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Is Metaphysical Nihilism Interesting? 
 

David Efird and Tom Stoneham 
 
Suppose nothing exists.  Then it is true that nothing exists.  What makes that true?  Nothing!  
So it seems that if nothing existed, then the principle that every truth is made true by 
something (the truthmaker principle) would be false.  So if it is possible that nothing exists, a 
claim often called ‘metaphysical nihilism’, then the truthmaker principle is not necessary.  
This paper explores various ways to resolve this conflict without restricting metaphysical 
nihilism in such a way that it would become trivial and uninteresting. 
 
 
Most of us believe that the world contains many things such as cabbages, and kings, and 
pieces of sealing wax.  Most of us also believe that none of these are necessary: there might 
have been no kings nor cabbages nor pieces of sealing wax.  Metaphysical nihilists further 
believe that it is not necessary that there be anything at all, that is, that there might have been 
nothing.  Of course, philosophers may want to argue for or against metaphysical nihilism 
(e.g. van Inwagen 1996, Lowe 1996, Baldwin 1996, Lowe 1998, Rodriguez-Pereyra 1997, 
Efird and Stoneham 2005a), but relative to most ‘–isms’ of analytic metaphysics it is fairly 
intelligible to unphilosophical commonsense.  Biologists may ask why there are cabbages, 
historians why there are kings and philosophers why there is anything at all, and asking why 
there is something presupposes there might have been nothing. 

Metaphysical nihilism appears to conflict with a metaphysical principle about truth 
which seems equally intelligible to unphilosophical commonsense, namely:  
 
(Truth)  Whatever is true is true in virtue of how things are.   
 
The conflict is indirect: suppose that there might have been nothing; if there were nothing, 
then it would be true that there is nothing; but there would be nothing to make that true; so 
there would be a truth which was not made true by how things are.  This paper explores three 
ways of blocking that argument and finds them all wanting.  We conclude that a metaphysical 
nihilist must either reject the truthmaking principle (Truth) or accept that her view is only 
true if the quantifiers are restricted: there cannot be absolutely nothing, but there might have 
been nothing of a certain type or types.  

The worry then is that if (Truth) forces us to restrict metaphysical nihilism, it also 
reduces its interest.  The question ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ is one of the 
great questions of metaphysics.  If metaphysical nihilism is false and there had to be 
something, then it receives a trivial answer.  For the metaphysical nihilist to retreat to saying 
that the substantive question is ‘Why are there some cabbages/king/pieces of sealing wax 
rather than none?’ will not do, for that question looks empirical, not metaphysical.  So having 
shown that there really is an unavoidable conflict with (Truth), we then explore whether there 
is a way of restricting metaphysical nihilism which allows for a substantive metaphysical 
question of why there is something rather than nothing. 
 
The simple argument  
First of all we need to state the conflict between metaphysical nihilism and (Truth) more 
formally to show that there really is a problem here. It is easy enough to formulate 
metaphysical nihilism: 
 
(MN)  ∃w∀x(¬E!xw) 
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Where ‘E!’ is the existence at a world predicate defined by reference to the domain of a 
world ∀x(E!xw iff x ∈ dom(w)) and the object quantifiers are unrestricted, with restriction to 
the domain of a world being achieved by using E!.1 

But what of (Truth)?  As a first stab we might put forward this schema: 
 

(TM*)  <p> is true ⊃ ∃x(x makes true <p>). 
 
Whether ‘making true’ can be fully analysed in terms of logical notions such as strict 
implication is disputed (e.g. Restall 1996), but it is (almost) universally accepted that a 
necessary condition for x to be a truthmaker for <p> is that the existence of x strictly implies 
the truth of <p>.2  Thus we get: 
 
(TM**) <p> is true ⊃ ∃x∀w(E!xw ⊃ <p> is true at w).3  

 
Now given that the truthmaking principle is meant to be an important metaphysical insight, a 
constraint upon what can be true, we should assume it is necessary: 
 
(TM)  ∀w(<p> is true at w ⊃ ∃x(E!xw & ∀v(E!xv ⊃ <p> is true at v)).4 
 
If we allow that <it is possible that p> entails <there is a world at which p is true>, then 
(TM), unlike (TM**), requires that modal claims have truthmakers in each world at which 
they are true.  So the truth of (MN) would entail that there is a world at which <∀x¬E!xw> is 
true, and when that proposition is substituted into (TM) we get the immediate consequence 
that something exists at that world, <∃xE!xw> is true, which gives us a first-order 
contradiction. 

This simple argument, though, can be resisted.  Resistance comes from various ways 
in which to understand (Truth).  We examine three such ways in increasing strength of 
disagreement with the guiding motivations behind the argument.  The first way accepts 
(TM**) but denies (TM), that is, the truthmaking principle is merely contingent.  The second 
way takes its lead from how truthmaking can be squared with negative existentials and 
disputes that (Truth) receives its proper expression in (TM) which requires that propositions 
be made true by the existence of a truthmaker; rather, on this understanding, a proposition 
can be made true either by the existence of a truthmaker or the absence of a falsemaker.  Like 
the second way, the third way also disputes that (Truth) has its proper expression in (TM) but 
in contrast to the second way thinks that (Truth) should not be taken to require an ontological 
basis for truthmaking at all, not even a disjunctive one.  We find all three ways wanting, and 
conclude that the simple argument is cogent.  However, the proposition <There is nothing 
concrete> is equivalent to <Everything is abstract>, which can have a truthmaker at worlds 
where nothing concrete exists.  Thus by restricting the object quantifiers in (MN) to concreta, 
we avoid the problem.  While this provides a technical solution to the problem, it also 
threatens to undermine the interest of metaphysical nihilism, for if we define ‘concrete’ too 
narrowly, perhaps as medium-sized, dry goods, then the question of why there is anything at 
all may still receive the trivializing answer: ‘There had to be something, even if it is only sub-
atomic particles or energy fields’.  But if we define it too broadly we are in danger of finding 
an infinite number of concreta whenever there are some, undermining the best reason to 
accept metaphysical nihilism (Efird and Stoneham 2005a). 
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The truthmaker principle is not necessary 
In a recent book on truthmakers (2004), Armstrong has argued that there is no problem 
finding a truthmaker for (MN), since it is trivially restricted to contingent objects each of 
which possibly does not exist.  If we combine this with the thoughts that (i) modal truths are 
true at the actual world and thus need truthmakers at the actual world, and (ii) since other 
possible worlds do not exist, modal truths do not need truthmakers at other possible worlds, 
we get the following argument:  

 
Given a total absence of beings, he [Bruin Christensen] suggested that there would be 
‘in that world’ no truthmaker for the truth <there is nothing at all>.  This made me 
wonder whether the empty world is really a possibility.  On further consideration, 
however, I think this argument is to be rejected.  It may have value in certain cases to 
consider what would be the truthmakers ‘in another world’.  The real truthmakers, 
though, are in this world.  In this world, it would seem, we have truthmakers for <at 
least one contingent being exists>, and this truth is at least plausibly a contingent 
truth.  The argument of 7.2 is that a truthmaker for a contingent truth is also a 
truthmaker for the modal truth that it is possible that the contingent truth is not true.  
So why should we not maintain as a modal truth <it is possible that there might not 
have been any contingent being>?  This, together with the rejection of necessary 
beings . . . gives us the possibility of the empty world. (2004, p. 91) 

 
Granting for the sake of argument that Armstrong is able to provide a truthmaker for <there 
might have been nothing  (contingent)> in the actual world,5 we should address the central 
claim of his argument, namely, that ‘the real truthmakers are in this world’.  While it is quite 
clear why Armstrong should find this claim attractive, it is not clear that it is consistent with 
the motivation behind the truthmaker principle.  Consider how Armstrong wields the 
truthmaker principle against phenomenalism:6 
 

Consider a physical world without any minds in it.  That seems to be a possibility . . . 
What can the phenomenalist say about such a world?  Every physical truth about 
individual objects and processes must be given a counterfactual analysis in terms of 
perceptions not actually had.  But what truthmakers in that sort of world will there be 
for these truths?  None, it would seem.  Such a world is empty of perceptions and the 
minds that have these perceptions, therefore it is empty, period.  So for a 
phenomenalist there cannot be a physical world empty of minds. (2004, p. 2) 

 
This argument is in flat contradiction to the claim that the real truthmakers are in the actual 
world.  For if the phenomenalist can solve the problem of unperceived objects in the actual 
world, using actual sense-experiences as the truthmakers,7 then those same actual sense-
experiences can also be truthmakers for the possibility of a world with unperceived physical 
objects and no sense-experiences.  The phenomenalist only has a special problem with the 
possibility of a world containing a tree and no minds if he is required to find a truthmaker for 
the existence of the tree at that world. 
 This is not just a trivial slip on Armstrong’s part, but a genuine and deep tension in 
his thinking.  On the one hand, modal truths are truths about the actual world and thus only 
need truthmakers at the actual world.  On the other hand, we want to evaluate philosophical 
positions by considering their consequences in some merely possible worlds, specifically 
worlds from which some actual things are missing.  But if truth at a possible world is 
determined by what actually exists, then we often cannot get informative answers to 
questions about what would be true had certain things not existed.  Armstrong’s hardline 
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empiricism encourages him to reject (TM) in favour of (TM**), but his desire to use the 
truthmaker principle to do metaphysics needs him to accept (TM). 
 There is one good positive reason to accept (TM) over (TM**).  Consider the 
phenomenalist who rejects it and thus says that our actual experiences are truthmakers for the 
possibility of a physical world with no minds.  While he can allow that this is a possibility, he 
cannot allow that this is possibly actual.  To use a standard metaphor: he cannot allow that 
God could have created the world this way.  Similarly, if Armstrong uses the rejection of 
(TM) to allow the contingency of actual existence to serve as a truthmaker for (MN), then he 
has only allowed that the empty world is possible, not that it is possibly actual: God could not 
have created an empty world, because then he would have created a world in which there are 
truths with no truthmakers, but, given that there are actually some contingent objects, (MN) 
is true.  The furthest God can go towards creating an empty world is to create a non-empty 
one which is possibly empty. 
 However one understands the ‘actually’ operator, it is very hard to see what could be 
meant by a possibility which was not possibly actual.8, 9  One might try to say that it is some 
kind of epistemic or conceptual possibility which is not metaphysically possible, like the 
possibility that Hesperus is not Phosphorous.  But then (MN) would not need truthmakers, or 
at least, truthmakers other than those required for some people to believe it.  Nor can we use 
the two-dimensional semantic framework to understand possibilities which are possible but 
not possibly actual, because that framework requires us to conceive of the space of possible 
worlds as fixed independently of which is the actual world.10  Furthermore, as we noted 
above, (MN) is a metaphysically interesting claim because it bears on the question of why 
there is something rather than nothing, specifically, because if (MN) is true, then the trivial 
answer to that question, namely, there had to be something, is incorrect.  But if the empty 
world is not possibly actual, then the truth of (MN) does not debar the trivializing answer to 
the question: why is there actually something rather than nothing?  So (MN) loses its interest. 
 There is an extreme, naturalistic conception of metaphysics which would allow one to 
deny (TM) while both maintaining (TM**) and allowing that the empty world is possibly 
actual.  Suppose the truthmaker principle is contingent, that is, that there are some worlds at 
which it is false, worlds at which there are truths with no truthmakers.  Call such worlds ‘Q 
worlds’.  Now someone might argue that we have good empirical reasons for thinking that 
the actual world is not a Q world, and thus that (TM**) is true of it.11  So when we are doing 
metaphysics of the actual world, when we are trying to decide what ϕs are, or how ϕs are 
related to ψs, we are constrained by the truthmaker principle.  But we can also allow that the 
empty world is a Q world and thus that propositions true at that world do not need 
truthmakers.  We have mentioned this possibility for completeness, and if one were to take 
such a conception of metaphysics, then one could accept a version of the truthmaker principle 
and also (MN) without also admitting a world of only abstract objects.  However, we know of 
no philosopher inclined to accept the truthmaker principle who has accepted or even 
considered such a position.  And we certainly do not find the truthmaker principle so 
compelling that it would motivate such an extreme view.  So we can set it aside and conclude 
that it is highly implausible to deny (TM) while accepting (TM**).12 
 
Truthmaking and negative existentials 
Anyone who accepts (TM) has a problem with negative existentials.  No possible love-child 
of JFK and Marilyn Monroe exists, but there is a possible world in which one does.  Suppose 
that he is called ‘Harvey’.  <Harvey does not exist> is true at the actual world, but it appears 
there does not exist anything at this world which makes that proposition true.  But the 
proposition <Harvey does not exist> does say something interesting and informative about 
the actual world, so by the truthmaking intuition, it ought to have truthmaker.  Now it would 
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seem that if a truthmaker theorist can solve this problem, then he could use that solution to 
provide an interpretation of the truthmaker principle which does not require a world of only 
abstract objects if metaphysical nihilism is true.  Accordingly, in this section we investigate 
the two most promising solutions to the problem of truthmakers for negative existentials, 
both of which provide a means of resisting the simple argument. 
 The first way of dealing with negative existentials which we shall consider derives 
from Bigelow (1988).  The basic thought is that (TM) does not correctly capture the 
truthmaking intuition.  That intuition is that what exists determines what is true and it seems 
that the truth of <Harvey does not exist> is determined by what exists, because what exists 
does not include Harvey, whereas if it did, the proposition would be false.  This suggests that 
propositions can be made true by the world in two ways: by the existence of a truthmaker or 
the non-existence of a falsemaker, where a falsemaker is something such that, necessarily, if 
it exists, the proposition is false (e.g. Bigelow, 1988, p. 132).13  The condition for something 
to be a truthmaker for <p> is that, necessarily, if it exists <p> is true, so it would seem natural 
to say that the condition for being a falsemaker for <p> is that if it exists, <p> is false.  Thus 
(TM) becomes: 
 
(T/FM)   ∀w1 (<p> is true at w1 ⊃ (∃x(E!xw1 & ∀w2(E!xw2 ⊃ <p> is true at w2) ∨ 

∀x(∀w2(E!xw2 ⊃ <p> is false at w2) ⊃ ~E!xw1)). 
 
This has the consequence that every necessary truth satisfies the schema merely in virtue of 
the necessary absence of falsemakers, but we can live with that.  It also has another rather 
interesting consequence, namely, that (T/FM) does not entail that truth is grounded in reality.  
We can see this when we assume for the sake of argument that there is an empty world, that 
is, a world at which there are no contingent objects, and apply (T/FM) to ordinary contingent 
propositions such as <This pen is blue> that world.  At the empty world, none of the 
falsemakers for this proposition exist, so the second disjunct of the consequent is true.  This 
is not immediately a problem, since it is not part of (T/FM) that the absence of falsemakers is 
sufficient for the truth of the proposition – that would be to affirm the consequent.  However, 
it does show that (T/FM) is not really in the spirit of the truthmaking intuition, which holds 
that truth depends upon or is determined by what exists: a truthmaker is something which 
necessitates the truth of the proposition and the need for truthmakers is a constraint upon 
metaphysics.  For all (T/FM) says, <This pen is blue> could be true at the empty world, so 
(T/FM) allows truth to ‘float free’ of existence to an unacceptable degree.  (T/FM) appeared 
to offer us an alternative to truthmakers, namely, the absence of falsemakers, however, 
consideration of the empty world shows that the absence of falsemakers does not determine 
the truth of a proposition, since <This pen is blue> has no falsemakers at the empty world and 
yet is not true there.  Hence, (T/FM) does not place a serious constraint upon metaphysics, 
because it allows the demand for a truthmaker for <p> to be satisfied by something which 
does not determine the truth of <p>.14 
 The obvious alternative for a truthmaker theorist is to find something which does exist 
when Harvey does not which can serve as a truthmaker for <Harvey does not exist>.  This 
would have to be something the existence of which entails the non-existence of Harvey.  We 
take it that any theory along the lines of Martin’s (1996) proposal that there exist absences 
which are truthmakers for negative existentials is inherently implausible.  It implies that 
every contingent existent has an evil twin, an anti-thing, such that it is impossible for both to 
exist at any given world (and time) but one of them must always exist.  This is a gratuitous 
violation of both Ockham’s and Hume’s Razors.15  A more promising suggestion comes from 
Armstrong (1997: 175).  First consider a possible world containing three marbles and nothing 
else.  Those three marbles serve as a truthmaker for <There are three marbles> because, 
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necessarily, if they exist then there are three marbles.  But they do not serve as a truthmaker 
for <There are exactly three marbles>, for the three marbles could exist accompanied by a 
fourth, so the strict implication is not true.16  Similarly, but rather more obviously, they could 
not serve as a truthmaker for <There is no fourth marble>.  Armstrong suggests that we need 
to find an extra state of affairs to serve as the truthmaker here.  So in our simple world of 
three marbles, there is the state of affairs of marble1 existing, the state of affairs of marble2 
existing, the state of affairs of marble3 existing, and the state of affairs of those being all the 
states of affairs.  This extra state of affairs consists of the first three and the totalling relation, 
a multigrade relation which holds between n states of affairs just in case those are all the 
states of affairs which exist.  Now this state of affairs of totality can serve as a truthmaker for 
<There are exactly three marbles> and <There is no fourth marble>.17 
 States of affairs of totality have to be of a different type to other states of affairs, 
specifically they have to be such that they are not included in the totalling relation (Molnar 
2000, p. 81), so Armstrong makes a distinction of order: ordinary states of affairs are first-
order whereas states of affairs of totality are second-order. Armstrong’s approach has an 
immediate and obvious ontological cost: any truthmaker theorist will need to accept 
something along the lines of Armstrong’s first-order states of affairs,18 but now he also needs 
to accept a rather more abstract and rarefied class of entities as well.  Furthermore, 
Armstrong admits that totality states of affairs are a sort of negative fact:  
 

. . . in admitting general facts I am already admitting a species of negative fact.  For 
general facts set a limit.  They say of the Fs, whatever these Fs may be, that there are 
no more Fs than these.  This I concede.  But my idea is that once we have the general 
facts we do not require additional sorts of negative facts. (2002, p. 152, Armstrong’s 
emphasis) 

 
Admittedly they also have a positive face, but if one can swallow these partially negative 
states of affairs, it does not seem too hard to take first-order negative states of affairs, namely, 
the state of affairs of Harvey’s not existing.  This is one way of understanding Beall’s (2000) 
suggestion that states of affairs have a ‘valence’.  However, given that there is a clear need 
for states of affairs of totality in order to give truthmakers for existential generalizations, it 
seems preferable to use these to deal with negative existentials as opposed to introducing 
first-order negative states of affairs as well. 

Setting these concerns aside, there is a deeper problem with Armstrong’s proposal 
here.  The point of the truthmaker principle is to give a constraint on being a realist about a 
given subject matter (cf. Bigelow 1988, p. 123).  But not just any truthmaker makes one a 
realist, as the example of subjectivism in ethics shows: someone who says that the truthmaker 
for <x is cruel> is the state of affairs of someone disapproving of x is not being a realist about 
cruelty.  The problem here is not lack of truthmakers but lack of relevant truthmakers.19  If 
one is to be a realist about cruelty, one must find a truthmaker for <x is cruel> which is 
constituted by x and x’s properties.  Similarly, an idealist who claimed the truthmaker for 
<There is a humanly unperceived tree> was some goings on in God’s mind has not thereby 
established his realist credentials.  So now we should ask whether second-order states of 
affairs of totality are relevant truthmakers for negative existentials. 
 It seems that they are certainly relevant truthmakers for universal generalizations and 
assertion of total number, which is how they were introduced, for propositions such as 
<There are exactly three marbles> or <All the marbles are red> are clearly about the totality 
of actual marbles.  So a second-order state of affairs which totals all the first-order states of 
affairs involving any actual marble is relevant to the truth of those propositions when given a 
realist construal.  And since <All the marbles are red> fairly trivially entails <There are no 
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blue marbles>, there does not seem to be a problem with the truthmaker for the former being 
a truthmaker for the latter.  The problem comes with singular negative existentials like 
<Harvey does not exist>.  If Harvey is necessarily not a marble, then the totality state of 
affairs at the world with just three marbles does necessitate that Harvey does not exist, but 
even if we accept the essentialist claim about Harvey, that will not do for all those possible 
worlds containing other people at which he does not exist (including the actual world).  
Suppose that there are just three people, John, Jane and George: does the totality state of 
affairs necessitate that Harvey does not exist?  Only if, necessarily, Harvey is distinct from 
each of John, Jane and George.  So at the very least, Armstrong’s states of affairs of totality 
can only be truthmakers for singular negative existentials if identity is necessary.  But 
perhaps we have already paid that cost elsewhere in our metaphysics.   

However, there remains an issue.  The thought that the truthmaker for <The only 
people are John, Jane and George> is also a truthmaker for <Harvey does not exist> relies on 
the entailment principle: if T is a truthmaker for <p> and p entails q, then T is a truthmaker 
for <q>.  Now, Armstrong accepts that, since everything entails a necessary truth, this would 
provide too many irrelevant truthmakers for necessary truths, so proposes to restrict the 
entailment relation with some notion of relevance to prevent this (2004, p. 11).  What 
remains unclear is whether this restricted entailment relation is meant to be a restriction of 
deducibility or merely of the relation which holds between two propositions when, 
necessarily, if the first is true, so is the second.  If the latter, then the mere fact that neither 
John nor Jane nor George is identical with Harvey will allow us to apply the truthmaker 
principle.  But now we face a serious problem of relevance: the truthmaker for <Harvey does 
not exist> seems utterly independent of Harvey.  We can see this by noting that the 
truthmaker is a truthmaker for the proposition expressed by the sentence ‘Harvey does not 
exist’ whatever ‘Harvey’ refers to (as long as it is not one of John, Jane or George).   That is, 
it makes true the proposition expressed by the sentence ‘Harvey does not exist’ under 
indefinitely many reinterpretations of that sentence, which should make us doubt that the 
truthmaker is sufficiently relevant to the proposition expressed by any single one of those 
interpretations. 

If we take the former reading of the entailment principle, that is, if entailment is a 
relation of deducibility, then the truthmaker for the negative existential would need to be 
different from that for the generalization, since it would need to include the three states of 
affairs of distinctness, John≠Harvey, Jane≠Harvey and George≠Harvey.  And these would be 
undeniably negative states of affairs, giving us little advantage over the much simpler 
proposal that truthmakers for negative existentials are negative states of affairs. 

One might think that one could adapt Armstrong’s account of negative existentials to 
give a truthmaker for the proposition <Nothing exists> at the empty world, namely, by 
accepting that there is a second-order state of affairs which is the total of precisely zero first-
order states of affairs.20  The idea of the total of zero items can be easily understood.  To see 
this it might be helpful to consider a more common or garden multigrade totalling relation, 
say the total number of apples possessed by x.  Suppose John has two apples, Jane has three 
and George has none.  Then the total number of apples possessed by all three is five, 
possessed by John and George is two, possessed by Jane is three and possessed by George is 
zero.  The problem with this is that the second-order state of affairs is itself a contingent 
object and thus falsifies <Nothing contingent exists>.  So such a proposal would only work if 
(MN) was restricted to a class of objects which did not include second-order states of affairs. 

So if second-order states of affairs of totality are to help us reconcile (TM) and (MN) 
without restricting (MN), it cannot be by totalling zero first-order states of affairs.  We also 
saw that there are problems with the first suggestion that negative existentials are made true 
by the lack of falsemakers, but more troubling for present purposes, this suggestion runs into 
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problems when we accept the possibility of the empty world, for in such a world many, if not 
most, contingent propositions lack falsemakers but are not true.  This indicates that (T/FM) is 
not the right way to capture the intuition behind (Truth).  
 
Keeping the intuition but denying the ontological consequences 
So far we have looked at two strategies for trying to reconcile (TM) and (MN) without 
restricting the latter.  We shall now consider a completely different strategy.  Perhaps we can 
respect the truthmaking intuition that truth is grounded in reality while rejecting (TM), in 
particular, rejecting the ontological consequence that, for each true proposition, there exists 
something which makes it true.  If we rejected that thought, then problems with negative 
existentials and (MN) could be avoided. 

When we introduced the truthmaker principle by (Truth) we interpreted the quantifier 
in ‘something makes <p> true’ as ranging over objects, but the requirement to say what 
makes <p> true can be read interrogatively as well as relatively.  (TM) expresses the relative 
reading: making true is a relation between a proposition and an object.  The interrogative 
reading would hold that ‘makes true’ is a sentential connective: <p> makes it true that q, or 
perhaps: <q> is true because p.  Versions of this view can be found in Hornsby (2005), Melia 
(2005) and Williamson (1999).  

Any such view must decide what to say about the reflexive case: <p> makes it true 
that p.  There are three possibilities: 

 
(i) true for all p, 
(ii) false for all p, 
(iii) true for some p and false for others. 

 
Let us consider these in turn.  (i) trivializes the truthmaker principle, for the need to satisfy 
the condition places no constraint whatsoever upon one’s metaphysics.  Keeping with the 
example of morality, both the extreme realist and the extreme subjectivist can agree that it is 
true that child labour is cruel because child labour is cruel.  They disagree about what more 
can be said, about what the cruelty of child labour consists in, while agreeing on the 
truthmaking claim.  Thus construed, the truthmaker principle has no connection to 
metaphysics and is certainly not the substantive thesis which Dummett envisaged when he 
wrote: 
 

The principle that, if a statement is true, there must be something in virtue of which it 
is true, is a regulative principle that can hardly be gainsaid.  It is a regulative 
principle, in that nothing yet follows from it, taken by itself: it determines the form of 
what we shall say, not the content.  Nothing substantial follows from it until it is laid 
down what sort of things count as rendering a given type of statement true.  (1991, p. 
328) 

 
In contrast, (ii) makes finding truthmakers a substantive matter and ensures the truthmaker 
principle does place a constraint upon metaphysics.  Unfortunately, it appears to make it an 
unsatisfiable constraint.  For some proposition <q> can only make it true that p if <q> is itself 
true.  But then <q> needs a truthmaker, which must be distinct from itself, and we face an 
infinite regress.  While there may be an infinite number of non-equivalent true propositions, 
there is no reason to believe, and some reason to doubt, that there is an infinite number of 
true propositions which can be ordered by the making true function.  Avoiding the regress by 
allowing circularity (and denying transitivity) loses the sense that the truthmaker principle 
captures the idea that truth must be grounded. 
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 So it seems that the proponent of this view must accept (iii): some propositions can be 
their own truthmakers and others cannot.  Call the propositions which can be their own 
truthmakers the brute propositions.  By the argument against (i), the truthmaker principle 
places no serious constraint upon being a realist about the subject matter of a brute 
proposition.  So now the serious debate in metaphysics is not going to be over whether there 
are truthmakers for some claim, but over whether the proposition in question is brute or not, 
that is, whether it needs a substantive truthmaker or not.  So this option has the same 
weakness as (i), namely, that it saves the letter of the truthmaker intuition but loses the spirit 
of it by leaving the truthmaker principle a blunt-edged sword.  Furthermore, we get a 
puzzling asymmetry, since the claim that there is something, when true, has truthmakers, but 
its denial, when true, would be a brute fact.  We can understand this asymmetry when the 
brutely true propositions are fundamental laws, the denials of which will be existential 
generalizations, because the bruteness is related to being a fundamental law and the denial of 
a law is not a law.  But surely a metaphysician who was happy with brutely true propositions 
would want it to be equally brute whether there was something or nothing?  Thus, it seems 
that keeping the intuition that truth is grounded in reality requires ontological consequences, 
and so this strategy of admitting (Truth) together with the thought that there might have been 
nothing cannot work. 
 
Abstract truthmakers  
We have been looking for the truthmaker for the proposition <There are no (contingent) 
objects> at the empty world.  Here is a simple solution: <There are no contingent objects> is 
equivalent to <Everything is necessary> and perhaps we can find a truthmaker for that 
proposition in, to use Armstrong’s terminology, the second-order state of affairs of totality 
that the first-order states of affairs concerning necessary existents are all the states of affairs 
in that world.  But unfortunately this will not work, because this second-order state of affairs 
is itself a contingent existent.  We can generalize this point.  It is a hopeless task searching 
for a truthmaker for <Nothing contingent exists> because the proposition is contingently true 
and thus must have a truthmaker which is not a necessary existent; but if there are no 
contingent objects, there can be no such truthmaker.  It seems that we must either give up or 
seriously restrict one of (MN) and (TM).   

Denying either (MN) or (TM) outright look to be bad options because both seem to be 
equally well supported by prephilosophical commonsense intuitions.  So it seems that either 
(MN) or (TM) needs to be restricted.  But we should be sure that when we restrict one of the 
claims, we do so consistently with the prephilosophical intuitions which motivate us to accept 
it in the first place.  Now it seems that that cannot be done with (TM), which is just what the 
previous sections have aimed to establish.  It seems, then, that we must restrict (MN) if we 
are to preserve the equally intuitive thoughts that there might have been nothing and that truth 
is grounded in how things are. 

We could restrict (MN) to a subset of the contingent objects, perhaps excluding 
second-order states of affairs, and this is in fact what most metaphysical nihilists do, asserting 
only that there might have been nothing concrete (e.g. Baldwin 1996, Rodriguez-Pereyra 
1997, and Efird and Stoneham 2005a).  We would then need a truthmaker not for <There is 
nothing, simpliciter> in the empty world which is impossible to find, but rather a truthmaker 
for <There is nothing concrete>, which, assuming that the concrete/abstract distinction is 
exclusive and exhaustive, is equivalent to <Everything is abstract>.  Now this, on the face of 
it, looks possible.  This truthmaker needs to be both abstract, since if it were concrete it 
would falsify (MN), and contingent, since if it were necessary and (TM) is true, concrete 
objects would be impossible. So we need a definition of concreteness which allows for some 
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contingently existing abstract objects and in particular for the truthmaker for <Everything is 
abstract> to itself be abstract. 
 
Concrete objects  
‘Being concrete’ is a term of philosophical art having various overlapping uses in various 
contexts.  A good starting point for present purposes is to think of a concrete object as the 
sort of object we consider when we ask the question, ‘Why is there something rather than 
nothing?’  Correlatively, it is the kind of object we have the following intuitions about: there 
might have been a finite number of them, and if there are some of them, there could have 
been fewer of them.  Since this latter intuition is a priori it is necessary.21  Formally, 
 
(A1)  ∃w∃x∃y((E!xw ∧ E!yw) ∧ ∀z(E!zw ⊃ (z = x ∨ z = y)))22 
(B)  ∀w1∀x(E!xw1 ⊃ ∃w2(¬E!xw2 ∧ ∀y(E!yw2 ⊃ E!yw1))  
 
(A1) and (B) are then the premises of an argument, dubbed ‘the subtraction argument’, which 
entail metaphysical nihilism, an argument which makes precise the prephilosophical 
commensense which supports the intuition that there might have been nothing and makes the 
question ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ substantial.  So our definition of 
concreteness should be compatible with these intuitions. 

In defence of the subtraction argument, as originally presented, Baldwin (1996) 
characterised concrete objects as ones which fail to satisfy the identity of indiscernibles, 
which is the thesis that no two objects can share all their intrinsic properties.23  However, this 
conception faces two difficulties, two trivial and the other substantial.  The first trivial 
difficulty is that it allows spacetime points to count as concrete since, plausibly, they lack 
intrinsic properties, and that then requires an absolute conception of space.  As suggested by 
Rodriguez-Pereyra (1997), the solution is to require that concrete objects have intrinsic 
properties.  The second trivial difficulty raised by Coggins (2003) has to do with haecceities, 
that is, non-repeatable intrinsic properties, which, if objects have them—and it is 
controversial whether they do—they would render intuitively concrete objects abstract.  So, 
fixing the trivial difficulties yields:  
 
(C1) A concrete object is one which has a repeatable intrinsic property and is such 

that it could share all of its repeatable intrinsic properties with another object.   
 
Plausibly, on this conception of being concrete, being concrete looks to be both an intrinsic 
and an essential property of objects which instantiate it, a consequence which will be 
important below.  The substantial difficulty with this conception, also raised by Rodriguez-
Pereyra (1997), is that the parts of a concrete object are just as plausibly concrete as the 
object itself,24 so if there is one spatiotemporally extended concrete object, there is an infinite 
number of them.  This conception of concreteness, then, is not compatible with the intuition 
that there might have been a finite number of concrete objects, since on this conception of 
concreteness, either there must have been an infinite number of concrete objects (if 
metaphysical nihilism is false) or there might have been zero concrete objects (if 
metaphysical nihilism is true).  Clearly, no persuasive argument for metaphysical nihilism 
can result from this conception of concreteness.   

In light of this problem, Rodriguez-Pereyra’s proposal is to claim that the sort of 
object relevant to the subtraction argument, the sort of object we wonder about when we 
wonder why there is anything at all, is a subset of the concrete objects, as defined by (C1): 
 
(C2) An object is concrete* just in case it ‘is concrete, memberless and a maximal 
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occupant of a connected region’ (1997, p. 163). 
 
Clearly, this conception of the sort of object the subtraction argument concerns will not pose 
difficulties for the intuition that there might have been a finite number of concrete objects, 
but it is important to note that this result is achieved by characterising the relevant objects in 
terms of an extrinsic property, since whether or not an object is a maximal occupant of a 
connected region depends on what else exists in its near vicinity.  So, it seems that in order to 
satisfy the intuition that there might be a finite number of concreta at some possible world, 
concreteness needs to be understood extrinsically (c.f. Cameron 2007).  However, the 
problem with Rodriguez-Peyreyra’s conception of concreteness is that it becomes difficult 
now to claim that we have ordinary, prephilosophical intuitions are about concrete objects so 
defined. 

In order to improve on (C2), we proposed (Efird and Stoneham 2005a) the following 
characterisation of concreteness: 
 
(C3) A concrete object is one which exists at a location in spacetime, has some 

intrinsic quality, and has a natural boundary. 
 
This conception of concreteness poses no difficulty for the intuition that there might have 
been a finite number of concrete objects since it too makes concreteness an extrinsic 
property: what has a natural boundary depends on what is going on around the object in 
question.  Yet it is plausible that we have ordinary, prephilosophical intuitions about natural 
boundaries.  Unfortunately (C3) is vulnerable to a counter-example suggested by Cameron 
(2007, p. 275-6), namely, a world which contained only a homogenous hunk of matter which 
is unbounded in both space and time would, by (C3), contain nothing concrete because the 
hunk of matter does not have a natural boundary, yet intuitively such a world should count as 
containing something concrete rather than nothing concrete.  

In light of this problem, Cameron (2007, p. 276) suggests that we modify our 
definition in the following way: 

 
(C4) A concrete object is one which exists at a location in spacetime, has some 

intrinsic quality, and has no unnatural boundary. 
 

But this only works if we assume that every object has at most one boundary, which is either 
natural or unnatural.  While that assumption may be true, we can avoid the need to defend it 
by using a conditional rather than a double negation: 
 
(C5) A concrete object is one which exists at a location in spacetime, has some 

intrinsic quality, and is such that if it has a boundary, it has a natural 
boundary. 

 
Cameron’s counter-example is avoided since an unbounded, homogenous hunk of matter 
fails to satisfy the antecedent of the clause concerning having natural boundaries, and so 
counts as concrete.  So (C5) looks to be the best way to characterise concreteness in order to 
make precise the scope of our pre-theoretical modal intuitions. 
 
Is (restricted) metaphysical nihilism interesting? 
We have given a definition of concreteness such that the best argument for the possibility that 
there might have been no concrete objects so defined is still persuasive.  Furthermore, we can 
now find a truthmaker for the proposition that there are no concreta, namely, the totality state 
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of affairs that everything is abstract, because states of affairs of totality are both contingent 
and abstract by the definition given.  But is the resulting version of metaphysical nihilism one 
that helps us see the question ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ as substantive 
and philosophically interesting?  To answer this, we need to embed the definition into that 
question: 
 

Why are there any objects which have (i) a location in space and time, (ii) at least one 
intrinsic property, (iii) (if any) a natural boundary? 
 

The danger here is that there will be contingent objects which do not meet all three of these 
conditions and yet we think they are included in the scope of the philosophical question ‘Why 
is there something rather than nothing?’, which is to say, if there had to be some of them, 
then that question would receive the trivializing answer that there had to be something. 
 At this point the possibilities for rigorous argument are limited, but if we examine 
each of the three conditions in turn and ask about objects which fail to meet that condition, 
some illumination can be found.  Thus, consider objects which do not have any location in 
space and time, however vague.  It is hard to think of examples without reaching for classic 
abstract objects like numbers or the empty set, and – setting aside the fact that they are 
plausibly necessary existents – the question ‘Why are there numbers (or pure sets)?’ does not 
carry the same sort of existential concern as ‘Why is there something?’.  Another familiar 
example of an object not located in space or time is God, but even if we tried to include God 
within the question, the request for an explanation of His existence would fail: the existence 
of God is the unexplainable explainer.25   

What about objects which lack any intrinsic properties?  Paradigms here seem to be 
purely theoretical entities like spacetime points or the null individual and, perhaps, singletons 
of concrete objects.  Suppose there had to be some spacetime points, would that impact on 
the existential concern?  Surely not, for a world with some locations but nothing at those 
locations is only technically a world with something rather than nothing: no existential angst 
would be relieved by this thesis.  Similarly for the null individual: though it is a part of 
everything, on its own it is a nothing, not a something (and the analogy between its role in 
mereology and zero in arithmetic is instructive here).  Other examples seem to be defined by 
their relations to objects which do have intrinsic properties in such a way that their existence 
depends upon those objects.   

Finally, what about the possibility of objects without natural boundaries?  There are, 
of course, an infinite number of such objects in the actual world, and it is this fact which 
indicates their lack of existential significance: their existence is too cheap.  Consider 
Cameron’s example of a world consisting of a homogenous hunk of matter: for any cardinal, 
we can define a type of object lacking a natural boundary such that there are that many 
objects of that type in Cameron’s world.  This is because, lacking natural boundaries they 
have only artificial boundaries; hence, given that we need to specify their boundaries to count 
them, their identity conditions are equally artificial.  Again: such artificial things cause no 
existential angst. 
 It seems then that each of the three conditions upon being concrete is also necessary 
for an object to be captured by the philosophical concern about why there is something rather 
than nothing.  Metaphysical nihilism turns out to be interesting after all, even when it is 
restricted to make it compatible with the truthmaking principle. 
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11 All modal claims in this paper can be formulated in QML with sentential modal operators, but the 
quantification over worlds notation is more perspicuous.  The relation between the existence-at-a-world 
predicate and the monadic existence predicate which would be needed if we used sentential modal operators 
becomes important below. 
2 An exception is Parsons (1999). 
3 Williamson has argued that restricting the existential quantifier with E! in (TM**) does not ‘capture the idea 
that something makes <p> true’ (1999, 266).  His reasoning is as follows:  a standard Kripke semantics requires 
unrestricted quantification over the domains of all worlds in the meta-language and thus has the resources to 
define unrestricted quantification in the object language.  Let ‘∃‘ be the unrestricted quantifier and let d be a 
value of x which makes (TM**) true for some proposition <q>.  If <q> is contingent, then there is a world v at 
which d does not exist so E!xv is false of it.  However, at v it is true of d that ∃y(x=y).  So even when d does not 
exist, some open sentences are true of it and others are not.  Therefore it is not d itself, but d’s having the 
contingent property expressed by E! which makes <p> true.  This argument turns on the thought that, if one 
allows unrestricted quantification, then one breaks the connection between open sentences being true of an 
object at a world and that object being in the domain of that world.  But this argument is not convincing, since 
Williamson has defined the existence predicate the same way as us (1999, 265); thus, ‘¬E!xv’ just means that x 
is not in the domain of v.  Saying that it is not d itself but d’s being in the domain of w which makes <p> true at 
w does not appear to conflict with the truthmaking intuition.  After all, the only open sentences true of d at w 
when d∉dom(w) are logical truths like ∃y(x=y). 
4 Without quantification over worlds, this would be: �(<p> is true ⊃ ∃x�(E!x ⊃ <p> is true)). 
5 Though whether he has actually done this is not at all clear.  It is worth noting that Armstrong has taken care 
here not to make the distributive fallacy and infer from the contingency of each object’s existence to the 
contingency of them all existing.  Rather he takes it that the proposition <At least one contingent object exists> 
is contingently true.  But there is a puzzle here: there does not seem to be a single truthmaker for that 
proposition but many, many billions of them, each of which is also a truthmaker for an instance of the 
existential generalization.  Each of these instances is contingent, and thus the truthmaker for each may also be a 
truthmaker for the possibility that that object does not exist, but none is a truthmaker for the possibility that no 
objects exist.  The problem here is caused by the fact that the contingency of each instance of an existential 
generalization, and equally the contingency of each disjunct of a disjunction, does not ensure the contingency of 
the existential generalization or the disjunction, for the simple reason that a disjunction of contingent truths can 
be necessary (e.g. p or not-p).   We can see what has gone wrong when we look at Armstrong’s argument that 
truthmakers for contingent truths are also truthmakers for modal truths (2004, 84): 
 
T makes it true that p, 
<p> is contingently true, 
p entails that it is possible that not-p, 
T makes it true that it is possible that not-p. 
 
He says that (3) follows from (2) and ‘the nature of the contingency of propositions’ (2004, 84) and (4) follows 
from (3) given the entailment principle (2004: 10) that if p entails q and T is a truthmaker for <p>, then T is a 
truthmaker for <q>.  But this argument cannot be correct, for if <p> is <Either Bush exists or Clinton exists>, 
then Bush is a truthmaker for <p> but, however contingent his existence, he is not a truthmaker for <It is 
possible that neither Bush nor Clinton exists>.  The obvious problem with this argument is that (3) is false: what 
follows from (2) and the nature of contingency is simply that it is possible that not-p.  That is, 
 
  (3*) <p> is contingently true entails that it is possible that not-p. 
 
In order to draw the conclusion we now need the extra premise: 
 
 (5) T makes it true that <p> is contingently true. 
 
(1) certainly does not entail (5), but do (1) and (2) together entail it?  It seems not.  Let <p> be <there are some 
electrons> and let some specific electron e1 make <p> true at w.  Since e1 is contingent, there is a world v at 
which e1 does not exist.  Let’s say that at v a different electron e2 exists and makes <p> true and e2 does not exist 
at w.  What we have said so far is consistent with there being a further world u at which there are no electrons, 
at which <p> is false, but equally it is consistent with there being no such world.  It seems then that the capacity 
of a contingent object to make an existential generalization true is independent of whether that generalization is 
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necessary or contingent and therefore that very same object cannot be a truthmaker for the proposition that the 
existential generalization is contingent.  Unless Armstrong can make the case that both (1) and (5) are true when 
<there is at least one object> is substituted for <p>, he has not yet found a truthmaker for (MN). 
6 Strictly speaking, this is not his main objection to phenomenalism but a subsidiary one.  His main objection is 
that the phenomenalist requires there to be counterfactuals true of the actual world which have no actual 
truthmakers.  This only works if we assume that modal claims like counterfactuals must have actual world 
truthmakers, which Armstrong notes when he allows that a ‘realist about unfilled possibilities’ could answer the 
challenge.  We focus on the quoted argument because of how it illustrates a problem with denying (TM) while 
accepting (TM**). 
7 Armstrong also argues that the phenomenalist cannot do this, but the quoted argument does not take that as a 
premise.  
8 For discussion of the putative distinction between the possible and the possibly actual in connection with the 
problem of actuality, that is, the problem of explaining how the actual world differs from all other possible 
worlds, see Adams 1974, 221-2. 
9 Bricker seems to make this distinction when he claims that ‘not all possibilities of actuality are possible 
worlds’ (2006, 260; cf. 282-3), a claim which seems to be the converse of the sort of claim we have in mind 
above, namely, there are possibilities which are not possibly actual.  Importantly for present purposes, Bricker’s 
claim that there are possibilities for actuality which are not possible worlds drives him to claim that the 
truthmaker principle is merely contingently true.  (The cases Bricker has in mind are the possibilities of island 
universes and of nothing, which, he claims, are possibilities for actuality but not possible worlds.)  So, do we 
have another challenge from the possibility/possibly actual distinction to the necessity of the truthmaker 
principle here?  It seems not because what seems to be motivating Bricker is a distinction not related to the 
possible/possibly actual distinction, namely, the distinction between what possibilities are and what possibilities 
there are.  An account of what possibilities are would constitute a metaphysics of possibility, that is, an account 
of what kind of thing an unactualized possible world is; an account of what possibilities there are would 
constitute a catalogue of possibilities, that is, an account of the range of possible worlds.  So it seems that 
Bricker is challenging the necessity of the truthmaker principle from an account of what possibilities are.  But 
our concern in this section is challenges to the necessity of the truthmaker principle from what possibilities there 
are.  For discussion of this distinction between what possibilities are and what possibilities there are see Efird 
and Stoneham 2005b, Efird and Stoneham 2005c, Efird and Stoneham 2006, and Efird and Stoneham 
forthcoming. 
10 For an overview of two-dimensionalism see Chalmers 2006. 
11 In correspondence, Rodriguez-Pereyra has suggested the following fascinating a priori argument for this 
view: ‘Suppose we have a priori reasons to believe that God exists and that he would not create a world where 
propositions do not have truthmakers.  That is an a priori reason to think that the actual world in not a Q-world.  
But it is not necessarily a reason to think that there are no Q-worlds.’  Reply: Suppose God is a contingent 
existent, then it is not clear that we could have a priori reason to think he exists.  But if God is necessary, then 
there is a possible world in which God exists and propositions lack truthmakers.  Any argument that God would 
not have created such a world is an argument that that world is possible but not possibly actual, and thus the 
view does not avoid the objection to Armstrong’s way of denying (TM). 
12 Ross Cameron (2008) has argued that some metaphysical theses, in particular, the claim that there is a 
fundamental level of reality, can only be supported by arguments from theoretical virtue which at best establish 
their contingent truth.  If (TM**) was one of these, we would have no reason to think it necessary and thus that 
(TM) was true.  However, as we have seen, (TM) itself is supported by the metaphysical work it does. 
 Furthermore, Cameron's reasoning is fallacious: principles of theory choice like Ockham's Razor and 
explanatory unification are neutral on whether the theories they select between are contingent or necessary, so 
the fact that our best reason for believing there is a fundamental level of reality is that it allows more unified 
explanations in metaphysics does not entail that it is a contingent claim.  This point is obscured in Cameron’s 
paper by his failing to carefully distinguish metaphysical theses, which can be necessary or contingent, from 
principles of theory choice, which cannot, since they are prescriptions not statements. 
13 Bigelow’s describes his own view as ‘truth is supervenient on being’ (1988, p. 132): there cannot be a 
difference in what is true without there being a difference in what exists.  Lewis (2001) has called such claims 
‘difference making principles’ and formulated them in terms of possible worlds: for any two worlds w and v, if 
some proposition is true at one world but not at the other, then there is something which exists at the one world 
but not at the other.  Difference making is not the same as truthmaking (see Efird and Stoneham 2005b) and sits 
oddly with the truthmaking intuition, for difference making principles allow a proposition to be made true at a 
world by an object which is alien to that world. 
14 One way out of this problem would be to say that there is a falsemaker for <This pen is blue> at the empty 
world, namely, the fact or state of affairs of the pen not existing.  But if we allow such negative states of affairs, 
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then there is no need to have the falsemaker condition in the first place: the state of affairs of the pen not 
existing will do as a truthmaker for the negative existential proposition <This pen does not exist>. 
15 Hume’s Razor states: Prefer the theory which has fewer necessities, all else being equal.  If our modal logic is 
S5, this will have to be restricted to the necessitations of non-modal claims, because in S5 p entails that it is 
necessarily possible that p.  Martin does insist that absences are not ‘things’ (1996, p. 58), but they are ‘non-
abstract, localized … spatio-temporal states’ (1996, p. 59), so the implausibility remains. 
16 A fortiori, they do not serve as truthmakers for universal generalizations such as <All the marbles are red> 
because those three red marbles could be accompanied by a fourth blue marble. 
17 Bricker (2006, 279-82) resists this line of thought.  But his argument depends on the claim that ‘the world is 
essentially a world’ (2006, 281), a claim which is part of the metaphysics of possibility rather than the theory of 
what possibilities there are, which is the aspect of modal theorizing which concerns us. 
18 There is an alternative articulated in Lewis (2003), but it requires one to analyse de re modalities by a 
counterpart relation and to accept that for each contingent property of an object there is a counterpart relation 
which makes that property essential. 
19 See Parsons 2005. 
20 For Armstrong’s account of higher-order states of affairs and the totalling relation see Armstrong 1997: 196-
201. 
21 There are, of course, contingent a priori truths, but the present a priori intuition does not seem to fall into this 
category. 
22 We assume without loss of generality that there might have been just two concrete objects. 
23 Just what an intrinsic property is must be left at the intuitive level. 
24 This claim is not as obvious as it first appears.  For a start, objects which are sums of concreta and abstracta 
may come out concrete.  Furthermore, if we accept the null individual, then that is likely to come out abstract 
but it is, by definition, a part of every concrete object.  
25 Of course, there are myths explaining the existence of some gods, such as Zeus, but these explaining myths 
also tend to force an existence in space and time, however prolonged, upon the gods. 


