“On What There Is”  by W.V. Quine
Main Points
· Quine takes on the metaphysical question of what exists, in the spirit of Russell in that:

(1) 
the question is metaphysical (this is why Klemke classifies Quine as a user of logico-metaphysical analysis) and 
(2) 
Quine takes the question on in the spirit of reducing ontological commitments from the number of commitments our surface grammar appears to commit us to a much smaller number, leaving out, for example, nonexistent entities such as Pegasus and round squares. 
· Presents the problem of Plato’s beard and gives McX’s and Wyman’s explanation of this problem.

McX’s Argument for the Existence of Nonbeing 

1. If Pegasus were not, we should not be talking about anything when we use the word. 

2. The denial of Pegasus cannot be maintained.

3. Therefore, Pegasus and non-existent entities must have some form of existence. (318)

4. Pegasus does not exist as flesh and blood.

5. Therefore, Pegasus exists in the mind of humans.

· Argues that Pegasus is not an idea in the mind of humans (no more than the Parthenon is not an idea in the mind of humans) since this is not what people are denying when they deny existence to Pegasus.
· Presents Wyman’s argument in terms of nonexistent entities as unactualized possibles.  Argues against the notion of unactualized possibles, mostly using Occam’s razor and cases like ‘the fat man in the doo,’ and ‘the fat man at the door.’
· Argues that sentences with non-referring terms (such as Pegasus and the round square) do not commit us to an ontology inflated by non-being.  For one thing, Russell has shown that descriptions do not name entities in the world and thus the phrase ‘the round square’ does not commit us to the existence of a round square.  Instead, any sentence containing that phrase is an existential statement.  Thus the statement “The round square does not exist” is meaningful and true and “The round square exists” is meaningful and false.  Nor do statements with names commit us to the existence of what they name.  For names can be shown to be descriptions, and descriptions do not pick out things in the world. 
· Quine attempts to answer the question of how we know what ontological commitments any given theory has, using the following formula: 

Something exists if and only it can be the value of a bound variable.

That is, the statements of our theory only commit us to the existence of entities over which our bound variables need to range in order to be true.  As Russell pointed out, the surface grammar of our sentences often appears to commit us to the existence of things that do not appear to exist.  However, further examination of the implications of our utterances shows that we are not necessarily committed to the existence of such entities.

· Presents McX’s argument for the existence of abstract entities (attributes).

McX’s Argument for the Existence of Attributes 

1. There are red houses, red roses, and red sunsets. 

2. There must be something all these things have in common.

3. What these things have in common is what we mean by the attribute of redness. 

4. Therefore, attributes and abstract entities exist. (323)

· Argues that neither sentences with names nor sentences with general terms (or predicates) commit us to the existence of abstract entities.
We may say, e.g., that some dogs are white and not thereby commit ourselves to recognizing either doghood, or whiteness as entities.  ‘Some dogs are white’ says that some things that are dogs are white; and, in order that this statement be true, the things over which the bound variable ‘something’ ranges must include some white dogs, but need not include whiteness or dogness. (326)

· Argues that the need to explain meaningfulness does not require a belief in the existence of abstract objects as we can explain the significance of sentences without postulating the existence of meanings.
· Introduces the notion of a conceptual scheme, such that ones ontology is assumed as a part of one’s conceptual scheme  
 One’s ontology is basic to the conceptual scheme by which he interprets all experiences, even the most commonplace ones. Judged within some particular conceptual scheme – and how else is judgment possible? –an ontological statement goes without saying, standing in need of no separate justification at all. (324)
· Argues that more than one conceptual scheme is possible, with the result that there are different ontologies.  For example, there is McX’s conceptual scheme, according to which it is obvious that attributes such as red exist.  Then there is Quine’s conceptual scheme, according to which objects and red objects exist, but redness does not.
· Describes three approaches to the problem of universals being debated by modern mathematicians:  logicism, intuitionism, and formalism.  Claims that each of these approaches corresponds to one of three medieval approaches to the existence of universals, specifically: realism, conceptualism and nominalism.  Logicism and medieval realism hold a Platonic view according to which universals are not created but discovered.  According to intuitionism and conceptualism, universals exist, but are created by humans.  Finally, both formalism and nominalism dodge the existence of universals.
· Distinguishes between the question of the ontological commitments of a theory and the question of what there is. 

Our acceptance of an ontology is, I think, similar in principle to our acceptance of a scientific theory, say a system of physics: we adopt, at least insofar as we are reasonable, the simplest conceptual scheme into which the disordered fragments of raw experience can be fitted and arranged. Our ontology is determined once we have fixed upon the over-all conceptual scheme which is to accommodate science in the broadest sense; and the considerations which determine a reasonable construction of any part of that conceptual scheme, e.g. the biological or the physical part, are not different in kind from the considerations which determine a reasonable construction of the whole.  To whatever extent the adoption of any system of scientific theory may be said to be a matter of language, the same—but no more--may be said of the adoption of an ontology. (328)

· Holds that there are three main conceptual schemes containing three main ontologies:  phenomenalism, physicalism, and, for those who believe in mathematics, the Platonic.
· Claims that neither simplicity nor the concept of being foundational are unambiguous notions 
· Claims that the phenomenalist conceptual scheme is epistemologically more foundational and the physicalist conceptual scheme is physically more foundational (329)

· Instead of choosing one conceptual scheme, says the following: “the question of what ontology actually to adopt still stands open, and the obvious counsel is tolerance and an experimental spirit.  Let us by all means see how much of the physicalistic conceptual scheme can be reduced to a phenomenalistic one; still physics also naturally demands pursuing, irreducible in toto though it be.  Let us see how, or to what degree, natural science may be rendered independent of Platonistic mathematics; but let us also pursue mathematics and delve into its Platonistic foundations (330) 
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