
  

 

Research in Logic, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)  
Biannual Journal, Vol. 16, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2025, 173-202 

https://www.doi.org/10.30465/lsj.2025.46957.1450 

Are Ontological Pluralism and Monism Notationally Variant 

of Each Other? and Two Similar Problems 

Mohammad Hossein Esfandiari
*
 

Abstract 

One of the questions in ontological pluralism is whether or not to accept the generic 

quantifier. But if we accept the generic quantifier due to reasons that are for the 

acceptance of the generic quantifier, then ontological pluralism will face problems 

due to other reasons, for example, it is as if pluralism and monism are just 

notationally variant of each other and there is no genuine and important difference 

between them. In other words, the acceptance of generic quantifier offers a kind of 

monistic counterpart for pluralism, and this monistic counterpart causes three basic 

problems for pluralism. Of course, these three problems are considered to be one of 

the most important criticisms of ontological pluralism. In the following article, these 

three problems are discussed. After clarifying each of them, we have criticized and 

rejected them. Our key in rejecting these three problems is the assumption that the 

generic quantifier is not an elite and fundamental quantifier and can only be defined 

based on restricted quantifiers. Therefore, it has been shown that ontological 

pluralism, if accepts the generic quantifier and if it does not consider this generic 

quantifier as elite, it will not face any problem. 

Keywords: Analytic metaphysics, ontology, quantificational pluralism, generic 

quantifier, notational variant. 

 

 

 

 

 

* Ph.D. in Philosophical Logic, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran, 

mhesfandyari@gmail.com 

Date received: 07/02/2024, Date of acceptance: 27/05/2025 

 



Abstract  174 

 

Introduction 

Ontological pluralism is an approach aimed at recognizing the diversity and 

differences among entities in the ways they exist. In analytic philosophy, ontological 

pluralism is particularly articulated through the acceptance of restricted quantifiers, 

such as ∃p for possible entities and ∃a for actual entities; these quantifiers reflect our 

ontological commitments. However, a fundamental question arises: which 

quantifiers genuinely represent ontological commitments? The common answer 

appeals to elite quantifiers, i.e., quantifiers that most closely align with the fine-

grained structure of the world. The issue of accepting the generic quantifier, which 

encompasses all entities, is more complex. If treated as an elite quantifier, its 

acceptance raises problems considered among the most significant criticisms of 

ontological pluralism, including notational variance and the lack of theoretical 

priority. Moreover, accepting the generic quantifier challenges the necessity of 

restricted quantifiers and conflicts with the principle of explanatory economy. All 

these critiques stem from assuming a monistic counterpart for pluralism, and this 

article focuses on examining three main difficulties, especially notational variance. 

 

Fundamental Language and Semantically Primitive Terms 

A fundamental metaphysical question is which language can correctly represent the 

world. Another related question is which terms are fundamental, that is, truly reflect 

reality and capture the ultimate structure of the world. To clarify, terms can be 

divided into two categories: semantically primitive terms, which are undefined and 

whose meaning and reference are revealed through direct demonstration or 

experience, and definable terms, which are constructed from primitive terms. 

Hypothetical examples such as “green” and “blue” in English1 as primitive terms, 

and “grue” and “bleen” in English2 as non-primitive terms, illustrate that the choice 

of primitive terms determines the fundamentality of a language and its fit with 

reality. An ideal metaphysical language is one whose primitive terms represent the 

fundamental realities of the world and carve nature at its joints. This discussion 

provides a foundation for analyzing the difficulties of ontological pluralism arising 

from the acceptance of the generic quantifier, particularly notational variance, and 

shows that a proper understanding of language and its terms is essential for 

assessing the theoretical priority of pluralism and addressing its main criticisms. 
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A Difficulty: Notational Variance 

This section addresses the first difficulty arising from the acceptance of the generic 

quantifier in ontological pluralism, namely notational variance. The discussion 

begins by examining the relationship between symbols and reality, questioning 

whether concepts like “necessity” and “possibility” should be considered 

fundamental or defined in terms of other concepts. Mathematical examples, 

including the dispute between Quinean realism and set-reductionist accounts of 

numbers, illustrate that despite differences in fundamental elements, reality can be 

equivalently expressed in both approaches—that is, the same concepts can be 

represented using different symbols. Similarly, the debate between ontological 

pluralism and monism concerns which quantifiers better represent the world: 

pluralists regard restricted quantifiers as fundamental terms that capture ontological 

differences among entities, whereas monists consider the generic quantifier 

fundamental and hold that differences among entities in their mode of being are 

irrelevant. Given the possibility of defining the generic quantifier in terms of 

restricted quantifiers, and vice versa, the disagreement between the two views is 

purely notational rather than metaphysical. This notational variance, as the first 

difficulty, shows that accepting or rejecting the generic quantifier without a careful 

analysis of the fundamentality of terms can pose challenges to the theoretical 

priority of pluralism. 

In other words, one of the theoretical issues for ontological pluralism arises when 

both types of quantifiers, restricted and generic, are admitted within a metaphysical 

language. The history of philosophy shows that some pluralists, from Aristotle to 

Heidegger, accepted the generic quantifier alongside restricted ones, and, as 

discussed in this article, each type of quantifier can be defined in terms of the other. 

Accordingly, the difference between pluralism and monism is not metaphysically 

substantive but lies solely in the symbols used to express the same realities. Based 

on this analysis, an initial definition of notational variance was proposed: two 

theories are notationally variant if the basic symbols of each can be defined in terms 

of the other, so that all statements of one can be formulated in the other. Logical and 

mathematical examples demonstrate that identical propositions and theories can be 

expressed with different symbols; hence, the variance between them is purely 

notational, with no genuine metaphysical difference. This formulation provides the 

basisfor critiquing and responding to the first difficulty. 
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Next, I turn to the first response to the difficulty of notational variance between 

ontological pluralism and monism, and I redefine notational variance. From a 

pluralist perspective, restricted quantifiers are the basic and fundamental symbols 

that represent ontological differences among entities and cannot be defined in terms 

of the generic quantifier. Accordingly, an ideal metaphysical language should treat 

restricted quantifiers as primitive, while the generic quantifier is constructed from 

them and lacks metaphysical fundamentality. Two major objections to the 

acceptance of the generic quantifier are also addressed: first, accepting the generic 

quantifier does not render all entities uniform, since it is defined in terms of 

restricted quantifiers and does not eliminate differences; second, its acceptance does 

not ignore ontological distinctions among entities, because pluralism is grounded in 

real differences among beings. Finally, notational variance is redefined as follows: 

two theories are notationally variant if and only if the primitive symbols of each can 

be defined in the other, all statements are mutually expressible in both theories, and 

both are equally metaphysically clear and fundamental. This definition moves the 

distinction between pluralism and monism beyond mere symbolic differences and 

incorporates a standard for the fundamentality of a metaphysical language. 

However, this definition is still insufficient, and a new condition must be added to 

the definition of notational variance: thepreservation of logical truth and the 

entailments of both theories. With this refinement, ontological pluralism and 

monism are not notationally variant, because once the terms are redefined and the 

logic is taken into account, both languages are equally fundamental and clear. The 

article then proceeds to address two otherdifficulties. 
 

Conclusion 

The conclusion of the article is that, in order to maintain coherence and avoid 

theoretical problems, ontological pluralism should regard restricted quantifiers as 

elite and fundamental, whereas the generic quantifier, if accepted, should not be 

considered elite or fundamental and is defined solely in terms of the restricted 

quantifiers. This approach allows for incorporating arguments in favor of accepting 

the generic quantifier while neutralizing difficulties such as The Economy Argument 

and The Disjunctive Quantifier Argument. Therefore, ontological pluralism consists 

in recognizing multiple elite restricted quantifiers alongside a generic quantifier 

defined on the basis of them. 
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(3) □P ≡ (∀w) Pw / (Df. □P) □P = (∀w) Pw. 
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(7) (Df. ∃x φ) ∃x φ = ∃ax φ ˅ ∃cx φ. 

(8) (Df. Aa) Aa = (∃ax) x = a. 

(9) (Df. Ca) Ca = (∃cx) x = a. 
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)  

(10) (Df. ∃ax φ) ∃ax φ = (∃x) Ax ˄ φ. 

(11) (Df. ∃cx φ) ∃cx φ = (∃x) Cx ˄ φ. 
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(14) ∀ax (∃ay (y=x) ˅ ∃cy (y=x)) ˄ ∀cx (∃ay (y=x) ˅ ∃cy (y=x)). 
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(15) ∀x (Ax ˅ Cx) 

 �-�(14)  � /�� (�o=(15) 7%8� � �
�����	
 N� .(� �;� �� �
���   �
"��;� �
�:- 0��

9
 (+;# 0�G 6/&��" �2
" �H\ - �%< 0�$� 9
 �" (* ��   �" �%�F)� �	;- 9
 ($ /�

#�
 �2
" 0�$�7%8� 0�$� �� (�o=�� 9
 �N	��$ �
 3%! (;    0��$� �� (��o= 9
 ($ (��
���
y�8 �
� �� �
���!�� 0u�$ �-� ./�� 3%! (;#�
 (��
�����	
 �- R����� �� ./���   (�* % *

 p$�
"/�� ���K���" 7%8� 0�$� M
�� 0��{�� ��      p$��
 V���� ��$ �� 01 %�
�$ � /&�� (��
���
"/�� �-�;o��" :"�* T
�U
  

(16) (Df. Ax) Ax = ∼ Cx 
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