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Abstract. Quantifier variantism is the deflationary project of showing that ontological 

disputes are verbal because the disputing sides equivocate over their quantificational 

idioms. I argue that quantifier variantism assumes a contentious metaphysical claim 

which bears the entire argumentative load. I conclude that quantifier variance itself, 

if coherent, is metaphysically irrelevant.   

  

1. A challenge to “robust” ontology 

The questions of ontology concern the reality of souls, numbers, properties, moral 

facts, complex material objects, and so on. Answering them is somehow supposed to 

get behind the appearances to what there is “in reality.” But it is unclear whether 

ontology lives up to these pretensions, or founders on its obscurities.  

 Quantifier variantism has emerged as the main challenger to the traditional 

“robust” conception of ontology. This view takes the questions of ontology to be 

quantificational questions but then claims that ontological disputes are verbal 

because the apparently opposing sides equivocate over their quantificational idioms. 

 It is thus widely supposed that whether quantifier variantism is true is of 

great relevance to metaphysics. However, my aim is to argue that it is not. The 

cornerstone of quantifier variantism is quantifier variance: the existence of many 

possible quantifier meanings (§2). The difficulty I raise focuses on the fact that 

these quantifier meanings must be interpreted objectually (§3). As such, they may 

be understood either relativistically as restrictions or expansions on each other‟s 

domains, or absolutely as ranging over “incommensurable” domains. I argue that 

the relativist view does not cohere with the quantifier variantist‟s deflationary 

project (§4). Then, I argue that the absolutist view, if intelligible, relies on a 

contentious metaphysical claim (§5) which bears the entire argumentative load (§6). 

I conclude that quantifier vairance, if coherent, is metaphysically irrelevant (§7). 

While this doesn‟t vindicate robust ontology, it vitiates a notable challenge to it.  
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2. Quantifier variantism 

Are any complex material objects—such as tables, chairs, and (perhaps) persons—

real? Nihilists say „There are none‟. Compositionalists say „There are some‟. This is 

an ontological dispute: a dispute over the existence of complex material objects.  

 A dispute about this dispute is whether it is substantive or shallow.1 I will 

focus on what is now the most prominent case for its shallowness: that of quantifier 

variantism (or just variantism).2 Inspired by Carnap (1956)‟s and Putnam (1981)‟s 

attacks on metaphysics, variantism has been most notably defended by Hirsch.3 

Although my interest is in variantism itself, I will use Hirsch‟s brand as my foil. 

 Variantism gives a distinctive explanation for why ontological disputes are 

shallow. The ontological question “Do complex material objects exist?” is assumed to 

be the quantificational question “Is there at least one complex material objects?”4 It 

is then claimed that the apparently opposing sides of the dispute equivocate: each 

uses distinct quantificational idioms. The dispute is verbal and, hence, shallow. 

Variantism, if true, would explain the apparent intractability of ontological 

disputes: we have found no profound answers because there are none to be found. 

To illustrate, suppose that there are at least two distinct quantifiers, „ n‟ and 

„ c‟. The first represents what the nihilist‟s use of „some‟ or „there are‟ means, viz. 

some-simple. The second represents what the compositionalist‟s use of „some‟ or 

„there are‟ means, viz. some-simple-or-complex. Thus, when nihilists say:  

No Tables. There are no tables. 

they mean (1a), which may be formally represented as (1b): 

                                            
1 For example, Dorr (2005) and Sider (forthcoming) think it is substantive whereas Hirsch (2002) 

does not. See also Bennett (forthcoming), Burgess (2005), Carnap (1956), Chalmers (forthcoming), 

Sosa (1999), and Yablo (1998) for general doubts about the substance of ontology. 

2 Some use the term „ontological pluralism‟ interchangeably with „quantifier variantism‟. I do not, 

since it controversially suggests that ontological questions are quantificational questions. 

3 See Hirsch (2002), Hirsch (2005), Hirsch (2008), and Hirsch (forthcoming). 

4 This assumption is rooted in Quine (1980) but has been challenged by Azzouni (2004), Fine 

(forthcoming), Hofweber (2005), Hofweber (2007), McGinn (2001), Priest (2005), and Wright (2007). 

The relevance of variantism to metaphysics is dubious if orthodoxy is rejected. 
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(1a) It is not the case that some-simple is a table.  

(1b) nx(x is a table) 

On the other hand, when compositionalists say: 

Some Tables. There is at least one table. 

they mean (2a), which may be formally represented as (2b): 

(2a) At least some-simple-or-complex is a table. 

(2b) cx(x is a table) 

Compositionalists and nihilists talk past one another by using different quantifiers.  

  Quantifier variance—the possibility of many quantifier meanings—is thus 

the cornerstone of variantism. We must be clear about what it is. It is not that the 

words „some‟, „all‟, and „none‟ might have had meanings other than they have in 

English. That is obviously true. Nor is it that there are quantifier meanings beside 

some, all, and none. There obviously are, such as many, most, and few.5  

 Instead, quantifier variance is best understood as there being quantifier 

meanings somehow like that of some, all, and none, and yet different. At the very 

least, this requires that: 

Variance.  There is more than one possible quantifier meaning. 

Consistency.  For some possible quantifier meaning , there is some 

distinct possible quantifier meaning * such that, for some F, either 

„ xFx‟ and „ *xFx‟ are both true. 

I will flesh out this characterization in section 3.  

 Variance is supposed to underwrite the verbalness of any ontological dispute 

it infects. There are many notions of a verbal dispute. But to suit the variantists‟ 

deflationary purposes, one must be adopted which, as Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 10) 

                                            
5 See Neale (1990, pp. 40-2) for a brief discussion. 
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puts it, takes a dispute to be verbal if “each side can find it plausible to interpret the 

other side as speaking the truth in the other side‟s language.”  

This may be understood non-factively: as compatible with neither side 

speaking the truth.6 But Hirsch has in mind a factive understanding, according to 

which the interpretation of the other side speaking the truth is plausible only if that 

side does speak the truth. For it is assumed that, on balance, an interpretation 

which takes speakers to utter too many, or too obvious, falsehoods is not 

reasonable.7 In particular, this “principle of charity” entails that both sides of an 

ontological dispute interpret the other so that they predominantly speak the truth.  

We thus arrive at the following necessary condition for the variantist‟s 

distinctive factive notion of a verbal dispute:8  

Verbalism.  A dispute over whether Fs are real is verbal only if (i) one 

side‟s view entails „ xFx‟, (ii) the other side‟s view entails „ *xFx‟, 

and (iii) that „ xFx‟ and „ *xFx‟ are both true. 

I will assume quantifier variantism entails Variance, Consistency, and Verbalism.  

  Two qualifications are needed. The first qualification is that variance needn‟t 

infect all ontological disputes. It may apply piecemeal. For example, Hirsch 

(forthcoming) believes variance infects the disputes over whether complex material 

objects and temporal parts are real, but not the dispute over abstract objects. 

 The second qualification is that variantists needn‟t take an “anything goes” 

attitude toward the ontological disputes which are infected with variance. For 

example, Hirsch (2002, pp. 60-2) argues that since English uses quantifier idioms 

                                            
6 Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 11) gives an example of a verbal dispute in which the “the disputants are 

mistaken about the non-linguistic facts.” 

7 As Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 13) writes, “Central to linguistic interpretation is the presumption that 

the correct interpretation is the one that makes people‟s use of language as reasonable as possible.” 

A consequence Hirsch (2008, p. 13) draws from this is that, “In interpreting a language there is 

therefore an overwhelming, if in principle defeasible, presumption that typical speakers make 

perceptual assertions that are reasonably accurate, and that they do not assert relatively simple 

sentences that are a priori false.” 
8 It is immaterial whether it is also a sufficient condition. 
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“friendly” to complex material objects, principles of charity demand the falsity of 

views (expressed in English) which entail their unreality.9 

Even so qualified, variantism threatens the substance of many ontological 

disputes. Thus, Sider (forthcoming, p. 15) is not alone in believing that “The central 

question of meta-ontology is that of whether there are many equally good quantifier 

meanings, or whether there is a single best quantifier meaning.” 

 

3. Quantification 

Quantifiers may be interpreted objectually or non-objectually. I will argue that 

variantism is a non-starter unless quantifiers are interpreted objectually.  

An objectual interpretation associates quantifiers with a domain: the things 

about which the quantified claim is made.10 Thus, a quantified sentence is true just 

in case the appropriate quantity of things from the domain is as described; e.g. 

„ xFx‟ is true (in language L) just in case at least one object from the domain 

(associated with „ ‟ in L) is F. 

A non-objectual interpretation does not associate quantifiers with a domain. 

So, the most basic understanding of the truth-conditions of quantified claims won‟t 

appeal to a domain. There are a variety of possible understandings like this.  

One example is the substitutional interpretation.11 According to it, a 

quantified sentence is true just in case the appropriate quantity of its substitution 

instances is true; e.g. „ xFx‟ is true (in language L) just in case at least one name „a‟ 

(of L) is such that the sentence „Fa‟ is true (in L).  

                                            
9 See Hirsch (2005), Hirsch (2008), and Hirsch (forthcoming) for other similar arguments for how 

appeal to what is actually meant may trivially settle ontological disputes. 

10 Standard semantics identifies the domain with the set of things over which the quantifier ranges. 

This is optional: we may take the domain to be just the things, and not the set of them, ranged over. 

The same holds for notions understood in terms of domains, such as the interpretation of a term. 

11 Marcus (1972) discusses how this interpretation applies to ontology. See van Inwagen (2001b) for 

doubts about whether substitutional quantification genuinely differs from objectual quantification. 
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Another example is Wright (2007)‟s recent neutralist interpretation. 

According to it, a quantified sentence is true just in case the appropriate quantity of 

propositions of a particular form are true; e.g. „ xFx‟ is true (in language L) just in 

case at least one proposition of the form „F…‟ is true.  

The question arises as to whether variantism must interpret quantification 

in this or that way. Since the variantist‟s aim is to deflate ontology, they require an 

interpretation of quantification which makes clear its relevance to ontology.  

The objectual interpretation does this. Quantifiers have domains. Crucially, 

it is assumed that domains consist only of real objects. Thus, the truth-conditions of 

existentially quantified sentences are given in terms of what‟s real.  

In contrast, non-objectual interpretations cannot explain the relevance of 

quantification to ontology.12 For quantifiers, thus interpreted, do not have domains. 

Instead, the truth-conditions of existentially quantified sentences are given in 

quantifier-free terms. The truth of these sentences can require no more to be real 

than what is required by the truth of the quantifier-free sentences or propositions 

which determine their truth-conditions.   

Variantism is thus a non-starter unless quantification is interpreted 

objectually. I will therefore assume that it is.  

What‟s more, interpreting quantification objectually also provides a natural 

explanation of the variantist‟s distinctive claim that there are many possible 

quantifier meanings somehow like that of some, all, and none, and yet different.  

Different possible quantifier meanings are at least inferentially alike. They 

each obey standard introduction and elimination rules. If they didn‟t, it would be 

obscure on what basis they are both quantifier meanings.13  

                                            
12 Indeed, a significant reason philosophers have defended non-objectual interpretations is precisely 

to avoid taking quantification to be ontologically relevant; e.g. Marcus (1972) and Wright (2007). 

13 As Hirsch (2008, p. 374) writes, the issue is “whether the [quantifier] expression can have different 

meanings in different languages while still retaining the general formal role of a quantifier 

expression, that is, roughly put, the formal role described in quantificational logic.” 
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Different possible quantifier meanings have different domains. The nihilist‟s 

use of „some‟ ranges over a domain of simples, whereas the compositionalist‟s use of 

„some‟ ranges over simples and complexes. If different possible quantifier meanings 

didn‟t differ in domain, it would be obscure how they differed at all.  

Now, variantists are keen to adopt a “top-down” semantic picture. Hirsch 

(forthcoming, p. 25) writes:  

The insight is that “only within the context of a sentence does a word have meaning.”    

What must be given up is a picture of language in which the characters at the level of 

sentences are generated by some underlying referential mechanisms at the level of 

words.   This “bottom-up” picture is misguided because the references of words 

depend upon the characters of sentences.  

As Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 25) puts it, quantifiers in different languages “may 

contribute differently to the characters of sentences.”14 The differences in quantifier 

meanings are understood in terms of the differences in these contributions.15  

This might seem to be in tension with understanding differences in quantifier 

meanings as requiring differences in domain. For the top-down picture rules out 

explaining differences in the characters of quantificational sentences in terms of 

differences in their ingredient quantifiers and their associated domains.  

But the tension is apparent. Even if quantifier meanings‟ are fixed from the 

top-down, there is no reason one cannot then go on to associate with each quantifier 

meaning a domain consisting of all the things there are, as it were, by that 

quantifier’s lights.16 In this way, even variantists who have adopted a top-down 

picture can do as I‟ve argued they must: understand different quantifier meanings 

as requiring differences in domains, even if they are not explained in terms of them. 

 

                                            
14 Characters are functions from sentences, relative to a context of utterance, to propositions. 

15 Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 26) writes that “the essence of language is the distribution of a set of 

characters over a set of syntactically structured sentences.” There are familiar difficulties with this 

approach. Eklund (forthcoming, pp. 389-91) and Hawthorne (forthcoming) apply them to variantism. 

16 This is presumably what Sider (2007, p. 211)‟s notion of depiction is intended to capture. 
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4. What quantifier variance cannot be 

Variantism requires an objectual interpretation of quantification, if it is to have any 

hope of deflating ontological disputes. This constrains how we may understand 

variance. In this section, I will argue that some tempting proposals for how to do so 

do not cohere with variantism‟s deflationary aims. 

 To begin, it is hard to resist identifying distinct possible quantifier meanings 

with distinct quantifier relativizations. It is a commonplace that we may make 

general claims relative to merely some things (e.g. of a sort) while ignoring the rest. 

Thus, when we say „There‟s no beer‟, we don‟t mean that nothing whatsoever is beer, 

but rather that nothing (in the fridge) is beer. We make a general claim relative to 

things in the fridge. On this “relativist” view, possible quantifier meanings are 

distinguished by the differences in to what in the domain they are relativized.  

 The standard understanding of quantifier relativization is “restrictionist”. We 

understand the relativization “from above” by way of a restriction upon the absolute 

domain, i.e. the domain of absolutely everything. Thus, what we assert when we say 

„There‟s no beer‟ is equivalent to absolutely everything being such that if it is beer 

then it is not in the fridge.17  

 On the restrictionist view, there must be an expanded domain common to the 

disputants‟ claims which gets restricted. If so, the nihilist‟s quantifiers are 

restricted just to simple material objects. But this is effectively a kind of “selective 

inattention”.18 As such, it is no less compatible with the existence of complex 

material objects than is asserting „There‟s no beer‟ with the existence of beer. Thus, 

restrictionism does not cohere with the variantist‟s project of deflating ontology.  

Instead, we may take an approach “from below” according to which 

relativizations result from expanding a smaller domain, where this expansion is, in 

                                            
17 See Neale (1990, pp. 38-44) for a brief but useful overview of quantifier domain restriction. 

18 C.f. Hale (2007, p. 377), Hirsch (2002, pp. 64-6), Sider (2007, pp. 209-10), and Williamson (2003, 

pp. 415-6).  
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Sider (2007, p. 213)‟s words, “not the mere removal of restrictions”. Instead, we get 

an expanded domain by simply adding a new object to it.19 As Fine (2006, p. 37) 

puts it, “there is no more fundamental understanding of what the new domain 

should be except as the domain that might be reached from the given domain by 

adding an object”.20 Thus, on this “expansionist” understanding, what we assert 

when we say „There‟s no beer‟ is that it is not the case that something-in-the-fridge 

is beer, while somehow allowing that something, in some expanded sense, is beer.21  

If we understand the difference in meaning between n and c in terms of an 

expansion of this kind, then the compositionalist‟s domain is an expansion of the 

nihilist‟s domain. Once the expansion has been made, it is true that: 

(3) cy nx(y≠x) 

But because c ranges over things outside the nihilist‟s domain, there is a question 

of whether nihilists can understand (3).22  

 If nihilists cannot understand (3), then they cannot understand 

compositionalism. So, they cannot plausibly interpret compositionalists as speaking 

the truth with respect to the compositionalist‟s preferred way of talking. 

 But if nihilists can understand (3), then they must deny it. For nihilism 

entails that nothing (i.e. n) in the compositionalist‟s domain is outside the nihilist‟s 

                                            
19 C.f. Sider (2007, p. 213)‟s notion of expansion, which requires that the smaller domain be a proper 

subset of the expanded domain. This notion of expansion just seems equivalent to the removal of a 

restriction. But Sider (2007, p. 210)‟s aim is to give an “algebraic” approach to quantifier variantism 

which illustrates what it is supposed to do without characterizing its nature. We therefore should 

hesitate construing Sider‟s notion of expansion as characterizing the variantist‟s.  

20 See Fine (2006) for a development of a view of this kind, though for a very different purpose. One 

motivation for such a view stems from doubts about the coherence of quantifying over absolutely 

everything. Maudlin (2004, pp. 59-64) discusses a motivation independent of such doubts. See the 

papers in Rayo & Uzquiano (2006) for more on this.  

21 Perhaps this is Hirsch (2005, p. 76)‟s view when he claims that “It seems perfectly intelligible to 

suppose that there can also be semantically restricted quantifiers, that is, quantifiers that, because of 

the semantic rules implicit in a language, are restricted in their range in certain specific ways.” 

Hirsch distinguishes this from restrictionism, which he calls “contextually restricted quantification." 

22 C.f. Hirsch (forthcoming, pp. 20-22) for a response to the objection that the nihilist cannot make 

sense of what compositionalists say. As far as I can tell, Hirsch gives no specific instructions on how 

the nihilist might plausibly interpret the compositionalist‟s assertion of (3) as true. 
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domain.23 Since nihilists believe (3) is false and (plausibly) understand that Some 

Tables entails (3), they must take compositionalists‟ assertions of Some Tables to be 

false.24 So, they cannot plausibly interpret compositionalists as speaking the truth 

with respect to the compositionalist‟s preferred way of talking.  

 Thus, expansionism cannot show that the dispute between nihilists and 

compositionalists is verbal in the variantist‟s sense. So, expansionism does not 

cohere with the variantist‟s project of deflating ontology. 

  Quantifier relativization permits saying something general relative to a non-

absolute domain. But this presupposes a more inclusive domain (resulting either 

from lifting a restriction or by a non-restrictionist expansion).  It is this general 

need for a more inclusive domain which gives rise to the previous difficulties. This is 

why variantism is incoherent if variance is understood in terms of quantifier 

relativization, whether by restriction or expansion. 

 

5. What quantifier variance must be 

Variance requires that each possible quantifier purports to range over its own 

respective domain.25 But it was a mistake to understand this in relativistic terms.  

 The most straightforward alternative is to take each quantifier to range over 

its own bona fide absolute domains. This entails that: 

Multiplicity. There are multiple absolute domains.26 

                                            
23 See Hale (2007, p. 378) and Sider (forthcoming, p. 11) for related points. 

24 Of course, one might understand a sentence even if one does not know or understand all of its 

entailments. But not always. For example, it is highly doubtful that one has understood the English 

sentence „Snow is white‟ if one fails to recognize that it entails that something is white. Similarly, it 

is highly doubtful that one has understood Some Tables if one fails to recognize that it entails (3). 

25 See especially Hirsch (2002, p. 65) and Hirsch (forthcoming, p. 20), but also Sider (2007, p. 211) 

and Hale (2007, p. 377), for acknowledgements of this point. 

26 Sider (forthcoming)‟s version of “ontological realism” takes there to be a uniquely and supremely 

natural quantificational structure to reality. This seems to entail the negation of Multiplicity. 
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On this “absolutist” view, distinct quantifier meanings are distinguished precisely 

in purporting to range over distinct absolute domains. These distinct absolute 

domains are not understood to be restrictions or expansions of any others. They 

each are bona fide and absolute domains of real objects. 

Ordinarily, we may intelligibly ask whether, for any two domains, some 

object is common to both. But if absolutists may regard this question as intelligible, 

then there is nothing to prevent them from once again viewing these different 

domains relativistically as restrictions or expansions of each other.  

 Absolutists must therefore deny that it may be intelligibly asked whether, for 

any two absolute domains, some object is common to both. Multiple absolute 

domains must be “incommensurable”. This incommensurability might already be 

implicit in variantism. For given a difference in meaning between two quantifiers, 

there is no obvious reason to suspect that one can intelligibly ask whether some 

object which exists in the one sense also exists in the other. 

 So, Multiplicity claims that there are multiple absolute domains, where each 

domain consists in just what is real in a way incommensurable with all others. This 

is to reject the idea that reality is univocal, or “of a piece”.27 Instead, there are 

distinct but complete domains, or “realities”, even though none are to be understood 

as restrictions or expansions of any of the rest. There is no basis in reality upon 

which a particular metaphysical view might be defended to the exclusion of the 

other because there is no univocal notion of reality in the first place.28,29 

                                            
27 I borrow the quoted terminology from Fine (2005), who uses it to describe a distinct but similar 

view in which reality consists of “fragments” each of a distinct “now”. 

28 If the dispute over Multiplicity itself is not subject to variance, then there will be a domain which 

contains each of the many distinct absolute domains. This invites the problems which faced the 

relativist. So, variantists ought to suppose that the dispute over Multiplicity is itself subject to 

variance. This is odd and may be the basis of an objection. But I won‟t pursue it here. 

29 Variantist-like views have been taken to have consequences similar to Multiplicity. These are 

sometimes characterized as “antirealist”. It is immaterial whether it deserves this label (although 

Hirsch (2002) and Hirsch (2008) claims that it does not). Moreover, Multiplicity does not entail that 

reality is an “amorphous lump”; c.f. Eklund (2008). This metaphor seems to entail that there are no 

absolute domains whatsoever, contra Multiplicity. And it seems to imply a sort of idealism which 

Multiplicity does not require; c.f. Hirsch (2008, p. 374). 
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 Variantism, understood in this way, characterizes the dispute between 

nihilists and compositionalists as follows. Nihilists assert in uttering No Tables that 

absolutely nothingn is a table. Compositionalists assert in uttering Some Tables that 

it is not the case that absolutely nothingc is a table. No Tables is true only if no 

tables are among the nihilist‟s absolute domain, whereas Some Tables is true only if 

some tables are among the compositionalist‟s absolute domain. Not only are these 

two absolute domains distinct, they are incommensurable. So, there can be no 

conflict between the truth of No Tables with respect to the nihilist‟s absolute 

domain and the truth of Some Tables with respect to the compositionalist‟s absolute 

domain. This explains how No Tables and Some Tables are consistent, and why the 

dispute between compositionalists and nihilists is verbal. 

  

6. Why quantifier variance is irrelevant 

Since variantism requires absolutism, the debate over variantism might be decided 

on the merits of absolutism. I, for one, suspect Multiplicity is unintelligible. At the 

least, it is a controversial metaphysical claim. But quite apart from Multiplicity‟s 

plausibility, I will argue that it is solely responsible for the apparent metaphysical 

significance of variance. That‟s why variance is irrelevant to metaphysics.  

 Variance cannot offer sufficient support for the verbalness of an ontological 

dispute it infects unless Multiplicity is assumed. For suppose that when the nihilist 

and compositionalist assert No Tables and Some Tables, respectively, each means 

something about a distinct absolute domain. Still, it is widely supposed that 

Multiplicity is false and that there is a unique absolute domain. If so, then an 

excellent reason to reject at least one of No Tables or Some Tables is that the 

domain meant is not the unique absolute domain. But then, of course, a dispute 

between No Tables and Some Tables seems anything but verbal, since one side 

simply is wrong about what there is. What must be added to variance to get a verbal 

dispute is, of course, Multiplicity. Variantism therefore requires Multiplicity.  
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But it then turns out that variance isn‟t even necessary for a verbal dispute.30 

For, on the basis of Multiplicity alone, it can be argued that the dispute between 

nihilists and compositionalists is verbal. Suppose nihilists and compositionalists 

both speak the same language. Suppose, further, that this language has a unique 

quantifier meaning such that the truth-conditions of sentences in which it occurs 

are given relative to a choice of domain. This quantifier behaves as if it had an 

indexical parameter the value of which is one of the many absolute domains. Thus, 

nihilists may plausibly interpret Some Tables as true, if evaluated with respect to 

the compositionalist‟s absolute domain, whereas compositionalists may plausibly 

interpret No Tables as true, if evaluated with respect to the nihilist‟s absolute 

domain. Both, by the variantist‟s own criterion of verbal dispute, are engaged in a 

verbal dispute. But no appeal to variance was required. 

By itself, variance is neither necessary nor sufficient for supporting the 

verbalness of any ontological dispute.31 What‟s more, it is unclear on what basis 

variance, if it infects a language at all, can be isolated only to quantifiers.  

Consider how it might be argued that it does. Imagine a possible world with 

only two simple material objects. Nihilists will say there are only two things in this 

world, whereas compositionalists will say there are three. Thus, with respect to this 

world, nihilists and compositionalists would dispute the truth of: 

(4a) There are at least three things.  

The natural representation of the logical form of (4a) is: 

(4b) x y z(x≠y  y≠z  x≠z)  

Now, (4b) contains only the existential quantifier and the variables it binds, the 

identity predicate, the negation operator, and the conjunction operator. If nihilists 

                                            
30 Sider (forthcoming)‟s objection to quantifier variantism depends upon two claims: that (i) “logical 

reality” has “joints” and (ii) one possible quantifier meaning is best because it “carves” those “joints”. 

If I understand Sider‟s metaphor, (i) entails the denial of Multiplicity and (ii) entails (i). If so, (ii) is 

unnecessary in refuting quantifier variantism. Eklund (2006, p. 324) also makes a similar point. 

31 Eklund (forthcoming) argues for a similar conclusion, though I cannot compare our views here. 
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and compositionalists are engaged in a verbal dispute over (4b), then this must be 

attributable to some variance in meaning in either the quantifiers, the predicates, 

or the logical operators. It is widely assumed that identity, negation, and 

conjunction are variance-free. And so there must be quantifier variance.32 

But it is obscure on what basis this latter assumption is made. Take 

conjunction and negation first. Like quantifiers, they are logical connectives. Unlike 

quantifiers, they are truth-functional and cannot bind variables. However, it is 

unclear why these differences alone would somehow inoculate them from variance. 

Just as Kripke (1982)‟s „quus‟ is a deviant variant on „plus‟, it seems there could also 

be deviant variants on conjunction and negation. 

Consider the identity predicate. Because nihilists‟ and compositionalists‟ 

claims are relativized to distinct absolute domains, their interpretations of all 

terms, including the identity predicate, will differ precisely in being mappings to 

distinct domains. Variance therefore infects every term used in expressing the 

nihilist‟s and compositionalist‟s dispute—including the identity predicate.33 

There seems to be some awareness of quantifier variance‟s “extensibility” in 

the literature.34 But its significance has been underappreciated.  

One reason extensibility is important is that even if quantifier variance is 

intelligible, it might be doubted whether variance in other terms is. For example, 

one might hold that the identity predicate couldn‟t be infected by variance. One who 

holds that should reject variantism, since variantism entails extensibility, and 

extensibility entails that the identity predicate is infected by variance.  

Another reason extensibility is important is that it emphasizes the 

unimportance of quantifier variance. Even those philosophers who notice 

extensibility tend to assume that somehow quantifier variance is especially 

                                            
32 This argument is a close paraphrase of an argument found in Sider (forthcoming, pp. 7-8). 

33 This argument is similar to one found in Sider (2007, p. 217). 

34 See Dorr (2005), Hirsch (2002, pp. 55-7), Hirsch (2005, p. 79) and Sider (2007, pp. 217-8).   
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important because it is more fundamental than variance in other terms.35 But it is 

not at all clear what could justify this assumption. Granted, one might argue from 

quantifier variance to variance in all other terms.36 But one might just as easily 

argue from variance in some other term to quantifier variance.  

To illustrate, consider whether the identity predicate is subject to variance. 

Thus, perhaps whereas compositionalists think that complex material objects have 

identities (i.e. that there are things which they are), nihilists do not. This might be 

explained by nihilists and compositionalists appealing to different meanings of the 

identity predicate. Both of these meanings are taken to express strict and 

unrelativized identities, not merely exact qualitative similarities or sortal identities.  

However, identity variance suffices for quantifier variance. To see this, notice 

that there couldn‟t be an F unless something is (i.e. is identical to) an F. Thus:  

 (5) There is an F only if there is something identical to that F.  

If (5)‟s consequent is subject to identity variance, then it might be true for some 

meanings of the identity predicate and false for others. But suppose (5)‟s antecedent 

is not subject to quantifier variance. Then the truth-conditions of (5)‟s consequent 

might vary independently of those of its antecedent. In particular, there might be a 

possible meaning of the identity predicate on which (5)‟s consequent is false but its 

antecedent is true. This is impossible since (5) is true. So, the antecedent must also 

be subject to quantifier variance. Identity variance entails quantifier variance.  

If quantifier variance infects an ontological dispute, then variance extends to 

the interpretation of all the terms in each side‟s language. There is thus a sense in 

which nihilists and compositionalists are each in the grip of distinct but 

incommensurable “conceptual schemes” or “linguistic frameworks”. As such, they 

cannot help but to talk past one another, as the variantist would claim. Accordingly, 

                                            
35 For example, concerning two languages which differ in their quantificational idioms, Hirsch 

(forthcoming, p. 26) writes: “All of the other differences between the languages on that [i.e. the 

difference in quantificational idioms] one.” 

36 See, for example, Sider (2007, pp. 217-8). 
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it is obscure on what basis quantifier variance, as opposed to variance in every other 

term, distinctively supports this. A far more radical equivocation, therefore, must 

occur between nihilists and compositionalists, if quantifier variance infects their 

dispute at all. The focus on quantifier variance is unmotivated.  

 

7. Conclusion 

I conclude that the recent interest in quantifier variance is something of a red 

herring. Refuting variantism will not suffice to establish that ontological disputes 

are non-verbal, let alone substantive. Conversely, quantifier variance is inessential 

for establishing the verbalness of such disputes. Of course, this does not vindicate 

robust ontology; it might be deflated on other grounds. But quantifier variance is 

neither here nor there. Indeed, the apparent relevance of quantifier variance to 

metaphysics piggybacks upon a substantive and controversial metaphysical claim—

one which, if intelligible, is likely false. We do better to focus on that metaphysical 

claim itself. There is no essential role for quantifier variance to play in resolving 

ontological disputes, or determining either whether ontology is as substantive as it 

seems or as empty as its critics have supposed.37 
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