
Quine addresses the puzzle of nonbeing in “On What There Is,” the first chapter of From A Logical Point Of View. Quine calls this the “old Platonic riddle of nonbeing,” and states that “Nonbeing must in some sense be, otherwise what is it that there is not?”
 This is simply the problem of negative existentials. 


One comes to the problem of nonbeing very quickly when one discusses ontology with someone else. If someone maintains that some entity exists, and I do not, then I am already in a predicament. How do I claim that there is an entity that the other countenances, but that I do not? In doing so, I have just admitted that there is such a thing, which is contrary to my view. 


Quine claims that Russell used his “theory of so-called singular descriptions”
 to clearly show how we can meaningfully use names without there being an existent entity so named. These descriptions, or names, are those such as ‘the present King of France,’ ‘the author of It,’ and ‘the oval square window on Old Main.’ Russell analyzed these descriptive phrases as fragments. The sentence ‘the author of It lives in Maine,’ is analyzed as meaning ‘Someone wrote It and lives in Maine, and no one else wrote It.’ The second clause is added to show that the word ‘the’ in the original sentence implies uniqueness. This type of analysis has the merit of paraphrasing the descriptive phrase in context. The statement as a whole retains its meaning, whether or not is true or false.


The objects of reference in these descriptive phrases, upon analysis, are converted to variables of quantification or bound variables. These words are neither specific names, nor even names at all. They refer to general entities.

So how does this help us with statements of nonbeing? If I assert that ‘There is the author of It,’ or that ‘The author of It exists,’ I am asserting a la Russell that ‘Someone wrote It and no one else wrote It.’ If I assert that ‘The author of It does not exist,’ I am simply asserting that ‘Either no one wrote It or more than one person wrote It.’ These analyzed expressions do not contain any description which intends to name the supposed entity whose being is in question. Thus, the fact that the statement has meaning can no longer be thought to presuppose the existence of the disputed entity.

Quine goes on to discuss how to apply Russell’s theory to singular names such as ‘Pegasus.’ The answer is to simply translate the word into a description. If our one word name is not easily translate into a description, then Quine says, “we could have appealed to the ex hypothesi unanalyzable, irreducible attribute of being Pegasus, adopting, for its expression, the verb ‘is-Pegasus,’ or ‘pegasizes.’”
 The noun ‘Pegasus’ is identified with the description ‘the thing that is-Pegasus.’

If I make the statement ‘Pixies exist,’ then I am committed to an ontology containing pixies. But, if I make the statement ‘the oval square window on Old Main does not exist,’ I am not committed to an ontology that contains oval square windows, or at least not one on Old Main. Again, the fact that a statement has meaning can no longer be thought to presuppose the existence of the disputed entity. 

Quine claims that so many of us wouldn’t make this mistake of presupposing the existence of named objects if we were to realize that there is “a gulf between meaning and naming even in the case of a singular term which is genuinely the name of an object.”
 The structure of this confusion is that the alleged named object is confused with the meaning of the word that ‘names’ the alleged object. Thus, one concludes that the object must exist in order for the word to have meaning. Russell’s form of analysis has shown this to be clearly false.

Having dealt with singular names, Quine next turns to the ontological status of universals. These universals are entities such as relations, numbers, and attributes. Quine looks at attributes as an example. To admit that there are red houses, red roses, and red sunsets is not to admit that an entity, in this case, an attribute, of ‘is-red’ exists. This problem has already been solved. We all agree in using such predicates as ‘is-red,’ but it must not be regarded as a name of a singular universal entity. To be meaningful it does not stipulate a corresponding singular universal entity. 

Maybe all these ‘names’ and ‘predicates’ do not stipulate entities, but there seems to be an awful lot of meanings even where entities are not stipulated. Maybe it is these meanings that exist. Quine feels no reluctance in admitting that words and statements are meaningful, but that no such entity as a meaning exists. Again, this name ‘meaning’ does not imply a corresponding entity. There are two ways in which people ordinarily talk about meaning, Quine claims. These are “the having of meanings, which is significance, and sameness of meaning, or synonymy.”

At this point Quine recaps his arguments so far. He has argued that singular terms can be used significantly without stipulating that the named alleged entity actually exists. He has also argued that general terms, such as predicates, can be used without agreeing that they name actual entities. And, he has also argued that statements can be significant, and be synonymous or not with each other, without advocating abstract entities called meanings. One may wonder at this point whether anything we might say would commit us ontologically to that which we do not countenance.

Quine claims that there is an easy way to involve ourselves in ontological commitments, through the use of bound variables. For example, I may say that there is something (bound variable) which an active bee hive and an active person have in common; or that there is something which is a negative number smaller than minus two million. According to Quine this is essentially the only way to involve oneself in an ontological commitment. Using names does not commit one ontologically because they can always be analyzed away. Quine famously claims that “To be assumed as an entity is, purely and simply, to be reckoned as the value of a variable. In terms of categories of traditional grammar, this amounts roughly to saying that to be is to be in the range of reference of a pronoun.”
 

I may claim that some fleas are six-legged without committing myself to stipulating either fleahood, six-ness, or legged-ness as entities. ‘Some fleas are six-legged’ only commits me to some things which are fleas also have six legs. For this to be true, the bound variable ‘something’ must include some six-legged fleas, but need not include ‘fleahood,’ ‘six-ness’ or ‘legged-ness.’

Classical mathematics is awash in abstract entities. Thus, the medieval controversy over universals in prevalent in mathematics. Quine claims that we now have a clearer standard to decide what a specific ontology is committed to. It is his formula that “ a theory is committed to those and only those entities to which the bound variables of the theory must be capable of referring in order that the affirmations made in the theory be true.”
 

Quine says that mathematicians have not recognized that they were debating the problem of universals since they didn’t have this “standard of ontological presupposition.”
 He sees the main divisions among modern mathematicians hinging on disagreements as to which entities the bound variables should be permitted to refer. 

Quine shows that the commitments of logicist, intuitionist, and formalist mathematics commits one to radically different ontologies and even to the amount of classical mathematics one accepts. 

Thus, the sort of ontology we adopt is consequential. But how do we adjudicate between ontologies? We can’t use the formula “To be is to be the value of a variable”
 as this is how we test the conformity of a given remark to a prior ontological standard. We use bound variables, Quine claims, in conjunction with an ontology, not to know what there is, but to understand what a given remark says there is. And, language is properly involved in this problem. What exists, though, is an entirely different question.

So, why do we use language to debate ontological questions? Quine claims that one reason is escape the predicament at the beginning of this paper: how not to admit that there are things, which someone else is committed to but to which I am not. As long as I admit linguistic utterances I can discuss the others sentences with out being committed to any allegedly existent named entities. 

A second reason Quine gives is to find a common ground. Two peoples’ conceptual schemes usually overlap enough such that they may discuss the weather, a movie, and even language. Thus, he believes that as long as the differences can be translated into words and how to use them, “the collapse of the controversy into question-begging may be delayed.”

It is natural then that questions of ontology should drift into debates over language. “But we must not jump to the conclusion that what there is depends on words.”
 Quine reminds us that just because a question can be put in semantical terms does not make it a question of linguistics.

Quine asserts that we accept an ontology in the same way that we accept a scientific theory. “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.”

In this paper, Quine has not actually shown us what exists, but how to reasonably discuss what others and we say exists. He has shown us how to avoid admitting entities, to which we are not committed, even though we would discuss them. He has shown us that singular names and universals, such as predicates, can be used significantly without being committed to any existent entities. We were shown that statements can be significant, and be synonymous or not with each other, without advocating abstract entities called meanings. He has shown that the ontology that we adopt is of consequence to our overall commitments. He has shown that we use bound variables in conjunction with an ontology, not to know what there is, but to understand what a given remark says there is. To do this, we use the semantical formula “To be is to be the value of a variable.”
 But, Quine has also shown that to use language to discuss questions of ontology does not imply that they are actually questions of linguistics. Lastly, Quine has shown that we adopt an ontology like we would any scientific theory. We adopt an ontology based on our broadest view of science. I would argue that one accepts an ontology based on whatever drives their overall conceptual scheme, be it religion, witchcraft, science, something else, or some combination. To the rational Western man, that basis would be science.
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