Designation and Existence * *
W. V. QUINE

] Statemen'ts of the form “There is such a thing as so-and-s0” I shal] 11
.gngular‘exutence Staternents; e.g., “There is such a thin st
:I"hfire Is such a thing as Bucephalus,” “There is such a thing as appendi
citis.” The expression following the word “as,” here purport;tg to dfs]? nate
some one specific entity—perhaps an individual, as in the case of “Pe E?l?st'?
and Bu‘::ephalus,‘” or perhaps a property or other abstract enti as%ri‘ th
case of appendicitis”; and the statement is true just in case tl:z;'e is I:
a thmg' as this alleged designated entity, in other words just in ¢ sulcl
expression really does designate. , e e
'I"l'w 'four-di{nensional spatio-temporal view of nature is a devic f
g::/l]']::?nbnegf logical ana‘ljysis by rendering verbs tenseless. Let us adop: t}:)i;
¢ _betore proceeding farther. Bucephal i i
dlm'ensmnal body stretchig;xg through parf ofl‘:;’e tfl:)elllz"tl:sc:nt?;na:!n fOU!;;
rl::;f;ni horsel-‘shr}i,}?ed cross-sections. Now the tensed statementx"l:h(zr:nis
0 such thing as Bucephalus” is translatable into ess idi
rougl,u’ly thus: “The temporally forwatd end of Bucephaﬁxex,;sfi!:sssbleil?n(;
1&39. In the renseless sense of “is,” to which I shall adhere, there 7s suc;*?a
[t) " élg zIZ Bgcephalug namely, a spatio—temporally remote spatio-temporal
0y. Agam, we will perhaps agree for the moment that there is such
thing as appendicitis; though this is not a spatio-temporal body, b o
oth;:r a{nd a more abstract sort of entity. On the other hand t';l’::reuits a:(;
::c thx?% as Pega.sus;'thls word purports to designate a certain spatio-
mporal body which in fact does not turn up anywhere in space-ti
near or remote. pace-tme,
“TI;T:w we m;:st dls'tmgun‘sh between these singular existence statements,
ey re Is such a tl:ung as so-and-so,” and general existence statements:
“There is such a thmg’?s 4 so-and-so,” or briefly “There is a so-and-so ”
-4 here are so-and-sos.” A general existence statement, e.o. “There ’
unicorns,” “There are horses,” “There are prime numbérs'ge,tween 5 aa;;
. . . ..
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1,” says that there is at least one entity satisfying a certain condition. In
logical symbols, the whole appears as an existential quantification:

(dx) (xis a unicorn),
(Fx) (xis a horse),
(Fx) (xisa prime number - § < x < 11).

In words: J

There is something which is a unicorn.

Thete is something which is a horse.

There is something which is a prime number
and which is between 5 and 11.

Whereas the singular existence statement calls the alleged existent by
name, e.g., “Pegasus,” the general existence statement does not; the ref-
erence is made rather by a variable “x,” the logistical analogue of a pro-
noun “which,” “something which.”

Note that a general term, such as “horse” or “unicorn,” is capable also
of turning up in a singular existence statement. Just as the word “appendi-
citis” designates a specific disease (which is abstract), and the word
“Bucephalus” designates a specific horse (which is concrete), so we may
regard the word “horse” as designating a specific property, an abstract
combination of characteristics. Then the singular existence statement
“There is such a thing as horse” (not “z horse™) will mean, not that there
are horses, but that there is the abstract property in question. The same
holds for the word “unicorn”; and we may thus be inclined to affirm
the singular existence statement “There is such a thing as unicorn” though
denying the general existence statement “There is such a thing as « uni-
corn,” “There are unicorns.”

The distinction berween singular and general existence statements thus
does not correspond to the distinction between the concrete and the ab-
stract; the entity whose existence is affirmed by a singular existence state-
ment may be concrete (e.g., Bucephalus) or abstract (e.g., horse), and
the entity or entities whose existence is affirmed by a general existence
statement may likewise be concrete (e.g., horses) or abstract (e.g., prime
numbers).

Now a curious problem is raised by the denial of a singular existence
statement; e.g., “There is no such thing as Pegasus.” If the word “Pegasus”
designates something then there is such a thing as Pegasus, whereas if the
word does not designate anything then the statement would: appear to
lack subject-matrer and thus to fall into meaninglessness. Actually, this prob-
lem rests only on failure to observe that a noun can be meaningful in the
absence of a designatum. The noun “Pegasus” s meaningful. If asked its
meaning, we could reply with a translation into other words: “the winged
horse captured by Bellerophon.” The word “Pegasus” can be regarded
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as an iati i
thing le)b;:g:ﬁ:r:hzi ttl)us phrase; and the statement that there is no such
Flung a5 Pegusus e hecoﬁr‘nes, acco.rdmg to Russell’s theory of descrip-
pions, a statement t0 t 3 effect that if Bellerophon captured any winged
he cligile statp ured two or more. Many words form essential parts
0% amyehiags sueh i;n:lr‘its-—truths and faisphoods—-without being #names
of snyehi “,,m s e sﬁatus of prepositions and conjunctions-and ad-
v, sacably ch a;S)lsJ ai, Cs;igree, and it is Fhe status likewise of many
ety of meaions gf s... rammar and lexicography tell us, independ-
ently of question existence, that the word “Pegasus” is 2 noun and
lerophon”-ciit is lefptt t(})1 the phrase ‘flthe winged horse captured by Bel-
“Pegasus”’is s left a;’)i ; istoli;y snd zopiogy to tell us further that the word
sgasus” s notaname fm the semantic sense, i.¢., that it has no designatum.
cedar’ Inderstan OfgWh a hterm thus does not imply a designatum; it pre-
ot there%s o SUChethpr or not the term has a designatum, If I say
e will not andereand ; ing as h}fperend_emic fever, you will not agreci
you will not undesstar h ou will still refrain from asking me what hyper:
et o wil as’k ox toave \;/a‘xmed you that there is no such thing; but at
peast you Wil ek me ¢ ‘p;cp ain my terms. Questioned, 1 perhaps explain
for the phrase “the diseés)e,pvc:;i::(ilenl:ilcl f:VCI'" e fome e of e
population of Winnipeg in 1903.” hiofv t(l)xl:;tn;radld\clg f'mu..ﬁhfthsl py
population nip . . now - what
an ?;Ix:)?gr :slt}?y‘Z;:::izeg’ hifstory will lead you to agree that therer?se:nd
The latter exafin le shrmc i
ne repu‘ﬁadgn s QwsllnCJdentally that factual considerations can
also of an alleged abstr:cttoeriit)it;f Ia: :d:rgrea:ti? di‘iidualf’ e
aso ! Ly. o these factually gro
- ;éi:gggd:: :::it tilc dpctrmc that there is no such thin; gs zl;;dig
repudiating un ¢ anty 01;3. we do not change our views as to the truth
o Bur e o dgrim th;nta;);t}t;?rf;ua;e'stt;ucments containing the word
cup.” But we do ; neither a spatio-temporal body nor
o propry o e s v, s desraed b e vord
bu{\] it is n}pt a noun, much less 2 name of anytkii?ig; of varlous stateinents,
strac(:x:mtidcesnc;;x;mwa(l)is;dgoes further than “up” in his repudiation of ab-
g then; He v SUChs:gr', in the same spirit in which we have repudiated
up, that there is no such de as appendicitis. At the common-sense level
defense of appendicitis; iieyper};i)l:ireergil: IPCIC fed'er’ o W?Uld o o e
citis psrpainly does. Still, just how does ti‘i:rno:riisn:;i)stt gl o
pendicitis as we have treated zp? He agrees that cople are appond:
citic, and that the word “appendicitis” i ingfal B e
e oo h pp citis” is meaningful and useful in context;
s and that e at the word is not a narne of any entity in its owxi
reaus,m nc i is a noun at all only because of a regrettai)ie strain of
ich pervades our own particular language. On the same grounds
t]
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the nominalist will go back and do a more ruthless job than we have done
in the matter of anicorns; he will say that there is not merely no such
thing 2s a unicorn but also no such thing as unicorn—no abstract entity,
so-called property, such as this word has been said to designate. He keeps
the word “unicorn” merely as a contextually meaningful word like “up”
— syncategorcmntic expression which names nothing, abstract or con-
crete. The general term “horse” will fare no better; there are many de-
noted entities in fhis case, indeed—many horses—but no named or desig-
nated entity, no abstract property horse according to the nominalist.

But now the whole question of existence is beginning to appear gratui-
tous. If the nominalist who renounces such abstract entities as horse, uni-
corn, and appcndicitis does not thereby foreswear any of the ordinary
uses of these words, nor take issue on any factual questions of zotlogy
and medicine, then what does his renunciation amount to? Any appeal
to nature, such as was involved in the case of Pegasus and h_yperendemic
fever, seemns now to have become irrelevant. VWhat is left but a handying
of empty honorifics and pejoratives—-—-“existent” and “non-existent,”
“real” and “unreal”? ’

‘We are tempted at this point to dismiss the whole issue pberween nom-
inalism and realism as a metaphysicai pseudoproblem. But in thus cutting
the Gordian knot we cut to0 deep into the level of common sense. We
are il inclined, 1 suppose, t0 regard the word. “up” or the suffix “ness”
or the signs of punctuation as syncategorematic expressions, meaningful
in context but naming nothing. The mere capacity to tarm up in a sen-
tence does not make a string of marks a name. Now if we allow ourselves
this much freedom in repudiating designata, oo what grounds can we take
issue with the nominalist? On what grounds, indeed, can we take issue
with someone who even outdoes the nominalist and repudiates cverything,

the concrete as well as the abstract, by construing all words indiscrim-
inately as syncatcgorcmatic expressions designating nothing? We seem to
have a continuum of possible ontologies here, ranging from a radical
realism at the one extreme, where even a left-hand parenthesis or the dot
of an “i” has some weird abstract entity 2s designatam, to 2 complete
nihilism at the other extremne. Singular existence statements “There is such

a thing as so-and-so,” together with their trivial variants such as “So-and-s0

designates,” begin to assume the air of a logically isolated class of state-

ments—Ilogically independent of the rest of discourse, verifiable or falsifia-
ble at caprice, and thus void of meaning. If we are © avert this conse-
quence, We must find some relationship of logical dependence between
the singular existence staternent and the rest of discourse.
Let us return to the singular existence statement “There is such a thing

as appendicitis.” This can indeed be affirmed or denied without affecting

d the usual statements containing the word “appendi—

our attitude towar
citis’—for example, “Appendicitis is dreaded.” Continuing to afhrm the
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latter statement, the nominalist can yet maintain that the word “appendi-
citis” figures syncategorematically therein, like “is” or “pend,” and that
there is no designated object “appendicitis.” The singular existence state-
ment does not affect the truth value of the statement “Appendicitis is
dreaded.” However, it does prove to have other effects. If the word
“appendicitis” designates an entity, then the statement “Appendicitis is
dreaded” is a statement about that entity. It affirms the dreadedness thereof,
and implies the consequence that something is dreaded:

(dx) (x is dreaded).

If on the other hand the word “appendicitis” is syncategorematic and
designates nothing, then the statement “Appendicitis is dreaded” is not
about an entity “appendicitis,” any more than it is about an entity “pend”
or “is”; it does not have the consequence:

(dx) (x is dreaded).

The singular existence statement “There is such a thing as appendicitis”
does, therefore, have an effect on general existence statements. If we
affirm the singular existence statement, we must regard any general exist-
ence statement “(gx) (. . & . .)" as following from the corresponding
statement “. . .appendicitis. . .” which contains “appendicitis” in place
of “x.” If we deny the singular existence statement *“There is such a thing
as appendicitis,” on the other hand, we do not countenance such infer-
ence. Let us refer to this form of inference—putting “*” for “appendi-
citis” in a statement and prefixing “(Fx)"—as the operation of existentially
generalizing with respect to the word “appendicitis.” To say that there is
such a thing as appendicitis, or that “appendicitis” designates something,
is to say that the operation of existentially generalizing with respect to
“appendicitis” is valid; i.e., that it leads from truths only to truths.

This conclusion would seem to hold in general. A word W designates
if and only if existential generalization with respect to W is a valid form
of inference. The word “appendicitis” used in the foregoing example
happens to be of an abstract sort, bue this is not essential. Consider again
the word “Pegasus,” construed as an abbreviation of the phrase “the
winged horse captured by Bellerophon.” If Pegasus does not exist, in
other words, if it is not true that one and only one winged horse was
captured by Bellerophon, then according to Russell’s theory of descrip-
tions there will be various true statements which can be turned into false-
hoods by existentially generalizing with respect to the word “Pegasus.”
For example, the statement:

Nothing is identical with Pegasus

is true whereas the result of existential generalization:
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(dx) (nothing is identical with x)

is false. _

Our earlier apprcheqsxon,
might prove logically isolat
i haps W
is thus overcome. Per :
words have designata and which have none,

namely, that all singular existence statcm:ir;is
ed and thus affirmable or dex?lhablc at ca‘phict,\
e can reach no absolute decision as to v

but at least we can sag;
i «ouistic behavior construes 2 wor
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generahzatxon with resp lid form of e of a

A- 7“"”6—"‘“(“: n the ense Of a mere noun but n th
L]
s€ns

i i ization is valid.
with respect to which existential geneFalxzatxon i i, forms of nfer-
Under the usual formulation of logic .tlielre agenz o b gencraliza-
i 'ith variables. : " "
:oh interchange names wi \ s eX O
ton, WTCh ;)y a nan%e is replaced by a variable “x and
tion, where

prefix “(dx)” is atrached:
, . Paris. . .

OISR,

i lled specification,
ther, which may be ca , he
E}I‘\Zrzby a-variable is replaced by 2 name and a umver.

it leads from a universal quantification:

@) (. x. Dy

is the form of inference
al preﬁx is dropped;

that is: .
For all choices of &, .« X oo

- . . Paris. . .
ization i id with respect
: Now if existential genemhzatlon1 ;f vghd wl‘itih \;it \«? o
i ion is likewise va
Wbaris” then specification 18 1 ' h T
;?y P\?;l;;se “ i;’m‘is. . is false. Then 1ts denial:
or, S e

to 2 g'wen term,
ect to that term.

~(. . Paris. . D

i i ization, we get:
is true. From this, by existential generalization, W€ §

(Fx)~ (o &)

ies
~(2) (o e D
) is false. The falsehood of

i ). Thetefore

i hat “(x) G -
thus concluding t ; e
«  Paris. . . is thus seen t0 ental! that off 5 ) <Paris, )
l.\.t‘ruth of “(x) (.. & - ) entails that of “. .« +
the .

IICI)CC mStcad ()f descrlbln name as eXPIﬁSSlOIlS Wlth Yespect to Whlch
g S
]



50
tc;irsltcor}tlal'gcnex"ahzauon is va'lid, we might'equivalcntly omit express men-
exxste'ntlal generalization and describe pames simply as those co

stant_expressions ich replace variables and are replac variabl .
according to the usual logical laws of quantification —

Contsxts of quantification, “(x) (. . 2. . .)"” anil “(dx) ( "
dn not indeed exhaust the ways in which a variable “2” ma : tux : .)"
discourse; the variable is also essential to the idioms “the o}t:'ecin -
that . . . ,” “the class of all objects x such that . . . ,” and oti‘ncrs xl-;i)]\cxil
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ever, th i i i f i ]
, the quantificational use of variables is exhaustive in the sense that

fxilg u:ev(;ﬁi;rsfiables {)s reduc;'ble to this sort of use. Every statement contain-
\ le can be trans ated, by known rules, into an equivalent 3
:)r}er:};;?al\;l/i\;c:a;hzvarlat;ln has only the q.ua.ntiﬁcational useflAll othcstiizzs
O s solecl exp am.ed as abbrevla_tions‘of contexts in which the
var describgble ol ly as v}?riables of quanmﬁ'catlon. And nanzes, we found,
are descr ply as the constant expressions which replace these varia.
nd are replaced by these variables according to the usual laws. |
short, Dames are the constant substituends of variables. -
) A vartable “x” is ordinarily thought of as associated with a realm of
tities, the so-called range of values of the variable. The range of value:n'-
not to be confused with the range of substituends. The names ar lis
stitue_nds; the named entities are values. Numerals, names of numbf:(;ssu :
substituends for the variables of arithmetic; the values of these variai)ilre
on t.he other hand, are numbers. Variables can be thought of roughl -
ambxguous names of their values. This notion of ambiguous namf isyn,ls
as mysterious as it at first appears, for it is essentially thbe notion of a o
noun; the variable “x” is a relative pronoun used in connecti ‘P}I;O*
quantifier, “ x)” or “(dx).” on e
Here, tnen..are five ways of saying the same thing: “There is such a thi
as aBp?I:ld,l'(:ltls"; “The word ‘appendicitis’ designates”; “The wo:d ‘;ng
pen.dlﬁms is 2 name”; “The word ‘appendicitis’ is a substituend for a varii;.
Sllft' t, ’ljhehdlsease appendicitis is a value of a variable.” The universe oi
var;axl:lse.ls the range of values of variables. To be is to be the value of a
S_uansmg that we know where to draw the line between the concr
or individual and the abstract, we can now make some sense of the disti:te
tion between a nominalistic and a realistic language. Words of the abst o
or general sort, say “appendicitis” or “horse,” can turn up in nominalir at?t
as well as realistic languages; but the difference is that in realistic lan uas .
such words are substituends for variables—they can replace and be reglac:g e(i
by \farxsbi'es according to the usual laws of qllantiﬁcation—wherzasfi
nominalistlc languages this is not the case. In realistic languages, variabl .
admit abstr:ict. entities as values; in nominalistic languages thz ’do not. ®
As a t'hesxs in the philosophy of science, nominalism can beyformulai d
thus: it is possible to set up a nominalistic language in which all of natureal
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science can be expressed. The nominalist, so interpreted, claims that a lan-
guage adequate to all scientific purposes can be framed in such a way that
its variables admit only concrete objects, individuals, as values—hence only
proper names of concrete objects as substituends. Abstract terms will retain
the status of syncategorematic expressions, designating nothing, so long
as no corresponding variables are used.

Indeed, the nominalist need not even forego the convenience of variables
having abstract entities as values, or abstract terms as substituends, pro-
vided that he can explain this usage away as a mere manner of speaking.
Quantification involving a new sort of variables, which ostensibly admit
a new sort of entities as values, can often be introduced by a contextual
definition—a mere convention of notational abbreviation. Elscwhere 1
have cited, by way of example, a convention of notational abbreviation
introducing quantiﬁcation upon variables which have statement. as their
substituenda, When such an abbreviation is adopted we are able to talk as if
statements were names having certain abstract entities—so-called proposi—
tions—as designata. In so doing we do not commit ourselves to belief in
such entities; for we can excuse our new form of quantification as a mere
abridged manner of speaking, translatable at will back into an idiom which
uses no statement variables and hence presupposes no propositions, no
designata of statements. Under such a procedure propositions beconie ex-
plicitly fictions, in this sense: there are no such things, from the standpoint
of our anabbreviated official language, but we calk as if there were by
dint of an eliminable shorthand.

Similarly, if the nominalist can devise contextual definitions expluining
quantiﬁcation with respect to any other alleged entities of an abstract kind,*
he becomes justified in speaking as if there were such entities without really
forsaking his nominalism. The entities remain fictions for him; his reference

to such entities remains a mere manner of speaking, in the sense that he can

expand this sort of quantiﬁcation at will into an official idiom which uses
f individuals as substituends. But if

only variables having proper names o
the nominalist can not supply the relevant contextual definitions, then his
nominalism forbids his use of variables having abstract entities as values.
He will perhaps still plead that his apparent abstract entities are merely
convenient fictions; but this plea is no more than an incantation, a crossing
of the fingers, so long as the rcquircd contextual definitions are not forth-
coming.

2 For work in this direction see my “Theory of Classes Presupposing No Canons of
Type,” Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci,, Vol. 12 (1936}, pp- 320-326.



