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This dissertation consists of three papers on a handful of related metaphysical and 

metametaphysical topics. The first examines the connection between analyticity and 

ontology. Some hold that we can trivially resolve longstanding ontological debates by 

appealing to “ampliative” analytic truths (e.g. ‘if Socrates is wise, then wisdom is 

characteristic of Socrates’). I argue that once we clarify the theoretical role that 

analyticity needs to play for this view, it turns out that analyticity is ill-suited to play it; 

rather, what is motivating these theorists is a distinctive sort of equivalence claim – 

for instance, that ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘wisdom is characteristic of Socrates’ merely 

provide different means of describing the same fact. I go on to argue that 

equivalencies of this sort are independent of controversial claims about analyticity, 

and threaten to hold important consequences for ontological inquiry. 

 The second paper explores the metaphysical underpinnings of this type of 

equivalence claim. Part of the project is to clarify the content and consequences of 

such claims, and part is to canvass some motivations for accepting them; but the main 

goal is to explore two importantly ways of understanding their metametaphysical 



 
 

 
 

import. Briefly, one such view allows that ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘Socrates instantiates 

wisdom’ can describe the same fact, but goes on to suggest that one of these 

sentences does a better job of carving that fact at its metaphysical joints. Another 

denies that such distinctions in joint-carvingness can be drawn (these sentences 

merely provide different means of “carving up” that fact). Although both views face 

serious challenges, I ultimately recommend the latter.  

 The third paper develops a positive account of this equivalence relation. In 

contrast to one prominent view found in the literature, according to which this 

relation is cashed out in terms of a coarse-grained relation of necessary or truth-

conditional equivalence, I recommend a fine-grained alternative, motivated by way of 

some traditional assumptions about the connection between facts and truthbearers. I 

go on to discuss several metaphysical and metametaphysical consequences of this 

position.
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Chapter 1 

Analytic Deflationism 

1.1 Introduction 

What is the connection between analyticity and ontology? Some claim that analyticity 

will allow us to resolve, and resolve trivially, longstanding ontological disputes.1 These 

theorists – analytic deflationists, let’s call them – point to putative analytic sentences such 

as 

If Socrates is wise, then Socrates instantiates wisdom.2 

If there are things arranged-tablewise, then there is a table.3 

The number of Fs = the number of Gs if and only if the Fs are 

equinumerous with the Gs.4 

and suggest that, since Socrates is clearly wise, it is obvious that there is something 

that he instantiates. But if so, then there is a property, and a supposedly difficult 

ontological question has been easily answered. Others find such claims incredible; at 

                                                           
1 See especially Carnap (1950); Schiffer (1994, 1996, 2003); Wright (1983, 1997); Hale (1997, 2010); Hale and Wright 
(2001, 2009); and Thomasson (2001, 2007, 2008, 2009a, 2009b, Forthcoming a, Forthcoming b). This type of view goes 
under different headings in the literature. Thomasson uses the term 'easy ontology', Manley (2009) uses 'mild 
deflationism', and Chalmers (2009) uses 'lightweight realism' (there are slight differences in how these authors use these 
terms).  
2 Schiffer (1996), p. 149. 
3 Thomasson (2007), chapter 1 and p. 44. 
4 See Frege (1884), §§60-8 and the references to Hale and Wright’s work above. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

2 
 

most it can be analytic that if there are properties, then if Socrates is wise, he instantiates 

wisdom.5 Yet this conditional claim is insufficient to resolve the dispute.  

A weakness of this debate is that it is often unclear what 'analytic' is taken to 

mean, as well as how, exactly, the claim that such sentences are analytic is supposed to 

settle ontological questions. This is significant, given that on some prominent uses of 

'analytic' the sentences above will not qualify as such, while on other uses of the term 

their analytic status is of limited interest. Moreover, it is often suggested that the 

analyticity of such sentences would support a version of ontological deflationism, but 

ontological deflationism is a loosely defined position, associated with a wide variety of 

theses, and it is often difficult to tell which of these theses analyticity is taken to 

support, as well as what ‘analytic’ is to mean so as to support it.6 

In what follows I attempt to sort out these complications. Much of the 

discussion is critical, aimed at ruling out unhelpful ways of understanding the 

relationship between analyticity and ontology. But the main theme is constructive. I 

argue that, at bottom, the analytic deflationist is – or, at any rate, should be – 

appealing to a certain type of metaphysical view; that this view is, in principle, 

independent of controversial claims about analyticity; and that while incapable of 

justifying some of the more radical deflationary claims espoused by these authors, this 

                                                           
5 This type of objection is common. The worry, crudely put, is that such sentences are ontologically "ampliative" in a 
sense that precludes them from qualifying as analytic. See Field (1989), p. 5; van Inwagen (1990), p. 7; Bennett (2009), p. 
56; Chalmers (2009), p. 79; Sider (2007), p. 3; Cameron (2008), p. 3.  
6 See the citations from Thomasson above, as well as Eklund (2006a, 2006b, 2009); Sider (2009, 2011); Manley (2009); 
Chalmers (2009); Schaffer (2009a); Turner (Forthcoming). 
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view can nonetheless support a distinctive metametaphysical position with important 

consequences for ontological inquiry. 

1.2  Easiness  

Let me begin with a caveat: There is, at best, only a family resemblance between 

analytic deflationists; they focus on different ontological disputes and have somewhat 

different metaontological commitments.7 For the sake of simplicity I will ignore many 

of these idiosyncrasies and instead focus on common themes. One such theme is a 

commitment to a liberal ontology. Another is the central role that analyticity, or 

something very much like analyticity, plays within their views. And a third is a general 

deflationary attitude toward ontological questions or disputes. 

 But what is meant by talk of ‘deflationary’ attitudes? That is a difficult question, 

and one that I will largely table for the moment. Instead I will focus on a particular 

deflationary claim prominently associated with views of this sort. The claim is 

epistemological: Analytic deflationists seek to establish not only that controversial 

entities exist, but that they can be easily or trivially shown to exist, and shown to exist 

not in the manner of the workaday ontologist, but rather on the basis of linguistic or 

                                                           
7 To give some examples of these differences: Hale and Wright (2000) focus on the case of abstract objects, largely with 
the aim of defending a form of logicism; Schiffer (2003) discusses fictional characters, events, and properties, although 
his main interest is the status of propositions; and Thomasson (2007) is primarily concerned with the existence of 
ordinary objects. Moreover, Thomasson devotes much of her attention to arguing that existence claims, as construed by 
mainstream metaphysicians, are simply unanswerable (see especially her 2009b), whereas Schiffer contends that entities 
such as properties and events have a distinctive “thin” nature (see especially his 1996). Again, I will be downplaying 
these differences so as to focus on the role of analyticity within these views.  
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conceptual reflection, broadly construed. Consider, for example, the following passage 

from Schiffer (2003): 

For how…are we able to have knowledge about properties, mind- and 

language-independent abstract entities that are wholly incapable of causally 

interacting with us?...What it would take, and all that it would take, would be for 

[us] to engage in a certain manner of speaking, a certain language game…How 

can merely engaging in a linguistic, or conceptual, practice give one knowledge 

of things that exist independently of that practice? Because to engage in the practice 

is to have the concept of a property, and to have the concept of a property is to know a priori 

the conceptual truths that devolve from that concept, such as the conceptual truth that every dog 

has the property of being a dog.8 

Compare this to a more common view according to which the existence of properties 

is akin to a tentative scientific hypothesis, to be settled on the basis of a wide-ranging 

inference to the best explanation – all that it takes, according to Schiffer, is for us to 

adopt a certain linguistic or conceptual practice.9 In a similar spirit, Thomasson claims 

that   

[T]hose who have mastered the ordinary concept of <table>, as well as the 

philosophical concept of <particles arranged tablewise> are entitled to make 

                                                           
8 Schiffer (2003), p. 62, emphasis added. Here and throughout I assimilate talk of “conceptual truth” to talk of 
analyticity.  
9 Swoyer (1999) is a paradigm of this approach. I discuss this topic further in §1.3. 
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the inference from the undisputed truth “there are particles arranged tablewise” 

to the ontological claim that there are tables.10   

The thought is that we are justified in believing in tables by virtue of our linguistic or 

conceptual abilities, perhaps along with knowledge of uncontroversial empirical 

truths. On the basis of such claims, Thomasson goes on to suggest that “ontological 

debates...turn out to be answerable so trivially that the ‘serious’ debates about these 

issues that have so exercised metaphysicians in recent decades seem misguided and 

pointless.”11 Notice how strong this is. The thought is not only that linguistic 

considerations provide some reason to favor a particular ontology, but that such 

considerations allow us to settle the relevant dispute.12 

 To begin I will argue that, on the most straightforward interpretation of talk of 

the ‘easiness’ of ontological disputes, such claims are overblown; the analytic 

                                                           
10 Thomasson (Forthcoming a), p. 5. Thomasson is moving between talk of concepts and talk of sentences here. This 
may be problematic, as mastery of the concept <table> need not imply competence with the sentence ‘there are particles 
arranged tablewise’ (one can master this concept without speaking English), and so does not entail that one is entitled to 
make the inference she highlights. 
11 Thomasson (Forthcoming a), p. 15. Here is another relevant passage, from Thomasson (2009a): 

But while [this approach to ontology] yields answers to existence questions, it also deflates those questions so 
that there is nothing particularly deep or philosophical about them: they are to be answered simply by a 
combination of conceptual and empirical enquiry (p. 9). 

Similar passages can be found in Carnap (1950); see especially pp. 14-15.  
12 As I will be criticizing this type of claim, it is worth noting that analytic deflationism has typically been understood in 
this way in the literature. For example, here is Manley (2009): 

[Analytic deflationists] admit that there is a genuine [ontological] dispute at issue, but believe that it can be 
resolved in a relatively trivial fashion by reflecting on conceptual or semantic facts. Thus, nothing of substance 
is left for the metaphysician to investigate, and it is in this sense that the view is metaphysically deflationist (p. 
4). 

And Sider (2011): 

Ontology is “easy”, according to [this view], because it is easy to know what is analytic – we simply need to 

reflect on how we use language. Given easy-to-know analytic truths, and given further information that’s easy 

to know…it’s easy to answer (in the affirmative) many ontological questions (p. 189).  
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deflationist cannot help but become entangled in traditional first-order disputes. Like 

any defender of a liberal ontology, the deflationist needs to provide responses to 

standard arguments against the objects she postulates. The interesting question, I will 

go on to suggest, is how analyticity might be of use in responding to those arguments.  

It will be useful to focus on a specific case. To that end, suppose I were to 

argue as follows:  

 (A1):  If Socrates is wise, then Socrates instantiates wisdom. 

 (A2):  Socrates is wise.  

 (A3):  So, Socrates instantiates wisdom. 

 (A4):  So, there is a property.13  

Most would be unimpressed. A nominalist – one who denies the existence of abstract 

objects such as properties – would reject (A1). A traditional platonist might accept the 

soundness of the argument, but deny it any dialectical significance (the truth of (A1), 

on her view, being established only by high-level theoretical considerations). But 

suppose I were to persist: Not only is this argument sound, but dialectically 

significant; we are trivially justified in accepting (A4), I claim, simply because Socrates 

is obviously wise and (A1) is analytic.  

This may sound like a striking and controversial claim, but what exactly does it 

mean? After all, ‘analytic’ is a philosophical term of art, used in different ways 

                                                           
13 This argument is open to several objections. For example, one might question the inference from (A3) to (A4), or 
challenge the suggestion that the truth of (A4) settles the ontological question about properties (perhaps, for example, 
there is a gap between being and existence). I set aside such complications here.  
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throughout the literature.14 If it is to be of use here, it will need to provide an 

epistemic upshot, explaining why we are indeed justified in accepting this sentence.15 

Here it is natural to view the deflationist as appealing to an epistemic conception of 

analyticity, according to which one who is competent with an analytic sentence is 

thereby justified in accepting it.16 With this notion of analyticity in hand, one might 

offer the following sub-argument for (A1): 

(A1a):    (A1) is analytic. 

(A1b):    If (A1) is analytic, then competent speakers are justified in 

accepting it.  

(A1c):    So, competent speakers are justified in accepting (A1). 

Given that we are in fact competent with (A1), (A1a)-(A1c) entail that we are justified 

in accepting it; and because we know that Socrates is indeed wise, we can use the 

argument from (A1)-(A4) to justifiably infer that there are properties. End of debate. 

It is, of course, controversial whether we are justified in believing that any 

sentences are true given only our linguistic competence, and even those who accept 

that some sentences have such a property may hold that, for principled reasons, (A1) 

                                                           
14 Compare the (quite different) uses in Ayer (1952); Quine (1951a); Pollock (1965); Kripke (1972); Tappenden (1993); 
Boghossian (1996); Hale and Wright (2000); Thomasson (2007); Russell (2008); and Stalnaker (2011).  
15 Two points: (i) I say that one accepts a sentence iff one believes the proposition semantically expressed by that 
sentence. (ii) I use a broad notion of propositional justification, according to which, for any proposition P, one is 
justified in believing P iff it would be epistemically permissible for one to believe P; for more on this notion of 
justification, see Pollock and Cruz (1999); Pryor (2005).   
16 Those who have recently sought to defend so-called epistemic conceptions of analyticity defend claims of this sort. 
See especially Tappenden (1993); Boghossian (1996, 2003); Hale and Wright (2000). 
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cannot be among them.17 But let us aside these rather deep and complicated 

objections. I wish to press a more basic complaint. Let’s grant, for the moment at 

least, that (A1) is analytic in this epistemic sense. Still, important questions remain 

concerning the nature of the justification conferred by (A1)’s analytic status. In 

particular, we should ask: Is this competence-based justification defeasible? 

Suppose that it is. Insofar as the existence of properties can be derived from 

the premises (A1) and (A2), then (assuming that Socrates’ wisdom is not in question) 

an argument for nominalism is thereby an argument against (A1). But then why could 

these arguments not defeat our competence-based justification to the contrary?18 If no 

answer is forthcoming, then there will be no sense in which appealing to analyticity 

allows us to circumvent traditional ontological debates; at best the deflationist will have 

provided one reason to favor her preferred ontological theory, which is in principle 

open to defeat by clever philosophical argument. Analytic deflationists seem to have 

their sights set on a more ambitious conclusion than this.19 

                                                           
17 For critical discussion of this conception of analyticity, see Quine (1936, 1951a, 1951b, 1960); Harman (1967, 1996); 
Horwich (1990, 1997); Margolis & Laurence (2001); Glüer (2003); Schechter and Enoch (2006); Fodor and Lepore 
(2006); Williamson (2003, 2007); Eklund (2007). I would also note that on one prominent account of epistemic 
analyticity, given in Boghossian (2003), sentences such as (A1) will not qualify as such (his account would only permit 
the analyticity of the conditionalized sentence ‘if there are properties, then if Socrates is wise, then Socrates instantiates 
wisdom’ (pp. 13-14), and this is insufficient for the deflationist’s purposes.) 
18 Eklund (2006a), note 12; Sidelle (2008) make similar observations. 
19 One could claim that although the competence-based justification provided by analyticity is defeasible, it can't be 
defeated by philosophical considerations. This would involve arguing either that philosophical arguments are not of the right 
kind to provide defeaters, or that such arguments are just not strong enough to provide defeaters. I am unaware of any 
plausible defense of this first claim, and it is difficult to see how such a defense could go – after all, 'philosophical 
arguments' picks out a rather gerrymandered class. So focus on the second. There is no question that nominalists are 
providing (what they take to be) compelling reasons to believe that (A1) is false. If there is no principled reason for 
denying that such reasons could defeat our competence-based justification, then if the analytic deflationist wishes to 
maintain that we are, all things considered, justified in accepting (A1), she must be assuming that those reasons are 
relatively weak. But this assumption should seem odd. For one thing, the deflationist is hardly in a position to make 
sweeping generalizations about the rational force of philosophical argument; for another, if the deflationist claims to 
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Perhaps then the deflationist should say that competent speakers are indefeasibly 

justified in accepting analytic sentences. One worry is that this is an implausibly strong 

epistemic claim.20 But even setting that aside, there is a further problem to consider. 

Earlier we simply granted that (A1) is analytic. Given that we are now spotting the 

deflationist a particularly strong epistemic thesis, that concession should be 

reconsidered. Even though it will be the case that if (A1) is analytic in this sense, we 

are indefeasibly justified in accepting it, this conditional is relatively uninteresting. By 

comparison, suppose I were to claim that (A1) has the property being known by 

philosophers. On the assumption that my view is correct, philosophers would indeed 

know that (A1) is true, and so that there are abstract objects. But this shows nothing 

deep about ontology, as the important and potentially hard question – namely, 

whether (A1) has this property – has been settled by our assumption. If the analytic 

deflationist wishes to say something more than this, she needs to argue that sentences 

like (A1) are actually analytic. 

 Why should we believe that (A1) is in fact analytic? Here the dialectic begins to 

repeat itself. If we are justified in believing that (A1) is analytic, then either that 

                                                           
have (“easily”) settled the dispute over abstract objects only given the assumption that the nominalist's arguments are not 
very good, then the claim should not seem very interesting.  
20 Here is an argument against it. If one were to come to justifiably believe that a sentence is not analytic, even when it is, 
this should defeat one's competence-based justification in its favor. (Surely it would be epistemically inappropriate to 
accept a sentence on the basis of one's linguistic competence while denying that it is the sort of sentence that can be 
justifiably accepted on the basis of linguistic competence.) Yet it seems that one can come to justifiably believe that an 
analytic sentence is not analytic, even when one is competent with it. Williamson (2007), for example, discusses a 
number of cases in which (seemingly) competent speakers come to (by all appearances) justifiably reject analytic 
sentences on the basis of deviant, albeit well supported, logical beliefs. (Williamson himself presents these examples in 
the course of arguing against epistemic notions of analyticity altogether. By contrast, I take his examples to show, at the 
least, that insofar as an epistemic notion of analyticity is to work it needs to be defeasible.) 
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justification is defeasible or indefeasible; yet the former is incapable of achieving what 

the deflationist wants, whereas the latter is simply implausible. Suppose first that this 

justification is defeasible. The nominalist’s arguments, for all we know pre-

dialectically, provides some reason to deny that there are abstract objects, and so 

(given our earlier assumptions) reason to deny the truth of (A1). This in turn provides 

reason to deny that (A1) is analytic. But then why could this not defeat our admittedly 

defeasible justification for believing that (A1) is analytic? As above, the only available 

answer seems to be that whatever reason this argument provides is relatively weak, 

and, again, it is difficult to see how we can legitimately make this assumption without 

first engaging with this argument, scrutinizing its premises, considering objections – in 

short, delving into first-order ontology.  

 Perhaps the deflationist should instead claim that we are indefeasibly justified in 

believing that (A1) is analytic. But this claim is implausibly strong. If we have 

indefeasible justification to believe that a sentence is analytic, then we are infallible with 

respect to our judgments about which sentences are analytic.21 But this is not the case. 

To take a well-known example, in their reply to Quine’s “Two Dogmas” Grice and 

Strawson suggest, in effect, that the sentence ‘no three year old child is an adult’ is 

analytic.22 As others have pointed out, it’s probably not.23 But then we (where “we” 

                                                           
21 To say otherwise is to allow that we might be indefeasibly justified in believing falsehoods. I assume that our epistemic 
norms would not do that to us.   
22 See Grice and Strawson (1956), p. 150. 
23 See Williamson (2007), p. 85. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

11 
 

refers to professional philosophers who have reflected on the relevant sentences) are, 

at best, fallible judges of analyticity, and so are not indefeasibly justified in believing 

that any given sentence is analytic.  

 Perhaps there is more to be said at this point (one could, for example, urge that 

with respect to some privileged class of analytic sentences, we are indefeasibly justified in 

believing that those sentences are analytic), but I suspect that most will be inclined to 

agree that, in light of these points, the prospect for the easiness charge are rather 

grim.24 Not only does it rely on the controversial claim that sentences like (A1) can be 

analytic, but on a further – highly contentious – assumption about our justification for 

believing that certain sentences are analytic. It is also worth stressing that my 

argument does not turn on general skepticism about analyticity, about the possibility 

of “ampliative” analytic truths such as (A1), or about the general conception of 

language and reference defended by these authors. The point is only that, in light of 

certain dialectical considerations, philosophical arguments will need to be dealt with. 

1.3 Parsimony Arguments  

                                                           
24 The most natural means of developing this suggestion would be to claim that a speaker is indefeasibly justified in 

believing that a sentence is analytic when that speaker has herself ensured the analyticity of that sentence via a stipulation 

(i.e. where the speaker is using the sentence to define a novel expression). But this proposal faces a dilemma: either 

analyticity entails truth, or it doesn’t. If it doesn’t, then even should such a speaker be indefeasibly justified in believing a 

sentence to be analytic, it remains an open possibility that philosophical arguments show us that this is one of the false 

analytic sentences. If analyticity does entail truth, then there can be no blanket guarantee that stipulation will yield 

analyticity. At best, it will be the case that stipulations meeting certain conditions will guarantee analyticity (for discussion on 

this point, see Hale and Wright (2000) and Wright (2004)), and it is far from obvious that for any of the controversial 

analytic truths relevant for the analytic deflationist these conditions will be met.  
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How should the deflationist respond?  

One could claim that we have defeasible competence-based justification to 

accept (A1), and go on to provide independent responses to the nominalist's 

arguments. But while such a view may be defensible, this controversial appeal to 

analyticity will have only established a quite modest conclusion – one that falls short 

of the deflationary ambitions noted above. A more interesting suggestion, which I will 

focus on in what follows, is that considerations of analyticity help us to see why 

certain philosophical arguments go awry.25 Perhaps, for example, once we come to 

appreciate what it is for ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’ to be analytically entailed by 

‘Socrates is wise’, we will see that crucial premises in the nominalist’s arguments are 

mistaken.26  

But what could ‘analytic’ mean here, so as to make good on this proposal? To 

this point we have entertained one important assumption about analyticity, namely 

that it has an epistemic upshot. This consequence may already be sufficient to 

respond to certain arguments. In particular, the claim that competent speakers are 

justified in accepting certain ontologically ampliative analytic sentences may furnish a 

response to one standard objection to platonism, namely that it is mysterious how we 

                                                           
25 This seems to be the position taken in Thomasson (2007). I am unsure how to reconcile her claims that ontological 
questions have easy or trivial answers with the (seemingly quite non-obvious) responses she gives to various ontological 
arguments in her book. 
26 Of course, it is doubtful that every such argument could be refuted by appealing to analyticity in this way – some 
arguments may be bad for independent reasons – but even so, perhaps appeals to analyticity will help us see why some 
interesting class of arguments are mistaken. 
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could have knowledge of, or reliable beliefs about, non-spatiotemporal entities such as 

the property of wisdom.27 This would be a notable accomplishment.  

But nominalists have other arguments against abstract objects, and with respect 

to these arguments issues of epistemic access are less relevant (and, of course, in 

connection with other ontological disputes, epistemic access is not a central issue). 

For example, some object to the nature of properties – e.g. their a-causality, their lack 

of spatiotemporal location, or their being "wholly present" in different locations at 

once – or the obscure relation of instantiation (that "non-relational tie") that some 

postulate in order to bind properties to particulars.28 Others fear that cardinality-based 

problems lie in wait for any theory of properties and relations.29 And most nominalists 

view properties as a third wheel, serving no explanatory purpose and rendering 

platonic theories needlessly complex.30 The point is not that these objections are 

ultimately compelling, but rather that epistemic considerations alone provide no 

guidance in responding to them.  

It seems, then, that we need to look beyond the putative epistemic properties 

of analyticity in order to make good on the deflationist’s ambitions. But what other 

properties are we to search for? Let’s focus on a specific example. Consider a familiar 

picture of ontological inquiry, according to which metaphysical investigation is 

                                                           
27 Hale and Wright emphasize this consequence of their view. See Field (1984) for a classic statement of the objection. 
28 See Armstrong (1989) for discussion.  
29 Worries of this sort apply specifically to “abundant” conceptions of properties and relations. See Russell (1903), p. 80, 
100-103; for discussion, see Klement (2010). 
30 See Quine (1948); Devitt (1980), p. 98; Melia (2008), pp. 100-103.  
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comparable to high level scientific theorizing and the goal, roughly put, is to provide 

the simplest theory that explains the data. The postulation of a novel (kind of) entity is 

comparable to a speculative scientific hypothesis, to be accepted or rejected largely on 

the basis of its explanatory utility.31 Applied to the case of properties, this picture 

supports the following line of thought: 

(N1):  If a theory T1 is more theoretically virtuous than a theory T2, then we 

ought to endorse T1.  

(N2): One theory is more virtuous than another insofar as it achieves a 

superior balance of simplicity and explanatory power.32  

(N3): The nominalist's theory is simpler than the platonist's.  

(N4): So, if the platonist's theory is no more explanatory than the nominalist's, 

we ought to endorse the nominalist’s theory.    

This is an important way of framing the dispute, as it saddles the platonist with the 

burden of proof. Unless the postulation of properties increases the explanatory power 

of a theory, the nominalist wins. The platonist then touts the explanatory roles that 

properties are suited to play, while nominalists either reject those roles or offer up 

substitutes to play them.33 Put another way, the nominalist claims that because the 

antecedent of (N4) is satisfied, we ought to reject the platonist's theory. Analytic 

deflationists have wanted to reject this conclusion not by rejecting the antecedent, but 

                                                           
31 This approach to ontology traces back to Quine (1948), with Lewis (1983, 1986) and van Inwagen (1990) providing 
paradigm cases.  
32 I am simplifying; it is plausible that there are other theoretical virtues beyond simplicity and explanatory power. 
33 See, e.g., the exchange in Armstrong (1980) and Devitt (1980).  
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by rejecting the conditional (N4) itself.34 On their view, the platonist needn't show that 

his theory marks an explanatory advance over the nominalist's in order to be justified 

in believing in properties. I propose that we investigate how analyticity might warrant 

such a claim. 

Given that (N4) follows (near enough) from (N1)-(N3), which premise should 

the deflationist reject? There are various ways of challenging this argument, but 

analytic deflationists have wanted to reject (N3), the thought being that (properly 

understood) the nominalist's theory is no simpler than the platonist's.35 Talk of 

simplicity can be understood in different ways; here I will follow analytic deflationists 

in focusing on considerations of ontological parsimony.36 The nominalist holds that the 

platonist’s theory is less ontologically parsimonious than the nominalist’s on the basis 

of an argument such as the following: 

(N3.1): The nominalist’s ontological commitments are a proper subset 

of the platonist’s commitments.37  

(N3.2):  For any two theories, if the ontological commitments of one 

are a proper subset of the commitments of the other, then the 

one is more parsimonious than the other. 

                                                           
34 This is explicit in Thomasson (2007); see too the remarks about ontological “modesty” in Hale (1997); Hale and 
Wright (2000).   
35 See Thomasson (2007), p. 155. The rejection of (N3) requires understanding "simpler" in a sense significantly different 
from that used by mainstream metaphysicians. An alternative would be to grant that the nominalist's theory is "simpler" 
than the platonist's, in a sense conforming to current usage, but to then deny that simplicity so-defined is a theoretical 
virtue - and so reject (N2).  
36 See Quine (1948, 1951c); Lewis (1973), p. 97; Oliver (1996), pp. 3-7; Sider (2011); Baker (2011). It is traditional to 
distinguish between qualitative and quantitative parsimony – for former concerning the kinds of objects to which a theory is 
committed, the latter concerning the number of objects; see Nolan (1997); Lewis (1973) for discussion. Here I will glide 
over this distinction, as the points I go on to raise should be applicable to either type of principle.  
37 Though see Pickel and Mantegani (2012) for an account that rejects this premise.  
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(N3.3): Thus, the platonist’s theory is less parsimonious than the 

nominalist’s.   

In response, the deflationist could reject (N3.1), “playing up” the ontological 

commitments of the nominalist’s theory, or reject (N3.2), “playing down” the cost of 

the platonist’s commitments. When faced with the analogous question concerning the 

debate over ordinary material objects, Thomasson (2007) rejects the analog of (N3.1):  

…theories that try to do without [ordinary material objects] almost always turn 

out to be theories that are implicitly committed to there being tables and chairs, 

sticks and stones. So whether or not you wanted ordinary objects in your 

ontology, it’s rather likely that you’ve had them all along.38  

The claim is that, due to appropriate analytic entailments, the eliminativist is actually 

(implicitly) committed to the existence of ordinary material objects. Imagine a theory’s 

ontological commitments being given by a commitment function from arbitrary sets 

of propositions to sets of ontological propositions, and let the analytic closure of a set of 

propositions be the result of adding to that set every proposition analytically entailed 

by it.39 Thomasson’s suggestion amounts to placing a condition on the function: 

Every ontological commitment of the analytic closure of a set of propositions is an 

                                                           
38 Thomasson (2007), p. 152; see also p. 155, 167. 
39 Two points: (i) Here I am speaking of propositions as analytically entailing one another. On some views of analyticity, it 
is best to think of sentences as being the relata of analytic entailment. I return to this issue in §1.4. (ii) There may be 
controversy about what, strictly speaking, qualifies as an ontological proposition (in the sense relevant to calculations of 
parsimony). On the simplest view, these are propositions semantically expressed by (sincere, literal) assertions of 
sentences such as ‘there are Ks’ or ‘Ks exist’; on other views these may be propositions expressed by quantificational 
sentences expressing a maximally natural notion of quantification; see, e.g., Sider (2009, 2011), Cameron (2008, 2010b). I 
return to this complication in §1.7. 
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ontological commitment of the set itself. The thought is then that, because the 

analytic closure of the nominalist’s theory is committed to everything to which the 

platonist’s theory is committed, the nominalist’s theory itself shares these 

commitments. But then (N3.1) is false. 

 This is, however, not the best way for the analytic deflationist to respond to the 

nominalist. If we assume that 'Socrates is wise' analytically entails 'Socrates instantiates 

wisdom', then perhaps one who accepts the former is in some sense committed to the 

latter. Yet in making this assumption we presuppose that nominalism is false. Given 

that the entire point of the exercise is to determine whether nominalism is correct, to 

that end it does us little good to measure the parsimony, and so the attractiveness, of a 

theory having already assumed otherwise.40 (After all, the nominalist can reasonably 

protest that, by her lights, there is no analytic connection between 'Socrates is wise' 

and 'Socrates instantiates wisdom', and therefore that her theory actually is more 

parsimonious than the platonist's.) If we were to understand the relation between 

analyticity, ontological commitment, and parsimony in the way Thomasson is 

suggesting, we would either be left at a stalemate or forced to beg the question against 

one of the theories at issue. 

                                                           
40 This is an instance of a more general problem. Many have sought to distinguish a theory’s implicit and explicit 
ontological commitments – the latter comprising those ontological propositions that are members of the theory in 
question, whereas the former are those ontological propositions that are, in some sense, “entailed” by that theory. 
Problems arise, for reasons parallel to those given in the main text, when comparing theories that disagree about the 
extension of the relevant entailment relation. For discussion of these issues in the context of modal conceptions of 
ontological commitment, see Jackson (1989) and Michael (2008); for more general discussion, see Peacock (2011); 
Krämer (2014). 
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Here is an alternative. When evaluating a theory, we should not attempt to 

wheel in some fixed and theory-neutral conception of ontological commitment; 

instead we ought to determine the parsimony of a theory by examining what the 

theory is committed to by its own lights. If a theorist denies a commitment to a 

certain type of object, then we should not mark his theory as ontologically profligate 

due to a commitment to objects of that sort.41 To keep things simple, suppose that the 

platonist and the nominalist agree that every commitment of a theory’s analytic 

closure is a commitment of the theory itself. The proposal is then that we should 

determine the ontological commitments of the nominalist’s theory (at least in part) by 

looking at what the nominalist believes to be included in her theory’s analytic closure. If 

we proceed in this way, we need not beg any questions in evaluating the ontological 

parsimony (and so the theoretical virtue) of the theories in question, but it will also be 

illegitimate to argue against (N3.1) by claiming that the nominalist is, despite her 

protests, implicitly committed to abstract objects.42  

In light of these points, the deflationist should reject (N3) not by playing up the 

nominalist’s commitments but by downplaying the cost of her own commitments. 

Imagine that we are in possession of a price function that maps sets of ontological 

                                                           
41 See Krämer (2014) for one means of developing a view of this sort.  
42 Objection: Doesn’t this allow one to reduce one’s ontological commitments, and so (to that extent) increase the 
attractiveness of one’s theory, simply by adopting a bonkers account of ontological commitment? Yes, but such an 
increase will typically be offset by other implausible claims that such a theorist is forced to accept. Suppose that I 
endorse a theory T, and that you think T analytically entails (and so is committed to) some ontological proposition P. 
Moreover, imagine that I deny that T is committed to P. According to the view in question, it would be inappropriate to 
fault me for being unparsimonious, but you can fault me for denying an analytic entailment that (in your judgment) there 
is good reason to accept.   
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propositions to natural numbers representing the ontological “cost” of the set. The 

key issue is how costs are assigned. If we assume that whenever one set of ontological 

propositions is a proper subset of another, the cost of the former is less than the cost 

of the latter, then (given that the nominalist’s commitments are properly included 

within the platonist’s) it would follow that the nominalist’s theory is more 

parsimonious. Hence the deflationist needs to deny the assumption. In some cases 

one set of ontological propositions can be properly included in another and yet the 

two are equiparsimonious. Put another way, the deflationist needs to claim that some 

ontological propositions are no additional cost relative to certain sets of ontological 

propositions, such that adding those propositions to the set does not increase its 

overall price. And here the deflationist can suggest that an ontological proposition 

bears this relation to a set whenever it is an analytic consequence of that set, and more 

generally that two theories are equiparsimonious if they are analytically equivalent. 

This all sounds promising. But here we (again) need to ask: What exactly could 

‘analytic’ mean here, so as play this role?   

1.4 “Analyticity” 

We can immediately set aside some unhelpful candidates.43  

                                                           
43 I pass over the traditional Kantian conceptions of analyticity, viz. as applying to those propositions whose denial is 
self-contradictory, or that based on the notion of conceptual containment; see Kant (1998), A7/B10-11 and B190-191. I 
also ignore the claim that analytic truths are those that are implicitly about our conventions (Ayer (1952), p. 31), as well as 
the suggestion that analytic truths are not, strictly speaking, true at all, but are rather disguised commands (Thomasson 
(2007), p. 69).   
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Take, for example, the view that an analytic sentence is one that expresses a 

necessary truth (or an a priori necessary truth, or a necessary and a priori truth, or a 

necessary primary intension, or a sentence that expresses a truth relative to every 

context of utterance).44 Virtually all participants to the dispute over properties will 

agree that, if (A1) is true, it expresses such a proposition, yet they will deny that this 

shows nominalism to be false, or any of the nominalist’s arguments to be unsound. 

Unless this claim is offered in conjunction with some novel understanding of 

necessity, it will not be helpful to the deflationist. Or consider “Frege-analyticity”, 

where a sentence is Frege-analytic just in case it is synonymous with a logical truth.45 

The problem is that it is doubtful that (A1) is analytic in this sense. (This is obvious if 

synonymous sentences must have the same logical form; if identity of logical form is 

not required for synonymy, this point may be less obvious, though it is still plausible 

given the ontological dissimilarity between these sentences.) 

Consider next the identification of analytic sentences with true implicit definitions. 

The underlying thought is that one can fix the meaning of an expression by stipulating 

the truth-value of an array of sentences in which that expression figures; roughly, that 

expression is to acquire whatever meaning it must in order to make those sentences 

true.46 This is a metasemantic concept, concerning how the meaning of an expression 

                                                           
44 See Ayer (1952), pp. 16-17, (1959), p. 12; Carnap (1959), p. 76; Kripke (1972), p. 39; Stalnaker (2011), p. 511. Similar 
remarks apply to the more sophisticated view defended in Russell (2008). 
45 The name comes from Boghossian (1996), who attributes the view to Frege (1884).  
46 See Tappenden (1993); Boghossian (1996), p. 379-385; Hale and Wright (2000), p. 119. See also Peacocke (1992) for a 
related view, albeit addressed to the concepts rather than linguistic items (pp. 16-27).  
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is fixed and how certain definitional sentences come to express what they express. 

The analytic sentences can then be defined as those implicit definitions that turn out to 

actually be true. Relative to our examples, the suggestion would be that ‘if Socrates is 

wise, then Socrates instantiates wisdom’ is implicitly definitional with respect to 

‘wisdom’, and more generally that sentences linking the platonist’s and the 

nominalist’s theories serve to implicitly define expressions figuring within them. Does 

this help to account for the relevant notion of equivalence?  

An initial complication is that sentences are implicitly definitional, whereas our 

desired relation holds between propositions. But this issue can be finessed. For 

example, perhaps one proposition is no additional cost relative to another if those 

propositions are expressed by sentences that are themselves analytically interrelated. 

However, the distinction between sentences and propositions calls attention to a more 

fundamental problem. What the deflationist would like to say is that, loosely put, 

Socrates' instantiating wisdom is "nothing over and above" Socrates' being wise. Yet 

this claim should be independent of our linguistic conventions with respect to the 

sentence 'Socrates instantiates wisdom', for if Socrates’ instantiating wisdom is indeed 

nothing over and above, or no ontological addition to, Socrates’ being wise, this surely 

would have still been the case had we used 'Socrates instantiates wisdom' to mean that 

snow is white.  

What is needed is precisely what this notion of analyticity doesn't provide, 

namely something distinctive about the semantic content, or the proposition 
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semantically expressed, by an analytic sentence.47 Put another way, the notions of 

analyticity we have been discussing concern why a sentence means what it means, and not 

the meanings of analytic sentences themselves; yet it is the nature of these meanings 

that seems relevant to considerations of parsimony. This is not to deny that the 

analytic status of a conditional such as (A1) could entail, or at least yield some reason 

to believe, that its antecedent and consequent are related in the desired manner (that 

the consequent is “no additional cost” relative to the antecedent); the point is rather 

that this connection is unexplained by a commitment to the analytic status of such a 

conditional, so long as analyticity is understood in this purely metasemantic sense 

This same problem infects a related conception of analyticity, according to 

which analytic sentences play a constitutive role with respect to speakers’ linguistic 

competence.48 The thought, to a first approximation, is that part of what it is to be 

competent with a given expression is to be disposed to assent to an array of sentences 

(or make certain inferences) in which that expression figures. An analytic sentence can 

then be viewed as a true competence-constituting sentence. The problem, as above, is 

that a sentence has this property by virtue of our linguistic conventions, but whether a 

proposition is “no addition to” some set of propositions should be independent of 

those conventions.49 However, in this case a response is available. One could hold not 

                                                           
47 Setting aside trivialities such as, e.g., that these propositions are expressed by analytic sentences.  
48 See Boghossian (1996), pp. 385-8; (2003), p. 240f; Tappenden (1993); Peacocke (1992), pp. 5-16.  
49 deRosset (Forthcoming) interprets analytic deflationists as using this notion of analyticity (p. 4), and goes on to press 
counterexamples to the connection between analyticity so construed and ontological parsimony. If the argument I have 
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only that assent to certain sentences is constitutive of competence with some linguistic 

expression, but also that (implicitly) believing certain propositions is constitutive of 

understanding some concept.50 This is a claim about our relation to an abstract object – 

our ability to grasp some propositional constituent – and not our linguistic 

conventions. As such, one can maintain that an implicit belief that if Socrates is wise, then 

Socrates instantiates wisdom is partially constitutive of understanding the concept wisdom, 

and would have remained so even had our linguistic conventions been different.  

But this proposal faces a challenge discussed above. Why would this link 

between speakers’ understanding and implicit belief show that Socrates’ instantiating a 

property is no additional cost relative to Socrates’ being wise? The natural answer is 

that it wouldn’t. What it would show is that anyone who grasps the concept wisdom 

believes that if Socrates is wise then wisdom is characteristic of Socrates. It may seem 

that if the nominalist both believes that Socrates is wise and understands wisdom – and 

so implicitly believes this conditional – then she is in some sense committed to 

properties after all. But to attempt to reject the nominalist’s argument in this way is to 

attempt to play up the nominalist’s commitments rather than playing down the cost of 

the platonist’s commitments. It requires that we claim, despite the nominalist’s explicit 

protests, that she actually is committed to abstract objects. But as we saw earlier 

(§1.3), this is not a compelling response to the nominalist’s argument.  

                                                           
presented here is correct, then deRosset is too charitable: this notion of analyticity can be shown to be insufficient 
without recourse to the (rather sophisticated) cases he introduces. 
50 See Peacock (1992), p. 7. 
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 Turn finally to metaphysical conceptions of analyticity, according to which 

analytic sentences are, in some sense, true by virtue of meaning alone or vacuously true. The 

general thought is that there is something special about the propositions expressed by 

analytic sentences, and in particular that their truth is to be explained in a distinctive 

way. As noted above, this seems to be the general kind of claim needed to respond to 

the nominalist’s argument. But there is an immediate concern here. Whereas the 

notions of analyticity discussed above have found defenders in recent years, 

metaphysical notions are widely regarded as problematic. (Indeed, the recent 

resurgence of interest in analyticity is in large part due to the recognition – or at least 

widespread belief – that one can maintain an epistemic or metasemantic notion of 

analyticity while rejecting the metaphysical counterpart.)51 If the analytic deflationist is 

forced to turn to the latter, that is significant.  

There are, broadly speaking, two ways of developing a metaphysical conception 

of analyticity found in the literature. The first involves embracing a form of 

conventionalism. A theorist of this sort will claim that the truth of an analytic 

sentence is, in some sense, dependent on us – typically, on our adopting certain 

linguistic conventions. For example, for any analytic sentence S that means that φ, 

where φ is a declarative sentence, such a theorist will claim that it is true that φ, or it is 

the case that φ, because we have used S to mean that φ. But this is a radical position to 

                                                           
51 This is owed in large part to Boghossian (1996) and Tappenden (1993). 
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take. As many have pointed out, everyone agrees that we can make a sentence true by 

adopting certain conventions, in that we can make that sentence come to express a 

truth; it is an entirely different matter to suggest that we can make a proposition true in 

this way. 52 It is doubtful, for example, that we made it true that all bachelors are 

unmarried, or that we made it the case that all bachelors are unmarried, simply by 

deciding to use a certain syntactic type in a particular manner. Of course, 

conventionalism has its defenders, but this is not the place for a full evaluation of the 

view; for present purposes I will simply assume that conventionalism is false.53 

The conventionalist claims that an analytic proposition is true, at least in part, 

because of our linguistic behavior. A different option is to refrain from postulating a 

dependence claim of this sort and instead suggest that the truth of an analytic 

proposition is to be explained entirely by virtue of the nature of that proposition. On 

this view, analytic propositions are those that have a distinctive “vacuous” status (they 

“say nothing about reality” or “demand nothing of the world”, to use some traditional 

slogans) and it is for this reason that they are true.54 The challenge facing this proposal 

– which, to my mind, remains unanswered – is to explain what these slogans amount 

to, such that it is simultaneously plausible that sentences like (A1) will qualify as such 

and that vacuity will have the desired consequences in connection with ontological 

                                                           
52 For criticism of conventionalism, see Quine (1936); Harman (1967); Yablo (1992); Boghossian (1996); Sider (2003) 
and (2011), chapter 6; Elder (2007). 
53 For recent defenses of conventionalism, see Sidelle (1989, 2009); Einheuser (2006) 
54 Carnap (1959), p. 76; Ayer (1952), p. 79; respectively. For historical discussion of this type of view, see Juhl & Loomis 
(2009), p. 19-20. For a more recent defense of something like this notion of vacuity, see Rayo (2013). I discuss Rayo’s 
views in Chapter 3. 
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parsimony. (One could, of course, suggest that the notion of a vacuous truth is simply 

primitive. But the resulting theory will be far less exciting than one might have hoped, 

for the deflationist’s main claim will then be that sentences such as (A1) have a 

primitive property, namely a property the having of which is sufficient to undermine 

the skeptic’s arguments.) 

As I have singled out Thomasson (2007) as one who seeks to deploy analyticity 

in responding to parsimony arguments, it is worth examining the specific conception 

of analyticity that she appeals to. Her most explicit discussion of analyticity is found in 

the following passage: 

How can a sentence be guaranteed to be true ‘by definition’ or ‘in virtue of 

meaning’?...As I have described it, the rules of use for our terms set the 

application conditions for the terms they mention, which play a role in fixing 

the truth-conditions for sentences in which those terms are used. So consider 

the analytic claim ‘All bachelors are unmarried’…The relevant rule of use is: 

‘apply ‘bachelor’ only where ‘male’ may be applied’ so the truth-conditions for 

‘x is a bachelor’ include that x is male…this guarantees the truth of the 

conditional, for if the antecedent is true, the consequent is guaranteed to be 

true…This also makes sense of the idea that the truth of analytic claims such as 

‘All bachelors are unmarried’ is independent of the empirical facts – even of 

there being bachelors or men, or indeed anything at all.55 

                                                           
55 Thomasson (2007), p. 70.  
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Given the distinctions drawn above, we can divide Thomasson’s proposal into two 

parts. One suggestion is predominantly metasemantic, concerning how our linguistic 

conventions determine the meaning of ‘bachelor’, ‘male’, and ultimately ‘all bachelors 

are unmarried’. The thought is that, given these metasemantic facts, the proposition 

that ‘all bachelors are unmarried’ should come to express a necessary truth. A 

different point is that analytic propositions are “independent of the empirical facts”, in 

that they are necessarily true. But once these claims have been distinguished, it is clear 

that the conception of analyticity being presented is insufficient for the deflationist’s 

purposes – the metasemantic claim is, for the reasons stressed above, not directly 

relevant to considerations of parsimony, whereas the modal claim is agreed upon by 

all parties. We are left without a notion of analyticity capable of serving the 

deflationist’s needs.  

While I have not discussed every property that has, at one point or another, 

gone under the heading of ‘analyticity’, I have canvassed the most prominent 

candidates found in the literature. None has proven to be applicable to examples such 

as (A1), capable of furnishing a response to the argument from parsimony, and 

independently plausible. As such, it is reasonable to conclude that analyticity is unable 

to provide a compelling response to the argument from parsimony.  

1.5 Metaphysical Claims 
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I now wish to shift away from critical remarks to some more constructive suggestions. 

In particular, I will suggest that – at bottom, and despite some misleading advertising 

– what is motivating the analytic deflationist is not primarily the analytic status of 

sentences such as (A1), but rather a distinctive sort of metaphysical view, and 

moreover that this metaphysical view is independent of controversial claims about 

analyticity. 

Consider the antecedent and consequent of (A1): 

(A1.1): Socrates is wise. 

(A1.2): Socrates instantiates wisdom. 

What the analytic deflationist needs, in order to provide a credible response to the 

argument from parsimony, is a certain sense in which (A1.1) and (A1.2) are 

equivalent. Looking to how analytic deflationists conceive of this equivalence relation, 

one finds passages such as the following (from Hale 1997): 

The thought that the direction of line a = the direction of line b is indeed a distinct 

thought…from the thought that lines a and b are parallel. But the sentences which 

express them are to be understood as different, equally correct, descriptions of the same 

state of affairs. It is in this sense, and for this reason, that the proposed 

explanation is not ontologically inflationary.56  

                                                           
56 Hale (1997), p. 103, emphasis added. At other times Hale suggests that these sentences have the same truth condition, in 
one sense of the term (p. 102). 
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The suggestion is that ‘the direction of line a = the direction of line b’ represents the same 

state of affairs as ‘lines a and b are parallel’.  Here is another example, from Wright 

(1997): 

[The question] 'If numbers are supposed to be identical if and only if the 

concepts they are numbers of are equinumerous, what guarantee have we that 

every concept has a number?" - raises a doubt…only if it is granted that the 

existence of numbers is a further fact, something which the (mere) 

equinumerosity of concepts may leave unresolved.57  

The implication is that sentences of the form ‘the Fs and the Gs are equinumerous’ 

does not express a distinct fact from ‘the number of Fs = the number of Gs’. 

Thomasson endorses a similar idea: 

If claim P analytically entails claim Q, then...clearly Q requires no more of the 

world for its truth than P already required - sufficient truth-makers in the world 

for P are also sufficient truth-makers in the world for Q, they just make a new 

claim Q true.58 

Given Thomasson’s claim that ‘there are simples arranged-chairwise’ analytically 

entails sentences such as ‘there is a chair’, it follows that, on her view, such sentences 

can have the same “sufficient truthmakers”. Elsewhere, when motivating her claim 

about ontological parsimony, she asks (rhetorically) “…is it really true that the world-

                                                           
57 See Wright (1997), p. 277-278; similar passages can be found in Wright (1998), pp. 311-2, (1982), p. 43; Hale and 
Wright (2000), pp. 149-150;  Hale (2001), p. 343. For discussion, see MacBride (2003), pp. 125-7.  
58 Thomasson (2007), p. 16. 
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situation the eliminativist accepts is different from that the realist [the believer in 

ordinary objects] accepts…?” (155-6), the implication being that these theorists are, in 

some sense, merely providing different descriptions of the same situation.59  

 These claims are not identical, but there is a common theme here. They each 

involve – or, at least, can reasonably be construed as involving – two steps. The first is 

to adopt a certain view about truth: that for a truthbearer to be true is for it to bear a 

certain relation to some distinctive class of objects. The second is to claim that 

sentences such as (A1.1) and (A1.2) bear this relation to a common relatum. Perhaps 

they represent the same state of affairs, correspond to the same fact, or share a content, and it is for 

this reason that they are equivalent. The upshot is that the truth of these sentences is 

to be explained in the same way, their ontological differences notwithstanding.60 Let 

us say that sentences related in this way are metaphysically equivalent. 

I want to suggest that this relation motivates the deflationist’s claims with 

respect to ontological parsimony. To a first approximation, the thought is that a 

proposition is no additional cost relative to some set of proposition just in case it 

                                                           
59 Two points: First, I am unsure exactly what Thomasson means by talk of “sufficient truthmakers”, and it could be that 
she only intends to say that analytic connections entail necessitation relations; in this case her view is significantly 
different from that which I discuss in the main text. Second, while Schiffer does not explicitly commit himself to a view 
of this sort, he does say that sentences such as (A1.1) and (A1.2) are "mere stylistic variants" or "pleonastic equivalents", 
and it is natural to understand these claims as suggesting this type of view. See Schiffer (1994), p. 305; see also 
Thomasson (2007), p. 162 for similar remarks.  
60 It would also be possible to defend a view of this sort by appealing to a primitive sentential operator, rather than a 
relation to facts (states of affairs, etc.). See Rayo (2013) for an example of this approach. In general, this view I am 
gesturing towards is similar to that defended by Rayo (see chapter 3 for discussion). Rayo also argues that we need to 
accept a view of this sort because traditional conceptions of analyticity are (for Quinean reasons) not sufficiently 
“robust” to do the work required of them (p. 35f). While he does not elaborate on what “robustness” amounts to, it is 
natural to take the arguments I gave above as supporting this contention: analyticity is insufficiently “robust” because it 
is incapable of providing responses to traditional nominalistic arguments.  
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bears this equivalence relation to some member of that set. Applied to the case of 

properties, the picture is something like the following: The proposition that Socrates 

instantiates wisdom is no addition to the proposition that Socrates is wise simply 

because the fact that Socrates instantiates wisdom is identical to the fact that Socrates 

is wise. More generally, the platonist’s theory – or, at least, the theory of a platonist 

who accepts claims of this sort – is no less parsimonious than the nominalist’s 

because the platonic facts just are nominalistic facts. As Rosen (1993) helpfully 

articulates the view: 

[I]f the world is the totality of facts and not the totality of things, the view 

implies that when it comes to the abstract and the concrete we have but one 

world with two ways of depicting it or representing it as composed of objects. 

Fixing the concrete world determines the abstract world simply because the 

totality of facts about the one just are facts about the other.61 

This proposal is, admittedly, rather speculative on my part. I am aware of no relative 

quick argument showing that a relation of this sort – e.g. correspondence to a 

common fact – must have the desired upshot with respect to ontological parsimony. 

But the point I am making here is really quite weak; it is that if there is such a relation to be 

found in the work of analytic deflationists, this is the best candidate.  

It may seem that I am echoing a suggestion of Ross Cameron’s. In his (2008), 

Cameron argues that neo-Fregeans ought to endorse a form of truthmaker theory, 

                                                           
61 Rosen (1993), p. 155; Rosen is describing the views of the neo-Fregeans. 
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according to which the sentences ‘the Fs are equinumerous with the Gs’ and ‘the 

number of Fs = the number of Gs’ are made true by the same truthmakers. I want to 

stress two differences between Cameron’s proposal and my own. First, Cameron 

recommends that neo-Fregeans endorse claims of this sort in order to defend their 

claims about analyticity. By contrast, I have suggested that analytic deflationists 

endorse this picture for broader theoretical reasons that are independent of their 

claims about analyticity. Second, the nature of the recommended views is importantly 

different. Let us suppose that these truthmakers are facts.62 On Cameron’s proposal, 

these sentences not only are made true by a common fact, but are made true by the fact 

that the Fs are equinumerous with the Gs. From this perspective, there is no need to posit, 

in addition, a distinctively “platonic” fact concerning numbers corresponding to these 

sentences. Commenting on this proposal, he says: 

Numbers exist, but they don’t really exist; which is just to say that sentences 

concerning the existence of numbers are literally true, but that we don’t need 

[facts about] numbers in our ontology to make them true.63 

Given Cameron’s proposal, even after we have settled the question as to the truth of, 

say, ‘there are abstract objects’ or ‘there are numbers’, there will be the further task of 

saying what makes true these sentences. (Is this a fact involving numbers or a fact 

                                                           
62 Cameron is neutral about this in his (2008), though in other work he does argue that facts or states of affairs should 
serve as truthmakers; see his (2010a). Armstrong (1997) defends a fact-based truthmaker theory.  
63 Cameron (2008), p. 13.  
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involving equinumerosity?) By contrast, I read analytic deflationists as holding that 

facts about equinumerosity just are the facts about numbers, and these facts are 

represented just as well with talk of numbers as they are with talk of equinumerosity.64 

To appeal to a common metaphor, sentences such as ‘the Fs are equinumerous with 

the Gs’ and ‘the number of Fs = the number of Gs’ should not only be viewed as 

corresponding to the same fact, but also as provide equally good means of “carving 

up” that fact. The reason for preferring this interpretation ties into the deflationist’s 

desire to deflate ontological inquiry, and I return to this topic further along. 

1.6 Analyticity Revisited 

Needless to say, the view I have outlined here raises many questions. But my aim here 

is not to develop the view under consideration – that is a project I take up in other work 

– but rather to pin down the nature of this view, and to comment on its relationship 

to analyticity.65 To that end, I now wish to ask: If we suppose that the propositions 

that Socrates is wise and that wisdom is characteristic of Socrates are equivalent in the sense at 

issue, are we then committed to saying anything about the analytic status of sentences 

such as (A1)?  

Consider first metaphysical conceptions of analyticity. It is clear that one need 

not go in for the doctrine of truth by convention in order to claim that sentences such 

                                                           
64 Hale and Wright (2009), fn. 19, explicitly distance themselves from Cameron’s proposal. 
65 See chapters 2 and 3.  
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as ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’ correspond to the same fact. 

This is for the best, given how problematic conventionalism is. And while the 

situation is murkier with respect to the notion of a vacuous truth, the murkiness is 

owed entirely to the notion of vacuity itself. One could suggest, for example, that 

whenever the propositions P and Q are metaphysically equivalent, the biconditional P 

≡ Q will be vacuous.66 But until we have a better grip on what it is for a proposition to 

“demand nothing of the world” or “say nothing about reality”, we can’t determine 

whether this is the case. 

That being said, there is one clear means of drawing a connection between 

vacuity and the present view: One can analyze vacuity in terms of this equivalence 

relation. Let R be some consequence relation (e.g. classical propositional 

consequence). We can then expand R to R+, as follows: Let E be the set of 

propositions of the form P ≡ Q whenever P and Q are metaphysically equivalent, and 

let R+ hold between a set of propositions A and a proposition P just in case R holds 

between A ∪ E.67 Whenever a set of propositions bears R+ to a proposition P, call P a 

conceptual consequence of that set, and let any proposition that bears R+ to the empty set 

be a vacuous truth. Trivially, whenever P and Q are metaphysically equivalent, they will 

                                                           
66 If P is the proposition that φ, and Q the proposition that ψ, where φ and ψ are sentences, read “P ≡ Q” as “the 

proposition that φ iff ψ”.   
67 The details of the equivalence relation at issue become important here. If the relation is factive, as it arguably will be if 
it is understood in terms of correspondence to the same fact, then the relation will be unsuitable for defining conceptual 
implication and vacuity (we would like some conceptual equivalencies to hold between logically non-equivalent 
falsehoods). But there are ways around this complication. One option is to tweak the relation: Perhaps two sentences 
equivalent, in the relevant sense, just in case necessarily they correspond to the same facts, if true. 
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conceptually imply one another. This will allow us to say, with the deflationist, that 

propositions like (A1) are vacuous truths. But this claim is parasitic on the more 

fundamental point that ontologically dissimilar propositions such as (A1.1) and (A1.2) 

are equivalent in the desired sense. Vacuity, understood in this fashion, is really just an 

afterthought. 

 Turn next to the notions of an implicit definition and a competence-

constituting sentence. Must we say that sentences such as (A1) are analytic in either of 

these ways if we wish to affirm that the sentences ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘Socrates 

instantiates wisdom’ are equivalent? The answer again seems to be no. To take a 

different case, ‘Twain is clever’ and ‘Clemens is clever’ (where Twain = Clemens) are 

plausibly equivalent in the relevant way (e.g. they are naturally taken to correspond to 

the same fact) even though the sentence ‘if Twain is clever, then Clemens is clever’ 

neither serves as an implicit definition nor is competence-constituting. Similarly, one 

might maintain that ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’ are equivalent 

while saying nothing about analyticity.  

 Still, one might suggest that the analytic equivalence of two sentences provides 

a sufficient condition for their being equivalent in this further sense (or, more modestly, 

that their analytic equivalence provides evidence that they are so related). The 

plausibility of this claim will depend on the details of how this notion of analyticity, 

and this equivalence relation, are cashed out (for example, on some views ‘φ or not-φ’ 

and ‘ψ or not-ψ’ will be analytically equivalent, and yet – again, on some views – they 
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will not correspond to the same facts). But supposing that these complications can be 

set aside, this proposal would yield an interesting connection between analyticity and 

metaphysical equivalence, and it would likely have an epistemic payoff. Assuming that 

we have some means of coming to know that a sentence is analytic in either sense – 

either due to our competence with the language, or through our observation of 

speakers’ behavior – we would then have a means of coming to know that some 

sentences are metaphysically equivalent. 

 But, again, one needn’t claim that ontologically dissimilar sentences such as 

(A1.1) and (A1.2) are analytically equivalent in order to defend the claim that they are 

metaphysically equivalent. One could, for example, simply suggest that the 

equivalence of such sentences would mark an attractive position, allowing us to 

maintain the correctness of seemingly obvious truths (such as ‘if Socrates is wise, then 

he instantiates wisdom’) while going some way towards demystifying a commitment 

to abstract objects. Thus one could seek to defend this aspect of the analytic 

deflationist’s view in more or less the manner of mainstream metaphysicians, namely 

by appealing to the overall attractiveness of a theory positing such equivalencies – the 

degree to which it coheres with common sense, it’s ability to shed light on puzzling 

phenomena, and so on.68  

                                                           
68 I discuss some of the theoretical work that such equivalencies might do in §2.5-2.6 and §3.6-3.8. 
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Given these points, it is reasonable to wonder whether controversial claims 

about analyticity are actually necessary in order to defend a view that adheres to the 

spirit, if not the letter, of analytic deflationism. Why not claim that, for instance, the 

platonic facts just are nominalistic facts while remaining silent on matters of 

analyticity? This is an important possibility, given that the historically most prominent 

objection to analytic deflationism (at least within predominantly metaphysical 

discussions) is precisely that ontologically ampliative sentences such as (A1) cannot be 

analytic.69 Of course, there may be equally damning objections to the proposal that 

sentences such as (A1.1) and (A1.2) can be equivalent in this metaphysical sense. But 

however in the end we want to rule on the matter, this is a very different question 

from whether (A1.1) and (A1.2) can be analytically interrelated. Consequently, by 

setting issues to analyticity to one side, we have a chance at advancing the issue 

between the deflationist and her opponent.    

1.7 Deflationism  

But here a further question arises: If the deflationist were to develop her view by 

appealing to metaphysical claims of this sort, without relying on further charges of 

analyticity, to what extent would the view still qualify as deflationary?   

 It depends on what this means. Confusingly, ‘deflationism’ is used in different 

ways in the metametaphysics literature, and while on some of these uses the view I 

                                                           
69 See the citation in note 5.  
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have been describing easily qualifies as deflationary, on others the connection is more 

tenuous. For example, in a passage quoted above Hale claims that his view is 

deflationary (or, at least, non-inflationary) because, by his lights, states of affairs 

concerning directions just are states of affairs concerning parallelity. Similarly, 

consider the following remarks from Schiffer (1996): 

Some philosophers hope for an existence-affirming alternative to heavy-duty 

Platonism. The idea is to allow that propositions exist but to give a minimalist, 

or deflationary, account of their ontological status…How, then, might the view 

hope to be “deflationary”? Well, in juxtaposition to heavy-duty Platonism, it 

would maintain that properties and propositions are not as ontologically and 

conceptually independent of us as rocks and electrons, that there is a sense in 

which they’re products of our linguistic or conceptual practices, a sense in 

which properties and propositions are mind- or language-created entities.70 

 

To my mind it is not entirely clear what Schiffer means when he claims that properties 

and propositions are somehow “mind- or language-created entities”, but set that aside; 

the important point is that these are straightforward metaphysical claims about the 

nature of certain objects. Let us call a view of this general sort – a view that ascribes a 

distinctively “deflationary” metaphysical status to certain objects, or to facts involving 

those objects – first-order deflationism. I cannot offer necessary and sufficient conditions 

for qualification as a first-order deflationist (as no precise definition is given in the 

                                                           
70 See Schiffer (1996), p. 153; see also pp. 160-162. This type of view is sometimes called ontological minimalism. See 

Linnebo (2012) for an overview of this type of position. 
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literature) but it is natural to take one who identifies platonic and nominalistic facts to 

qualify as such. By comparison, one who claims that the truth of ‘Socrates instantiates 

wisdom’ requires that a further, distinctively platonic, fact obtain would seem to 

qualify as a first-order inflationist. 

 This is, however, not the sense of ‘deflationism’ most commonly used in recent 

metaontological discussions. On the more common usage, a deflationist is one who 

adopts a dismissive attitude about ontological questions or disputes, holding that they are, 

in some sense, “non-genuine”, “shallow”, or “defective”.71 (The rough contrast here is 

with the ontological realist, who holds that ontology inquiry is a "profoundly important 

and foundational intellectual enterprise"72 or even “the most fundamental form of 

rational inquiry”.)73 Call this second-order deflationism. Analytic deflationists appear to 

endorse a form of second-order deflationism. Wright, for example, suggests that if his 

view is correct, “there can be no philosophical science of ontology, no well-founded 

attempt to see past our categories of expression and glimpse the way in which the 

world is truly furnished”.74 And Thomasson syas that her approach provides “a 

serious threat to metaphysics” in that “there are no questions that are fit to debate in 

the manner of the ontologist.”75 These are not claims about the nature of certain 

                                                           
71 See Sider (2009), pp. 385-6; Eklund (2006b), p. 320; Bennett (2009); pp. 38-39; Manley (2009) pp. 1-5; Chalmers 
(2009), pp. 78-79, 94-10; Turner (Forthcoming), pp. 1-2.  
72 Sider (2011), p. 140. 
73 Lowe (2001), p. 1. 
74 Wright (1982), p. 52. 
75 Thomasson (Forthcoming a), p. 15. Here Thomasson is quoting, with approval, Sider (2009)’s characterization of 
deflationism. 
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objects or facts, but rather claims about the prospects for ontological inquiry more 

generally.  

In light of the preceding discussion, can these claims be defended? The 

question turns on how exactly second-order deflationism is understood. There are a 

number of independent theses that fall under this heading, and while some are 

defensible others are clearly false. Suppose first that the platonic facts just are 

nominalistic facts. The deflationist could then suggest that the disagreement between 

the platonist and the nominalist arises not over a disagreement about which facts 

obtain (or, at least, which non-representational facts obtain), but rather over how 

propositions relate to the facts. The nominalist mistakenly believes that the platonist’s 

theory demands something more of the world than the nominalist is willing to 

countenance, and it is for this reason that she embraces her nominalism. Thus the 

source of the disagreement is, in a sense, a confusion about matters of representation 

rather than a genuine disagreement about the structure of reality. In this way the 

dispute can be viewed as deflated. (This also highlights a connection between first- 

and second-order deflationism: here the former is taken as the basis for the latter.) 

But notice that this claim, whatever else we want to say about it, is ultimately 

backwards-looking: it purports to “deflate” the relevant dispute only after the matter has 

been settled. The reason is that these claims are all based on the assumed equivalence 

of the relevant theories, but this equivalence itself entails that one of the disputed 

theories is correct (in our example, platonism). Thus one is in a position to assert the 
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equivalence, and so draw these deflationary consequences, only after having resolved 

the debate. (By contrast, imagine one were to suggest that limited beings such as 

ourselves are, for principled reasons, incapable of discovering the answers to certain 

ontological questions; in this case one could dismiss the relevant disputes without first 

having to settle them.)76 For this reason, claims of this sort cannot cast doubt on the 

worth of ontological disputes at the outset; prior to discovering that these theories are 

related in this way, there may be a substantive and worthwhile ontological dispute to 

be had. After all, for all we know pre-dialectically, it could be the case that the 

nominalist’s arguments reveal that the platonic facts cannot be identified with the 

nominalistic facts. Looking back to the quotations from Thomasson and Wright, it 

seems that they have in mind a stronger conclusion than this. 

 Consider next the deflationary claim criticized at the outset: that ontological 

questions are easily answerable. As we saw above, it is doubtful that this claim can be 

defended. (The deflationist needs to respond to the nominalist’s arguments, and it is 

doubtful that those responses, even if in the end successful, will prove to be obviously 

correct.) But there is a more plausible claim in the vicinity. Even if ontological 

questions are not easy, they may nonetheless be easier than is usually thought. Perhaps 

ontologists have tended to assume that there is a necessary condition on justified 

belief in the existence of certain entities, but that – if the deflationist is correct – this 

                                                           
76 Bennett (2009) defends a view of this sort (with respect to certain ontological disputes). 
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condition is not in fact necessary. We have already seen an example of how this might 

go. Many believe that if we are to be justified in believing in abstract objects, then we 

need to show that they are capable of doing useful explanatory work (lest 

considerations of parsimony push us to adopt an ontologically leaner theory).77 For 

example, in a well-known introductory textbook on metaphysics, Michael Loux 

introduces nominalism as follows: 

Nominalists deny that there are [properties]; and the central motivation for their view 

is the belief that our metaphysics should exhibit simplicity of theory. They 

believe that given two theories with the same explanatory power, the theory 

that posits fewer irreducibly distinct kinds of things is preferable.78 

If the deflationist is correct, then this is false; properly understood, parsimony does 

not count in favor of a leaner theory so long as the postulation of the objects in 

question does not commit us to facts above and beyond those that we already accept. 

Insofar as the dispute over abstracta is based on this assumption – with the platonist 

seeking explanatory roles for abstracta to play, the nominalist attempting to fulfill 

those roles in other ways – and supposing that this assumption is false, the dispute 

can be viewed as defective.79 

                                                           
77 See Quine (1948); Devitt (1980), p. 98; Loux (2006), chapter 2; Melia (2008), pp. 100-103; van Inwagen (2004), pp. 
112-113; Hoffman and Rosenkrantz (2003), p. 56; Dorr (2008). 
78 Loux (2006), p. 46; italics added. 
79 Of course, there will still be value in learning that certain objects play useful explanatory roles, and so the dispute may 
itself be of some interest; the point is only that it is misguided as an attempt at discovering whether abstract objects exist. 
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 This proposal, if correct, yields a forward-looking form of second-order 

deflationism (one need not resolve the dispute over abstracta prior to pointing out 

that its participants are making a false presupposition). But even so, this proposal falls 

short of providing the “serious threat to metaphysics” that Thomasson and Wright 

seem to have in mind. The reason is that this form of second-order deflationism does 

not challenge ontological questions themselves but instead yields a criticism of the 

way that some philosophers, at some times, have attempted to answer those questions. Put 

another way, this claim can only hope to show that actual, historical ontological 

disputes (or the particular research programs motivating those disputes) are 

problematic, due to their reliance on certain misguided methodological assumptions. 

This would not show that there are no worthwhile ontological disputes waiting to be 

had (perhaps, given the correct methodology, investigation into the existence of 

metaphysical exotica is a worthwhile endeavor.)80 Thus, while this point may support a 

type of second-order deflationism, it will be of a somewhat watered down form – 

perhaps to the point where the term ‘deflationism’ is inappropriate. 

We have, then, a distinction between first- and second-order deflationism, 

between forward- and backward-looking forms of second-order deflationism, and a 

distinction between second-order deflationism directed toward ontological questions 

                                                           
80 Notice also that even if the deflationist can succeed in challenging past disputes or research programs, this is hardly a 
claim that is unique to the deflationist. Mainstream metaphysicians frequently criticize the way that past ontological 
disputes were framed. Indeed, as noted above, some would agree with the deflationist that we need a more nuanced 
means of evaluating the ontological parsimony of theory. See, e.g., Fine (2009); Schaffer (2009b). 
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and toward (actual, historical) ontological disputes. I have suggested that analytic 

deflationism can reasonably be viewed as providing a form of first-order deflationism, 

may be capable of justifying some version of backwards-looking second-order 

deflationism, and could perhaps yield a form of forward-looking second-order 

deflationism, though one directed at specific ontological disputes rather than 

ontological questions. No plausible forward-looking form of second-order 

deflationism directed at ontological questions has emerged from our discussion of 

analytic deflationism.  

I have been assuming throughout that we understand what talk of “ontological 

questions or disputes” is to mean. But, as a casual survey of the recent literature will 

indicate, there is reason to be wary of this assumption. The natural view is that an 

ontological question is a question about what exists, or what there is, in the ordinary 

English sense of ‘exists’ or ‘there is’. But many have wished to distinguish between 

those existence questions that are of special relevance to metaphysics and the more 

mundane existence questions asked outside of the ontology room.81 For instance, 

some take ontological existence questions to be those that express a metaphysically 

privileged concept of existence, while ordinary existence questions express a concept ill-

suited for metaphysical theorizing.82  

                                                           
81 See Chalmers (2009), pp. 80-85; Eklund (Manuscript), pp. 5-6. 
82 Sider (2009, 2011, 2013) and Cameron (2008, 2010b), for example, are open to a distinction of this sort. 
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The various types of (second-order) deflationism canvassed above are most 

naturally taken as directed towards ordinary existence questions. This raises the 

question of what the deflationist will say about this further range of distinctively 

philosophical existence questions. Let a halfhearted deflationist be one who (in one way 

or another) problematizes ordinary existence questions or disputes while going on to 

defend the value of philosophical existence questions. By contrast, let a thoroughgoing 

deflationist be one who adopts a deflationary attitude (in one way or another) towards 

both types of questions or disputes. Perhaps, for example, the question of what 

“exists” in the philosophical sense is meaningless or unanswerable, while ordinary 

existence questions are answerable yet, in some sense, shallow or trivial. 

This brings us back to Cameron’s proposal from above. If the deflationist were 

to embrace a truthmaker theory of the sort Cameron recommends, she would be 

inadvertently legitimizing a range of distinctively philosophical existence questions, 

construed as questions about the existence and nature of the truthmakers underlying 

our theories. For example, even should the sentences ‘the Fs are equinumerous with 

the Gs’ and ‘the number of Fs = the number of Gs’ be made true by the same fact, 

the further question will arise: Must we postulate a fact concerning numbers in order to 

account for the truth of this sentence, or can we merely postulates facts about Fs, Gs, 

and equinumerosity? But this is precisely the type of question that a thoroughgoing 

deflationist will want to reject as somehow confused or defective. Consequently such 

a theorist should reject Cameron’s understanding of the equivalence theses underlying 
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this type of view. The general lesson is that the thoroughgoing deflationist will need to 

take care, when deflating ordinary existence questions or disputes, not to appeal to the 

ideological or ontological resources capable of vindicating a further range of 

distinctively philosophical questions of this sort.  

Here is a final point. One could easily get the impression, given a breezy 

reading of analytic deflationists’ work, that these theorists aim to deflate ontological 

disputes by appealing to a certain conception of language. For example, when 

commenting on her own view, Thomasson claims that “what appear as problems for 

a particular metaphysical view (the view that there are ordinary objects) are in fact no 

problems at all, resulting as they do only from misunderstands bred in misuses of 

language.”83 But given the view we have come to, this is misleading. It seems, rather, 

that the analytic deflationist is defending a wide-ranging metaphysical view – a view 

from which certain assumptions motivating traditional first-order arguments come to 

seem less compelling. As we might put it, the analytic deflationist is not so much 

deflating metaphysical inquiry as defending a deflationary metaphysics.84  

                                                           
83 Thomasson (2007), pp. 179-180.  
84 MacBride (2003) emphasizes a similar point with respect to neo-Fregeanism. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

47 
 

References 

Armstrong, David: 1980. “Against ‘Ostrich’ Nominalism: A Reply to Michael Devitt”. 

Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 61: pp. 440-9. 

Armstrong, David: 1989. Universals: An Opinionated Introduction. Boulder, Westview 

Press. 

Armstrong, David: 1997. A World of States of Affairs. Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press. 

Ayer, Alfred Jules: 1952. Language, Truth and Logic. New York, Dover. Third edition. 

Ayer, Alfred Jules (ed.): 1959. Logical Positivism. New York, Macmillan. 

Baker, Alan: 2011. "Simplicity". The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 

2011 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2011/entries/simplicity/>. 

Bennett, Karen: 2009. “Composition, Colocation and Metaontology”. In 

Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 38-76. 

Boghossian, P. A: 1996. “Analyticity Reconsidered’. Noûs 30 (3): pp. 360-391. 

Boghossian, P. A: 2003. “Blind Reasoning”. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 

Supplementary Volume 77: pp. 225-48. 

Cameron, Ross: 2008. “Truthmakers and Ontological Commitment: or how to deal 

with complex objects and mathematical ontology without getting into trouble”. 

Philosophical Studies 140: pp. 1-18. 

Cameron, Ross: 2010a. “Necessity and Triviality”. Australasian Journal of Philosophy 88 

(3): pp. 401-415. 

Cameron, Ross: 2010b. “Quantification, Naturalness, and Ontology”. In New Waves in 

Metaphysics, Allan Hazlett (ed.), New York, Palgrave-Macmillan: pp. 8-26. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

48 
 

Carnap, Rudolph: 1950. “Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology”. Revue Internationale de 

Philosophie 11: pp. 20-40. Reprinted in Metaphysics: An Anthology, Jaegwon Kim 

and Ernest Sosa (eds.), Oxford, Blackwell: pp. 13-22. 

Carnap, Rudolph: 1959. “The Elimination of Metaphysics through Logical analysis of 

Language”. In Logical Positivism, A. J. Ayer (ed.), New York, Macmillan.  

Chalmers, David: 2009. “Ontological Anti-Realism”. In Metametaphysics, Chalmers, 

Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 77-129. 

Chalmers, David, David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman (eds.): 2009. Metametaphysics, 

Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

deRosset, Louis: 2015. “Analyticity and Ontology”. Oxford Studies in Metaphysics 9, 

Karen Bennett and Dean Zimmerman (eds.). 

Devitt, Michael: 1980. “’Ostrich Nominalism’ or ‘Mirage Realism’?. Pacific Philosophical 

Quarterly 61: pp. 433-9. 

Dorr, Cian: 2008. "There are No Abstract Objects". In Contemporary Debates in 

Metaphysics, Theodore Sider, John Hawthorne & Dean W. Zimmerman (eds.), 

Blackwell: pp. 32-64. 

Einheuser, Iris: 2006. “Counterconventional Conditionals”. Philosophical Studies 127 (3): 

pp. 459-482. 

Eklund, Matti: 2002. “Inconsistent Languages”. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 

64 (2): pp. 251-275. 

Eklund, Matti: 2006a. “Neo-Fregean Ontology”. Philosophical Perspectives 20: pp. 95-121. 

Eklund, Matti: 2006b. “Metaontology”. Philosophy Compass 1 (3): pp. 317–334. 

Eklund, Matti: 2007. “Meaning-Constitutivity”. Inquiry 50: pp. 559-74. 

Eklund, Matti: 2009. “Carnap and Ontological Pluralism”. In Metametaphysics, 

Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 

130-156. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

49 
 

Eklund, Matti: Manuscript. “Carnap’s Legacy for the Contemporary Metontological 

Debate.” 

Elder, Crawford: 2007. “Conventionalism and the World as Bare Sense Data.” 

Australasian Journal of Philosophy 85 (2): pp. 261-275. 

Field, Hartry: 1984. “Critical Notice of Crispin Wright: Frege’s Conception of 

Numbers as Objects”. Canadian Journal of Philosophy 14: pp. 637–62.  

Field, Hartry: 1989. Realism, Mathematics, and Modality. Oxford, Blackwell. 

Fine, Kit: 2009. “The Question of Ontology”. In Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley 

and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 157-177. 

Frege, Gottlob: 1884. The Foundations of Arithmetic. In The Frege Reader (1997), Michael 

Beaney (ed.), Oxford, Blackwell: pp. 84-129.  

Fodor, Jerry and Ernie Lepore: 2006. “Analyticity Again”. In The Blackwell Guide to the 

Philosophy of Language, Michael Devitt and Richard Hanley (eds.), Oxford, 

Blackwell.  

Glüer, Kathrin: 2003. “Analyticity and Implicit Definition”. Grazer Philosophische Studien 

66 (1): pp. 37-60. 

Grice, Paul and Peter Strawson: 1956. “In Defense of a Dogma”. Philosophical Review 

65: 141-58.  

Hale, Bob: 1997. “Grundlagen §64”. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 97 (3): pp. 243-

261. 

Hale, Bob: 2001. “A Response to Potter and Smiley: Abstraction by Recarving”. 

Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 101 (3): pp. 339-358. 

Hale, Bob: 2010. “The Bearable Lightness of Being”. Axiomathes 20: pp. 399-422. 

Hale, Bob and Crispin Wright: 2000. “Implicit Definition and the A Priori”. In New 

Essays on the A Priori, Paul Boghossian and Christopher Peacocke (eds.), 

Oxford, Clarendon Press: pp. 286–319. Reprinted in Hale and Wright (2001), 

pp. 117–50. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

50 
 

Hale, Bob and Crispin Wright: 2001. The Reason’s Proper Study. Oxford, Clarendon 

Press. 

Hale, Bob and Crispin Wright: 2009. “The Metaontology of Abstraction”. In 

Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 178-212. 

Harman, Gilbert: 1967. “Quine on Meaning and Existence, I. The Death of 

Meaning”. Review of Metaphysics 21 (1): 124-151. 

Harman, Gilbert: 1996. “Analyticity Regained?” Noûs 30 (3): pp. 392-400. 

Hoffman, Joshua and Gary Rosenkrantz: 2003. “Platonistic Theories of Universals”. 

In The Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics, Michael Loux and Dean Zimmerman. 

Oxford (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 46-74. 

Horwich, Paul: 1990. Truth. Cambridge, MIT Press. 

Horwich, Paul: 1997. “Implicit Definition, Analytic Truth, and a Priori Knowledge”. 

Noûs 31 (4): pp. 423-440. 

Jackson, F. C.: 1989. “A Puzzle about Ontological Commitment”. In Cause, Mind and 

Reality, J. Heil (ed.), Dordrecht, Kluwer: pp. 191-200.  

Juhl, Cory and Eric Loomis: 2009. Analyticity. New York, Routledge.  

Kant, Immanuel: 1992. Critique of Pure Reason. In The Cambridge Edition of the Works of 

Immanuel Kant, P. Guyer and A. Wood (eds.), Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press 

Klement, Kevin: 2010. “Russell, His Paradoxes, and Cantor’s Theorem: Part 1”. 

Philosophy Compass 5 (1): pp. 16-28. 

Krämer, Stephan: 2015. “Implicit Commitment in Theory Choice”. Synthese 191: pp. 

2147-2165. 

Kripke, Saul: 1972. Naming and Necessity. Cambridge, Harvard University Press. 

Lewis, David: 1973. Counterfactuals. Oxford, Blackwell. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

51 
 

Lewis, David: 1983. “New Work for a Theory of Universals”. Australasian Journal of 

Philosophy 61: pp. 343-77. 

Lewis, David: 1986. On the Plurality of Worlds. Oxford, Blackwell. 

Linnebo, Øystein: 2012. “Metaontological Minimalism”. Philosophy Compass 7 (2): pp. 

139–151. 

Loux, Michael. Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction. New York, Routledge. Third 

Edition. 

Lowe, E. J. 2001. The Possibility of Metaphysics. Oxford, Clarendon Press. 

MacBride, Fraser: 2003. “Speaking With Shadows: A Study of Neo-Logicism”. British 

Journal for the Philosophy of Science 54: pp. 103–63. 

Manley, David: 2009. “Introduction: A Guided Tour of Metametaphysics”. In 

Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 1-37. 

Margolis, Eric and Stephen Laurence. “Boghossian on Analyticity”. Noûs 31 (4): pp. 

423-440. 

Melia, Joseph: 2008. “A World of Concrete Particulars”. Oxford Studies in Metaphysics 4, 

Karen Bennett and Dean Zimmerman (eds.): pp. 99-124. 

Michael, M.: 2008. “Implicit Ontological Commitment”. Philosophical Studies 141: pp. 

43-61. 

Nolan, Daniel: 1997. “Quantitative Parsimony”. The British Journal for the Philosophy of 

Science 48 (3): pp. 329-343. 

Oliver, Alex: 1996. “The Metaphysics of Properties”. Mind 105: pp. 1-80. 

Peacock, Howard: 2011. “Two Kinds of Ontological Commitment”. Philosophical 

Quarterly 61 (242): pp. 79-104. 

Peacocke, Christopher: 1992. A Study of Concepts. Cambridge, MIT Press. 

Pickel, Bryan and Nicholas Mantegani: 2012. “A Quinean Critique of Ostrich 

Nominalism”. Philosopher’s Imprint 12 (6).  



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

52 
 

Pollock, John: 1965. “Implication and Analyticity”. Journal of Philosophy 62 (6): pp. 150-

157. 

Pollock and Cruz: 1999. Contemporary Theories of Knowledge. Lanham, Rowman & 

Littlefield. Second edition. 

Pryor, James: 2005. “There is Immediate Justification”. In Contemporary Debates in 

Epistemology, Matthias Steup and Ernest Sosa (eds.), Oxford, Blackwell. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1936. “Truth by Convention”. In Philosophical Essays for A. N. 

Whitehead, O. H. Lee (ed.): pp. 90-124. New York: Longmans. Reprinted in The 

Ways of Paradox and Other Essays (1966), Cambridge, Harvard UP: pp. 70-99. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1948. "On What There Is". Review of Metaphysics 2: pp. 21-38. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1951a. “On Carnap’s Views on Ontology”. Philosophical Studies 2: pp. 

65-72. Reprinted in The Ways of Paradox and Other Essays (1966), Cambridge, 

Harvard UP: pp. 203-11. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1951b. “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”. Philosophical Review 60: pp. 20-

43. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1951c. “Ontology and Ideology”. Philosophical Studies 2: pp. 11-15. 

Quine, W.V.O.: 1960. “Carnap and Logical Truth”. Synthese 12: pp. 350-74.  

Rayo, Agustín: 2013. The Construction of Logical Space. Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Rosen, Gideon: 1993. “A Refutation of Nominalism (?)”. Philosophical Topics 21: pp. 

149–86. 

Russell, Bertrand: 1903. Principles of Mathematics. New York, W. W. Norton. Second 

Edition. 

Russell, Gillian: 2008. Truth in Virtue of Meaning. New York, Oxford University Press. 

Schaffer, Jonathan: 2009a. “The Deflationary Metaontology of Thomasson’s Ordinary 

Objects”. Philosophical Books 50 (3): pp. 142-157.  

Schaffer, Jonathan: 2009b. “On What Grounds What”. In Metametaphysics, Chalmers, 

Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 347-383. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

53 
 

Schechter, Joshua and David Enoch: 2006. “Meaning and Justification: The Case of 

Modus Ponens”. Noûs 40 (4): pp. 687-715. 

Schiffer, Stephen: 1994. “A Paradox of Meaning”. Noûs 28: pp. 279-324. 

Schiffer, Stephen: 1996. “Language-Created Language Independent Entities”. 

Philosophical Topics 24: pp. 149-167. 

Schiffer, Stephen: 2003. The Things We Mean. Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Sidelle, Alan: 1989. Necessity, Essence, and Individuation: A Defense of Conventionalism. 

Ithaca, Cornell University Press. 

Sidelle, Alan. 2008. “Review of Ordinary Objects”. The Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 58 

(230): pp. 172-176; 

Sidelle, Alan. 2009. “Conventionalism and the Contingency of Conventions.” Noûs 43 

(2): pp. 224-241. 

Sider, Theodore: 2003. “Reductive Theories of Modality”. In The Oxford Handbook of 

Metaphysics, Loux and Zimmerman (eds), pp. 180–208. 

Sider, Theodore: 2007. “Neo-Fregeanism and Quantifier Variance”. Aristotelian Society 

Supplementary Volume 81: pp. 201-32. 

Sider, Theodore: 2009. “Ontological Realism”. In Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley 

and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 384-423. 

Sider, Theodore: 2011. Writing The Book of the World. Oxford, Clarendon Press. 

Sider, Theodore: 2013. “Against Parthood”. Oxford Studies in Metaphysics 8, Karen 

Bennett and Dean Zimmerman (eds.): pp. 237-293.  

Stalnaker, Robert: 2011. “The Metaphysical Conception of Analyticity”. Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 82 (2): pp. 507-514. 

Swoyer, Chris: 1999. “How Ontology Might be Possible: Explanation and Inference 

in Metaphysics”. Midwest Studies in Philosophy XXIII: pp. 100-131. 

Tappenden, Jamie: 1993. “Analytic Truth – It’s Worse (or Perhaps Better) than you 

Thought”. Philosophical Topics 21: 233-61. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

54 
 

Thomasson, Amie: 2001. “Ontological Minimalism”. American Philosophical Quarterly 38 

(4): pp. 319-331. 

Thomasson, Amie: 2007. Ordinary Objects. New York, Oxford University Press. 

Thomasson, Amie: 2008. “Existence Questions”. Philosophical Studies 141: pp. 63–78. 

Thomasson, Amie: 2009a. “The Easy Approach to Ontology”. Axiomathes 19: pp. 1–

15. 

Thomasson, Amie: 2009b. “Answerable and Unanswerable Questions”. In 

Metametaphysics, Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 444-471. 

Thomasson, Amie: Forthcoming a. “Easy Ontology and its Consequences”. 

Forthcoming in Meaning and Other Things (Essays on the work of Stephen Schiffer), 

Gary Ostertag (ed.), Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Thomasson, Amie: Forthcoming b. “Carnap and the Prospects for Easy Ontology”. 

Forthcoming in Ontology after Carnap, Stephan Blatti and Sandra LaPointe (eds.), 

Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Turner, Jason: Forthcoming. “Are Ontological Debates Defective?” In Composition as 

Identity, Donald M. Baxter and Aaron J. Cotnoir (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 225-243. 

van Inwagen, Peter: 1990. Material Beings. Ithaca, Cornell University Press. 

van Inwagen, Peter: 2004. “A Theory of Properties”. Oxford Studies in Metaphysics 1, 

Karen Bennett and Dean Zimmerman (eds.): pp. 107-138. 

Williamson, Timothy: 2003. “Blind Reasoning”. Aristotelian Society Supplementary 

Volume, 77 (1): pp. 249-293. 

Williamson, Timothy: 2007. The Philosophy of Philosophy. Oxford, Blackwell.  

Wright, Crispin: 1983. Frege’s Conception of Numbers as Objects. Aberdeen, Aberdeen 

University Press. 



 Analytic Deflationism  
 

55 
 

Wright, Crispin: 1997. “On the Philosophical Significance of Frege’s Theorem”. In 

The Reason’s Proper Study, Bob Hale and Crispin Wright (eds.), Oxford, Oxford 

University Press: pp. 272-306. 

Wright, Crispin: 1998. “Is Hume’s Principle Analytic?” Notre Dame Journal of Formal 

Logic 40 (1). Reprinted in The Reason’s Proper Study, Bob Hale and Crispin Wright 

(eds.), Oxford, Oxford University Press: pp. 307-334. 

Wright, Crispin: 2004. “Intuition, Entitlement, and the Epistemology of Logical 

Laws”. Dialectical 58 (1): pp. 155-175. 

Yablo, Stephen: 1992. “Review of: Necessity, Essence, and Individuation: A Defense of 

Conventionalism”. The Philosophical Review 101 (4): pp. 878-881. 

 



Fact Identities 
 

56 
 

 

Chapter 2 

Fact Identities 

2.1. Introduction 

Consider the following: 

 (1a) There are piled blocks of wood. 

 (1b) There is a woodpile. 

At least given standard assumptions, these sentences have different ontological 

commitments: (1b), but not (1a), requires that an object fall within the extension of 

‘woodpile’ in order to be true.85 This difference be damned, a number of philosophers 

have recently expressed sympathy with claims like the following: 

The fact that there are some piled blocks of wood is identical to the fact that 

there is a woodpile. 

My aim in what follows is to, first, clarify the content and consequences of identity 

statements of this sort; second, lay out some reasons for accepting such claims; and 

third, explore two very different ways of understanding their metametaphysical 

import.  

                                                           
85 Here I appeal to a broadly Quinean notion of ontological commitment; see Quine (1948); for discussion, see Rayo 
(2007).  
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2.2 Examples 

To begin, let’s examine some similar fact-identities found in the literature. 

 Consider first neo-Fregean views in the philosophy of mathematics.86 Part of 

the neo-Fregean project involves explaining our epistemic access to abstract objects, 

and central to that explanation is the claim that biconditionals such as the following 

 (x)(y) (the direction of x = the direction of y iff x and y are parallel) 

can serve as implicit definitions (in this case, of ‘the direction of’). This proposal faces 

well-known objections, the simplest arising over doubts about the coherence of 

ontologically ampliative definitions of this sort.87 What is relevant for our purposes is 

how neo-Fregeans respond to such worries. Here is Hale (1997): 

The thought that the direction of line a = the direction of line b is indeed a distinct 

thought…from the thought that lines a and b are parallel. But the sentences which 

express them are to be understood as different, equally correct, descriptions of 

the same state of affairs. It is in this sense, and for this reason, that the 

proposed explanation is not ontologically inflationary.88  

The claim is that even though ‘the direction of a = the direction of b’ and ‘a and b are 

parallel’ express different thoughts or propositions, they nonetheless describe the 

                                                           
86 See Hale and Wright (2001). 
87 The worry, in short, is that the left- and right-hand sides of this biconditional have different ontological commitments, 
and so cannot be analytically interrelated in the way the neo-Fregean proposes. See Field (1989), p. 5; van Inwagen 
(1990), p. 7. 
88 Hale (1997), p. 103. See also Wright (1983); Hale and Wright (2000). 
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same state of affairs. Setting aside whether this helps calm anxieties about 

ontologically ampliative definitions, the important point is that this is an identity claim 

of the sort we are interested in. 

(There is, of course, a terminological difference. I speak of facts, Hale and 

Wright prefer states of affairs. Others prefer to talk about situations, circumstances, 

objectives, or truths – the terminology in this area is far from settled.89 I choose to use 

‘fact’ primarily because of its historical connections (e.g. with the classical 

correspondence theory of truth), but we could instead speak of states of affairs 

without loss.)  

 Consider next the view of Rayo (2013), central to which are "just is"-statements 

of the following sort: 

For Susan to be a sibling just is for her to share a parent with someone.90  

Such claims play important theoretical roles for Rayo, particularly in connection with 

his understanding of truth-conditions and metaphysical possibility.91 And when 

attempting to articulate the intuitive idea underlying these claims, he says that the 

truth of a “just is”-statement entails that its embedded sentences serve as "full and 

accurate descriptions of the same feature of reality" where "one might think of the 

                                                           
89 The literature suffers from both a proliferation of terms as well as incompatible uses of the same terms. Fine (1982) 
speaks of facts, truths, and circumstances, taking the latter two as disambiguations of ‘fact’; Barwise and Perry (1981) speak 
of situations; Plantinga (1974) talks of states of affairs, though his use of the term differs from that of Armstrong (1997); 
Meinong speaks of objectives, see Mulligan and Correia (2008); and here is Austin (1961): “Phenomena, events, situations, 
states of affairs...surely of all of these we can say that they are facts” p. 156.  
90 Rayo (2013), p. 3. 
91 Ibid., chapter 2. 
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relevant feature of reality as a fact".92 Rayo therefore holds that the fact that Susan is a 

sibling is identical to the fact that Susan shares a parent with someone. 

The neo-Fregeans and Rayo share a certain deflationary attitude toward 

metaphysics. This seems to be a trend; authors sharing such an outlook often express 

sympathy with identities of this sort. For example, Sidelle (2002) claims that “what we 

call a car, van Inwagen calls some car-arranged simples…but it is not hard, I think, to see 

them as just different descriptions of the same situation”.93 Similarly, Putnam (1994) suggests 

that “all situations have many different correct descriptions, and…even descriptions that, taken 

holistically, convey the same information may differ in what they take to be 

‘objects’”.94 Again, terminological differences aside, these are clearly reminiscent of 

the identity claims noted above. 

Still, the connection between fact identities and deflationism is not mandatory; 

metaphysical realists occasionally say similar things. Contrast two different views that 

a realist might hold. According to the first, the fact that there are piled blocks of wood is 

distinct from the fact that there is a woodpile, yet the latter depends on (or obtains in virtue 

of) the former.95 According to the second, the propositions that there are piled blocks of 

wood and that there is a woodpile in some sense describe the very same fact, it's just that 

                                                           
92 Ibid., pp. 4-5.   
93 Sidelle (2002), p. 134, italics added. 
94 Putnam (1994), p. 304, italics added. Similar remarks can be found in Hirsch (2002); Schiffer (2003); and Thomasson 
(2007). 
95 Claims of this sort are common in the recent metametaphysics literature. See, e.g., Fine (2001); Rosen (2010); Audi 
(2012). 
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the former (to use a common metaphor) does a better job of carving that fact at its 

metaphysical joints. Here is Jonathan Bennett expressing the idea: 

[T]he metaphysicians I am talking about do not describe reality as stratified; 

rather, they stratify their accounts of it. At the basic level of speech, thought 

and conceptualization, they express truths that directly reflect the metaphysical 

situation; at the less basic level, they say things that are still true, but, as stated, 

are bad pointers to the metaphysical situation, and one needs an account of 

what their truth amounts to...in terms of facts expressed at the basic level.96 

Between the two, the latter is clearly closer in spirit to the deflationists' bald 

endorsement of these fact identities – indeed, this sort of view might be divided into 

two parts: a fact identity, along with the claim (which deflationists will deny) that one 

of the singular terms used in stating that identity is, in some sense, metaphysically 

privileged. 

 We’ll return to these metametaphysical themes below. But for the moment the 

important point is only that identity statements of this sort are in the air, and this 

provides some reason to investigate what they come to.  

2.3 Assumptions 

Before we can evaluate such claims we need to get some stage-setting out of the way.  

                                                           
96 Bennett (2001), pp. 147-8; see also Cameron (2010b); Williams (2011); Sider (2011). The latter two authors do not reify 
facts, but the views are similar in spirit.  
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 First, there is a question as to how these claims should be expressed. The most 

straightforward approach, which I employed above, is to reify facts. But some are 

wary of postulating facts, or at any rate do not wish to tie the fate of their outlook to 

the existence of such entities. Instead they develop their view by appealing to a 

sentential operator or propositional relation (e.g. Rayo’s “just is”-locution from 

above). There is a tradeoff to be made here; reification makes it easier to express 

certain distinctions, but also forces one to answer some potentially awkward questions 

about the entities postulated. To facilitate discussion, I opt for reification, though 

these alternatives are worth keeping in mind throughout.   

Second, I assume that there are propositions, that a sentence semantically 

expresses, at most, one proposition, and that ˹the proposition that φ˺, where φ is a 

sentence, refers to the proposition semantically expressed by φ, if there is one. These 

are assumptions of convenience, rather than necessity.97 

Third, let me say something about how I understand the term ‘fact’. On the 

one hand, I intend to use this in broadly the same way as the authors above. On the 

other, I view ‘fact’ as more or less a term of art, introduced to fit a certain theoretical 

job description. There is something of a leap of faith being made here: I presume that 

these authors associate this term with more or less the same job description, and with 

more or less the job description that I conscript it for here. No doubt these 

                                                           
97 I'm pretending that sentence-types express propositions, rather than token sentences or particular utterances of 
sentences; as such I will typically ignore complications raised by context sensitivity throughout.  
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assumptions could be questioned, but as I'd prefer to avoid further exegetical matters 

I won't pursue the issue. 

 Fourth, in the interest of providing our notion of a fact with some content, and 

to regiment the discussion to follow, let's introduce one of the more familiar roles for 

facts to play: figuring in a correspondence theory of truth. According to this view, a 

proposition is true if and only if, and because, it corresponds to some fact.98 Setting aside 

the question of how the correspondence relation should be understood (a topic we 

will revisit below), we can then say that a sentence corresponds to a fact just in case 

that sentence expresses a proposition corresponding to that fact, and that if ˹the fact 

that φ˺ refers, where φ is a sentence, it refers to the fact corresponding to the sentence 

φ, if there is one.99  

Finally, let two propositions converge just in case they correspond to a common 

fact, and let two sentences converge just in case they express convergent propositions. 

Given our assumptions, the claim that the proposition that φ converges with the 

proposition that ψ, for sentences φ and ψ, is equivalent to the claim that the fact that φ 

is identical to the fact that ψ.100 Thus the claim that the fact that there are piled blocks 

                                                           
98 For classic statements of correspondence theories, see Moore (1953) and Russell (1912); for general overviews, see 
Kirkham (1995) and David (1994); for criticism, see Strawson (1950); Davidson (1969); and Blackburn (1984). I will not 
attempt to defend a correspondence theory here, but I will note that if one is concerned about the (seemingly) bizarre 
facts required by this thesis (e.g. negative or conditional facts), one could abandon the claim that every true proposition 
need correspond to some fact. Many of the points I go on to make are independent of this assumption.  
99 If multiple facts corresponds to the proposition that φ, let context disambiguate the referent of ˹the fact that φ˺. 
100 That is, so long as ˹the fact that φ˺ and ˹the fact that ψ˺ are interpreted relative to a suitable context of utterance, 
namely one in which they refer to a fact corresponding to the proposition that φ and the proposition that ψ.  
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of wood is identical to the fact that there is a woodpile can be recast as the claim that 

‘there is a woodpile’ converges with ‘there are piled blocks of wood’. 

2.4 Intensional Structures 

Turning to more substantive matters, I now wish to flag an important consequence of 

the fact identities noted above.  

Start with a simpler case. Suppose that, among friends, Socrates was referred to 

as ‘Carl’, and consider the following: 

(2a) Socrates is wise. 

(2b) Carl is wise. 

Insofar as we are willing to posit facts, we ought to agree that there is a single fact to 

which these sentences correspond.101 The upshot is that, trivially, different sentences can 

correspond to the same fact. The question is then: Why are the identity claims noted 

above any more controversial?  

 The answer will depend on how we conceive of propositions. Suppose first 

that a Russellian view is correct, according to which propositions are structured 

entities in some sense composed of objects, properties, and relations.102 A sentence 

expresses a Russellian proposition whose structure mirrors that sentence's semantic 

structure. For example, if 'Rn' is an n-place predicate and 'a1'...'an' are terms, then the 

                                                           
101 Though see Hornsby (2007). 
102 See, for example, the Russellian view given in Soames (1987).  
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Russellian proposition expressed by 'Rn(a1...an)' will consist of the semantic values of 

these terms (a1...an) being suitably related to the semantic value of 'Rn' (Rness).103 Given 

such a view, these sentences will express the same proposition, which we can 

represent as follows: 

  (2*) <Wisdom, <Socrates>> 

By contrast, ‘there is a woodpile’ and ‘there are piled blocks of wood’ – 

quantificational sentences of the form 'xW(x)' and 'xxP(xx)', respectively – express 

distinct Russellian propositions. According to one traditional view, the former will 

express 

  (1a*) <being instantiated, <being a woodpile>> 

whereas the latter will express 

  (1b*) <being (plurally) instantiated, <being piled blocks of wood>>104 

Given that being a woodpile is distinct from being piled blocks of wood, these Russellian 

propositions are distinct.105 Here's the point: If two sentences express the same 

proposition, then there is no mystery regarding how they might correspond to the 

same fact. After all, an assertive utterance of the one says the same thing as an assertive 

                                                           
103 Talk of a 'suitable relation' between the semantic value of 'a' and 'G' is meant to indicate whichever (perhaps set-
theoretic) relation a Russellian takes to encode instantiation. 
104 See Glanzberg (2006). 
105 There is room for debate here. For example, one might resist the claim that being a woodpile and being piled blocks of wood 
are distinct properties. Or one could claim that Russellian propositions can be decomposed into different collections of 
constituents (I later discuss a similar suggestion with respect to facts). Perhaps these possibilities deserve further 
consideration, but I will set them aside here. 
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utterance of the other. For this reason, the claim that (2a) and (2b) converge is 

relatively uninteresting. But given that (1a) and (1b) do not express the same 

Russellian proposition, such an explanation of their convergence is not available. 

According to other views, however, even the Socrates sentences express 

distinct propositions. According to a Fregean conception, for example, propositions 

are structured entities in some sense composed from modes of presentation.106 In this 

case, even (2a) and (2b) will express distinct propositions, as only the former will have 

a ‘Socrates’-appropriate mode of presentation. Nonetheless, this does not show that 

our two cases are on a par. For even though the Socrates sentences will express 

different propositions, these propositions are in a clear sense intimately related, and in 

particular they are related in a way that the woodpile sentences are not. 

 Let the intensional structure of a proposition consist of the objects, properties, 

and relations, along with their pattern of instantiation, that the proposition represents 

– intuitively, what is represented by that proposition. The intensional structure of 

‘Socrates is wise’ involves the man Socrates being represented as having the property 

wisdom. The intensional structure of ‘there is a woodpile’ involves the property being a 

woodpile being represented as having the property being instantiated. We need a means of 

systematically specifying the intensional structure of a proposition. Here we can 

appeal to standard (neo-)Russellian accounts of propositions, taking the set-theoretic 

                                                           
106 Frege (1892). 
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entities specified by the Russellian to represent the intensional structures of 

propositions.107  

 If propositions are fine-grained – as they are on the Fregean and Russellian 

views – then each will plausibly have a unique intensional structure.108 We can then 

say that two such propositions are intensionally dissimilar if and only if they have 

different intensional structures, and intensionally similar otherwise.109 There is some pull 

to the thought that two propositions are true by virtue of the same fact if and only if 

they are true and share an intensional structure – intuitively, if and only if “what is 

represented” by the one is the same as “what is represented” by the other. Call this a 

strict conception of correspondence. The difference between our examples then comes 

to this: Whereas the claim that (2a) and (2b) converge is compatible with a strict 

conception of correspondence, the claim that (1a) and (1b) converge – or, 

equivalently, the claim that the fact that there is a woodpile just is the fact that there 

are piled blocks of wood – entails that the strict view is false. As this consequence will 

loom large in the discussion to follow, let’s give it a name: 

 Lenience:      Intensionally dissimilar propositions can converge. 

                                                           
107 For example, let the intensional structure associated with 'Rn(o1...on), where 'Rn' is an n-place predicate and 'o1'...'on' 

are terms, be <Rness, <o1...on>>, where Rness is the semantic value of 'Rn' and oi is the semantic value of 'oi', o{1-n}. 
Where φP and φQ are sentences semantically expressing the propositions P and Q, respectively, let the intensional 

structure associated with ˹~φP˺ be <Neg, <P>>, and that associated with ˹φP & φQ˺ be <Conj, <P, Q>>, where Neg is the 
property of being false and Conj is the relation of being jointly true. See Soames (1987) for further details.  
108 This is trivial, if propositions are Russellian (we can simply identify Russellian propositions with intensional 

structures). The point may be debatable if propositions are Fregean, but for the sake of simplicity I will set aside that 

debate here.  
109 Let two sentences be intensionally dissimilar (similar) iff the express intensionally dissimilar (similar) propositions. 
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In what follows I evaluate the prospects for a lenient conception of correspondence.  

2.5  Explaining Intuitions 

What reason is there to accept Lenience? One answer is that it nicely explains the 

intuitive connection between certain pairs of intensionally dissimilar propositions. 

Consider the following passage from Ramsey (1925):  

Now it seems to me as clear as anything can be in philosophy that the two 

sentences ‘Socrates is wise’ [and] ‘Wisdom is characteristic of Socrates’ assert 

the same fact or express the same proposition. Which sentence we use is either 

a matter of literary style, or of the point of view from which we approach the 

fact.110 

Ramsey's thought is that the sentences 'Socrates is wise' and 'wisdom is characteristic 

of Socrates' bear an especially tight relation to one another, and he provides an 

explanation of this relation: they "assert the same fact and express the same 

proposition" (for Ramsey, these amount to the same thing). What I am interested here 

is not Ramsey's explanation but rather the datum that he is attempting to explain, 

namely that there is a deep connection between ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘wisdom is 

characteristic of Socrates’. The thought is that a lenient conception of correspondence 

provides an attractive account of this relationship.111 

                                                           
110 Ramsey (1925) p. 404.  
111 Rayo (2013) appears to give a similar argument. 
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 Similar examples are easy to come by. For example, to Ramsey’s sentences we 

might add ‘wisdom is Socrates-instantiated’, 112 ‘it Socratizes wisely’, 113 and ‘Socrates 

and wisdom stand in the instantiation relation’. Or, setting aside Socrates’ virtue, we 

might consider cases involving complex properties and their analyses, such as 

‘Glaucon is a brother’ and ‘Glaucon is male and Glaucon is a sibling’; examples 

involving seemingly innocuous nominalizations, such as ‘Plato is lecturing’ and 

‘Plato’s lecture is occurring’114 or ‘Plato might lecture’ and ‘there is a chance that Plato 

will lecture’;115 simple logical equivalencies, such as ‘Plato is clever’ and ‘it is not the 

case that it is not the case that Plato is clever’; propositions ascribing non-symmetric 

relations and their converse, such as ‘Alcibiades admires Socrates’ and ‘Socrates is 

admired by Alcibiades’;116 or ascriptions of relations and ascriptions of their relational 

monadic counterparts, such as ‘Socrates is admired by Alcibiades’ and ‘Socrates is 

such that he is admired by Alcibiades’. The argument then comes to this: (i) at least 

some of these sentences bear the noted connection to one another; (ii) this 

connection is best explained by the hypothesis that these sentences express 

convergent propositions; (iii) these sentences express intensionally dissimilar 

                                                           
112 Wright (1983), p. 33. 
113 Hawthorne and Cortens (1995). 
114 Rayo (2013), p. 3. 
115 Compare the examples given in Yablo (2000). 
116 For a discussion of such cases in the context of Frege’s view on propositions, see Hodes (1982). MacBride (2005) 
discusses such cases in the context of Ramsey’s views.  
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propositions; (iv) therefore, the best explanation of this connection requires that 

intensionally dissimilar propositions converge. 

Let’s evaluate this argument, starting with premise (i). I cannot give an 

argument for this, but it does seem plausible. There are, to be sure, important 

differences between these examples. Some involve logically equivalent sentences; 

others don’t. Some involve artificial modes of speech; others don’t. But, at least on 

first glance, Ramsey’s words seem equally applicable to each pair: “which sentence we 

use is either a matter of literary style, or of the point of view from which we approach 

the fact” – at the very least these propositions bear a close connection to one another, 

and this warrants an explanation.  

 Premises (ii) and (iii) are more contentious. If we assume that the surface 

structure of these sentences is a guide to their intensional structures, then premise (iii) 

is correct. ‘Socrates is wise’, for instance, differs from ‘wisdom is characteristic of 

Socrates’ in that the intensional structure associated with the latter, but not the 

former, will have the relation being characteristic of as a member. (Here I assume that the 

former ascribes a monadic property to an object, whereas the latter ascribes a relation 

to two objects; following standard neo-Russellian conceptions of propositions, these 

sentences would express distinct Russellian propositions, and so qualify as 

intensionally dissimilar.) To take another example, the intensional structure assigned 

to ‘Glaucon is a brother’ will be <Being a brother, <Glaucon>>, whereas that assigned 

to ‘Glaucon is male and Glaucon is a sibling’ will be <Conj, <Being male, <Glaucon>>, 
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<Being a sibling, <Glaucon>>>, where Conj is the property of being jointly true.117 

Again, these are distinct.118  

 The case of non-symmetric relations and their converses deserves some 

comment. There is a simple argument for why ‘Alcibiades admires Socrates’ and 

‘Socrates is admired by Alcibiades’ are intensionally dissimilar: ‘admires’ and ‘is 

admired by’ stand for different relations, given that they have different extensions – 

<Alcibiades, Socrates> is in the extension of ‘admires’, but (we might imagine) not in 

the extension of ‘is admired by’.119 This argument is, however, controversial. Fine 

(2000) has argued against this view by way of the following premises: (a) the fact that 

Alcibiades admires Socrates is identical to the fact that Socrates is admired by 

Alcibiades, and (b) no fact can be constituted by two distinct relations.120 Evaluating 

this argument is beyond the scope of this paper. I bring it up in order to note the 

following: Given the conception of facts now on the table, premise (b) of Fine’s 

reasoning is questionable. Perhaps the fact that Alcibiades admires Socrates is 

identical to the fact that Socrates is admired by Alcibiades, even though admires and is 

admired by are distinct relations (just as the fact that there is a woodpile is identical to 

                                                           
117 See Soames (1987), p. 72-73. 
118 One could question the assumption that propositional form mirrors surface structure. Perhaps, for example, the best 
analysis of ‘it is Socratizing wisely' will reveal that this sentence expresses the proposition that Socrates is wise. But even if 
this works with respect to some of the more bizarre examples given above, it is unlikely to generalize. It is doubtful that, 
for example, ‘Glaucon is a brother’ and ‘Glaucon is a male and Glaucon is a sibling' or ‘Plato is lecturing’ and ‘Plato’s 
lecture is occurring’ have misleading surface structures, and examples of this sort are sufficient for the lenient theorist’s 
purposes. 
119 Hodes (1983). 
120 See also Williamson (1985), pp. 252-255; Dorr (2004). 
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the fact that there are piled blocks of wood, even though being a woodpile and being piled 

blocks of wood are distinct properties).121  

Premise (ii) can be divided into two sub-premises: that this hypothesis explains 

the data, and that this explanation is the best available. Start with the former. The 

motivating thought is that these sentences or propositions merely provide different 

means of representing the same portion of reality; for the one to be the case just is for 

the other to be the case. Here it is important to emphasize the role that facts play in 

explaining propositional truth. The point is not only that these propositions are 

associated with a common fact, but that their truth is to be explained in the same way 

– namely, by virtue of bearing the same relation to the same thing – and it is for this 

reason (the friend of Lenience will suggest) that the choice to use one or another strikes 

us as more a matter of taste than substance.   

Though these points are suggestive, they don't yet amount to a convincing 

argument. This would require, on the one hand, that a number of further details 

concerning the nature of facts and correspondence be spelled out; and, on the other, a 

defense of our second sub-premise: that no better explanation of these cases can be 

provided. I address many of these details in what follows, but assessment of rival 

explanations will have to wait for another time.  

                                                           
121 Additionally, MacBride (2007) critically evaluates the alternative views that Fine puts forward, and tentatively 
concludes that the rejection of (b) may be the best option (pp. 54-55). See Fine (2007) for a response. 
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2.6 Access and Redundancy 

A second line of thought favoring the lenient view concerns its potential usefulness 

with respect to certain philosophical puzzles. In what follows I briefly discuss two 

examples of how this might go.  

 Consider first the epistemological objection to abstract objects. The worry can 

be developed in various ways, but all versions have two parts: an epistemic datum to 

be explained, and a principled reason for doubting that, for the platonist (i.e. the 

believer in abstract objects), a suitable explanation will be forthcoming. As Field 

(1989) presents the argument, the relevant datum concerns the reliability of 

mathematicians' mathematical beliefs. He requests an explanation for the fact that the 

schema 

If mathematicians believe that φ, then φ. 

holds in nearly all instances where φ is a mathematical sentence.122 Field doubts that 

the platonist can accommodate this datum: 

The problem arises in part from the fact that mathematical entities, as the 

platonist conceives them, do not causally interact with mathematicians, or 

indeed with anything else. This means that we cannot explain the 

mathematicians' beliefs and utterances on the basis of the mathematical facts 

being causally involved in the production of those beliefs and utterances; or on 

                                                           
122 Field (1989), p. 26. 
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the basis of the beliefs and utterances causally producing the mathematical 

facts; or on the basis of some common cause producing both.123  

A virtue of a lenient conception of correspondence is that it allows for a reply on 

behalf of the platonist. Consider Hume's Principle: 

(HP):  The number of Fs = the number of Gs iff the Fs and the Gs are 

equinumerous. 

and let's examine one of its instances. Call a left-footed shoe a lefty, a right-footed shoe 

a righty. We then have the following: 

The number of lefties = the number of righties iff the lefties and the righties 

are equinumerous. 

The thought is that, first, there is no mystery as to how we could have reliable beliefs 

about equinumerosity facts. After all, it seems that I can tell that there is a lefty for 

each righty, and a righty for each lefty, simply by sorting my shoes into pairs. Perhaps 

I can observe the fact that the lefties are equinumerous with the righties. Perhaps I can 

cause it to be the case that the lefties are equinumerous with the righties. And here the 

friend of Lenience can claim that facts about the equinumerosity of lefties and righties 

just are facts about the numbers of lefties and righties. If this identification holds, 

Field's claim that "we cannot explain the mathematicians' beliefs and utterances on the 

basis of the mathematical facts being causally involved in the production of those 

                                                           
123 Field (1989), p. 231; see also pp. 25-29, 67-68, 231-235.  
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beliefs" is unmotivated, for we will have a case of a mathematical fact – or, at least, a 

fact involving numbers – to which we can be causally related. 

 Does this response simply deny the common claim that "there are no causal 

connections between the entities in the platonic realm and ourselves"?124 It depends 

on what this means. If the claim is that abstract objects are never the relata of causal 

relations, this may well be true, but the same plausibly holds for ordinary physical 

objects, given that causal relations are ordinarily understood to be relations between 

entities such as events or facts.125 If, on the other hand, the claim is that abstract 

objects cannot participate in causally relevant facts, then this platonist will disagree. We 

cannot poke or prod the number two, but the inability of abstracta to enter into such 

physical relations is not the same as their inability to participate in facts that stand in 

causal relations, and it is only the latter that generates serious epistemological 

worries.126  

 Let me note some potential reservations. First, one might worry that this 

response merely shifts the epistemological bump in the rug. How can we know that 

these fact identities hold? But while the request for an epistemology of fact identities 

is well taken, it's not obvious that there is a specific problem for identities involving 

abstract objects. The natural way of motivating the worry – by pointing out that 

abstract objects are causally inefficacious – would be dialectically inappropriate here, 

                                                           
124 Ibid., p. 67. 
125 Simons (2003). 
126 Szabo (2004) makes a similar suggestion (p. 28).  
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given that (by our platonist's lights) we have causal access to the relevant facts. 

Moreover, the platonist can press the nominalist's worry into an argument in favor of 

the relevant identities: If the fact that the number of lefties is identical to the number 

of righties is not identical to the fact that the lefties are equinumerous with the righties, 

we can't explain the reliability of our beliefs concerning numbers; but this reliability 

demands an explanation, and so we ought to accept the identities. 

 Second, one might question whether this proposal is sufficiently general: Can it 

account for all of our beliefs about abstract objects?127 As an initial response, the 

platonist can note that in Frege arithmetic – the system resulting from the 

combination of (HP) and second-order logic – one can derive the axioms of Peano 

arithmetic.128 If the reliability of our belief in (HP) is accounted for, and the reliability 

of our logical reasoning is not in question, the reliability of a significant number of our 

mathematical beliefs appears to then be explained.129 Still, difficult questions will arise 

about further mathematical beliefs – beliefs about, say, the far reaches of set theory – 

and it is not immediately obvious how the reliability of these beliefs can be 

accommodated on this proposal. Whether this problem is insurmountable is a topic 

                                                           
127 Field (1989), pp. 28-30. 
128 For discussion, see Heck (2011). 
129 One might object that the points raised above only purport to show that our belief in certain instances of (HP) are 
epistemologically unproblematic, rather than our belief in (HP) itself. Perhaps problems will emerge when generalizing 
the explanation from these cases to (HP) itself. But for present purposes the point need only be that insofar as there is a 
problem in generalizing this explanation, that problem does not arise because (HP) concerns abstract objects, since its 
instances do as well.  
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for future work.130 But notice that insofar as troublesome examples, such as those 

involving pure sets, pose a further epistemological challenge, that challenge is not 

solely based on the observation that sets are abstract. Rather, the worry arises because 

it is difficult to see how to identify certain facts about sets with facts about concrete 

objects. In short, if there is an epistemological problem here, it is not the same old 

epistemological problem. 

 Third, this response presupposes that facts can be the relata of causal relations, 

and this is controversial. It is often said that events deserve this honor.131 However, it is 

natural for a lenient theorist to hold that causal facts can themselves be “carved up” in 

different ways. For instance, one might claim that 

 (3a) The baseball caused the window's shattering. 

 (3b) The event of the baseball's striking the window caused the shattering. 

 (3c) The fact that the baseball struck the window caused the shattering. 

all correspond to the very same causal fact.132 If so, then one can consistently maintain 

that causal facts can always be described by propositions referencing events, even 

                                                           
130 Here one might follow Rayo (2013) in suggesting that truths of pure mathematics pose no epistemological challenge 
because they “demand nothing of the world” (pp. 98-99). Perhaps this works. But it is worth noting that a commitment 
to vacuous truths of this sort is independent of a commitment to the sort of fact identities we have been discussing, and 
is sure to be controversial.  
131 Simons (2003), pp. 358-9. Note also that some theorists use 'event' in much the same way that I use 'fact' here (ibid, 
pp. 365-367). 
132 Thus the lenient theorist can agree with the sentiment expressed in Sider (2003), pp. 719-720. 
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though those very same facts can also (at least sometimes) be described by 

propositions that make reference to facts.133   

 The claim that causal facts can be carved up in different ways has independent 

plausibility, as it provides a principled response to worries about causal 

overdetermination. Briefly, some (and notably Trenton Merricks) worry that the joint 

truth of propositions such as that the baseball caused the window's shattering and that the 

simples-arranged-baseballwise caused the shattering yields an objectionable sort of systematic 

causal overdetermination.134 However, if intensionally dissimilar propositions can 

correspond to the same causal fact, then one can suggest that there is no 

objectionable overdetermination generated by the joint truth of such propositions for 

the same reason that no objectionable overdetermination is generated by the truth of 

(3a) and (3b): these all correspond to the same causal fact.  

 The point is similar to one that Merricks himself makes, for he claims that the 

truth of (3a) and (3b) generates mere "pseudo"-overdetermination – i.e. 

unobjectionable overdetermination – and the reason given is that "what it is for a 

baseball – if baseballs exist – to shatter a window is for it to participate in a window-

shattering event."135 A lenient theorist can agree, but maintain that, in addition, what it 

                                                           
133 Mellor (1995) defends the view that facts are the relata of causal relations, though he takes facts to be relatively fine-
grained entities. 
134 See Merricks (2001), chapter 4. 
135 Ibid., p. 67. In the literature, this is known as a compatibilist solution to the problem of overdetermination (the term 
comes from Bennett (2003)). For related compatibilist solutions, see Thomasson (2007), chapter 1; Funkhouser (2002) 
(on “iterated causal overdetermination”). 
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is for the baseball to cause the shattering is for the atoms-arranged-baseballwise to 

cause the shattering; there is but one causal fact here.  

 There is, of course, more to be said on both of these matters. But my aim is 

not to convince you that these puzzles are settled, but rather to highlight potentially 

attractive means of approaching these issues available to one who accepts Lenience. To 

that end, these considerations strike me as rendering Lenience an attractive working 

hypothesis, worthy of further exploration. 

2.7    Options 

I have argued that one who wishes to endorse fact identities of the sort we have been 

discussing is committed to a lenient conception of correspondence, and also that 

there is independent reason to find such a view attractive. I now wish to examine the 

consequences of such a claim with respect to traditional theories of facts and 

correspondence.  

Consider first a reductionist who identifies facts with true propositions.136 

Insofar as such a theorist wants to speak of correspondence at all, she will presumably 

say that a proposition corresponds to a fact just in case they are identical and true, and 

thus that two propositions converge if and only if they are identical and true. 

Assuming that intensionally dissimilar propositions are distinct, this rules out a lenient 

conception of correspondence. However, while this reductionist view is important, I 

                                                           
136 See Hornsby (1997), Dodd (2000).  
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will set it aside in what follows. The reason is that this notion of a "fact" is just not the 

notion that we are dealing with here. After all, we have introduced facts, in large part, 

to figure in a certain type of correspondence theory, and such a theory aims at telling 

us what truth consists in; but facts-as-true-propositions – whatever their other merits 

– can't shed any light on the nature of propositional truth.137 

  One could, of course, hold this minimalistic account of convergence – that 

two propositions converge if and only if they are identical and true – independently of 

such a reductionist view. The plausibility of this position will depend on one's view on 

propositions. For example, it would be awkward to hold that two Fregean propositions 

converge only if they are identical (witness the distinct Fregean propositions that 

Socrates is wise and that Carl is wise). A nearby, and much more attractive, claim would 

be that two Fregean propositions converge if and only if they are intensionally similar 

and true. On the other hand, if you combine this minimalistic view with a Russellian 

conception of propositions, you again reach the conclusion that two propositions 

converge if and only if they are intensionally similar and true. Thus the most 

promising view in the vicinity is what we earlier called a strict conception of 

correspondence. 

This strict view can be independently supported by a traditional conception of 

the correspondence relation. On this view, correspondence is taken to be a matter of 

                                                           
137 Perhaps this will be controversial. But compare: you can't learn what Socrates' wisdom consists in by being told that 
Socrates is identical with some wise man (and things are not improved by saying that Socrates is identical to some sage, 
where a sage is defined as being a wise man). 
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structural similarity between a proposition and a fact. The proposition that Socrates is wise, 

for example, will correspond to a fact just in case that fact consists of Socrates and 

wisdom being suitably related to one another. Given certain assumptions about the 

structure of facts, it follows that intensionally dissimilar propositions cannot converge. 

I examine this argument below.  

But before turning to that argument, it is worth noting a further possibility. 

One might emphasize not the identity or intensional structure of propositions, but 

rather their (coarse-grained) truth conditions.138 The thought is that a true proposition 

corresponds to a fact if and only if that proposition’s truth condition, understood as 

the set of possible worlds, is identical to the set of worlds in which that fact obtains. 

This entails that two propositions converge if and only if they are both true and 

necessarily equivalent. Different versions of this view are possible, given different 

notions of necessity at issue. If we are dealing with standard metaphysical necessity, 

the resulting view will be compatible with Lenience. The propositions that there is a 

woodpile and that there is some piled wood, for instance, are necessarily equivalent, 

intensionally dissimilar propositions.139  

This view may seem welcoming to a lenient theorist, but it comes at a steep 

price. First, it entails that any two necessarily equivalent sentences or propositions 

                                                           
138 Some will find it awkward to speak of propositions as “having truth conditions”. But one can trivially associate with 

each fine-grained proposition a set of possible worlds in which that proposition is true, and this is all I mean by talk of 

propositions having truth-conditions. 
139 Hirsch (2002), note 34; Rayo (2013) defend related views. See also Fine (1982) on “empirical” identity conditions for 
facts (p. 58).  
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correspond to the same fact (e.g. ‘snow is white’ and ‘snow is white or there is a 

necessarily existent philosopher’ or ‘bachelors are unmarried’ and ‘actually, snow is 

white’). Not only is this prima facie implausible, but it undermines some of the reasons 

to favor the lenient view in the first place. For example, if our explanation of the 

connection between ‘Alcibiades admires Socrates’ and ‘Socrates is admired by 

Alcibiades’ is that the two correspond to a common fact, why would we not, by the 

same token, also observe such a connection with ‘Alcibiades admires Socrates and 

arithmetic is incomplete’? Given that we don’t, our explanation must be, at best, 

incomplete. 

Second, if the lenient theorist’s response to concerns about causal 

overdetermination is to work, then we should deny that necessary equivalence is 

required for convergence. To see this, consider the following: 

This very baseball caused the shattering. 

These very atoms-arranged-baseballwise caused the shattering. 

(Let ‘these very atoms-arranged-baseballwise’ designate the atoms currently 

composing this very baseball.) Most will agree that it could have been the case that 

this very baseball caused the shattering even had it not been the case that those very 

atoms caused the shattering, given that this baseball could have had different parts. 

But if we deny that these propositions converge, given their modal dissimilarity, it 

seems that we are again left with widespread causal overdetermination due to a 
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proliferation of singular causal facts.140 But then this radically coarse grained 

conception of facts has again undermined a motive for embracing Lenience. For these 

reasons, this conception of facts and correspondence strikes me as an unpromising 

means of developing a lenient correspondence theory, and I will set it to the side in 

what follows. 

2.8  Against Lenience 

I now wish to examine an argument against Lenience. The argument is not, at the end 

of the day, compelling, but it will help to bring out two importantly different ways of 

understanding the lenient theorist’s position.  

The argument begins with a certain conception of the structure of facts. In 

articulating that structure, it is common to talk of facts as having constituents, and of 

those constituents as being related in certain ways within the fact.141 Here I will appeal 

to locutions such as the following: 

The fact that Alcibiades admires Socrates consists in Alcibiades' and 

Socrates' (in that order) instantiating admiration.142 

Let’s say that a true proposition of this form provides a structural analysis of the fact in 

question, and that two propositions provide the same structural analysis if and only if 

                                                           
140 Of course, one could claim that these examples converge with some other propositions we are already inclined to 
accept. But it is difficult to see what these other propositions could be.  
141 For examples of theorists who appeal to structured facts, see Russell (1956); Wittgenstein (1922); Van Fraasen (1969); 
Armstrong (1997); Hossack (2007); and see Fine (1982); Oliver (1992); McDaniel (2009); Bynoe (2011) for critical 
discussion.  
142 Russell makes use of locutions of this sort; see, e.g., Russell (1956), p. 198. 
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they each claim, of the same fact, that it consists in the same objects, in the same 

order, instantiating the same property or relation.143 We can then state the first 

premise as follows: 

 Uniqueness:    Each fact has a unique structural analysis.  

For example, if a fact consists of Socrates’ instantiating wisdom, then Uniqueness 

precludes that fact from also consisting in, say, wisdom’s instantiating the second-order 

property being instantiated by Socrates. 

It is difficult to find explicit endorsement of Uniqueness in the literature (indeed, 

those who subscribe to it often do not even articulate this assumption). But 

exceptions to this trend can be from in recent work on non-symmetric relations, such 

as Fine (2000) and MacBride (2007). Here is MacBride: 

[I]t is...natural to think that [facts] have a unique composition, resulting 

from the saturation of just one relation by its terms. This is because we 

naturally conceive of [facts] as complexes (metaphysical molecules) of 

the objects, properties and relations that compose them. Consequently, it 

appears to us, the [fact] that results from the saturation of one relation 

cannot be identical to the [fact] that results from the saturation of a 

different relation. These [facts], so far as our intuition goes, can no more 

be identical than [facts] that arise from different collections of objects 

                                                           
143 Some may wish to posit both simple and complex facts, and with respect to the latter the type of structural analysis 

proposed in the main text may be inappropriate (e.g. one might claim that some facts are fusions of simpler facts, in 

which case a more sophisticated account of factual structure will be required). Those inclined to draw such a distinction 

can simply take my remarks in the main text as being tacitly restricted to atomic facts. 
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saturating the same relation, no more than a chemical molecule may be 

composed of different collections of atoms. So no single [fact] can result 

from the saturation of two distinct relations.144 

The analogy here is between two types of complexes, facts and chemical molecules. 

MacBride suggests that because molecules cannot be composed of different 

collections of atoms we should infer that no single fact can be composed from two 

different relations. Applied to the Alcibiades case, the relevant sets of "atoms" are 

{Alcibiades, Socrates, admires} and {Alcibiades, Socrates, is admired by}, the thought being 

that a single fact can be composed of the members of at most one of these sets.145   

 The second premise concerns the conditions under which a proposition 

corresponds to a fact. In order to avoid certain complications, it will be helpful to 

restrict attention to atomic propositions, where a proposition is atomic just in case it 

has an intensional structure of the form <R, <o1…on>>, where R is a property or 

relation and o1…on are objects.146 (So long as surface structure mirrors propositional 

form, we might also think of an atomic proposition as one that could be expressed by 

an atomic sentence – i.e. as the proposition that φ, for some atomic sentence φ.) The 

                                                           
144 MacBride (2007), p. 27 (I have changed MacBride’s talk of “completions” to “facts”, as is reasonable given his use of 
the term); see also Fine (2000), p. 4. I should add that MacBride is not committed to Uniqueness, and towards the end of 
his paper tentatively recommends its rejection.  
145 I should add that this analogy is problematic in several respects. For one thing, it is widely recognized that insofar as 
facts are structured, their structure needs to be understood quite differently from that of ordinary material objects. See 
Lewis (1986); Armstrong (1997), pp. 119-123; McDaniel (2009); and Bynoe (2011) for discussion. But even setting this 
concern aside, the analogy does not obviously support Uniqueness. Whereas a given chemical molecule cannot be 
composed of distinct collections of atoms, it can be composed of distinct collections of objects generally – such as a 
collection of atoms and the collection of sub-atomic particles making up those atoms – and so, insofar as the analogy is 
apt, one might expect that facts would similarly have multiple complete decompositions.  
146 Some hold that molecular propositions correspond to facts in a different manner than atomic propositions. Below I 
discuss an example of this, in connection with disjunctive propositions. 
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premise, roughly put, is that a proposition corresponds to a fact only if it bears a 

suitable structural similarity to that fact.147 We can make this precise by appealing to 

the notion of an intensional structure, as follows: 

Similarity:  An atomic proposition corresponds to a fact only if for some 

property or relation R and objects o1…on, the intensional structure 

of that proposition is <R, <o1…on>> and that fact consists of 

o1…on instantiating R. 

For example, a proposition will correspond to the fact that Socrates is wise just in case 

that proposition’s intensional structure has Socrates and wisdom as members, and 

Socrates is represented as instantiating wisdom.  

 These premises entail that Lenience is false, at least with respect to atomic 

propositions. For consider two propositions P and Q. By Similarity, these propositions 

will correspond to a fact F only if they bear a suitable structural similarity to that fact. 

For example, P will correspond to F only if, for some R and o1…on, P’s intensional 

structure is <R, <o1…on>> and F consists of o1…on instantiating R. By the same 

token, Q will correspond to F only if, for some R* and o1*…om*, P’s intensional 

structure is <R*, <o1*…om*>> and F consists of o1*…om* instantiating R*. But given 

Uniqueness, F consists of both o1…on instantiating R and o1*…om* instantiating R* only 

if <o1…on> = <o1*…om*> and R = R*. But if so, then <R, <o1…on>> = <R*, 

                                                           
147 For discussion, see Kirkham (1995), pp. 120-124; Fine (1982), p. 57; David (1994), p. 21. 
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<o1*…om*>>, and P and Q are intensionally similar. Therefore, P and Q converge 

only if they are intensionally similar. 

 Let me make two points about this argument. First, this conclusion is, strictly 

speaking, compatible with Lenience, given that it is restricted to the case of atomic 

propositions (it could be that molecular intensionally dissimilar propositions can 

converge). However, for our purposes this limitation is inconsequential, given that the 

friend of Lenience will surely want to hold that intensionally dissimilar atomic 

propositions can converge (many of the examples discussed in §2.5 were of this sort). 

Second, given a strengthened version of Similarity, according to which structural 

similarity provides not only a necessary but also a sufficient condition for 

correspondence, one can conclude that a strict conception of correspondence is true, 

at least with respect to atomic propositions – i.e. that two atomic propositions 

converge just in case they are intensionally similar, and true.  

I present this argument not because it poses a serious threat to the lenient 

theorist, but rather because it serves to highlight two importantly different ways of 

developing a lenient conception of correspondence. In order to resist the argument, 

one must either reject its proposed constraint on correspondence or abandon its 

underlying conception of factual structure – in short, one must deny either Similarity 

or Uniqueness. Let’s examine these options.  



Fact Identities 
 

87 
 

Suppose first that one rejects Similarity in order to maintain Uniqueness.148 Facts, 

on this view, are fine-grained objects admitting of a unique structural analysis, but a 

proposition can correspond to a fact even if that proposition fails to “mirror” the 

structure of that fact. For example, it may be that the propositions that Socrates is wise 

and that wisdom is characteristic of Socrates converge, even though their underlying fact 

consists solely of Socrates' instantiating wisdom. The latter proposition would then 

provide a misleading picture of the reality to which it corresponds, involving a relation 

that is not a constituent of its corresponding fact. By contrast, that Socrates is wise could 

be viewed as an “elite” proposition, one that not only corresponds to its underlying 

fact but also provides a metaphysically privileged representation of that fact’s 

structure.  

Here it will be helpful to introduce some terminology. When an atomic 

proposition not only corresponds to a fact, but “mirrors” that fact in the sense spelled 

out in Similarity, let’s say that the proposition characterizes that fact.149 As we have just 

seen, the present view entails a distinction between correspondence and 

                                                           
148 Kirkham (1995) discusses a correspondence theory that rejects Similarity under the heading of “correspondence a 

correlation” (pp. 124-130). See too Horgan and Potrč (2000) on “indirect” correspondence. Views that combine 

Uniqueness with the rejection of Similarity are defended by truthmaker theorists such as Armstrong (1997) and Cameron 

(2008, 2010a) (modulo potential differences between what I am calling “correspondence” and what these theorists call 

“truthmaking”; see chapter 3). This view is also similar to the metaphysical component of what Rayo (2013) calls 

metaphysicalism (p. 6) (I say “similar” because there is some uncertainty about what metaphysicalism actually amounts to, 

based on a lack of clarity about Rayo (2013)’s notion of metaphysical structure; see Eklund (2014), pp. 489-490 and Rayo 

(2014), pp. 512-514 for further discussion.)   
149 More precisely, an atomic proposition characterizes a fact iff for some property or relation R and objects o1…on, the 
intensional structure of that proposition is <R, <o1…on>> and that fact consists of o1…on instantiating R. This definition 
is limited to the case of atomic propositions. I touch on how it may be extended to certain molecular propositions 
further below.  
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characterization: If a proposition characterizes a fact then it corresponds to that fact, 

but the converse need not hold.  

Alternatively, a lenient correspondence theorist might reject the conception of 

factual structure underlying the argument above, and so rejects Uniqueness.  There are 

different ways of developing such a view (which I will elaborate on below), but for 

illustration let’s suppose that one abandons Uniqueness while maintaining Similarity. It 

follows that facts can be “carved up” into different objects, properties, and relations. 

For example, if the propositions that Socrates is wise and that wisdom is characteristic of 

Socrates converge, their underlying fact will consist in Socrates’ instantiating wisdom and 

also wisdom’s and Socrates’s instantiating the being characteristic of relation. Thus one 

cannot draw a distinction between elite and non-elite propositions on the basis of a 

distinction between correspondence and characterization, given that one cannot 

distinguish between those propositions that merely correspond to their associated 

facts and those that successfully mirror the structure of those facts.  

2.9 A Dilemma 

I have argued that Lenience is inconsistent with the conjunction of Similarity and 

Uniqueness, and that the choice of whether to reject Similarity or Uniqueness is 

important. I now wish to shift gears and explore the prospects for these different 

options. To begin, I will show that the conjunction of Lenience and Uniqueness faces a 

dilemma.  
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Consider the following: 

 (4a) Plato is lecturing. 

 (4b) Plato’s lecture is occurring. 

 (4c) Plato’s lecture instantiates the property occurring.   

Imagine that these correspond to a common fact. Given Uniqueness, at most of these 

propositions characterizes this fact. Let it be the proposition that Plato is lecturing. 

This fact then consists of Plato’s instantiating the property of lecturing, and only 

Plato’s instantiating this property. (This fact does not also have as a constituent, say, 

the property occurring or the event Plato’s lecture.) But notice that this property and this 

event will still exist. This follows from the plausible assumption that if a singular term 

occurs in a true, extensional, atomic sentence, then the referent of that term exists 

(given that, on the present view, the extensional, atomic sentences ‘Plato’s lecture is 

occurring’ and ‘Plato’s lecture instantiates the property occurring’ are both true, and 

‘Plato’s lecture’ and ‘the property occurring’ are singular terms). We can then ask, of this 

event and this property: Can they come together so as to form a fact? As I will 

explain, no matter how this question is answered, undesirable consequences result.150  

 Suppose that Plato’s lecture and occurring cannot form a fact.151 This should 

seem odd, for two reasons. First, it is natural to assume that an object and a property 

form a fact if and only if the one instantiates the other. But on the present view, Plato's 

                                                           
150 Eklund (2014) raises a similar worry against the views of Rayo (2013) (pp. 489-491).  
151 Rayo (2014) expresses sympathy with this horn of the dilemma (pp. 513-514). 
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lecture instantiates occurring and yet the two fail to form a fact. Thus something more 

is required in order for an object and a property to come together in a fact, and it is 

difficult to see what this further condition could be. Absent some unforeseen 

suggestion, one who accepts both Uniqueness and Lenience will need to take it as 

primitive that certain objects, properties, and relations can form facts whereas others 

cannot. This is a cost of the view. 

Second, given a correspondence theory, propositional truth is to be explained 

by virtue of a relation between a proposition and a fact. Call this a propositional-level 

explanation of a proposition’s truth. But it seems that we can also explain the truth of 

a proposition at the sub-propositional level by appealing to relations between a 

proposition’s constituents and various worldly items. Suppose, for illustration, that the 

constituents of propositions are concepts. We could then explain the truth of the 

proposition that Plato’s lecture is occurring by noting that the concept Plato’s lecture 

denotes a certain event, that the concept occurring denotes a certain property, and 

that this event instantiates that property. The problem is that, according to the view 

under consideration, the propositional and sub-propositional explanations of the truth 

of this proposition pull in different directions. The former appeals to a relation to a 

certain fact – namely the fact that Plato is lecturing – while the latter appeals to an event 
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and a property, which are not constituents of that fact. This leaves us with an oddly 

disjointed explanation of propositional truth.152  

 Perhaps the friend of Uniqueness should instead say that Plato's lecture can 

combine with occurring to form a fact. The question is then: Does the proposition that 

Plato's lecture is occurring correspond to this fact? It would be strange to say no. Surely if 

a fact consists of Plato's lecture's instantiating occurring, the proposition that Plato's 

lecture is occurring would correspond to it. After all, to say otherwise would again lead to 

a disjointed account of propositional truth.153 Let’s assume then that Plato's lecture 

and occurring can combine to form a fact, and that the proposition that Plato's lecture is 

occurring corresponds to it. This conclusion generalizes. Consider any true atomic 

proposition that corresponds to, but does not characterize, some fact. By reasoning 

parallel to that given above, we should conclude that there is some further fact that 

this proposition both corresponds to and characterizes.154  

This should seem strange. With respect to our examples (4a)-(4c), the situation 

is this: each characterizes its own fine-grained fact, while the propositions that Plato’s 

lecture is occurring and that Plato’s lecture instantiates occurring also (merely) correspond to 

                                                           
152 See chapter 3, §3.3 for related discussion. 
153 The sub-propositional explanation of the truth of this proposition would appeal to entities figuring in a fact 
consisting of Plato’s lecture instantiating occurring, and yet the propositional-level explanation would appeal to a relation 
to the (distinct) fact that Plato is lecturing. 
154 Take any objects o1...on and property or relation R. If a proposition whose intensional structure is <R, <o1...on>> is 
true, then a proposition whose intensional structure is <Instantiation, <R, o1...on>> should also be true, and so (given the 
assumptions noted above) o1...on and R will all exist. But then, by parity of reasoning, there should be a fact that consists 
of o1...on instantiating R, and any proposition whose intensional structure is <R, <o1...on>> should correspond to and 
characterize this fact. 
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the fact consisting of Plato’s instantiating the property of lecturing. A picture may 

help to clarify the situation (solid lines indicate characterization relations; dotted lines 

indicate correspondence relations): 

P1 P2 P3 

 

F1 F2 F3 

What explains this picture? Take the proposition that Plato’s lecture is occurring (P2, say). 

Its truth can be explained by citing a fine-grained fact that it characterizes: that 

consisting of Plato’s lecture instantiating occurring (F2). Why does it also (merely) 

correspond to some other fact (F1) that has neither this lecture nor occurring as 

constituents? More generally, if each true proposition succeeds in “mirroring” its own 

corresponding fine-grained fact, why should we hold that some of these propositions, 

in addition, merely correspond to other facts that they do not also characterize?  

The most natural answer appeals to a relation of metaphysical priority between 

the facts themselves. Perhaps the proposition that Plato’s lecture is occurring corresponds 

not only to the fact that Plato’s lecture is occurring but also to the fact that Plato is lecturing, 

given that the former bears a suitable relation of metaphysical priority to the latter – 

perhaps the one is grounded in, dependent on, or determined by the other.155 The situation 

                                                           
155 Audi (2012) and Rosen (2010), for instance, postulate a grounding relation on “worldly” facts of the sort at issue here.  
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would then be as follows (with the additional arrows indicating the relevant priority 

relation): 

P1 P2 P3 

 

F1 F2 F3 

This proposal has some attractions: It avoids arbitrarily denying that certain entities 

can form facts. It does not yield a disjointed explanation of propositional truth. It 

explains why some propositions correspond to facts that they do not characterize. 

And though it does incur a commitment to a relation of metaphysical priority, this is a 

commitment that many are (for better or worse) already willing to take on.  

The problem is that this view is plausibly just a terminological variant of a strict 

correspondence theory. Consider a theorist who claims that each fact has a unique 

structural analysis, and that a proposition corresponds to a fact just in case that 

proposition is structurally similar to that fact (in the sense spelled out in Similarity). 

Call this theorist’s correspondence relation strict correspondence. Given strict 

correspondence, along with a suitable relation of metaphysical priority, one can define 

“lenient” correspondence as follows: 

A proposition leniently corresponds to a fact F iff that proposition strictly 

corresponds to F, or that proposition strictly corresponds to a fact F* 

grounded in (dependent on, etc.) F. 
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Similarly, the lenient theorist is free to define strict correspondence as follows: 

A proposition strictly corresponds to a fact iff that proposition characterizes that 

fact. 

But then it seems that there is no deep metaphysical disagreement here; the strict and 

lenient correspondence theorists merely differ about how to use the term 

‘correspondence’.  

This should be worrying. Earlier we argued in favor of Lenience by noting the 

theoretical benefits of a lenient correspondence theory. But now it seems that this 

view is a terminological variant of the strict correspondence theory. Recall the 

discussion of causal overdetermination from above. The proposal, in short, was that 

the joint truth of the propositions that the baseball caused the shattering and that the simples-

arranged-baseballwise caused the shattering generates no problematic overdetermination 

given that there is a single causal fact corresponding to these propositions. But 

according to the type of lenient view now on the table, this is false; each of these 

propositions characterizes its own causal fact. What the present view can say is that 

these distinct causal facts are grounded in some further common fact. But whether or 

not this is ultimately a satisfying response, it is a very different response from that 

which was initially proposed. (It is, after all, open to the strict correspondence theorist 

to say the same thing.) Similar remarks apply to the other theoretical roles discussed 
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above.156 The upshot is that this type of view loses much of what made a lenient 

perspective attractive in the first place.  

2.10 Arbitrariness  

One who accepts both Uniqueness and Lenience is faced with the task of explaining what 

the unique structural analysis of a fact happens to be. A further challenge facing such 

a theorist is that, in certain cases, there seems to be no non-arbitrary way of doing so.  

Consider the propositions that Alcibiades admires Socrates and that Socrates is 

admired by Alcibiades. As noted above, there is reason to believe that admiration and its 

converse are distinct. But if so, the friend of Uniqueness faces a question: Should we 

take this fact to consist of Alcibiades' and Socrates' instantiating the admires or the is 

admired by relation? The problem is not merely that this choice is difficult, but that it 

seems misbegotten; if a view on facts forces us to make this decision, that is a good 

reason to reject that view.  

However, this particular example is controversial. As noted above, some 

maintain that (despite prima facie reason to the contrary) admiration and its converse are 

identical (see §2.5). But we needn’t engage with that controversy here, given that other 

cases give rise to similar problems. Take parthood and proper parthood. Familiarly, 

these relations are interdefinable, and there seems to be no reason to take one or the 

                                                           
156 Similarly, on the present view the intuitive connection between ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘wisdom is characteristic of 
Socrates’ is to be explained not directly by positing a common fact that these sentences characterize – each characterizes 
its own fact – but rather by noting that one of these facts is grounded in the other, or that both are grounded in some 
further fact. 
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other as primitive.157 The worry, roughly stated, is that we could equally well describe 

the “parthood” facts using 'parthood' or 'proper parthood', but given Uniqueness it can 

only be one or the other. Again, the choice seems objectionably arbitrary.158  

To make this worry precise, consider the following: 

 (5a) o1 is part of o2. 

  (5b) o1 is a proper part of o2 or o1 = o2. 

  (5c) o1 is a proper part of o2. 

Imagine that o1 ≠ o2 and o1 is a part (and so a proper part) of o2. These propositions are 

then all true, and there is a fact corresponding to each. The question is whether we 

have three distinct “parthood” facts here, and one sympathetic with Lenience should 

wish to say no. But which of these propositions should be held to converge?  

Suppose first that both (5a) and (5c) converge on a fact F. The problem is then 

immediate. Given that parthood and proper parthood are distinct relations, these 

propositions are intensionally dissimilar. By Uniqueness, at most one can characterize 

this fact – F can have either parthood or proper parthood as a constituent, but not 

both. Yet there is no reason to favor one over the other, and there seems to be no 

plausible third option. But then we are forced to decide whether F is best understood 

                                                           
157 See Simons (1987); Varzi (2009).  
158 For related discussion, see Sider (2011), p. 217f. (Although Sider does not himself defend fine-grained facts, he faces 
similar challenges with respect to his conception of metaphysical structure.)  
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as the fact that o1 is part of o2 or the fact that o1 is a proper part of o2, and this seems like a 

decision that we shouldn’t have to make. 

Perhaps then (5a) does not converge with (5c), but rather with (5b). This claim 

does not immediately yield a problematic choice, given that (5c) is a molecular 

proposition – a disjunction – and Uniqueness is restricted to the atomic case. But we 

might still ask whether this underlying fact is best represented by the disjunctive (5c) 

or the atomic (5a), and this question continues to pose a difficulty. In order to press 

this challenge, we need to consider how a disjunction might be thought to “mirror”, 

or characterize, its corresponding fact. I see two options. According to the first, a 

disjunction characterizes a fact just in case one of its disjuncts characterizes that fact. 

Given our assumption that o1 and o2 are distinct, this entails that (5b), the proposition 

that o1 is a proper part of o2 or o1 = o2, characterizes its fact only if (5c), the proposition 

that o1 is a proper part of o2, characterizes that fact. But then our problem reemerges. Let 

F be a fact corresponding to both (5a) and (5b). As we have just seen, the question of 

whether this fact is characterized by (5a) or (5b) amounts to the question of whether 

this fact is characterized by (5a) or (5c). But for the reason noted above, this choice 

seems objectionably arbitrary.  

 Alternatively, one might suggest that a disjunction characterizes a fact if and 

only if that fact is, in some sense, disjunctive in nature. But this leads to a new 

problem. However the notion of a disjunctive fact should be understood, it is 

plausible that a disjunctive fact is never characterized by an atomic proposition. If so, 
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then (5a) and (5b) cannot both characterize their common corresponding fact. We 

again face a seemingly misguided question: whether this fact is disjunctive or non-

disjunctive in nature.159  

 What one wants to say is that the decision of whether to speak of the 

“parthood” facts using ‘parthood’ or ‘proper parthood’ should be decided on 

pragmatic or stylistic grounds, not considerations of metaphysical structure. Similar 

remarks apply to the other cases discussed above. Pre-theoretically, it should seem 

surprising to be told that there is some deep metaphysical difference between 

‘Socrates is wise’ or ‘wisdom is characteristic of Socrates’, ‘Alcibiades admires 

Socrates’ or ‘Alcibiades is such that he admires Socrates’, and ‘Plato is lecturing’ and 

‘Plato’s lecture is occurring’. To again quote Ramsey, it seems that “[w]hich sentence 

we use is either a matter of literary style, or of the point of view from which we 

approach the fact”, but this is something the friend of Uniqueness is forced to deny.160   

2.11 Alternatives 

Suppose now that, in light of the criticisms raised above, the lenient theorist decides 

to reject Uniqueness. What alternatives are available?  

                                                           
159 A further option is to sharply distinguish between atomic and molecular facts, and to suggest that while atomic facts 
are uniquely structured, molecular facts are not. One can then say that both the propositions that o1 is a part of o2 and that 
o1 is a proper part of o2 or o1 = o2 correspond to and characterizes an underlying molecular fact, and deny a need to privilege 
parthood or proper parthood. But such a view is, on the one hand, precluded from leveling any principled objection to 
the heterogeneous facts postulated by those who reject Uniqueness; and, on the other, it is open to the challenge that once 
we have accepted that some facts violate Uniqueness, there is little reason to go further and posit a class of fundamentally 
different, uniquely structured, facts.  
160 Ramsey (1925) p. 404. 
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 Consider first the conjunction of Lenience and Similarity. At the very least, this 

view entails a surprising conception of factual structure, for given reasonable premises 

it is committed to each fact having indefinitely many distinct structural analyses, along 

with infinitely many constituents. There are various ways of arguing for this 

conclusion. One goes by way of regresses such as the following:  

 6a) Socrates instantiates wisdom.  

 6b) Wisdom instantiates being characteristic of Socrates.  

6c) Being characteristic of Socrates instantiates being characteristic of wisdom.  

6d) Being characteristic of wisdom instantiates being characteristic of (being characteristic 

of wisdom) 

  … 

At each step we have a new proposition intensionally dissimilar to its predecessors, 

which also ascribes a novel (and higher-order) property to its subject, and the 

transition from each proposition to the next utilizes principles that should be 

attractive to the friend of Lenience. But then, given Similarity, each of these 

propositions provides a distinct structural analysis of the underlying fact, and each of 

these analyses attributes a new constituent to that fact. It follows that the fact has 

infinitely many distinct constituents. The question is whether this is a feature or a flaw 

of the view. 
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One natural, albeit ultimately misguided, reaction to this consequence is to 

object that we are illicitly projecting features of language onto reality. Here is Austin 

(1950) voicing the complaint:  

There is no need whatsoever for the words used in making a true 

[proposition] to 'mirror' in any way, however indirect, any feature 

whatsoever of the situation or event; a [proposition] no more needs, in 

order to be true, to reproduce the 'multiplicity,' say, or the 'structure' or 

'form' of the reality, than a word needs to be echoic or writing pictographic. 

To suppose that it does, is to fall once again into the error of reading back 

into the world the features of language.161 

Austin is not presenting a positive argument against Similarity so much as registering 

his dissent and suggesting that those tempted to think otherwise are making a certain 

sort of mistake – they are giving in to the temptation of "reading back into the world 

the features of language”.162 The point that I wish to stress here is that, if the friend of 

Similarity is committing this sin, then so too are other views that we have been 

examining. As we saw above, one who accepts Uniqueness is under some pressure to 

admit that each true proposition characterizes its own fine-grained fact. But if this 

assumption is granted, then the difference between this theorist and one who 

endorses Similarity becomes quite thin. Both will agree, for example, that the 

                                                           
161 Austin, (1950), p. 125.  
162 Similar complaints are given in Heil (2003), pp. 5-7, and Cameron and Barnes (2008) regarding what they call the 
“picture theory”.  
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proposition that wisdom instantiates being characteristic of Socrates corresponds to and 

characterizes a fact consisting of wisdom and being characteristic of Socrates standing in the 

instantiation relation. Their disagreement comes to this: the friend of Uniqueness claims 

that this proposition corresponds to, but does not characterize, the fact that Socrates 

is wise, whereas the proponent of Similarity will claim that both propositions 

correspond to and characterize a single fact. It’s difficult to see why the charge of 

“reading back into the world the features of language” would turn on this rather 

arcane distinction.163  

 Turn next to a more serious challenge. Given a correspondence theory, 

propositional truth is explained by virtue of a relation between fact and proposition. 

But we might also ask what explains why this relation holds of the facts and 

propositions that it does. Given Similarity, it is natural to answer this further request 

by appealing to a suitable alignment between factual and propositional structure: A 

proposition is true because it corresponds to some fact, and it corresponds to 

whatever fact that it does because its structure successfully mirrors the structure of 

that fact.164 The worry is that once we accept the view of factual structure now on the 

                                                           
163 Similar remarks apply to the alternative Uniqueness-friendly option according to which not every true proposition 
characterizes its own fine-grained fact. On this view, even should an object o instantiate a property G, there need not be 
a fact consisting of o’s instantiating G. But, as noted above, this view should still acknowledge that o and G exist. The 
only live issue is whether these objects are constituents of the facts to which the proposition that o is G corresponds, and 
again it is difficult to see why the issue of linguistic projection would turn on this distinction. On the contrary, it seems 
that concerns about linguistic projection do not arise due to Similarity, but rather an assumption linking truth and 
existence: that if an extensional, atomic sentence ‘G(o)’ is true, for ‘o’ a singular term and ‘G’ a monadic predicate, then 
it is also true that o exists. But while I have been assuming this principle throughout, it is independent of Lenience. 
164 See Kirkham (1995), p. 119. 
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table this explanation of correspondence – and, by extension, this explanation of 

propositional truth – looks to be severely weakened.  

 Here is the problem. Suppose we were to ask such a theorist to explain why a 

given fact corresponds to the propositions that it does. This explanation, we are 

assuming, will appeal to the structure of that fact and the structure of the various 

propositions in question. But in order to complete that explanation, one will need to 

first hypothesize that this fact has infinitely many structural analyses – one for every 

class of intensionally similar propositions to which that fact corresponds – and so 

infinitely many distinct constituents. This explanation is therefore massively complex, 

requiring a vast number of structural assumptions in order to explain what it seeks to 

explain, and the explanations themselves are apt to seem piecemeal: The proposition 

that Plato is lecturing corresponds to a fact because that fact consists of Plato’s 

instantiating lecturing, and the proposition that Plato’s lecture is occurring corresponds to 

that same fact because that fact also consists of Plato’s lecture’s instantiating occurring, and 

so on, for each member of an endless series of convergent, intensionally dissimilar 

propositions. But then, the worry goes, if correspondence is explained in this way, 

that explanation is bound to be pretty awful. 

 However, this is only a problem if this theorist does indeed seek to explain 

correspondence by appealing to factual structure. It is possible to explain 

correspondence in some other way. For example, according to one view noted above, 

a proposition corresponds to a fact just in case, necessarily, that proposition is true if 
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and only if that fact obtains. Here correspondence is explained by virtue of a 

relationship between the (coarse-grained) truth-conditions of a proposition and the 

“obtaining”-conditions of a fact, and this explanation makes no reference to factual 

structure. Of course, earlier I argued that this particular view should be unattractive to 

a lenient theorist, but the point is that this is the general kind of (non-structural) 

explanation of correspondence that needs to be given. Exactly how this explanation 

should go is a question for another day. 

Let me close with a further challenge facing such an account, however these 

details are filled in. Suppose that we have in hand some explanation of why a range of 

intensionally dissimilar propositions all correspond to a certain fact, where that 

explanation does not appeal to a structural similarity between those propositions and 

that fact. Still, given Similarity, there is such a structural isomorphism; the intensional 

structure of each proposition will perfectly align with some structural analysis of this 

fact. The question is why. Surely the correlation between these structures is not a mere 

coincidence. But what explanation can be offered? The correlation would be 

unsurprising if it in turn explained the correspondence, for if each proposition 

corresponded to whatever facts it does because those facts happen to bear a structural 

similarity to that proposition then there would be no question as to why structural 

similarities always dovetailed with correspondence relations. But once we have 

abandoned a structural explanation of correspondence, this explanation is unavailable. 
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The worry is then that, in order to maintain Similarity while rejecting Uniqueness, 

the lenient theorist must not only provide a non-structural account of 

correspondence, but also explain why this structural similarity holds. I see two 

alternatives: One can explain the structural similarity by virtue of the correspondence, 

or explain both by virtue of some further factor. I will not attempt to canvass all of 

the possibilities here, though I will note one proposal that has been given in the 

literature. Suppose that a proposition’s corresponding to a given fact explains why 

that proposition’s structure perfectly aligns with the structure of that fact. One way of 

developing this thought, suggested in MacBride (2003), is to take the structure of a 

proposition as given and use this to explain the structure of its corresponding fact.165 

The thought is that a fact has the structure that it does at least in part because it is 

represented in a certain way. For example, a given fact might consist of Socrates’ 

instantiating wisdom partially because it corresponds to the proposition that Socrates is wise.166 

But this is a radical view, forcing us to reject the plausible claim that the facts are what 

they are independent of how they are represented to be. It is to take structure to be, in 

some sense, projected upon a fact by its corresponding proposition – the facts 

themselves are, to use MacBride’s term, “plastic”.167 It would be unfortunate if this 

type of lenient theorist were committed to such a radical position. 

                                                           
165 MacBride (2003), pp. 126-128. MacBride offers this as a possible interpretation of neo-Fregeanism.  
166 Some of the remarks in Putnam (1981) are suggestive of this type of view; see, for example, p. 52. 
167 MacBride (2003), p. 127. 
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It may seem that these problems can be avoided by simply taking facts to be 

unstructured (and so reject both Uniqueness and Similarity). Such a view would still, of 

course, owe us a non-structural account of the correspondence relation, but it would 

not be committed to any mysterious correlation between factual and propositional 

structure. However, as noted above, even if such a theorist can deny that the fact that 

Socrates is wise has Socrates and wisdom as constituents, she is still plausibly 

committed to the existence of Socrates and wisdom, and should grant that these objects 

stand in some significant relation to this fact. After all, every truth about Socrates is, 

we are assuming, explained by virtue of a relation to some member of a class of 

unstructured facts (the “Socrates” facts), and surely Socrates himself should bear an 

important relation to the members of this class, whether or not we call this relation 

‘constituency’ – call it pseudo-constituency, if you like. But just as constituency relations 

will perfectly align with intensional structures, so too will pseudo-constituency 

relations. The challenge facing the friend of unstructured facts is, therefore, not only 

to provide a non-structural account of correspondence, but also to explain what this 

pseudo-constituency relation is, and why this correlation is unproblematic.  In short, 

the problem facing a view of this sort is not avoided simply by insisting that facts are 

unstructured.  

2.12  Conclusion 
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It may seem that we are left in a quandary: I have argued that, on the one hand, there 

is reason to favor a lenient conception of correspondence, but also that both means 

of developing such a view – by maintaining a homogenous conception of facts and 

adopting a lax view of correspondence, or by maintaining a demanding view of 

correspondence and adopting a heterogeneous conception of facts – face serious 

challenges. What, then, should we believe? Here I would emphasize that the problems 

facing these views are importantly different in character. The objections raised to the 

friend of Uniqueness are principled, arising immediately from his conception of facts in 

conjunction with assumptions that should be attractive to any lenient theorist (witness 

again the problem of arbitrariness). By contrast, the problems facing those lenient 

theorist who rejects Uniqueness amount to demands for further explanation – to 

provide, for example, a non-structural account of correspondence. Perhaps these 

demands cannot, at the end of the day, be met, but whether this is so remains a topic 

for future work. 
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Chapter 3 

Ontological Egalitarianism 

3.1 Introduction 

Consider two claims endorsed by quantifier variantists.168 The first is that there are 

different possible “ontological” languages – roughly, languages syntactically identical 

to familiar natural languages but whose ontological expressions express different 

ontological concepts, with the result that controversial sentences (e.g. ‘there are 

abstract objects’, ‘there are trout-turkeys) express truths relative to some and 

falsehoods relative to others.169 The second claim concerns a certain equivalence 

relation. Quantifier variantists not only postulate different languages of this sort, but 

go on to claim that they are, in some sense, equally good.170 I think it is fair to say that, 

between the two, recent critical attention has tended to focus on the postulation of 

these languages rather than their supposed equivalence – and for good reason, given 

that difficult questions can be asked about the “ontological” concepts that they are 

said to express.171 My focus here will, however, be the equivalence claim, and to begin 

I want to emphasize that this claim holds considerable interest even should this other 

aspect of the quantifier variantist’s view prove untenable. 

                                                           
168 See the essays collected in Hirsch (2011). Hirsch’s views are inspired by the work of Hilary Putnam; see e.g. Putnam 
(1981, 1994, 2004).  
169 The trout-turkey example comes from Lewis (1991).  
170 See especially Hirsch (2011), pp. xi-xiv.  
171 For critical discussion of this claim, see Sider (2007, 2009, 2011); Eklund (2007, 2009, 2011); Hawthorne (2006b, 
2009); Chalmers (2009). 
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Consider how Eli Hirsch – the most prominent recent defender of quantifier 

variance – cashes out this notion of equivalence. He begins by appealing to the 

sentential relation of truth-conditional equivalence (where two sentences are related in this 

way just in case, relative to every context of utterance, they are necessarily equivalent) 

and goes on to ascribe a special status to this relation, suggesting that “even if 

sentences differ radically in logical form, so long as they are truth-conditionally 

equivalent, it makes no sense to say that one of them is metaphysically more right 

than the other”,172 and that such sentences are “equally true by virtue of the 

same…facts in the world”.173 Claims of this sort obviously need to be unpacked, but 

for the moment let’s describe Hirsch as holding that truth-conditionally equivalent 

sentences are metaphysically equivalent. 

Hirsch’s next step is to extend this sentential relation to entire languages, such 

that two languages are truth-conditionally equivalent if and only if, for any sentence in 

one, there is a truth-conditionally equivalent sentence in the other, and vice versa.174 

As with the sentential relation, he ascribes a special status to languages related in this 

way, claiming that they are “of equal metaphysical merit” and that neither can be 

viewed as “closer to reality” than the other.175 Again, we can provisionally describe 

                                                           
172 Hirsch (2011), p. xi; see too his (1993), p. 4; (2003), p. 111; (2005), pp. 149-50; (2008), p. 210. 
173 Hirsch (2002), pp. 78-9, see also p. 90.  
174 I state these definitions of truth-conditional equivalence (of both the sentential and inter-linguistic sort) as 
biconditionals, whereas Hirsch only presents them as sufficient conditions (see Hirsch (2011), pp. xi-xii). His 
formulation also lacks the “vice versa” clause I use in the main text. I make these additions because they seem to capture 
what Hirsch intends. For example, the inferences he draws in the paragraph following the definitions are invalid without 
them (xii).  
175 Hirsch (2011), pp. xi-xii. 
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Hirsch as holding that truth-conditionally equivalent languages are metaphysically 

equivalent. 

Now, truth-conditional equivalence is a promiscuous relation, holding not only 

between sentences figuring in different ontological languages, but between sentences 

of English – and notably between English sentences that differ in their ontological 

commitments (perhaps the sentences ‘there are tables’ and ‘there are things arranged-

tablewise’ or ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘the property wisdom is characteristic of Socrates’ 

are related in this way).176 Given the proposed connection between truth-conditional 

and metaphysical equivalence, it follows that such sentences are “equally true by virtue 

of the same…facts in the world” and neither is “metaphysically more right than the 

other”, as Hirsch puts it. He is therefore committed to a more general 

metaontological view, namely that sentences with different ontological commitments 

can be metaphysically equivalent. Call this ontological egalitarianism. 

This consequence is significant quite apart from the postulation of the 

quantifier variantist’s different ontological languages. Indeed, it can be used to 

formulate an alternative to quantifier variance. For example, Hirsch claims that there 

is a “common sense” language relative to which the sentence ‘there are tables’ is true, 

and also a “nihilist” language relative to which this same sentence (non-semantically 

individuated) is false, due to a shift in the meaning of ‘there are’ between the two.177 

                                                           
176 Here I have in mind a (more or less) Quinean conception of ontological commitment; see Quine (1948, 1951). For 
discussion, see Rayo (2007). 
177 See Hirsch (2005), pp. 145-6. 
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But rather than claiming (as Hirsch does) that every true sentence figuring within this 

“common sense” language can be paired with a truth-conditionally equivalent 

sentence figuring in the “nihilist” language, one might instead hold that every true 

English sentence endorsed by the common sense theorist can be paired with an 

equivalent sentence acceptable to the nihilist. Put another way, one might simply hold 

that the common sense theory (construed as a set of English sentences) is 

metaphysically equivalent to some subset of the nihilist’s theory (again construed as a 

set of English sentences) without postulating the different ontological languages – or 

alternate ontological concepts – that the quantifier variantist appeals to.178 Such a view 

strikes me as preserving much of the spirit of quantifier variance while abandoning 

some of its more problematic commitments. 

There are, to be sure, some important differences. For one thing, the quantifier 

variantist wishes to claim that the common sense theorist and the nihilist are (in a 

certain sense) both correct, given that they can each be interpreted as speaking the truth 

in their own languages.179 By contrast, according to the view I have in mind the 

common sense theorist does indeed win the debate with the nihilist – the nihilist 

asserts a falsehood when he utters, unrestrictedly and in plain English, ‘everything is 

simple’ – but even so it remains the case that the distinctive elements of the common 

                                                           
178 Here I shift from talk of languages to talk of theories. Let a theory be a set of (interpreted) sentences, and let one 
theory be truth-conditionally equivalent to another iff every sentence figuring in one is truth-conditionally equivalent to 
some sentence figuring in the other, and vice versa. I assume that insofar as truth-conditional equivalence is sufficient 
for two languages to be metaphysically equivalent, the same holds of truth-conditionally equivalent theories. 
179 I skip over qualifications that need to be made here; see Hirsch (2009) for discussion.  
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sense theory are, in a certain sense, metaphysically superfluous. The thought is that 

while it’s true that there are tables and chairs, talking about them does nothing to 

improve our ability to provide a complete and satisfactory description of reality, over 

and beyond that given by the nihilist.  

Here is a second difference. Hirsch not only postulates a range of equivalent 

ontological languages, but goes on to contend that there is no metaphysically privileged 

ontological language – no “uniquely best” means of representing the world using 

ontological concepts. This is far stronger than the claim that some ontologically 

dissimilar languages or theories can be metaphysically equivalent, and to draw this 

further conclusion Hirsch needs an additional assumption – for instance, that every 

ontological language has a truth-conditionally equivalent counterpart employing 

different ontological concepts.180 Given Hirsch’s principle linking truth-conditional 

and metaphysical equivalence, it would follow that there is no uniquely privileged 

ontological language (there would rather be a plurality of metaphysically equivalent 

ontological languages). But notice that a similar position is available to egalitarians 

                                                           
180 Hirsch himself is not always clear about this. For example, in his (2011) he suggests that the denial of a metaphysically 
privileged language follows from the principle that truth-conditional equivalence implies metaphysical equivalence: 

[This principle] implies that truth-conditionally equivalent ontological languages are of equal metaphysical 
merit. That is the doctrine of quantifier variance. The doctrine says that there is no uniquely best ontological 
language with which to describe the world (p. xii).  

But this is wrong. For one thing, this connection between truth-conditional and metaphysical equivalence does not entail 
that there actually are different ontological languages of the sort Hirsch envisions (for all it says, there could be only one). 
For another, one can consistently maintain that there is a “uniquely best” ontological language while granting a plurality 
of other, lesser, ontological languages that are truth-conditionally equivalent. This simply requires denying that this 
privileged ontological language is truth-conditionally equivalent to any other ontological language. (Perhaps only one 
such language is “metaphysically complete” in that it allows us to express everything of metaphysical interest that can be 
expressed).  
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more generally. Given a comparable auxiliary assumption – for example, that every 

ontological theory has a truth-conditionally equivalent counterpart with different 

ontological commitments – one could similarly conclude that there is no uniquely 

privileged ontological theory.  

This strikes me as a significant and potentially attractive metaontological view, 

but I will not be arguing for it here. I mention it only to motivate the goal of this 

paper, which is to determine how, exactly, this (terribly obscure) notion of 

metaphysical equivalence should be understood.181 Part of this project will involve 

arguing against one prominent conception of this relation, and part will consist in 

articulating an alternative. To begin, however, we need to say more about the 

theoretical role that this relation is being called upon to play. 

3.2 “Equal Metaphysical Merit” 

Let me begin with two preliminary remarks.  

First, quantifier variantists are not alone in endorsing some form of 

egalitarianism. A number of theorists have held that sentences with different 

ontological commitments can be, in some metaphysically deep sense, equivalent. For 

example, neo-Fregeans such as Bob Hale and Crispin Wright claim that the sentences 

                                                           
181 For another recent attempt at addressing this issue, see Liebesman (Forthcoming). Miller (2009) discusses a related 
position. Note, however, that Miller uses the term ‘metaphysical equivalence’ differently than I do here; on her usage, 
two theories are metaphysically equivalent just in case there is no fact of the matter about which is correct. Balaguer (1998), 
for example, defends an equivalence claim of this sort with respect to the theories of (certain types of) platonists and 
anti-platonists. 
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‘the direction of a = the direction of b’ and ‘a and b are parallel’ can yield “equally 

correct…descriptions of the same state of affairs”, or provide different means of 

conceptualizing the same content.182 Similarly, Agustín Rayo holds that sentences such 

as ‘there are no dinosaurs’ and ‘the number of dinosaurs is zero’ or ‘Susan runs’ and 

‘Susan has the property of running’ “demand the same thing of the world” and 

“provide full and accurate descriptions of the same feature of reality”.183 Related claims 

can be found in the work of Stephen Schiffer (2003), Alan Sidelle (2002, 2009), and 

Amie Thomasson (2007).184 These authors do not understand these equivalence 

claims in exactly the same way, but there is nonetheless a common theme here: in 

some sense we can choose to use one or another of two ontologically dissimilar 

sentences without, as Sidelle puts it, “making a metaphysical mistake” (2009, p. 234). 

While I will be focusing only on a small handful of these views – mainly those of 

Hirsch and Rayo – the discussion will be relevant to these other proposals as well.  

 Second, I want to set aside what is, in my view, a needlessly complicating factor 

in Hirsch’s proposal. Hirsch presents a context insensitive sufficient condition for 

metaphysical equivalence, according to which two sentences are metaphysically 

equivalent if, when evaluated at any context of utterance, they are necessarily equivalent.185 It 

                                                           
182 See Hale (1997), p. 103; see also Wright (1983); Hale and Wright (2000). 
183 Rayo (2013), pp. 3-5, 17, 50-54, 66.  
184 See also the discussion in Sider (2011) concerning the role of “parity” claims for deflationary metametaphysical views, 
pp. 67-9 
185 One potentially confusing aspect of Hirsch’s presentation is that he describes his favored relation as “truth-

conditional” equivalence, and emphasizes that sentences related in this way share a truth-condition (see, e.g., his (2005), pp. 

149-50), whereas truth-conditions are more commonly taken in a context-relative sense: a sentence expresses a given 

truth-conditional relative to a particular context of utterance (see Szabó (2003), pp. 380-1). 
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is not clear to me why he does this. Briefly, what seems relevant to whether two 

sentences are metaphysically equivalent – whether they are “true by virtue of the same 

facts” – is what those sentences say, relative to contexts, rather than the way that meaning 

interacts with context in order to say what can be said.186 (Put another way, this 

equivalence relation should be a function of the proposition expressed by a use of a 

sentence rather than the characters associated with that sentence.) But this suggests 

that we should adopt a context sensitive account of this relation, focusing on what 

sentences express relative to particular contexts of utterance rather than seeking to 

generalize over contexts in the way that Hirsch does. With this in mind, the most 

natural means of modifying Hirsch’s proposal involves taking two sentences (relative 

to contexts) to be metaphysically equivalent if (relative to those contexts) they are 

necessarily equivalent.187 Call this the coarse-grained view. 

To lay my cards on the table, I ultimately wish to reject the coarse-grained view, 

but before doing so we need a better understanding of what it says. To that end, 

consider an inegalitarian who happily grants that ontologically dissimilar sentences 

such as ‘the direction of a = the direction of b’ and ‘a and b are parallel’ are necessarily 

equivalent but goes on to reject the further consequences that a Hirschean seeks to 

                                                           
186 To be clear, Hirsch is merely offering a sufficient condition for this relation to hold, and (for all I am saying at this 
point) this sufficient condition may be correct. The point I am making is that this condition appeals to properties of the 
relevant sentences that seem to not be directly relevant to their equivalence.  
187 In other work Hirsch appeals to a priori necessarily equivalence rather than truth-conditional equivalence (see his 
(1986), p. 244 and (1993), p. 4), and this avoids the complaint I raise in the main text. I focus on (mere) necessary 
equivalence for the sake of simplicity; the objections I go on to raise to the coarse-grained view also apply to a 
comparable view that instead appeals to a priori necessary equivalence.  
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draw. How should we understand this disagreement? Here one is tempted to say that, 

according to the Hirschean, necessarily equivalent sentences correspond to a common fact, 

demand the same thing of the world, have the same truth-condition, or share a content. But while 

claims of this sort are suggestive, they fail to cut to the heart of the dispute. The 

inegalitarian could, after all, agree that in some sense of these expressions, ‘the direction 

of a = the direction of b’ and ‘a and b are parallel’ have the same “content” or are true 

by virtue of the same “fact”. For example, on one (relatively well-established) coarse-

grained use of the term ‘content’, it is trivial that two sentences have the same content 

if and only if they are necessarily equivalent, and acknowledging contents of this sort 

need not imply substantive metaontological consequences.188  

 To sharpen the challenge, let’s assume that all parties are willing to posit both 

fine- and coarse-grained contents, understood as follows: The coarse-grained content 

expressed by the sentences ‘the direction of a = the direction of b’ and ‘a and b are 

parallel’ is the set of possible worlds at which these sentences are true, whereas the 

fine-grained contents expressed by these sentences are tuples whose members 

comprise the semantic values of the relevant sub-sentential expressions (i.e. neo-

Russellian propositions).189 The fine-grained content associated with ‘the direction of 

a = the direction of b’, for example, may be <identity, <the direction of a, the direction of 

                                                           
188 For instance, Stalnaker (1999) suggests that everyone – even those otherwise attracted to fine-grained accounts of 
meaning – will agree that sentences have coarse-grained truth-conditions or representational content (p. 4).  
189 See Soames (1987) for a standard neo-Russellian view; see Stalnaker (1984); Lewis (1986) for standard coarse-grained 
views.  
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b>>, whereas that associated with ‘a and b are parallel’ may be <parallelity, <a, b>>. 

The Hirschean claims that because these sentences express the same coarse-grained 

content they are importantly equivalent; the inegalitarian rejoins that these sentences 

express distinct fine-grained contents, and so are importantly inequivalent. The 

question, again, is what this disagreement amounts to. 

 The natural answer is that these theorists disagree about the theoretical roles 

that these types of content play. Consider again Hirsch’s contention that equivalent 

sentences are “of equal metaphysical merit”, such that “it makes no sense to say that 

one of them is metaphysically more right than the other”.190 The thought seems to be 

that we are precluded from drawing certain distinctions with respect to sentences 

related in this manner. Take, for example, the view defended in Sider (2011), wherein 

Sider develops a conception of metaphysical structure allowing him to say that 

ontologically dissimilar sentences – e.g. 'there exists a hydrogen atom' and 'there exists 

an electron and a proton, the first of which orbits the second' – can share a truth-

condition, despite the fact that one does a superior job of “carving reality at the 

joints”.191 Or consider the view of Williams (2010), according to which sentences such 

as ‘the set of whales is a subset of the set of mammals’ and ‘the whales are among the 

mammals’ “require the same thing of reality”, even though one sentence is 

                                                           
190 Hirsch (2011), p. xi 
191 Sider (2011), pp. 112-116. Strictly speaking, Sider speaks of (what he calls) metaphysical truth-conditions, rather than 
truth-conditions in the more familiar sense (see pp. 112-113). For related discussion see Sider (2013).  
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fundamental whereas the other is not.192 It is important to Hirsch’s project that 

distinctions of this sort cannot be drawn between metaphysically equivalent 

sentences.193  

Let us stipulate, then, that two sentences are of equal metaphysical merit just in case 

neither is more joint-carving, fundamental, or basic than the other.194 This sheds some 

light on our disagreement: The Hirschean believes that sameness of coarse-grained 

content suffices for equality of metaphysical merit whereas our inegalitarian denies 

this. But this point only takes us so far. For one thing, it merely provides a necessary 

(and purely negative) condition on metaphysical equivalence.195 For another, some 

may wish to simply reject the notions of joint-carving, fundamentality, and the like, in 

which the condition will be vacuously satisfied for any pair of sentences. Nonetheless, 

this does provide us with a lead to go on, for we can now ask: Why would sameness 

of content, of one sort or another, entail equality of metaphysical merit?  

3.3 “Demands on the world” 

                                                           
192 Williams (2010), p. 3. 
193 As Sider (2011) emphasizes, pp. 175-80. 
194 This definition of ‘equal metaphysical merit’ is obviously rough, but for good reason. What the egalitarian seeks to 
deny is that a very general sort of metaphysical asymmetry can be drawn between equivalent sentences, and this 
asymmetry is cashed out in quite different ways in the hands of different metaphysicians. In addition to Sider and 
Williams, distinctions of this sort are drawn in Fine (2001, 2009, 2012); Cameron (2008, 2010); Rosen (2010); among 
others. I would also add that no clearer formulation of this notion is to be found in Hirsch’s own work. 
195 Equality of metaphysical merit intuitively does not provide a plausible sufficient condition for metaphysical 
equivalence; the sentences ‘snow is white’ and ‘grass is green’, for example, may be equally joint carving (fundamental, 
etc.), and yet they are not related in the desired sense – they are not “true by virtue of the same facts”, as Hirsch puts it.  
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Here is a natural, albeit ultimately non-ideal, answer: A given type of content will 

ensure equality of metaphysical merit so long as it plays the role associated with the 

philosophers’ notion of a proposition. For example, on most views propositions serve 

as the objects of belief and assertion.196 One might therefore suggest that sameness of 

content, of one sort or another, implies equality of metaphysical merit if that type of 

content serves as the object of belief and assertion.  

Suppose that this is correct. We would then have a natural way of 

understanding the Hirschean’s proposal, for given a coarse-grained conception of 

propositions – according to which propositions just are coarse-grained contents – two 

sentences will be metaphysically equivalent if they are necessarily equivalent.197 In this 

case, what is said by an assertive utterance of ‘the direction of a = the direction of b’ 

will be the same as what is said by an assertive utterance of ‘a and b are parallel’, and to 

believe that the direction of a = the direction of b  just is to believe that a and b are 

parallel. This provides an intuitively satisfying explanation for why necessarily 

equivalent sentences would be of equal metaphysical merit: if two sentences say that 

same thing, then (the thought would go) it makes little sense to claim that one is more 

joint-carving than the other.198 

                                                           
196 See, e.g., Schiffer (2003); King (2007); King, Soames, and Speaks (2014). 
197 Hirsch endorses this conception of propositions in his (2009), p. 223-4, pp. 238-9; (2013), p. 715. However, his views 
on this matter have evolved over the years. In his (1993) he endorses a broadly coarse-grained account of metaphysical 
equivalence while maintaining that (a priori) necessary equivalence is insufficient for “synonymy or sameness of meaning, 
at least in any full-blooded sense” (p. 18).  
198 Hawthorne (2009), p. 226, nicely articulates this intuition. 
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 But while this proposal has its attractions, it also ties the egalitarian’s fate to a 

highly contentious view of propositional content.199 Many will balk at the suggestion 

that, for example, the belief that Socrates is wise just is the belief that Socrates 

instantiates the property wisdom, or that (an assertive utterance of) the sentence ‘there 

is a table’ strictly and literally says the same thing as ‘there are things arranged-

tablewise’. Of course, some are willing to embrace these consequences, and go to 

great lengths to make them seem more palatable.200 But surely it would be desirable to 

avoid forcing such a commitment upon the egalitarian, if possible, and there is reason 

to think that a less committal means of developing the view is available.  

Take the position of one who endorses a Fregean conception of propositions, 

according to which propositions are complex entities in some sense composed of the 

modes of presentation of the objects, properties, and relations that they are about.201 

Given such a view, the sentences ‘Ali is a boxer’ and ‘Clay is a boxer’ will express 

different propositions, due to differences in the modes of presentation associated with 

‘Ali’ and ‘Clay’; nonetheless, it remains quite plausible that these sentences – and, 

moreover, any two sentences expressing the same fine-grained content – are bound to 

be of equal metaphysical merit.202 But what is guiding our judgment here cannot be 

                                                           
199 For criticism of such views, see Field (1986); Soames (1987); King, Soames and Speaks (2015). For complaints of this 
sort specifically addressed to this reading of quantifier variance, see Hawthorne (2009), p. 226; Sider (2011), p. 70, fn. 2; 
Eklund (2008), p. 390; Liebesman (Forthcoming). 
200 See Stalnaker (1984). 
201 See Frege (1892). For a more recent example of a very fine-grained conception of propositions, see King (2007). 
202 Though see Jenkins (2011) and Wilson (2014). 
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the belief that these sentences say the same thing, or express the same proposition, given 

that (according to the view on the table) they don’t. The intuition must instead be 

based on the fact that their meanings are related in some weaker manner. 

Consider what Rayo says on the topic. Like Hirsch, Rayo contends that 

ontologically dissimilar sentences can be, in some sense, metaphysically equivalent, 

but rather than outright endorsing a coarse-grained conception of propositions Rayo 

emphasizes a somewhat different role for coarse-grained contents to play.203 Take the 

following passage: 

Here then is the picture of the relationship between language and the 

world…To render a language meaningful is to decide which ways for the world 

to be [i.e. which coarse-grained contents] are to be associated with which 

sentences. The world then determines which sentences are true, by determining 

which ways for the world to be are actualized. But there is no need for the 

world to be, in some sense, ‘responsive’ to a sentence’s compositional structure 

in order to make it true. Compositional structure matters to truth only insofar 

as it determines logical entailments between sentences, and thereby limits the 

ways in which one’s decision to associate some ways for the world to be with 

                                                           
203 For passages relevant to Rayo’s conception of (what I am calling) metaphysical equivalence, see Rayo (2013), pp. 3-5; 
17; 50-54. For Rayo’s views on propositions, see chapter 4 (especially pp. 100-101), as well as p. 52. His view, in short, is 
that on one use of the term ‘proposition’, proposition are coarse-grained, whereas on another use they are fine-grained, 
instead tracking what he calls “cognitive accomplishment” (p. 100). I say that Rayo claims that ontologically dissimilar 
sentences can be “in some sense” metaphysically equivalent for the following reason: Hirsch emphasizes that 
metaphysically equivalent sentences are of equal metaphysical merit, where this entails that neither is more joint-carving 
than the other; Rayo, by contrast, remains neutral as to whether one can draw distinctions in joint-carvingness between 
sentences that are equivalent in his sense (though he does worry that this notion is problematic); see Rayo (2013) pp. 11-
13. For discussion, see Eklund (2014). 
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some sentences can coexist with one’s decision to associate other ways for the 

world to be with other sentences.204  

On the face of it, these remarks are puzzling. Surely – one might retort – if an atomic 

sentence ‘Ga’ is true, then the world will need to be “responsive” to that sentence’s 

compositional structure in that ‘a’ will need to refer to some object having the 

property that ‘G’ stands for. But Rayo’s point is best understood not as denying the 

presence of referential relations of this sort, but as concerning their role in explaining 

sentential truth. The truth of a sentence, Rayo seems to suggest, is to be explained by 

appealing to that sentence’s coarse-grained content – the “ways for the world to be” 

associated with that sentence – and not by way of referential relations between that 

sentence’s constituent expressions and various worldly items. 

 Let me put the point in terms of fine- and coarse-grained contents. To appeal 

to a platitude, we can explain the truth of a sentence in terms of two factors: what the 

sentence means, and how the world is. These different notions of content capture 

different aspects of sentential meaning. We can also speak of these contents as being 

either satisfied or unsatisfied, depending on how the world is: A sentence’s coarse-

grained content will be satisfied just in case the actual world is among its members, 

whereas its fine-grained content will be satisfied if and only if its members are related 

in a certain fashion. For example, the fine-gained content expressed by ‘a and b are 

                                                           
204 Rayo (2014), p. 500; see also Rayo (2013), pp. 13-18. 



Ontological Egalitarianism 

128 
 

parallel’ will be satisfied just in case the referent of ‘a’ stands in a certain relation to the 

referent of ‘b’, namely the relation that ‘parallel’ stands for. We can then consider two 

possible explanations of the truth of ‘a is parallel to b’: 

(CGE): The sentence ‘a is parallel to b’ is true because it expresses the coarse-

grained content {w1…wn}, and {w1…wn} is satisfied (i.e. the actual 

world is a member of this set). 

(FGE):    The sentence ‘a is parallel to b’ is true because it expresses the fine-

grained content <parallelity, <a, b>> and <parallelity, <a, b>> is 

satisfied (i.e. a and b stand in the parallelity relation).  

In the spirit of Rayo’s comments above, one might suggest that (FGE) is false; the 

satisfaction of a sentence’s fine-grained content – that notion of content encoding 

that sentence’s compositional structure – does not explain the truth of that 

sentence.205 Rather, what explains sentential truth is the satisfaction of that sentence’s 

coarse-grained content.  

Set aside, for the moment, the plausibility of this claim. The point is that if it is 

indeed correct, we have a new means of understanding this notion of metaphysical 

equivalence. Let the demand on the world associated with a sentence be whatever type of 

content meets the following condition: the fact that it is expressed by that sentence, 

                                                           
205 See also Rayo (2013), pp. 13-18, 98. A more complicated, but perhaps more attractive, option would be to grant that 
the satisfaction of a sentence’s fine-grained content can, at least in some theoretical contexts, explain sentential truth, but 
to insist that this explanation is somehow parasitic on that sentence’s expressing a satisfied coarse-grained content. For 
example, one might claim that a sentence expresses a given fine-grained content in part because it expresses a given 
coarse-grained content. I elaborate on this suggestion below. 
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and the fact that it is satisfied or unsatisfied, explains that sentence’s truth or falsity.206 

Some may hold that a sentence’s associated demand just is its propositional content, 

but others might allow – as Rayo does – that some sentences share a demand without 

also expressing the same proposition.207 The intuitive thought would be that if 

propositions are to do the theoretical work we ask of them – in connection with, for 

example, explaining propositional attitude ascriptions – then they will need to be 

sensitive to not only what a sentence demands of the world, but also how that 

demand is presented by that sentence, and the latter is not directly relevant to 

explaining sentential truth.208 

The advantage of this view – which I take to be quite significant – is that it 

allows an egalitarian to maintain the equivalence of sentences such as ‘there is a table’ 

and ‘there are things arranged-tablewise’ while denying that the belief that there is a 

table just is the belief that there are thing arranged-tablewise. But the view also leads 

to difficult questions. In particular, why should sameness of demand imply equality of 

metaphysical merit? Suppose, for example, that the sentences ‘the direction of a = the 

                                                           
206 If we adopt the more nuanced view suggested in the previous note, this definition will need to be tweaked. A 
sentence’s associated demand will be, roughly put, whatever type of content figures in the most basic explanation of the 
truth or falsity of that sentence. 
207 The neo-Fregeans also allow that sentences may demand the same thing of the world without expressing the same 
proposition (although, unlike Rayo, they do not understand sentential demands in terms of coarse-grained content). See 
Hale (1997), p. 104. See also Stalnaker (1990), p. 230f on fine-grained propositions. (While Stalnaker ultimately rejects 
propositions of this sort, he conceives of them in such a way that, if there were any, they would not be comfortably 
identified with sentential demands.) 
208 To elaborate, propositions are typically introduced as theoretical entities postulated to play certain theoretical roles. 
One such role is to serve as the “primary bearers of truth”: as King (2007) describes it, propositions are identified with 
the “pieces of information” encoded by sentences, and “what piece of information a sentence encodes (perhaps relative 
to a context) together with the way the world is determine whether it is true or false” (p. 1). The present suggestion is 
that different entities may play different parts of the proposition-role: that of a sentential demand is what determines 
sentential truth or falsity, whereas something more fine-grained figures in propositional attitude ascriptions. 
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direction of b’ and ‘a and b are parallel’ demand the same thing of the world but 

express distinct propositions. Given that they do not say the same thing, and make 

reference to different objects, what would forbid us from claiming that one or the 

other is, in some sense, metaphysically privileged?  

3.4 Shallow Differences 

The answer, I want to suggest, concerns how a sentence’s fine-grained content is 

determined. The general strategy is illustrated by an example from above. It is quite 

plausible that neither ‘Ali is a boxer’ nor ‘Clay is a boxer’ is more joint-carving than 

the other (even granting that they express different propositions), and the intuitive 

reason is that they differ merely in their associated modes of presentation. But talk of 

“joint-carvingness” and the like is supposed to “track structural features of reality, not 

superficial features of the vehicle by which we depict reality,” as Hawthorne (2009) 

puts it, and the sentences ‘Ali is a boxer’ nor ‘Clay is a pugilist’ differ only in (what are 

naturally taken to be) superficial respects.209 But then these sentences – and more 

generally any sentences differing merely in their associated modes of presentation – 

should be equally joint-carving.  

 Of course, the relationship between ‘Ali is a boxer’ and ‘Clay is a boxer’ is quite 

unlike that between ‘a and b are parallel’ and ‘the direction of a = the direction of b’. 

But here the egalitarian wants to claim that the difference between these sentences – 

                                                           
209 Hawthorne (2009), p. 226; see also Wright (1983), pp. 51-2. 
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namely, the fine-grained contents that they express – is superficial in an analogous 

manner. This should be a surprising claim; one might have thought that a difference 

in fine-grained content, and in particular a difference in the objects referenced by two 

sentences, would be a paradigm case of a metaphysically significant distinction. But 

the egalitarian’s thought, to a first approximation, is that what determines that these 

sentences express distinct fine-grained contents is itself a metaphysically superficial 

matter – and that, as a result, a mere distinction in fine-grained content turns out to 

itself be superficial. To illustrate the idea, it will be helpful to consider the views of the 

neo-Fregeans. Take the following passage from Wright (1983): 

…the question whether a particular expression is a candidate to refer to an 

object is entirely a matter of the sort of syntactic role which it plays in whole 

sentences. If it plays that sort of role, then the truth of appropriate sentences in 

which it so features will be sufficient to confer on it an objectual reference; and 

questions concerning the character of its reference should then be addressed by 

philosophical reflection on the truth-conditions of sentences of the appropriate 

kind.210 

The proposal is that an expression’s playing an appropriate syntactic role within a 

language determines whether that expression functions semantically as a singular term; 

and that if an expression functions semantically as a singular term, then so long as it 

figures in certain true sentences – atomic, extensional sentences – this determines 

                                                           
210 Wright (1983), p. 51; see also pp. 13-14, as well as Dummett (1956), p. 40f. See also Rosen (1993); Reck (1997); and 
Eklund (2006). 
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whether that expression successfully refers.211 If we further assume that a sentence’s 

associated demand just is its coarse-grained content (an assumption that the neo-

Fregeans do not themselves make), we reach the following view: the truth or falsity of 

the sentences in our language is determined by the satisfaction of their coarse-grained 

contents, and this, in conjunction with syntactic facts, determines the referential 

relations that our singular terms stand in. In short, syntactic facts, along with facts 

about coarse-grained content, determine reference.212 

 Suppose that this is correct. It is then plausible that analogous remarks apply to 

the predicates of our language. For one thing, if we can determine whether an 

expression qualifies as a singular term on the basis of syntactic considerations, we 

should be able to do the same for predicates.213 For another, insofar as the reference 

of singular terms is determined by an assignment of coarse-grained contents, along 

with facts about their satisfaction, it is plausible that the semantic values of predicates 

(which I take to be properties and relations) should similarly be determined. It follows 

that facts about syntax and coarse-grained content determine the semantic values of 

                                                           
211 This is a conjunction of what MacBride (2003) calls syntactic decisiveness, the claim that “if an expression exhibits the 
characteristic syntactic features of a singular term, then that fact decisively determines that the expression in question has 
the semantic function of a singular term (reference)”; and referential minimalism, the claim that “the mere fact that a 
referring expression figures in a true (extensional) atomic sentence determines that there is an item in the world to 
respond to the referential probing of that expression” (p. 108). Both Hirsch and Rayo are sympathetic with claims of this 
sort. For example, Rayo claims that “[t]he issue of whether a singular term refers is determined by the compositional 
structures that one chose to associate with ways for the world to be that turn out to be actualized” (p. 500). 
Similarly, Hirsch (2009) says that “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 mechanism at the level of words. This “bottom-up” picture is 
misguided because the reference of words depends upon the characters of sentences” (p. 248). (The ‘characters’ that 
Hirsch refers to here are functions from possible worlds to coarse-grained contents.)  
212 Here I assume that if facts about coarse-grained content along with syntactic considerations determine whether a term 
refers, they will also determine to what it refers.  
213 See Wetzel (1990), p. 239; Hale (2010), p. 407. 
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the expressions making up ‘a and b are parallel’ and ‘the direction of a = the direction 

of b’. But once we have determined the semantic values of the expressions making up 

a sentence, as well as their arrangement within that sentence (which is also determined 

by syntax), we have determined the fine-grained content expressed by that sentence. 

Consequently, facts about syntax and coarse-grained content determine the fine-

grained contents expressed by the sentences of our language. 

 Here’s the point. Imagine that we ask, of two sentences that share a coarse-

grained content but not a fine-grained content: What determines that they express 

distinct fine-grained contents? The answer would have to be: They differ in their 

syntax (or, more precisely, they differ in that they are composed of expressions that 

play different syntactic roles within our language.) Yet this would seem to be a 

metaphysically superficial difference – one concerned with the “superficial features of 

the vehicles by which we depict reality”, rather than structural features of that reality 

itself.214 But then, the thought continues, if the fact that these sentences express 

distinct fine-grained contents is determined by this metaphysically superficial 

difference, then this distinction in fine-grained content should itself be metaphysically 

                                                           
214 Hawthorne (2009), p. 226. Perhaps this is one means of understanding the following passage in Wright (1983):  

If, therefore, certain expressions in a branch of our language function syntactically as singular terms, and 
descriptive and identity contexts containing them are true by ordinary criteria, there is no room for any ulterior 
failure of ‘fit’ between those contexts and the structures of the states of affairs which make them true. So there 
can be no philosophical science of ontology, no well-founded attempt to see past our categories of expression 
and glimpse the way in which the world is truly furnished (pp. 51-2).   
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superficial. As such, the egalitarian will suggest, we cannot say that one such sentence 

is more joint-carving than another. 

  I admit that this proposal is somewhat speculative, but my goal here is not to 

argue for the claims noted above – either the underlying neo-Fregeanism, or the 

contention that mere differences in syntax are metaphysically superficial – but rather 

to articulate a perspective from which the general principle linking sentential demands 

and equality of metaphysical merit appears reasonable. I will, however, note one 

looming difficulty facing such a view: at present, there is no agreed upon syntactic 

criterion for singular termhood (and, by extension, no agreed upon syntactic criterion 

for predicatehood), and without a criterion of this sort there is little hope of 

determining a sentence’s fine-grained content on the basis of syntax and coarse-

grained content.215 But notice that the general strategy outlined above can be 

maintained so long as whatever it is that does determine a sentence’s fine-grained 

content proves to be, in the relevant sense, superficial. Perhaps facts about coarse-

grained content, syntax, and other metaphysically trivial aspects of language use 

suffice to determine fine-grained content. The upshot is that the view I have been 

discussing is not wedded to the details of the neo-Fregean’s proposal.  

3.5 Criticism 

                                                           
215 See Williamson (1988); Wetzel (1990). Eklund (2014), pp. 486-487 raises this worry against the view of Rayo (2013). 
See Eklund’s paper, fn. 7, as well as MacBride (2003), fn. 11 for further references. 
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I have been attempting to clarify what the coarse-grained view is claiming on behalf of 

necessarily equivalent sentences. Two ideas have come to the forefront: that sentences 

are metaphysically equivalent if they demand the same thing of the world, and that 

such sentences are (for this reason) of equal metaphysical merit. I now turn to 

criticism of this position.  

 Take first the claim that necessarily equivalent sentences demand the same 

thing of the world. An immediate problem, noted by many, is that this leads to 

counterexamples.216 The sentences ‘Plato is clever’ and ‘Plato is clever and parthood is 

transitive’, or ‘there are grandparents’ and ‘there are grandchildren’, or ‘arithmetic is 

incomplete’ and ‘bachelors are unmarried’, for example, are necessarily equivalent and 

yet it seems wrong to say that these sentences demand the same thing of the world or 

are true by virtue of the same facts.217 

Here one might respond by either downplaying the force of such intuitions, or 

by claiming that whatever force they carry is outweighed by other considerations. 

Regarding the former, two points are worth noting. First, friends of the coarse-

grained view (and related proposals) rarely offer explicit argument in its favor; it is 

                                                           
216 See Eklund (2008), p. 390; Hawthorne (2009), pp. 226-7; Miller (2009), p. 48; Liebesman (2013), p. 313; Sider (2011), 
p. 70, fn. 2.  
217 Rayo (2013), pp. 53-4 addresses examples of this sort. His response is that our intuitions are being misled by a mere 
difference in subject matter, and that differences in subject matter are irrelevant to the demand that a sentence places on 
the world. But notice that one who thinks that sentential demands need to be construed in a more fine-grained manner 
will almost surely link those demands with a sentence’s subject matter, and against a theorist of this sort Rayo’s response 
is question-begging.  
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rather put forward as an intuitively compelling thesis.218 But if so, then countervailing 

intuitions cannot simply be dismissed. Second, and relatedly, theorists of this sort 

occasionally appeal to the linguistic dispositions of ordinary speakers when motivating 

the claim that certain sentences are equivalent. For example, take the following 

passage from Rayo (2013): 

It is simply not the case that ordinary speakers are interested in conveying 

information about metaphysical structure. The sentences ‘a death has occurred’ 

and ‘someone died’, for example, are used more or less interchangeably in non-

philosophical contexts. An ordinary speaker might choose to assert one rather 

than the other on the basis stylistic considerations [sic], or in order to achieve 

the right emphasis, or in order to create the right context for a future assertion. 

But it would be tendentious to suggest that her choice turns on her views about 

metaphysical structure.219 

Rayo’s target here is a theorist who denies that sentences such as ‘a death has 

occurred’ and ‘someone died’ can be metaphysically equivalent on account of their 

structural dissimilarity. Simplifying a bit, his point is that if we look to how speakers 

actually use these sentences, we see that they treat them as if they were equivalent, and 

he takes this to pose a problem for his opponent. But a similar point cuts against the 

                                                           
218 Hirsch presents no argument for this proposal (or the related claim that truth-conditional equivalence suffices for 
metaphysical equivalence) in any of the essays in his (2011). He revisits this topic in his (2013) when discussing Sider 
(2011), and here it would be natural to expect a defense of his conception of metaphysical equivalence (given that Sider 
explicitly challenges it, see p. 70, fn. 2). But here he simply notes, in effect, that some theorists will find his view intuitive 
(p. 714). Similarly, as Eklund (2014) points out, Rayo (2013) never argues that we ought to understand sentential 
demands in terms of coarse-grained truth-conditions, but rather puts this forward as (what he apparently takes to be) an 
appealing proposal (though Rayo does occasionally talk as if he has argued for this; see p. 84).  
219 Rayo (2013), p. 10. 
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Rayo’s proposal: If we look to the linguistic dispositions of ordinary speakers, it seems 

that they are inclined to not use just any pair of necessarily equivalent sentences “more 

or less interchangeably in non-philosophical contexts” (witness again ‘Plato is clever’ 

and ‘Plato is clever and parthood is transitive’).220 I see no reason to give weight to 

speakers’ behavior in the one case but not the other.   

Alternatively, one might respond to these counterexamples by emphasizing the 

theoretical benefits of the coarse-grained view (the hope being that they outweigh 

whatever evidential force is carried by these recalcitrant intuitions). To note one clear 

virtue of the proposal, it provides a straightforward account of metaphysical 

equivalence in terms of widely accepted and relatively well understood ideology. But 

its fate will ultimately depend on whether it can do the theoretical work that we ask of 

it, and in particular whether it can do that work better than any of its rivals. Let’s look 

at an example.221 Rayo prominently connects this equivalence relation (which he 

articulates in terms of the ‘just is’-operator) with certain explanatory consequences: 

Suppose you think that for a gas to be hot just is for it to have high mean 

kinetic energy. Then you should think there is no need to answer the following 

question. ‘I can see that the gas is hot. But why does it also have high mean 

kinetic energy?’ You should think, in particular, that the question rests on a 

                                                           
220 And this remains the case even when speakers are fully apprised of the relevant semantic facts. Compare: speakers 
might be disposed to treat ‘Ali is a boxer’ and ‘Clay is a boxer’ as non-equivalent if they are unaware that Ali is Clay. But 
ignorance doesn’t explain away our intuitions when it comes to, say, ‘arithmetic is incomplete’ and ‘there are no 
necessarily existing philosophers’. 
221 I would also note that elsewhere (see §1.7, 2.5-2.6) I have discussed several theoretical roles that we may want this 
equivalence relation to play – in connection with, for example, the calculation of a theory’s ontological parsimony – and 
the coarse-grained view yields a conception of metaphysical equivalence ill-suited for playing these roles, in part due to 
counterexamples of the sort posed above. 
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false presuppose. It presupposes that there is a gap between the gas’s being hot 

and its having high kinetic energy – a gap that should be plugged with a bit of 

theory. But to accept the ‘just is’-statement is to think that the gap is illusory.222  

The suggestion is this: By claiming that two sentences φ and ψ are equivalent one can 

discharge a certain explanatory obligation, namely the obligation to explain why it is 

true that φ, given that it is true that ψ.223 For example, if ‘a and b are parallel’ and ‘the 

direction of a = the direction of b’ are equivalent, then assuming that a and b are 

parallel one has no further work to do in explaining why the direction of a = the 

direction of b. (Indeed, Rayo suggests that there is no sense to be made of the question 

“why is it the case that the direction of a = the direction of b?” insofar as one grants 

that a and b are parallel.)224 The problem is that while these claims seem reasonable 

with respect to the examples Rayo discusses, they are far less attractive when applied 

to arbitrary pairs of necessarily equivalent sentences. For instance, many will find the 

question “Why is it the case that arithmetic is incomplete?” to be in perfectly good 

standing, even if one grants that all bachelors are unmarried. But then it seems that 

the coarse-grained view performs poorly with respect to a theoretical role that Rayo 

himself emphasizes.   

                                                           
222 Rayo (2013), p. 18; see also pp. 54-56, Rayo (2014) pp. 514-516; as well as Linnebo (2014).  
223 See especially Rayo (2013), p. 56.  
224 This is a slight overstatement; as Rayo points out, there are various ways of charitably interpreting such a question. 
The question alleged to be incoherent should be understood in the following spirit: “I can see exactly what it would take 
to satisfy [the demand φ places on the world], but I wish to better understand why the world is such as to satisfy them” 
(ibid., p. 55). 
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 The point I am making will be familiar to veterans of the recent grounding 

crusades, and it is an instance of a more general problem: As many have pointed out, 

it seems that metaphysical inquiry has a need for hyperintensional operators – 

concerning fundamentality, grounding, explanation, and so forth – and the contention 

that a sentence’s demand just is its coarse-grained content, in conjunction with the 

claim that sameness of demand implies equality of metaphysical merit, rules out 

operators of this sort.225 Insofar as common opinion is right about this, we have 

reason to reject the coarse-grained view.226 

 (Here one might note that it is awkward for an egalitarian to lodge such a 

complaint, given that any form of egalitarianism is, by the very nature of the view, 

bound to run over distinctions that contemporary metaphysicians have wanted to 

draw (e.g. between ‘there is a table’ and ‘there are things arranged-tablewise’). But the 

point need only be that there are degrees of mismatch between the views of 

contemporary metaphysicians and those of egalitarians, and that while the coarse-

grained proposal is wildly at odds with received opinion other forms of egalitarianism 

(such as the view I go on to discuss) are less radical.) 

                                                           
225 Hawthorne (2009), pp. 224-6 presses this worry against quantifier variantists. For discussion of this point in 
connection with grounding, see Rosen (2010), pp. 113-4; Fine (2012), p. 38; Correia and Schnieder (2012), pp. 14-6; 
Trogdon (2013). For related discussion (and further citations) concerning dependence, realization, and explanation, see 
McLaughlin and Bennett (2011). 
226 To be clear, these claims do not rule out the possibility of hyperintensional operators (given the possibility that 
propositions are fine-grained, such operators may well be in good standing); rather, they rule out the possibility of 
hyperintensional operators that carry the theoretical weight that contemporary metaphysicians have assigned to talk of 
fundamentality and its ilk. 
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A natural response to these worries would be to maintain the core of the view 

we have been discussing – that sameness of demand implies metaphysical equivalence 

– and search for a “goldilocks” conception of a sentential demand, more fine-grained 

than sets of possible worlds though more coarse-grained than Russellian 

propositions.227 But there is a further difficulty facing any view of this sort. To have a 

complete account of metaphysical equivalence, we will need to provide a necessary, in 

addition to a sufficient, condition for this relation to hold, and here it is natural to take 

sameness of demand as providing the desired necessary condition. However, it is 

plausible that no matter how we ultimately conceive of a sentential demand, two 

sentences demand the same thing of the world only if they are necessarily 

equivalent.228 But if we conjoin this with the most natural means of extending the 

sentential notion of metaphysical equivalence to entire theories (according to which 

two theories are metaphysically equivalent just in case every member of one can be 

paired with a metaphysically equivalent member of the other, and vice versa), it 

follows that two theories are metaphysically equivalent only if every member of one 

can be paired with a necessarily equivalent member of the other.229 The problem, 

stressed in Hawthorne (2009), is that it is extremely hard to meet this condition – at least in 

                                                           
227 Hale (1997) defends a view along these lines. His view has, however, faced serious criticism in the recent literature, 
and has become increasingly byzantine in response. For critical discussion, see Potter and Smiley (2001, 2002); Fine 
(2002); for a response, see Hale (2001). 
228 For a sentence to be true at a world just is for its associated demand to be satisfied at that world, and sentences 

sharing a demand will have their associated demands satisfied at the very same worlds. 
229 Compare Hirsch (2011), pp. xii-xiii. 
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most of the interesting cases. For instance, it is notoriously difficult to pair every 

sentence acceptable to the platonist, or the universalist, or one who distinguishes a 

statue from the lump of clay of which it is made, with some necessarily equivalent 

sentence that avoids ontological commitment to the relevant entities.230  

Take the case of the mereological nihilist and a common sense theorist. Rayo 

suggests that sentences such as ‘there is a table’ demand the same thing of the world 

as ‘there are simples arranged-tablewise’.231 Perhaps this is correct. But what of 

sentences concerning specific tables? Take, for instance, Grandma’s table – call it 

Grandtable. What nihilistic counterpart could be paired with, say, ‘Grandtable is in the 

kitchen’? The sentence ‘there are simples arranged-tablewise in the kitchen’ won’t do, 

given that this could have been true even had Grandtable never been made; and 

‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise in the kitchen’, where o1…on are the parts actually 

composing Grandtable, is arguably unsatisfactory given that Grandtable could have 

been in the kitchen with somewhat different parts. But if there is no nihilistically 

acceptable, necessarily equivalent sentences with which to pair our Grandtable 

sentence, then there are sentences committed to complex material objects that are not 

metaphysically equivalent to any nihilistically acceptable alternative. Given the 

assumptions noted above, it follows that the common sense theory is not 

                                                           
230 Hirsch himself notes this problem with respect to platonism; see his (2009), pp. 252-256. For a general overview of 
problems of this sort in the context of quantifier variance, see Hawthorne (2009), along with his (2006a) for related 
argument.  
231 Rayo (2013), p. 3.  
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metaphysically equivalent to any nihilistically acceptable set of sentences. One with 

egalitarian sympathies should find this undesirable. 

Of course, we might argue about all of this – there are coherent, if (to my 

mind) unappealing, views according to which we can indeed provide nihilistic 

counterparts for the Grandtable sentences232 – but I don’t want to enter that debate 

here. My point is only that many of us will be precluded from endorsing the 

equivalence of such theories on account of our broader metaphysical commitments. 

Put another way, I am happy to draw the following conditional conclusion: Insofar as 

the egalitarian does indeed wish to affirm the equivalence of such theories, and 

assuming that this modal condition cannot be met, two options are left open: deny 

that necessary equivalence is required for metaphysical equivalence, or reject the 

proposed generalization from sentences to entire theories.233 This is significant given 

that, on the conception of metaphysical equivalence I go on to discuss, necessary 

equivalence is not required for metaphysical equivalence.  

                                                           
232 Here are two examples: First, one could claim that, modal intuitions be damned, ‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise in the 
kitchen’ and ‘Grandtable is in the kitchen’ actually are necessarily equivalent. This requires denying that Grandtable (or 
any other complex object we might use to run the argument) could have existed with different parts; see Chisholm 
(1976). But this is a radical view, which most would be inclined to reject. Alternatively, one might appeal to haecceitistic 
plural predicates such as 'arranged-Grandtable-wise’. Given predicates of this sort, one could claim that the sentence 
‘Grandtable is in the kitchen’ is necessarily equivalent to ‘there are simples arranged-Grandtable-wise in the kitchen’ (see 
Hawthorne (2009), p. 224). I have no particular objection to predicates of this sort, nor to the claim that ‘Grandtable is 
in the kitchen’ and ‘there are simples arranged-Grandtable-wise in the kitchen’ are necessarily equivalent. But it is 
questionable whether predicates of this sort will actually be acceptable to a nihilist. It is, after all, reasonable to doubt 
that sense can be made ‘arranged-Grandtable-wise’ from the perspective of one who denies that Grandtable exists (or 
even could exist).  
233 Rayo (2013) can be read as endorsing this second option. Rather than attempting to offer, for every platonic sentence, 
a nominalistically acceptable alternative, he appeals to the notion of “outscoping”; see pp. 82-87, 171-178, as well as 
Rayo (2008). See also Williams (2010) for a different means of developing Rayo’s ideas. Unfortunately I do not have the 
space to discuss the outscoping strategy here. For critical discussion, see Sider (2014).  
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3.6 “Worldly” Equivalence 

I have being examining the theoretical role that metaphysical equivalence is intended 

to play, as well as criticizing one candidate that many have thought to play it. I now 

wish to discuss an alternative. To again appeal to a platitude, the truth of a sentence 

should be explained in terms of two factors: what that sentence demands of the 

world, and whether that demand is satisfied. Whereas the views canvassed above seek 

to cash out metaphysical equivalence in terms of sameness of associated demand, we 

might instead focus on the part of the world – the worldly fact, situation, or state of 

affairs – responsible for satisfying that demand. Call this a factualist conception of 

metaphysical equivalence.  

The easiest way of developing this view requires an ontology of facts along 

with a correspondence theory of truth. (As I will later explain, these assumptions are 

not strictly necessary – one can maintain a view of this sort solely by way of a 

primitive sentential relation and some compensatory assumptions – but the appeal to 

facts is useful for articulating the ideas I want to discuss.) Suppose that each sentence 

is associated with a unique fact-type, construed as a function from possible worlds to 

sets of facts, and that a sentence corresponds to a fact, relative to a world, if and only if 

that fact is a token of that sentence’s associated type at that world. Moreover, let the 

property of sentential truth be the generalized relational property of corresponding to 
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some fact. It follows that for a sentence to be true at a world just is for there to be a 

token of that sentence’s associated type at that world.234  

The first point I wish to make is that, given some relatively common 

assumptions about the correspondence relation, the relations sharing a demand and 

sharing a satisfier come apart. In the present framework, the notion of a sentential 

demand is best understood as that sentence’s associated fact-type. (Intuitively, a 

sentence “demands of the world” that there obtain a token of the salient type.) A 

sentence’s satisfiers, by contrast, are its corresponding facts. Trivially, if two true 

sentences demand the same thing of the world – if they are associated with the same 

fact-type – they will thereby correspond to a common fact. But, for all that has been 

said, two sentences may share a satisfier and yet place different demands on the world; 

this merely requires that a given fact qualify as a token of distinct types. And this will 

indeed be possible given the following (relatively common) account of disjunction: 

A disjunction corresponds to a fact (at a world w) if and only if that fact 

corresponds to one of its disjuncts (at w). 235 

                                                           
234 This conception of correspondence bears some similarity to that proposed in Austin (1950) – what Kirkham (1995) 
calls a “correspondence as correlation” view; see pp. 124-130. See also Russell (1956); Van Fraasen (1969); Fine (1982). 
Facts should here be understood in a “worldly” entities, distinct from true propositions. They exist only if they obtain. 
For discussion, see Fine (1982), pp. 52-55. 
235 See Russell (1956), pp. 209-210. In the truthmaking literature, the left-to-right direction of this biconditional is known 
as the disjunction thesis; see Restall (1996), p. 334; Mulligan, Simons, & Smith (1984), p. 316; for critical discussion of this 
principle, see Rodriguez-Pereyra (2006, 2009); Jago (2009); Lopez de Sa (2009). The right-to-left direction of this 
principle has received less critical attention, presumably because it is considered to be uncontentious.  
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From this it follows that true disjunctions (e.g. ‘snow is white or grass is green’) will 

correspond to the same facts as their true disjuncts (e.g. ‘snow is white’), and such 

sentences needn’t demand the same thing of the world. Thus while (true) sentences 

that share a demand will thereby correspond to the same facts, sentences may 

correspond to the same facts without sharing a demand.236  

This account of disjunction also illustrates a second point, namely that sharing a 

satisfier and sharing a demand are relatively fine-grained: necessarily equivalent (true) 

sentences needn’t stand in either relation. The sentences ‘snow is white or snow is not 

white’ and ‘grass is green or grass is not green’, for example, are necessarily equivalent, 

and yet the former will correspond to all and only those facts corresponding to ‘grass 

is green’ whereas the latter will correspond to all and only those facts corresponding 

to ‘snow is white’. Assuming that these sets are disjoint, these sentences place 

different demands on the world and do not correspond to the same facts. 

Furthermore, whereas sharing a demand will imply necessary equivalence, sharing a 

satisfier will not (nor will it even imply one-way necessitation). The sentences ‘snow is 

white or grass is green’ and ‘grass is green or roses are red’, for example, will both 

correspond to the fact that grass is green, yet neither will necessitate the other. 

Other plausible theses concerning facts and correspondence could equally well 

be used to draw these conclusions. For example, some have held that extensional 

                                                           
236 More generally, the relation sharing a demand will be a non-factive equivalence relation, whereas sharing a satisfier will be 
factive, reflexive, and symmetric, though not transitive (e.g. φ may share a satisfier with (φ or ψ), and (φ or ψ) with ψ, but 
φ need not share a satisfier with ψ).  
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sentences differing only by the substitution of one co-referential definite description 

for another – for instance, ‘the husband of Xanthippe is wise’ and ‘the teacher of 

Plato is wise’ – will, if true, correspond to the same fact.237 But these sentences are not 

necessarily equivalent, and so do not demand the same thing of the world. Others, 

such as Fine (1982) have suggested that atomic predications of determinate and 

determinable properties, such as ‘the apple is crimson’ and ‘the apple is red’, will 

correspond to a common fact.238 Here the former will necessitate the latter, but the 

converse does not hold, and so again these sentence do not share a demand. 

I have been merely teasing out some consequences of a relatively common 

conception of facts and correspondence. But suppose now that we combine this view 

with some of the paradigmatic claims endorsed by Hirsch and Rayo – concerning, for 

example, the equivalence of ‘a and b are parallel’ and ‘the direction of a = the direction 

of b’, ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘wisdom is characteristic of Socrates’, ‘there is a table’ and 

‘there are simples arranged-tablewise’, and so forth. These theorists claim that these 

sentences demand the same thing of the world, and here the factualist can agree – so 

long as the notion of a sentential demand is understood in terms of a shared fact-type. 

Assuming the truth of these sentences, it will follow that ‘there is a table’ and ‘there 

are things arranged-tablewise’ correspond to a common fact.  

                                                           
237 This claim, or something quite similar, figures in traditional “slingshot” arguments against facts. See Davidson (1969); 
Neale (2001). 
238 Fine (1982), p. 53. 
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The upshot of all this is that, given a factualist perspective, necessary 

equivalence will be neither necessary nor sufficient for metaphysical equivalence. As 

these modal connections were what led to the difficulties besetting the coarse-grained 

view, it follows that factualism does not immediately face these challenges. I take this 

to be a significant advantage of the proposal. But the factualist can’t be too quick to 

celebrate. Whether the view does, at the end of the day, avoid these or similar 

problems will depend on further details yet to be given. In particular, something will 

need to be said about how to determine, in general, whether two sentences share a 

demand or a satisfier (perhaps, once these details have been provided, we will see that 

the factualist is committed to counterexamples no less damning than those facing the 

coarse-grained view).239 

But while this is a pressing and difficult issue, I won’t attempt to fully address it 

here. This is partly because this question – how to decide whether two structurally 

dissimilar sentences (in some sense) share a demand or a satisfier – is one facing a 

wide range of theorists, and it is reasonable to expect that an answer given in these 

other contexts can be translated to the factualist’s proposal (I discuss some examples 

in the next section).240 Moreover, given the theory-sketch already on the table, along 

                                                           
239 To note one immediate consequence of the view, although necessary equivalence is insufficient for sameness of 
demand, necessary falsehoods will all trivially express the same fact-type (one that assigns the empty set relative to every 
world). Perhaps some will view this as problematic – though it is, I think, far less so than the examples discussed in §3.5. 
240 To briefly discuss one example, Rayo (2013) proposes that we decide whether to accept an equivalence claim on the 
basis of a certain cost-benefit analysis. The benefit of accepting an equivalency – understood in terms sameness of 
demand – is that one is relieved from the need to answer certain questions, whereas the cost is that one has fewer 
theoretical resources to work with (pp. 18-19). For instance, if we claim that ‘Mary is in brain state R’ and ‘Mary is 
perceiving redness’ demand the same thing of the world, then there is no need to explain why it is the case that Mary 
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with some additional (rather minimal) assumptions, a number of important 

metaphysical and metametaphysical consequences can be drawn from the factualist’s 

proposal, and discussion of these consequences will occupy our attention for what 

remains of this paper. 

3.7 Privileged Sentences 

It may seem that the view I am outlining is familiar. Armstrong (1997), for example, 

claims that sentences such as ‘Socrates is wise’, ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’, 

‘Socrates and wisdom instantiate the instantiation relation’, and so forth – sentences 

that, by traditional Quinean standards, have different ontological commitments – 

share a truthmaker.241 Similarly, Heil (2003) suggests that “the truth-maker for ‘This is 

a table’ is this…arrangement of particles with a particular history and standing in 

some particular relations to other arrangements of particles” (192). And Cameron 

(2008) recommends that neo-Fregeans adopt a certain view about the truthmakers of 

mathematical truths, according to which sentences such as ‘the number of Fs = the 

number of Gs’ can be made true by the Fs together with the Gs (along with the 

totality fact that those are all the Fs and Gs).242 As with the correspondence theory 

                                                           
perceives redness (rather than, say, blueness) when in brain state R (p. 37). But one might also reasonably think that we 
can’t do justice to certain features of our mental lives without countenancing phenomenal facts over and above facts 
concerning our brain states, in which case one will be led to deny that ‘Mary is in brain state R’ and ‘Mary is perceiving 
redness’ demand the same thing of the world. Although Rayo tends to describe this cost-benefit analysis in terms of 
possible worlds (as is natural, given his coarse-grained conception of metaphysical equivalence), this is not a mandatory 
feature of his view. 
241 Armstrong (1997), pp. 118-9; see also Armstrong (2004). I should also note that Armstrong takes truthbearers to be, 
in the first instance, token beliefs and thoughts (p. 131), whereas in the main text I focus on sentences. 
242 Cameron (2008), p. 12; see also Cameron and Barnes (2008).  
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outlined above, these theorists grant that sentences with different ontological 

commitments can, in some sense, share a satisfier.243 However, as I will now explain, 

there remains an important difference between these more familiar proposals and that 

required by the factualist.  

 Notice that Armstrong, Heil, and Cameron not only grant that ontologically 

dissimilar sentences can (in some sense) share a satisfier, but go on to say something 

about the nature of that satisfier – and, crucially, what they say allows us to single out 

one of the various satisfied sentences as providing a metaphysically privileged means of 

conceiving of that satisfier. For instance, Armstrong understands the truthmaker 

underlying ‘Socrates is wise’, ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’, and all the rest as the state 

of affairs Socrates’ being wise (and not, for example, the state of affairs Socrates’ and 

wisdom’s instantiating the instantiation relation).244 But there is then a natural sense in which 

this state of affairs is best represented by the sentence ‘Socrates is wise’ (as opposed to 

                                                           
243 The qualification is important; to my mind it is unclear whether these theorists mean the same thing by their talk of 
“truthmaking”, or that they have in mind what I mean by “correspondence”. For example, Armstrong (1997) presents 
truthmaker theory as a form of correspondence theory, and so as a theory aimed at accounting for the nature of truth 
(pp. 14, 128-9); by contrast, in more recent work Cameron says that “[t]ruthmaker theory should not be construed as a 
thesis about what it is for a proposition to be true. Were it so construed, there is simply no good reason to accept it. 
Truthmaker theory should be solely a thesis concerning what truths are, as a matter of fact, brute [or ungrounded]” 
(Forthcoming, pp. 14-15). Clearly, the account of correspondence given in the main text is closer to Armstrong’s view 
than to Cameron’s. But there remain differences. For one thing, Armstrong’s contention that a truthmaker is what makes 
a truthbearer true suggests that what explains the truth of a truthbearer, on his view, is the existence of a truthmaker. By 
contrast, I take the correspondence theorist’s central claim to be that truth is a relational property, such that the truth of a 
sentence is explained by virtue of a truthbearer’s bearing a relation to some fact (a point emphasized in David (2005)). The 
distinction is not idle. If we assume that the notion of explanation at issue implies necessitation, as is standard, 
Armstrong’s view entails that the existence of a truthmaker necessitates whatever it makes true. By contrast, the 
correspondence theorist is only committed to the claim that a truthbearer’s corresponding to a fact necessitates the truth of 
the truthbearer, and this is in principle compatible with the existence of the fact itself failing to necessitate the 
truthbearer. 
244 Armstrong repeatedly emphasizes that either there is no relation of instantiation, or that it is, in some sense, not a 
genuine relation (p. 118). Given his views on the nature of states of affairs, we therefore cannot conceive of this 
underlying truthmaker as Socrates’ and the property wisdom’s instantiating the instantiation relation, as this would be a complex 
that would have the instantiation relation as a constituent; see pp. 113-119.  
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‘Socrates and wisdom stand in the instantiation relation’).245 Similarly, while Heil 

grants that tables do indeed exist, he insists that there is a significant difference 

between tables and these arrangements of particles, referring to the latter as the only 

“true objects” and claiming that ordinary objects turn out to be mere modes, or “ways 

the ultimate stuff is”.246 As such, the relevant truthmaker would again seem to be best 

represented by way of a sentence concerning these arrangements of particles rather 

than the table that they compose.247  

 But distinctions of this sort stand in tension with the factualist’s egalitarian 

aspirations. In particular, they are incompatible with our working hypothesis that 

sameness of demand implies equality of metaphysical merit, given the further 

assumption that sentences like ‘there is a table’ and ‘there are things arranged-

tablewise’ or ‘Socrates is wise’ and ‘Socrates instantiates wisdom’ demand the same 

thing of the world. The thought motivating the egalitarian is not simply that these 

sentences in some sense describe the same portion of reality, but that they do so 

equally well; as such, the factualist needs to deny that facts have the sort of nature that 

would allow us to mark distinctions in joint-carvingness (and the like) between 

sentences that demand the same thing of the world. How, exactly, facts of this sort 

should be understood is an interesting and difficult question, but it is one that I have 

                                                           
245 See §2.7 for further discussion. 
246 Heil (2003), p. 190.  
247 Similar, on Cameron’s view the truthmaker for ‘the number of Fs = the number of Gs’ and ‘the Fs are equinumerous 
with the Gs’ would seem to be better represented by the latter, given that Cameron understands the relevant truthmakers 
to be the Fs and the Gs themselves (rather than numbers).  
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grappled with elsewhere and won’t revisit here.248 The present point is only that if the 

factualist is to defend a form of egalitarianism, the resulting conception of facts – or 

truthmakers more generally – will need to differ significantly from that endorsed by 

the theorists noted above.  

But here a further question arises. Suppose that we have in hand a conception 

of facts that allows us to maintain that sameness of demand implies equality of 

metaphysical merit. Still, earlier I emphasized that some sentences will merely share a 

satisfier, or share a satisfier without also sharing a demand. What of them? The most 

natural answer would be that sameness of satisfier also implies equality of 

metaphysical merit. In this case, whenever two sentences correspond to a common 

fact – whether or not they also demand the same thing of the world – they do so 

equally well. But this won’t work. Given assumptions already on the table, certain 

pairs of sentences will share a satisfier even though one is, in an intuitively obvious 

sense, metaphysically superior to the other. The clearest example of this comes from 

(typical) disjunctions and their disjuncts. For instance, even though ‘snow is white or 

grass is green’ and ‘grass is green’ will, given the account of disjunction outlined 

above, correspond to a common fact (namely the fact that grass is green), there is 

nonetheless a sense in which the latter provides a better – more discriminating, more 

                                                           
248 See chapter 2. 
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determinate – means of representing this fact than the former.249 This points toward a 

more general relation:  

One sentence determines another if and only if, for any world w, every fact 

corresponding to the one (at w) also corresponds to the other (at w).250 

Whenever one sentence properly determines another (i.e. one determines the other, and 

not vice versa), the former can be viewed as a providing a metaphysically superior 

means of representing the world than the latter. It is also worth noting that, given our 

working conception of the correspondence relation, the determination relation will be 

hyperintensional. For example, ‘grass is green’ will determine ‘grass is green or grass is 

not green’, but it will not (given our account of disjunction) determine the necessarily 

equivalent ‘roses are red or roses are not red’.  

While disjunctions and their disjuncts provide paradigm cases of the 

determination relation, it is reasonable to expect (given our relatively coarse-grained 

understanding of facts) that it will hold more widely. For example, it is natural to take 

                                                           
249 I assume here a connection between disjunctiveness and metaphysical merit. No doubt this could be questioned, but 
at the very least it has precedent. This is, for example, a common theme in Lewis’s work on naturalness (e.g., in his 
(2009) he characterizes the natural properties as “not at all disjunctive, or determinable, or negative”, p. 204). See also 
the examples Sider (2011) uses to initially motivate his notion of metaphysical structure, pp. 1-3. 
250 There is some similarity here to the truthmaker semantics for grounding proposed in Fine (2012). Simplifying a bit, 
Fine suggests that φ weakly grounds ψ, for sentences φ and ψ, just in case every fact that is a member of the former’s 
“verification set” is also a member of the latter’s verification set. But there are important differences. For example, as 
deRosset (2013) points out, this definition faces complications given the disjunction thesis (using Fine’s terminology: the 
claim that a fact verifies a disjunction only if it verifies one of its disjuncts). As deRosset notes, the sentence ‘it is chilly 
or sunny’, when it is in fact chilly and not sunny, will weakly ground ‘it is chilly’ on this account, and this seems wrong. 
Fine responds by rejecting the disjunction thesis (p.c. reported in deRosset (2013), fn. 11), allowing that some 
(“disjunctive”) facts verify disjunctions without verifying either of their disjuncts. I would also note that Fine is merely 
appealing to truthmakers for the purposes of providing a semantics, and it may be illegitimate to read anything of 
metaphysical consequence into this decision (compare Lewis (1986) on possible worlds semantics, pp. 17). 
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atomic predications of determinates and determinables (e.g. ‘the apple is crimson’ and 

‘the apple is red’), claims concerning macroscopic objects and the specific 

arrangements of their parts (e.g. ‘there is a table’ and ‘there are simples arranged-card-

tablewise), or existential sentences and their instances (‘there is a philosopher’ and 

‘Hume is a philosopher’) as being related in this way. Naturally, these examples are 

bound to be controversial, but my aim here is only to illustrate an intuitive idea, not 

argue for any particular determination claim. 

 This last example is relevant to an objection raised earlier. The complaint, in 

brief, was that it is difficult to provide a nihilistically acceptable, necessarily equivalent 

counterpart for sentences such as ‘Grandtable is in the kitchen’. But given a factualist 

perspective, there is reason to think that sentences concerning Grandtable correspond 

to the same facts as do sentences concerning Grandtable’s specific parts, even 

granting that these sentences are not necessarily equivalent. This can be motivated by 

way of two assumptions: that the sentences ‘there is a table’ and ‘there are things 

arranged-tablewise’ demand the same thing of the world, and that existential sentences 

(e.g. ‘there are things arranged-tablewise’) are determined by their instances (e.g. 

‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise’, where o1…on are objects composing Grandtable). 

Given the latter, every fact corresponding to ‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise’ – call 

these the A-facts – also corresponds to ‘there are things arranged-tablewise’, and given 

the former, these same facts also correspond to ‘there is a table’. Similarly, every fact 

corresponding to ‘Grandtable is a table’ – call these the B-facts – will correspond to 
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‘there is a table’, and so to ‘there are things arranged-tablewise’. The question is 

whether the A-facts just are the B-facts, and it seems quite plausible that they are. To 

say otherwise strikes me as a rather odd view to maintain, needlessly multiplying facts 

in the world beyond those required to account for the truths we wish to 

acknowledge.251 But then at least some sentences about specific tables will share 

satisfiers with at least some sentences about the arrangement of their specific parts, 

and given this much it is natural to hold that the sentences ‘Grandtable is in the 

kitchen’ and ‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise in the kitchen’ are similarly related. 

In light of these complications, how exactly should we understand the relation 

of metaphysical equivalence? What does it mean for two sentences to “provide full 

and accurate descriptions of the same feature of reality” such that “it makes no sense 

to say that one of them is metaphysically more right than the other”?252 As noted 

above, we really have two quite difference relations here – that of sharing a demand and 

sharing a satisfier – and each has some claim to the title of ‘the relation of metaphysical 

equivalence’. But what the preceding comments show is that (if we continue to abide 

by Hirsch’s stricture that equivalent sentences are of equal metaphysical merit) not 

every pair of sentences sharing a satisfier will be metaphysically equivalent. Instead, 

two sentences sharing a satisfier will be equivalent so long as they do not also stand in 

                                                           
251 Here I appeal to a type of factual parsimony principle: roughly, that we ought to posit only those facts needed to 

account for the sentences we take to be true. Like all parsimony principles, the exact formulation, and justification of, 

this principle is a difficult matter, which I leave for another time.  
252 Rayo (2013), pp. 3-5; Hirsch (2011), p. xi. 
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a relation of proper determination. There are two cases to consider here. First, there 

will be those sentences that share a satisfier and also demand the same thing of the 

world. Second, there will be those pairs of sentences that neither demand the same 

thing of the world nor stand in a determination relation - as we might put it, these 

sentences accidentally share a satisfier. If the argument given above is correct, then 

‘Grandtable is in the kitchen’ and ‘o1…on are arranged-tablewise in the kitchen’ are 

related in this way (given that neither necessitates the other). Generalizing, we can say 

that two sentences are metaphysically equivalent just in case they either demand the 

same thing of the world or accidentally share a satisfier.  

3.8 Properties and Theories 

The conclusion of the previous section should be, I think, rather surprising: given 

some fairly minimal assumptions, and even setting aside the noted complications 

concerning factual structure, the factualist is committed to distinctions in metaphysical 

merit between sentences that share a satisfier. In what follows I discuss another 

surprising consequence of the view concerning the metaphysics of properties and 

relations.  

 To begin, however, it will be helpful to make some additional assumptions. 

Suppose that we posit not only an ontology of facts, but also complex facts, understood 
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as any fusion of a nonempty set of facts.253 We can then provide the following 

account of conjunction: 

A conjunction corresponds to a fact (at a world w) if and only if that fact is the 

fusion of two others, one corresponding to each conjunct (at w). 

For example, corresponding to ‘Socrates is wise and Socrates is clever’ will be a 

complex fact composed of the fact that Socrates is wise and the fact that Socrates is 

clever. It is also plausible that non-conjunctive sentences will sometimes correspond 

to complex facts. For example, ascriptions of complex properties should demand the 

same thing of the world as conjunctions ascribing the relevant simpler properties (e.g., 

‘Plato is a brother’ and ‘Plato is male and Plato is a sibling’). 

The notion of a complex fact allows us to define two further relations of 

interest: 

One sentence partially shares a satisfier with another (at a world w) if and only if 

the former corresponds to some fact (at w) that has a fact-part corresponding 

to the latter (at w). 

True conjunctions, for example, partially share satisfiers with their conjuncts. But 

notice that they also stand in the following stronger relation: 

                                                           
253 See Armstrong (1997), p. 122; Fine (2012), p. 72. I take the relevant notion of a fusion to be that defined in classical 
extensional mereology; see Simons (1987). As with our reification of facts generally, this appeal to complex facts can 
ultimately be dispensed with. 
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One sentence includes another if and only if, for any world w, if the former is 

true (at w) it partially shares a satisfier with the latter (at w). 

The inclusion relation is important in that it gives us a means of ranking sentences 

with respect to the complexity of their associated demands. Whenever one sentence 

properly includes another, the demand associated with the former can be viewed as 

more complex than that associated with the latter (any fact satisfying the demand 

associated with the former is guaranteed to have a fact-part satisfying the demand 

associated with the latter, yet the converse will not hold). 

 Turn next to an example prominently discussed in Sider (2011). Starting with 

ordinary predicates such as ‘red’ and ‘blue, along with some arbitrary region of space 

R, one can define the following intuitively bizarre alternatives:254  

(x) (x is bred iff (x is red and x is in R) or (x is blue and x is not in R)) 

(x) (x is rue iff (x is blue and x is in R) or (x is red and x is not in R)) 

But if one were to instead begin with these bizarre predicates, one could likewise 

define predicates intensionally equivalent to ‘red’ and ‘blue’, as follows: 

(x) (x is red* iff (x is bred and x is in R) or (x is rue and x is not in R) 

(x) (x is blue* iff (x is rue and x is in R) or (x is bred and x is not in R) 

                                                           
254 See Sider (2011), p. 1-3. This is an adaptation of Goodman’s famous example (‘grue’); see Goodman (1954). I assume, 
for the sake of discussion, that (necessarily) everything is either in R or not in R. If this is problematic, simply replace ‘x 
is in R’ with ‘x is such that φ’, where φ is some arbitrary sentence such that, necessarily, x is such that φ or x is such that 
not φ.  
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Given the coarse-grained view discussed earlier, a language employing ‘red’ and ‘blue’ 

will be metaphysically equivalent to a comparable language that instead employs ‘bred’ 

and ‘rue’. But this consequence has struck many as wrongheaded. Here is Sider 

voicing the complaint: 

It is almost irresistible to describe [speakers of this bizarre language] as “making 

a mistake”. But they’re not making a mistake about where the red and blue 

regions are, since they make no claims about red or blue. And they make no 

mistakes when they apply their own concepts…The problem is that they’ve got 

the wrong concepts. They’re carving the world up incorrectly…Although their 

beliefs are true, those beliefs do not match the world’s structure.255 

Surprisingly, the factualist finds herself aligned with Sider here (albeit for reasons quite 

different from those motivating Sider). As I will explain, such a theorist is committed 

not only to a hyperintensional account of properties (which distinguishes redness from 

redness*) but also to an objective sense in which a ‘red’-theory is superior to a ‘bred’-

theory.  

To begin, I will argue that the sentence ‘o is red*’, for any singular term ‘o’, 

cannot demand the same thing of the world, or express the same fact-type, as ‘o is 

red’. First, it is plausible that particular instances of the left- and right-hand sides of 

the definitions given above should share a fact-type. In particular, the sentences: 

‘o is bred’  

                                                           
255 Sider (2011), p. 2.  
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‘(o is red and o is in R) or (o is blue and o is not in R)’ 

share a fact-type, as should: 

 ‘o is red*’  

 ‘(o is bred and o is in R) or (o is rue and o is not in R)’.  

So consider an arbitrary world w at which o is in R and where o happens to be red. By 

our account of disjunction, at w, ‘o is bred’ corresponds to every fact corresponding to 

‘o is red and o is in R’, and given our account of conjunction, the latter corresponds to 

the complex fact that o is red and o is in R. Similarly, ‘o is red*’ will correspond to every 

fact corresponding to ‘o is bred and o is in R’, which will in turn correspond to any 

complex fact composed of a fact corresponding to ‘o is bred’ and another 

corresponding to ‘o is in R’. But the fact that o is red and o is in R meets this 

condition.256 Hence ‘o is red*’ corresponds to the fact that o is red and o is in R. Now 

suppose, for reductio, that ‘o is red and ‘o is red*’ share a fact-type. It would follow 

that ‘o is red’ also corresponds to this complex fact. But then ‘o is red’ would 

correspond to a complex fact that has, as a part, the fact that o is in this region R, and 

this is wrong – the fact that o happened to occupy this arbitrary region should have 

nothing to do the truth of ‘o is red’.257 

                                                           
256 Given that the fusion of an object with one of its parts simply yields that object.  
257 If this point is not obvious, simply alter the definition of ‘bred’ and ‘rue’ so that ‘x is in R’ is replaced with ‘x is such 
that φ’, for some arbitrary sentence φ (e.g. ‘snow is white’). Using parallel reasoning, it would follow that ‘x is red*’ 
corresponds to a complex fact that has as a part a fact corresponding to ‘x is such that φ’, and clearly this is wrong. 
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 Suppose then that ‘o is red’ and ‘o is red*’ do not share a fact-type. If so, then 

this difference surely accrues to a difference in meaning between the predicates ‘is red’ 

and ‘is red*’, and I see little hope for attributing this difference to anything other than 

the semantic values of these expressions. Assuming that the semantic value of a 

predicate is a property or relation, ‘red and ‘red*’ will stand for different properties.258 

But these predicates are necessarily coextensive. It follows that properties are 

individuated hyperintensionally. In attempting to define ‘red’ using the predicates 

‘bred’ and ‘rue’, we have only given a more complex, albeit intensionally equivalent, 

alternative. The sentences ‘o is red’ and ‘o is red*’ do not demand the same thing of 

the world; rather, ‘o is red*’ properly includes ‘o is red’.259  

 Suppose that we have two objects, o1 and o2, where o1 happens to be both red 

and in R whereas o2 is also red but not in R. We can then consider some toy theories 

regarding these facts. Let the ‘red’-theory be comprised of the sentences ‘o1 is red’, ‘o1 is 

in R’, ‘o2 is red’, ‘o2 is in R’; and let the ‘bred’-theory be similar except that it substitutes ‘o1 

                                                           
258 We could substitute a weaker assumption here. Suppose that every predicate is, in some sense, associated with a 

property or relation that it stands for (whether or not we take that property or relation as its semantic value). We could 

then assume that a difference in semantic value entails a difference in associated property or relation. This would be 

sufficient to draw the conclusion that ‘red’ and ‘red*’ are associated with different properties, viz. redness and redness*. 
259 Notice that we can associate with each property (or relation) a function from sequences of objects to fact-types, 
namely the fact-type of a sentence ascribing that property or relation to those objects, in that order. Call this the 
property’s distinctive function. The argument just given establishes that two properties or relations are identical only if they 
share a distinctive function. We might go further and take this to also provide a sufficient condition for property 
identity, such that two properties or relations are identical if and only if they share a distinctive function. Using the 
notion of a distinctive function, we can also define relations of determination and inclusion for properties and relations, 
as follows: For any properties or relations R1 and R2, let R1 determine/include R2 iff for any sequence of objects <o1…o>, an 
atomic sentence ascribing R1 to that sequence of objects determines/includes a similar sentence ascribing R2 to that 
sequence. The property bredness, for example, properly includes redness, whereas the complex property being red and in R 
properly determines bredness. 
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is bred’ and ‘o2 is rue’ for ‘o1 is red’ and ‘o2 is red’. There is a very weak sense in which 

these theories will be true by virtue of the same “portion of reality”, in that the 

conjunctions of their members - ‘o1 is red and o1 is in R and o2 is red and o2 is in R’ and 

‘o1 is bred and o1 is in R and o2 is rue and o2 is in R’ – will correspond to the very same 

complex fact (i.e. the fact that o1 is red and o1 is in R and o2 is red and o2 is in R). We might 

express this point by saying that these theories have the same scope.260 But this is a very 

crude relation, blind to the internal structure of the theories in question and 

insensitive to what we might call a theory’s depth. As noted above, whereas the ‘red’-

theory will include a sentence corresponding to the fact that o1 is red, the ‘bred’-theory 

only includes a sentence corresponding to the complex fact that o1 is red and o1 is in R. 

The ‘red’-theory is, therefore, capable of analyzing this complex fact into simpler 

constituents.261  

A natural suggestion, in light of these points, is to take two theories to be 

metaphysically equivalent so long as they are not only identical in scope but also in 

depth. The proposal would then be that two theories are metaphysically equivalent 

just in case every fact corresponding to some member of one corresponds to some 

                                                           
260 More generally, and slightly tweaking the account given in the main text, let a theory statement be the conjunction of the 

members of some theory, and let two theories be identical in scope just in case the fusions of the facts corresponding to 

their theory statements are identical. 
261 There are some other asymmetries worth pointing out here. As noted in the main text, there will be some facts 

corresponding to the ‘red’-theory that do not correspond to the ‘bred’-theory, while the converse will not be true. There 

will also be some fact-types expressed in the ‘red’-theory that are not expressed in the ‘bred’-theory. Finally, if we close 

these theories under conjunction, then the ‘red’-theory will include sentences that properly determine ‘o is bred’ and ‘o is 

rue’ – e.g. ‘o is red and o is in R’ – whereas the ‘bred’-theory will not include sentences that properly determine ‘o is red’ 

or ‘o is blue’. 
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member of the other, and vice versa. But this is not quite right, as the earlier 

discussion of determination illustrates. For example, a “theory” comprised of a 

disjunction of every sentence in our language will correspond to the very same facts as 

the set of true sentences within that language, but clearly these theories should not 

thereby qualify as metaphysically equivalent. What needs to be added is that these 

theories not only correspond to the very same facts, but that they do so in a (more or 

less) equally determinate fashion, such that (on balance) neither includes sentences 

that properly determine the other.   

Again, I think this conclusion should be rather surprising. A factualist who 

conjoins the (relatively common) accounts of conjunction and disjunction given 

above with certain paradigmatic equivalencies endorsed by the egalitarian is (like the 

Siderian) committed to an objective notion of metaphysical structure – i.e. factual 

structure – and also to drawing distinctions in metaphysical merit between theories 

that would, given the coarse-grained view, qualify as equivalent (the ‘red’- and ‘bred’-

theories are examples of this). But even so, this remains consistent with the factualist’s 

overarching egalitarian aims, for it remains the case that theories with different 

ontological commitments can be metaphysically equivalent in the sense defined.  

3.9 Dismissing Facts  
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Earlier I noted that one could defend a broadly factualist view without actually 

appealing to facts or correspondence. In closing, let me explain how this might be 

done.   

 The strategy is to take the relation sharing a satisfier as primitive and use this to 

define alternatives to the other relations introduced above: sharing a demand, 

determination, inclusion, and partly sharing a satisfier. The definitions are as follows: 

 For any sentences S1 and S2, 

S1 determines S2 iff for any sentence S3, for any w, if S1 shares a satisfier with S3 at 

w then S2 shares a satisfier with S3 at w. 

S1 and S2 share a demand iff S1 determines S2 and S2 determines S1. 

S1 partially shares a satisfier with S2 at w iff there are sentences Sj…Sk such that S1 

& Sj &…& Sk shares a satisfier with S2 at w. 

S1 includes S2 iff, for any sentence S3, for any w, if S1 shares a satisfier with S3 at w, 

then S2 partially shares a satisfier with S3 at w. 

To illustrate how the definitions work, let me discuss two examples. Start with 

determination. I earlier defined a determination relation in terms of facts and 

correspondence: one sentence determines another just in case, for any world w, any 

fact corresponding to the first at w also corresponds to the second at w. Here I will 

show that, from the perspective of one who posits facts, any two sentences stand in 

the initial determination relation just in case they stand in this new determination 
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relation – so long as we make certain assumptions about the expressive power of our 

language. In other words, I will show the following: 

For any sentences S1 and S2, [(for any sentence S3 and world w, if S1 shares a 

satisfier with S3 at w then S2 shares a satisfier with S3 at w) iff (for any world w 

and fact F in w, if S1 corresponds to F at w then S2 corresponds to F at w)]. 

In order for this to work, we need to make what I will call the proxies assumption: 

Relative to every world w, and for every fact F in w, there is some sentence in 

our language that corresponds to only F at w (i.e. a sentence that serves as a 

“proxy” for F relative to w). 

A problem with the proxies assumption is that it is almost surely false – but set that 

aside for the moment; I first want to explain the purpose it serves. With this 

assumption in hand, we can offer the following argument for the claim above: 

Suppose that we’re given some S1 and S2. Start with the left-to-right direction, 

and assume that for any S3 and w, S1 shares a satisfier with S3 at w only if S2 

shares a satisfier with S3 at w. Call this (*). Suppose next that we are given some 

w along with a fact F corresponding to S1 at w. Given the proxies assumption, 

there is some SF that corresponds to only F at w. Hence S1 shares a satisfier with 

SF at w. Given (*), S2 shares a satisfier with SF at w. But then S2 corresponds to F 

at w. Generalizing: for any w and F in w, S1 corresponds to F at w only if S2 

corresponds to F at w. This establishes the left-to-right direction of the claim. 

Turning to the right-to-left direction, assume that for any w and fact F in w, S1 

corresponds to F at w only if S2 corresponds to F at w. Call this (**). Suppose 

further that we have some arbitrary S3 and w, and that S1 shares a satisfier with 
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S3 at w. But then there is some F corresponding to both S1 and S3 at w. By (**), F 

also corresponds to S2 at w, and then S3 also shares a satisfier with S2 at w. 

Generalizing: if for any world w and S3, S1 shares a satisfier with S3 at w only if 

S2 shares a satisfier with S3 at w. This establishes the right-to-left direction of 

the claim. 

To take another example, consider the analogous claim regarding the relation of 

partially sharing a satisfier: 

For any sentences S1 and S2 and world w, [(there is some facts F1 and F2, such 

that F1 is a part of F2 at w, S1 corresponds to F1 at w and S2 corresponds to F2 at 

w) iff (there are sentences Sj…Sk such that S1 & Sj &…& Sk shares a satisfier 

with S2 at w)]. 

Here is the argument: 

Suppose that we’re given some S1 and S2 and w. Start with the left-to-right 

direction, and fix some F1 and F2 such that F1 is a part of F2 at w, S1 corresponds 

to F1 at w, and S2 corresponds to F2 at w. Let F3 be a fact such that the fusion of 

F1 and F3 is F2. Given the proxies assumption, there is some S3 that corresponds 

to F3 at w. By our analysis of conjunction, the conjunction of S1 and S3 will 

correspond to all those facts fused of a fact corresponding to S1 and S3, of 

which F2 is one. Hence this conjunction corresponds to F2 at w, and so shares a 

satisfier with S2 at w. This establishes the left-to-right direction of our claim. 

Turn to the right-to-left direction, and fix appropriate S1…Sk such that S1 & Sj 

&…& Sk shares a satisfier with S2 at w. It follows that there is some F2 

corresponding to both this conjunction and S2 at w. By our analysis of 
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conjunction, there is some F1, which is a part of F2, corresponding to S1 at w. 

This establishes the right-to-left direction of our claim.  

A potential benefit of this approach is that it allows the factualist to avoid 

commitment to an ontology of facts and the ideology of correspondence.262 A 

potential cost is that the proxies assumption is pretty clearly false – it is highly 

plausible that there are some possible facts for which our language lacks a proxy. But 

there are ways of getting around this difficulty. For example, one could rework the 

factualist’s view so that it concerns, in the first instance, relations between (mind- and 

language-independent) propositions rather than sentences, and suggest that the proxies 

assumption is acceptable when addressed to propositions.  

 Finally, it is worth noting that even if the factualist chooses to abandon facts 

and correspondence in this way, some of the traditional problems associated with 

those commitments will continue to plague the view. Take the familiar difficulties 

concerning the facts corresponding to negative existential truths (e.g. ‘there are no 

honest politicians’).263 Even if we refuse to reify facts, we will continue to face the 

following question: What other sentences will negative truths share satisfiers with? In 

particular, will they merely share satisfiers with other negative truths, or will they bear 

this relation to some positive truths as well – and if so, which ones? And, similarly, 

what of general, counterfactual, or conceptual truths? In short, difficult questions 

                                                           
262 For criticism of both, see Strawson (1950); Davidson (1969); and Blackburn (1984). 
263 This worry has a long history; see, for example, Russell (1956); Dodd (2007). 
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about the existence of intuitively strange facts will give rise to comparable questions 

concerning the extensions of the relations defined above.  
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