue here, consider Quine’s discussion of Wyman, a 
fictional philosopher Quine introduces who responds to semantic challenges with 
ontological inflation: 

 
Wyman … genially grants us the nonexistence of Pegasus and then, contrary 
to what we meant by nonexistence … insists that Pegasus is. (Quine 1953, 3) 
 

While the distinction Quine has in mind here between existence and subsistence 
has a long history, it seems Wyman could have made a different move. He could 
deny that Pegasus is, saying, of course the horse does not exist or subsist or 
anything like that, because he is merely possible. Pegasus is not, but might have 
been: we are not ontologically committed to what might have been, only to what 
is. So we can say that there are things which do not exist but which might have 
existed, and thus we quantify over more than what we are ontologically 
committed to.  

We can see something of this thought in Strawson’s remark that we can talk 
about all the things mentioned in a “Classical Dictionary” of myth and legend 
without thereby thinking them all equally real. In fact, we might want a linguistic 
device other than quantification precisely to do the job of sorting out the myths 
from the legends: 

 
A good proportion of the characters listed are mythical; of course, but most of 
them existed. (Strawson 1967, 13, emphasis original) 
 

To take a rather more metaphysical example of the position I am suggesting, 
consider presentism. Many arguments against presentism focus on the fact that 
we seem committed to the truth of certain claims which have ineliminable 
quantification over past and future times. But the presentist Wyman might 
respond: I quantify over times past, present, and future because my domain 
contains not only things that do exist (present times) but also things which used 
to exist but do not any more (past times), and things which have not yet come to 
exist (future times). Only what does exist––now––is in my ontology (that is what 
it is to be a presentist), so I quantify over more than I admit into my ontology. 

Quantification is over particulars, but as critical ontologists we may be more 
interested in what kinds of things exist rather than which particulars exist. When 
Quine talks of a “taste for desert landscapes” (Quine 1953, 4) he is opting for just 
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sand, even if it comes in vast quantities. However, ontological commitment to 
particulars is prior to ontological commitment to kinds in the Quinean model, 
because we quantify over particulars and then ask of what kind they are. With the 
exception of ∃x(x=x), all quantification involves predication or class membership, 
so quantification and predication are “intimately linked” (Quine 1969, 95). But 
not all predication is of kind membership and even that which is may be 
consistent with very different universes of objects (Quine 1969, 96).  
Commitment to objects is therefore prior to commitment to kinds, because we 
can determine the former without yet determining the latter—but not vice versa.1 
In what follows I will focus on ontological commitment to particulars. 

There are two aspects to Quine’s criterion, corresponding to sufficiency and 
necessity. The former is the claim that we are in fact ontologically committed to 
everything we quantify over. This allows the Quinean to read ontological 
commitment directly off regimented theories. The latter is the claim that we can 
quantify over everything to which we are ontologically committed. This allows 
the Quinean to use constraints upon quantification theory to constrain ontology: 
if we cannot quantify over something, then we cannot allow it into our ontology. 

In section 2, I consider Quine’s view that only objectual quantification 
provides a non-trivial criterion of ontological commitment, and also the apparent 
corollary that we can only be ontologically committed to things which are the 
elements of well-defined sets. 

Is this a substantive constraint? That depends upon what it takes for a set to be 
well-defined; and in section 3, I make some remarks about the identity conditions 
for sets. In section 4, I introduce a Quinean constraint upon interpretation which 
affects the use of the criterion to read off ontology from regimented theories: the 
identification of indiscernibles. While fairly innocuous and uncontroversial on its 
own, this maxim becomes problematic when we see, in section 5, how it 
combines with another fundamental principle of Quinean metaphysics, namely: 
no entity without identity. Section 5 also considers some grounds to doubt this 
principle. This second maxim is used by Quine to argue that certain apparent 
classes of entities, such as mere possibilia, cannot be quantified over and thus 
cannot be part of the ontological commitment of a properly regimented theory. I 
critique that argument in section 6. 

Quine’s primary interest, and ours up to this point, has been the necessity of 
the criterion of ontological commitment, for it is that which allows the critical 
use of the criterion to restrict our ontology. However, if the criterion is not 
sufficient—if we can quantify over that which we are not ontologically 

                                                               
1 Thus we can think of the ontological reduction of, say, the mental to the physical as a way of 
saying, of some particulars that we are committed to, that after all they do not belong to a new 
kind but can be subsumed under an old familiar kind. 
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committed to, as Strawson seems to suggest—then the necessity of the criterion 
gives it no critical force. In section 7, I consider the grounds which might be 
offered for the sufficiency of the criterion, and find them wanting. In section 8, I 
make some speculative remarks about how a post-Quinean ontology might 
proceed. 

2  Quantifiers and Domains 

If quantification is existentially committing, it must be because we can only 
quantify over what is in the domain of quantification—and only existent things 
can be in the domain of quantification.2 It is not then the quantifier that does the 
work here, but the prior question of domain membership. Our question becomes: 
why can domains only include existent things? Or, in Quinean terms, why do the 
“variables of quantification … range over our whole ontology” (Quine 1953, 13)3 
and nothing else? But, before asking this, we need to ask what a domain of 
quantification or the range of a variable actually is. 

The first complexity we meet here is whether we should treat quantifiers 
substitutionally or objectually. Quine himself clearly finds substitutional 
quantification much clearer, because it has fewer commitments to classes (Quine 
1986, 56) and is behaviourally determinate (Quine 1969, 104). Talk of the 
“range” of a variable appears to be intended to be neutral on this issue, and the 
sum of the ranges of all the variables in a theory is described as the “universe” 
(Quine 1969, 94). 

Should we treat quantifiers substitutionally or objectually for the purposes of 
assessing ontological commitment? While the model theoretic and substitutional 
accounts of logical truth are extensionally equivalent (Quine 1986, 53–54), 
substitutional quantification requires the range of variables to be denumerable 
(Quine 1969, 107). Thus, if our theory has a non-denumerable universe, its 
quantification must be objectual. Furthermore, since the substitutional account 
requires “a fully interpreted object language with no option left open as to the 
range of variables” (Quine 1986, 52), and we generally have a shortage of names 

                                                               
2 “Quantification is a device for saying that every entity in the chosen universe is thus and so, 
or that some entities of the chosen universe are thus and so. The truth value of a quantification 
depends in general not only upon the particular import of the open sentence to which the 
quantifier is attached, but also upon the particular choice of universe relative to which our 
quantifiers are construed. The universe which we happen to choose in construing our 
quantifiers is called the range of values of the variables of quantification, and the entities in 
that universe are called the values of the variables of quantification” (Quine 1953, 151). 
3 This claim can be read collectively, if we allow different kinds of variable with different 
ranges, or distributively. They are equivalent (Quine 1986, 25). 
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relative to that which we want to quantify over, we would need to use what 
Quine calls “arithmetized syntax.” That is, we would have to use the natural 
numbers as names to specify the range of our substitutional quantifiers. This has 
the consequence that the ontological commitment of substitutional quantification 
is limited to the natural numbers. Quine concludes: “Where substitutional 
quantification serves, ontology lacks point” (Quine 1969, 107).4 Thus we can 
conclude that for the purposes of assessing ontological commitment, we should 
treat quantifiers objectually and use model theory to give their semantics. And in 
model theory, the domain of a quantifier is standardly taken to be a set.5 

Is there room here for error caused by the ontologist incorrectly interpreting 
some quantification as objectual and thus ontologically committing? How can we 
tell whether we have made the right interpretation? One option would be to be 
hypothetical in our judgements: If this bit of theory is using objectual 
quantification, then its ontological commitments are such-and-such, but if it is 
using substitutional quantification, then its ontological commitments need be no 
more than the natural numbers. This would suffice, but, interestingly, Quine 
makes a remark about the situation when the theory being assessed is our own, 
that is when we are not in the business of translation: 

 
We can locate objectual quantification in our own language because we grow 
up using those very words … We can locate it in other languages only relative 
to chosen or inherited codes of translation which are in a sense arbitrary… 
Objectual quantification is in this sense more parochial than substitutional 
quantification. (Quine 1969, 105) 
 

While I will come back to this thought in my concluding remarks, for now we 
can see that it licenses the use of model theoretic semantics to assess the 
ontological commitments of our own theories. 

Contemporary analytic philosophy is much more comfortable with objectual 
quantification and the corresponding model theory than Quine was, to the extent 
that even the counterintuitive consequence that there can be no unrestricted 
quantification is accepted. (If there were, the domain would have to be a set of 

                                                               
4 Karel (1972, 217) notes that on the substitutional interpretation, ∃x(x=t) is a logical truth 
because of the instance t=t. So on the substitutional interpretation we have to quantify over 
everything we can name, including “the round square.” To avoid this consequence, 
regimentation of a language would have to eliminate singular terms, at least for contingent 
existents. 
5 One lone voice of dissent is Richard Cartwright (1994), who has noted that there is 
something very odd about thinking domains are sets—what he calls the All-in-One principle. 
The point about domains and quantifiers is that they allow us to talk about many things, but it 
seems that by making the domain a set, we end up talking about just one thing, the set. 
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everything, itself included, and would be bigger than itself.6) Quine actually 
doubts this consequence (Quine 1953, 92, fn.10), but his only restriction on using 
classes in semantics is for the extensions of predicates because “not every 
expressible condition on x determines a class” (Quine 1953, 113).7 

We can, then, assume that the criterion of ontological commitment has the 
consequence that only things which can be the elements of well-defined sets can 
exist. 
 
* An Aside on Pluralities 
 
In the last section and what follows we assume standard model theory, but it is 
worth noting what would become of the criterion of ontological commitment if 
we constructed a model theory on which domains (and extensions) were not sets 
of objects but pluralities of objects. We would then need a mechanism in the 
meta-language for specifying such pluralities. In English, we often use definite 
descriptions such as “the crowd” in two ways: “the crowd was angry” can say 
that there was a display of group anger whereas “the crowd was hungry” always 
says that there were multiple instances of individual hunger.8 When we swap 
predicates which apply to groups for those which apply only to individuals, we 
change the way the definite description appears to work. There is a lot more to be 
said about the semantics of plural reference, and much of it has been said already. 
But this gives us an indication of what the meta-language would have to be like 
to have a set-free model theory. Crucially, the set theoretic tools would have to be 
replaced by identity relations. 

To illustrate this, let “thep Fs” be the form of plural reference and define 
identity relations between pluralities thus: 
 

(P=) thep Fs are partly identical to thep Gs iff some of the Fs are identical to 
some of the Gs 
 
(W=) thep Fs are wholly identical to thep Gs iff all of the Fs are identical to 
some of the Gs. 

                                                               
6 The third sentence of “On What There Is” seems to use unrestricted quantification, when 
Quine says that everyone will accept “Everything” as a true answer to the question “What is 
there?” See also Quine (1953, 92) where unrestricted ranges are used to avoid the theory of 
types. 
7 Despite the issues I have been outlining in this section, there is a scholarly consensus that 
Quine has no problem admitting any sets into his ontology. Thus Peter Hylton, in the SEOP 
article on Quine, asserts without qualification that Quine’s “ontology consists in physical 
objects and sets” (accessed 12/11/14). 
8 Though some might argue that “the crowd was angry” entails that there were multiple 
instances of individual anger. 
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Identity simpliciter, an equivalence relation, holds when thep Fs are wholly 
identical to thep Gs and thep Gs are wholly identical to thep Fs. 

There is no intention that the right-hand sides of these bi-conditionals be more 
fundamental than the left-hand sides: we use individual identity to explain 
plurality identity, but the reverse would be possible. Now we can give a simple 
semantics for the quantifiers: 
 

(E) “∃xFx” is true iff thep things are partly identical to thep Fs. 
 
(U) “∀xFx” is true iff thep things are wholly identical to thep Fs. 

 
But what of the quantificational closure of more complex open sentences? We 
could try: 
 

(E1) “∃x(Fx & Gx)” is true iff thep Fs are partly identical with thep Gs. 
 
(U1) “∀x(Fx → Gx)” is true iff thep Fs are wholly identical with thep Gs. 

 
Then we would need a separate clause for every open sentence type, which 
would lose compositionality and cause problems with substitution rules. It seems 
the only way forward would be to define the Boolean intersection and union of 
pluralities (or treat the extensions of predicates as sets where such intersections 
and unions are already well defined) e.g.: 
 

(E2) “∃x(Fx & Gx)” is true iff thep things are partly identical with thep 
intersection of thep Fs and thep Gs. 

 
(U2) “∀x(Fx → Gx)” is true iff thep things are wholly identical with thep union 
of thep not-Fs and thep Gs. 

 
Since the extensions of predicates can be empty, we must allow empty pluralities, 
and thus the possibility of empty intersections of pluralities. It seems, then, that 
our model theory requires a full Boolean algebra for pluralities. 

We now have two options. If we think that being describable with a Boolean 
algebra makes pluralities too set-like to allow that to be applied to the domain as 
well, then we can settle for hybrids like (E2) and (U2). Otherwise we can dispense 
with (P=) and (W=) and make our semantics fully Boolean. 

In either case, it seems that the logic of pluralities will be sufficiently similar 
to that of sets for all that follows to apply equally well. So I shall continue to use 
standard set-theoretic model theory. 
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3  Identity Conditions for Sets 

For the semantic value of any quantification to be determined, we must specify 
the domain. Since ontological commitment comes from what we have to quantify 
over “in order that the statements affirmed in the theory be true” (Quine 1953, 
103), we must do this to determine ontological commitments. First we determine 
what is in the domain, then we determine what kind of thing it is. Since the 
domain is a set, we determine what is in the domain by specifying the 
membership of that set.9  

There are two ways of specifying the membership of a set, intensionally, via a 
class, or extensionally, via a list—but both turn on the same identity conditions: 
the identity of a set supervenes upon its membership. Thus a=b iff {a}={a, b} 
(e.g. Quine 1953, 71, 107). 

It follows that the determinacy of the identity of a set is determined in part by 
the determinacy of the identity of its members: If a=b, then {a}={a, b}; but 
suppose ∇a=b, then ∇{a}={a, b}.10 

Another way the identity of a set can be indeterminate is if the membership 
relation is graded, as in fuzzy set theory. Thus ∃x∃y((a∈x & ∀z (z≠a → z∈y ↔ 
z∈x) & ∇a∈y) → ∇x=y). 

So far this is just set theory and not really up for philosophical debate. Once 
we have accepted that domains are sets or can be treated as such, we must accept 
they have the identity conditions of sets. 

4  Identification of Indiscernibles 

The existence of fuzzy set theory allows us to wonder whether the sets which are 
domains need to have determinate identity conditions. It seems that Quine was 
only interested in classical set theory11 and thought that adequate for scientific 
purposes; so it is an assumption that domains also have determinate identity 
                                                               
9 As Dummett says, “Logicians usually say merely that, in giving an interpretation, we need to 
specify a non-empty domain, without bothering themselves with the means by which this is to be 
done” (Dummett 1996, 312). But when we are trying to draw out metaphysical consequences, 
we should pay attention to this issue. Not doing so can cause confusion between the ontology of 
the object language and the meta-language. See Azzouni (2004, 54). 
10 The inverted delta operator means “it is indeterminate that.” It was introduced by Evans 
(1978, 208). 
11 Lofti Zadeh published his seminal paper on fuzzy sets in Zadeh (1965), when he was at 
Berkeley and thus a colleague of Davidson’s. It post-dates Quine (1953), but Quine should 
have been aware of it by Quine (1986) and Quine (1969). However, the practical significance 
of this development to engineering did not become apparent for many years. The journal Fuzzy 
Sets and Systems, which concentrates on such applications, was founded in 1978. 
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conditions. 
However, Quine does countenance one sort of vagueness, which might make 

us pause. Discussing identity, Quine asserts an interpretive principle, the 
Identification of Indiscernibles: 

 
Objects indistinguishable from one another within the terms of a given 
discourse should be construed as identical for that discourse. (Quine 1953, 71) 
 

The justification for this is Occamist: we end up with fewer objects at no cost to 
truth. But Quine goes on to note that this relativity to discourses is “vague in so 
far as the cleavage between discourses is vague” (Quine 1953, 71). This 
vagueness seems to ramify into the identity of domains.  

To see this, suppose that two scientists agree that x and y are indistinguishable 
with respect to every predicate except F. S1 thinks (Fx & Fy) but S2 thinks (Fx & 
~Fy). If these are separate discourses, then S1’s domain has one fewer member 
than S2’s. Unfortunately, then the disagreement between S1 and S2 becomes one 
of ‘conceptual schemes’ rather than matters of fact, as it initially appeared. If we 
accept that it is indeterminate whether there is one or two discourses, the 
domains are indeterminately identical. So there might be some reason to think 
there is just one discourse, and S1 and S2 have a factual disagreement. But then 
the domain is as yet undetermined. Of course, Quine can accept that there are 
factual disagreements over ontology, but what the example shows is that in some 
cases those factual disagreements result in an indeterminate domain of discourse. 
Furthermore, Quine cannot make an epistemology/metaphysics distinction here 
and say that at the time of the disagreement the domain is determinate but we do 
not yet know its identity, because his ontological relativity has the consequence 
that either way of resolving the disagreement would result in a different but 
equally legitimate ontology. The only option seems to be to allow future 
resolutions of factual disagreements to retrospectively determine the identity of 
the domain.12 

The application of the maxim is primarily to particulars and in the example 
just given, S1 and S2 disagree over how many particulars exist, but not over what 
kinds there are. But the point can be extended to kinds. Consider the case of 
Grant’s and Chapman’s zebras (Jackman 1999, 159). Grant’s zebra was 
discovered around 1820 in Kenya and Chapman’s a few years later in present day 
Zimbabwe. They are morphologically distinct, but the populations interbreed 
where their territories meet at the Zambezi river. One species or two? If the 
theory which prioritises morphological criteria is a distinct discourse from the 
                                                               
12 See Jackman (1999) and Stoneham (2003) for defences of this “outrageously bizarre” 
(Donellan 1983) option. Thanks to Dan Molto for encouraging me to clarify this point. 
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one which prioritises interbreeding, then we just have different conceptual 
schemes with different ontological commitments. But here “the cleavage 
between discourses” is certainly vague, so the question of ontological 
commitment becomes vague as well. 

The introduction of this additional maxim shows us that the criterion of 
ontological commitment is not applicable in isolation. The maxim of 
identification of indiscernibles adds an additional constraint upon the ontologist 
not to interpret the quantifications in such a way that adds more items to the 
domain than are strictly needed. In the next section we will discuss another 
maxim which places a different constraint: one that requires the ontologist to rule 
out nonsensical affirmations prior to assessing ontological commitment. 

5  No Entity without Identity 

Distinct from the criterion of ontological commitment and the maxim of 
identification of indiscernibles, Quine offers a further test of ontological 
acceptability which can be used to critique a theory or conceptual scheme 
internally: 

 
But what sense can be found in talking of entities which cannot meaningfully 
be said to be identical with themselves and distinct from one another? (Quine 
1953, 4) 
 

This clearly has an immediate consequence for quantification: every element of 
the domain must have identity conditions, so if making a given statement of a 
theory true would involve allowing into the domain an item which does not have 
“meaningful” identity conditions, then the theory turns out in fact to not be 
committed to having that item in its ontology after all, because that part of the 
theory is nonsense and thus not an affirmation we need to consider as true or 
false.13 

First I will show that this maxim can, in certain circumstances, conflict with 
the first maxim. Then I will argue that it may in any case be empirically false.  

The maxim No Entity without Identity is to be applied in the first instance to 

                                                               
13  An anonymous referee has questioned the move from a condition on ontological 
acceptability to one on commitment. The assumption made in this argument is that 
regimentation removes nonsense. An alternative would be to think regimentation exposes 
nonsense, making clear that the commitments of a discourse are not acceptable. However, in 
the present context these are equivalent: if it is quantification theory which rules out the 
possibility of a true theory which is ontologically committed to x, then whether we identify 
that exclusion before or after regimentation makes no difference. 
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the theory the ontological commitments of which we are assessing. Thus we 
apply it to the object language, but the identity of the elements within a domain is 
stated in the meta-language. We can see this when we construct models for object 
languages with identity and name letters, for then we need to introduce 
meta-linguistic names14  to specify the domain and extension of predicates 
correctly, given the possibility that identity holds between distinct object 
language names. In specifying the domain the meta-language is talking about the 
same objects as the object language, but the predicates of the meta-language 
include some not present in the object language and these might cause 
differences in identities. 

To see this, suppose that for some pair of names in the object language “a” and 
“b,” such that in the object language “∀x(a∈x ↔ b∈x),” i.e., they are 
indiscernible, it turns out that there is some predicate “F” in the meta-language, 
and the object named by “a” is F and the object named by “b” is not F. By the 
identification of indiscernibles, the object language is committed to just one 
object, but the meta-language has two by the distinctness of discernibles. Which 
one object is the object language committed to? This is a significant question, 
because there are two candidates quantified over in the meta-language. It seems 
then that what we need to put in the domain of the object language in such a case 
is some sort of disjunctive object, a single element which is “a or b,” and it is not 
obvious that this object has meaningful identity conditions.15 So, in fact, the 
object language would be somehow nonsensical in a way which cannot be 
revealed within that language.16 

An alternative way of dealing with the problem would be to drop the maxim of 
the identification of indiscernibles, but that would undermine the criterion of 
ontological commitment. For, if we dropped that maxim, it would follow that a 
theory could be committed to the existence of more things than it is able to 
discern the differences between. Then there would be more ontological 
commitment than can be read off its true quantifications. The triad of the 
criterion of ontological commitment and the two maxims thus presents us with a 
                                                               
14 Can one do model theory without names in the meta-language? Perhaps, but I cannot 
immediately see how. Maybe what Quine has in mind is identifying the range of a variable in 
the object language with an interpreted variable in the meta-language. 
15 So the object language would have what Geach called a “shared name.” The complexities 
for semantics of such cases have been explored at length by Ruth Millikan in White Queen 
Psychology.  
16 An alternative, suggested at Quine (1953, 70) is that in the meta-language we distinguish 
three entities, a, b, and an entity of an entirely different kind which overlaps the conjunction of 
a and b, call it a/b. This only works if we can plausibly say, in the meta-language, that a and 
a/b are of different kinds. Quine’s rivers and river-stages example works like this, but it may 
be a special case because, as Quine notes, rivers are more like processes than objects. Thanks 
to Dan Molto for raising this point. 
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dilemma: either we attribute hidden nonsense or hidden ontological commitment. 
On both horns we keep the maxim of no entity without identity, which seems 

fundamental to Quinean metaphysics. But what is the status of this maxim? 
Presumably it is not analytic, for Quine anyway, but a regulative constraint upon 
translation and interpretation, like the identification of indiscernibles. The 
problem is, however, that these regulative maxims are empirically refutable and 
may even have been empirically refuted. 

Consider the following feature of Bose-Einstein Quantum Statistics (the 
theory which effectively defines bosons and which is being confirmed by the 
Large Hadron Collider). Suppose there are two bosons, 1 and 2, and two states 
they can be in, A and B. Assuming this the following partition lists all the options 
in classical statistics: 
 

State A State B 

1, 2  

 1, 2 

1 2 

2 1 

 
But in Bose-Einstein statistics there are only three possible configurations in 

the partition: 
 

State A State B 

1, 2  

 1, 2 

1 (2) 2 (1) 

 
There are definitely two particles, so 1≠2 by one criterion. But the states (A1 

& B2) and (A2 & B1) are indistinguishable, so identical, making 1=2. It seems 
that the maxims of identity pull in different directions when we come to 
bosons,17 but the theory works fine.  

It seems the criterion of ontological commitment could have saved €8bn spent 
on the Large Hadron Collider: we can tell the Higg’s Boson does not exist 
because bosons do not exist. Bosons would only exist if they were values of 
variables, and to be values of variables they have to be elements of classical sets, 

                                                               
17 Fermions have a different syndrome of identity failures, for in Fermi-Dirac statistics, all 
four lines of the classical partition are equivalent to the third line of the Bose-Einstein partition. 
Thanks to Angelo Cei for the details of the physics, which were set out in (Cei and Stoneham 
2009). 
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which requires them to have identity conditions of a kind which they lack. 

6  Against mere Possibilia? 

The way Quine envisages Wyman enabling himself to talk of things that do not 
exist is by recognising a category of unactualised possibilia. In Quine (1953) 
these are introduced as candidate referents for names, but they could also be 
candidates for variables to range over. Quine’s crucial argument against the view 
aims to show that mere possibilia lack determinate identity conditions. 
 

Take, for instance, the possible fat man in that doorway; and, again, the 
possible bald man in that doorway. Are they the same possible man, or two 
possible men? How do we decide? How many possible men are there in that 
doorway? … (Quine 1953, 4) 
 

First, we should ask whether Quine is here committed to arguing by cases, to 
showing of each candidate non-existent entity-kind that its members lack 
determinate identity conditions? Or is he trying to motivate a general principle 
that all non-existents lack determinate identity conditions—a principle of no 
identity without entity?18 The latter would give him a much stronger argument, 
but is implausible. For example, the identity conditions for the largest prime are 
entirely determinate, but we can countenance its non-existence. So, the argument 
will  need to be applied case by case, with the obvious risk that it does not rule 
out as nonsense some quantification over some nonexistent entities. 

The rhetorical force of the argument as presented comes from the implied 
contrast with actual men in the doorway, who are physical objects. Every 
physical object exists in a “region of space-time,” and this gives us easy answers 
to Quine’s questions about them (bosons excepted). Of course, he is not saying 
that spatio-temporality is necessary for existence (the cube root of 27 is offered 
as a counter-example), but rather that if the possible man existed, he would exist 
in a region of space-time and have such identity conditions; but since he does not 
exist, he floats free from what is needed to ground his identity. 

The argument, however, has no force at all, even within Quine’s own 
framework: there are as many possible men in the doorway as there are ways of 
discerning men. Thus the possible fat and bald man in the doorway is distinct 
from the possible thin and bald man, as the possible man who has just appeared 
in the doorway is distinct from the one who has been watching for a while. And 

                                                               
18 Thanks to Suki Finn for pointing this out. 
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so on.19 
Does this mean that we must give exhaustive descriptions of all possibilia we 

want to quantify over? Here we can invoke Quine’s maxim of the identification 
of indiscernibles: if my purposes in talking of possible men in the doorway do 
not lead me to distinguish between the fat and the thin, then––relative to this 
discourse––they are one and the same. A different theory with different purposes 
may distinguish them, but mine need not. 

Quine seems to be holding a double standard here. Because his favoured 
objects exist in regions of space-time, it is part of the theory that an appeal to 
locations in space-time will always resolve issues of identity. Thus we may have 
no way of telling whether two astronomical observations are of the same object 
or not, but we are committed to there being a fact of the matter on the basis of the 
regions they occupy. This gives the impression that identity for physical objects 
is an objective matter––but of course it is not for Quine! So while the complaint 
appears to be that mere possibilia have very “lax” identity conditions, that we 
cannot give any meaningful answers to questions of identity and distinctness for 
them, the real source of the problem is that those answers can only be made 
meaningful by decisions—effectively stipulations—rather than discoveries. 

But here Quine complains too much, for he is committed to ontological 
relativity so the apparently discovered identities of physical objects (and selected 
abstract objects) are in fact relative to choice of conceptual scheme. The 
difference between the decisions which are needed for there to be answers to 
questions about the identity of mere possibilia and those needed to answer 
questions about the identities of physical objects is a matter of degree. So long as 
talk about possibilia serves a purpose and is thus constrained in some way (see 
discussion of “x is soluble in water” at Quine 1953, 158), this should not matter 
to Quine. 

In the last two sections we gave some reasons for thinking that Quine’s 
approach to ontology did not avoid the consequence that there might be some 
indeterminacy in the domain of quantification and thus in the ontological 
commitments of a theory. As such, even if Quine could effectively argue that the 
identity conditions for mere possibilia left many questions of identity and 
distinctness indeterminate, it would not follow that they should be excluded from 
the domain of quantification. Quine’s objection to the introduction of possibilia is 
therefore doubly at fault: it does not work in his own terms, and even if it did it 
would not rule them out of Wyman’s ontology. 

                                                               
19 Thanks to Barry Lee for pointing out that the Quinean still does not have transworld 
identity conditions. Whether that is required for the coherence of mere possibilia is a matter for 
debate. My point is simply that the Quinean objection does not suffice to rule out 
possibilia––even for Quine. 
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There is a further problem. Both Wyman and Quine assume that the 
philosopher who wants to quantify over non-existents must introduce a special 
kind of entity instead. Thus, for example, Lewis (1986) quantifies over 
non-actual possibilia, but thinks that he thereby increases his ontology and is 
committed to Genuine Modal Realism. In fact, the assumption is 
question-begging, for it takes quantification to be significant to the ontological 
enterprise, even if it is not a criterion of real existence for Wyman (though it is 
for Lewis). Thus, if you quantify over things they are thereby either concrete, or 
subsistent, or ersatz, or something, but they must have some ontological status or 
other. 

Quine, Wyman and Lewis all think that the ontologist has an obligation to say 
what these things are that he is quantifying over, if they are not actual existents. 
But Strawson’s example of the Classical Dictionary should warn us against this: 
we can quantify over “the characters listed” precisely because they have been 
listed. Similarly, the presentist might quantify over past times precisely because 
they used to exist. If someone insists on asking “What kind of thing are mythical 
people or past times?” we need to know why he is not satisfied with the simple 
answer that mythical characters are those who did not and do not exist but have 
stories told about them and past times are those that did (but do no longer) exist. 
And if the answer to that turns out to be that by quantifying over them we are 
committed to adding them to our ontology in some way or other, and are thus 
committed to explicating a special category of things which, e.g., subsist but do 
not exist, the question-begging becomes obvious. 

7  Necessity and Sufficiency of the Criterion 

In section 4 we saw that the regulative maxim of the identification of 
indiscernibles required the Quinean to allow that domains might be indeterminate. 
In section 5 we saw that combining that maxim with the regulative maxim “no 
entity without identity” caused problems. If we drop the first, we are committed 
to a theory having more ontological commitment than is revealed within the 
theory. We then noted that the second looks like it might be empirically false. In 
section 6 we looked at a famous attempt by Quine to use his strictures on identity 
to rule out mere possibilia from ontology, that is, to rule that even if 
quantifications over them were affirmed, they were not meaningful and thus the 
ontologist should not see the theory as committed to such things. But that 
argument was wanting on its own terms, and the arguments of the preceding 
sections should make us less concerned about allowing such badly behaved, in 
terms of identity conditions, objects into our domain. 

But if the two maxims are not sufficient to exclude such things from the 
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domain of quantification, Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment seems to 
entail that we must add them to our ontology, in the manner of Wyman’s 
subsistent but nonexistent entities. So now we turn to the direct question of 
whether we should accept that criterion. 

We should distinguish the question of whether Quine’s criterion is 
necessary––are there ways we can show ontological commitment other than 
quantification?––and whether it is sufficient––does all quantification commit us 
ontologically? However, the two interact: if it is not sufficient then it either it is 
not necessary, or it is a necessary part of a sufficient condition. 

Quine is most interested in the question of necessity: he wants to rule out 
alternative criteria, in particular, naming. However, it is sufficiency which I want 
to question. Quine does have a few remarks on sufficiency, which boil down to 
two points: 

 
To insist on the correctness of the criterion [is] merely to say that no 
distinction is being drawn between the “there are” of “there are universals,” 
“there are unicorns,” … and the “there are” of “(∃x),” “there are entities x such 
that.” (Quine 1953, 105) 
 
It is scarcely cause for wonder that we should be at a loss to say what objects a 
given discourse presupposes that there are, failing all notion of how to 
translate that discourse into the sort of language to which “there is” belongs. 
(Quine 1953, 105) 
 
The first is true of the “insistence,” but reveals a certain disingenuous 

blindness to the subtleties of natural language. Someone challenging the criterion 
will want to say that “there is” is an ambiguous phrase, sometimes expressing 
ontologically innocuous quantification and sometimes expressing ontological 
commitment.20 For anyone who understands what ontological commitment is 
(and remember Quine 1969, 105 quoted above), as perhaps we all come to when 
first we learn that Santa Claus does not exist, the context will determine whether 
the ontologically serious use is in play. And, because this applies just as much in 
science as in ordinary discourse, the regimentation of that language into first 
order predicate calculus needs to take this difference into account. To insist that 
the uses without ontological commitment all have some suppressed sentential 
operator, such as “in the fiction,” is to insist that the phrase “there is” is univocal, 
which is precisely what is being denied. And the fact that we can use more than 
just context to disambiguate, by saying explicitly that we intend to be 
ontologically committed to what we say there is in this case (though we did not 
                                                               
20 Though some doubt that it expresses quantification at all, e.g., Hofweber (2007). 
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in the last case), gives evidence for the ambiguity. Even without that evidence, it 
seems Quine has no argument for sufficiency here. 

The second point is a response to an imagined philosopher who talks like a 
Platonist but insists she “repudiates all universals.” Quine assumes that when 
such a philosopher is challenged by the criterion of ontological commitment, she 
will claim to be using the (univocal) phrase “there is” in a way other than Quine 
interprets her as doing. If this were the response, and if no alternative were 
forthcoming, Quine’s point is a good one. But that is not the challenge to 
sufficiency I am imagining: what would Quine say to someone who claimed to 
be quantifying, in the normal sense, over more than they were ontologically 
committed to? 

Here the right thing for Quine to argue is that non-existent entities fail to meet 
the conditions for domain membership. They lack the determinacy of identity 
necessary for set membership, given that sets must have determinate identity 
conditions. What has gone before has been an unpicking of this thought with 
attention being drawn to the many points at which it can be challenged. Without 
that restriction on what we can meaningfully quantify over, and without any good 
reason to accept that all we quantify over must exist, or at least be an element in 
our ontology, then we are left to look at alternative ways of determining what is 
and is not included in the ontology of a theory. 

8  Concluding Remarks 

If not quantification, what could an alternative marker of ontological 
commitment be? Well, the answer might be easier than we think: the clue is the 
phrase “ontological commitment,” because it is people, not sentences, that have 
commitments. The dream of Quine’s method is that we can take some 
philosophically innocent talk, be it ordinary language or particle physics, and 
“read off” the ontological commitments. The philosophical project becomes one 
of treating discourses as subject matter, as something to be studied. However, it 
may simply be the case that this dream is nothing more than a wishful fantasy, 
and we can only really discover someone’s ontological commitments by talking 
to them about just that, namely ontology. In practice, this may be hard because a 
person’s temperament may swing them into extravagances of denial or inflation. 
Yet, with perseverance, we may get there.  

Furthermore, we should not forget the problems noted in section 2 about 
identifying objectual quantification and thus ontological commitment. In 
particular, Quine thought it only possible to non-arbitrarily identify objectual 
quantification in our own language, because: 
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We can locate objectual quantification in our own language because we grow 
up using those very words: if not the actual quantifiers, then words like 
“exists” and “there is” by which they come to be explained to us. (Quine 1969, 
105) 
 

This suggests that the process of regimentation of natural language takes 
linguistic devices of ontological commitment which are not quantifiers and 
regiments them into the quantificational idiom. But why should we do that? 
Quine’s only answer appears to be that, within the regimented language, the only 
possible way of expressing ontological commitment would be through 
quantification. Which is to argue in a circle: if we have no reason in general to 
restrict domains of quantification to what exists, then regimentation can easily 
proceed by means of a predicate of ontological commitment which allows us to 
say that some things exist and others do not. 

Personally, I find the idea that the ontological commitments of particle 
physics will only emerge in a conversation, a genuine two-way exchange 
between the philosopher and the physicist, rather exciting and certainly a more 
attractive and humanistic vision of our discipline than treating the physicist as an 
object to be studied. And perhaps it is more in the spirit of Quine’s aim to make 
science and philosophy continuous: it does not set philosophy above science as a 
commentator or critic but integrates the ontological enterprise right in to the 
scientific activities and vice versa. 
 
Acknowledgments  Thanks to Suki Finn, Barry Lee, Dan Molto, and audiences at Beijing 
Normal University and the University of York for helpful discussions. 
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