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1. Introduction

Metaphysicians frequently appeal to intuition. But when is that appeal useful? I consider that question by focusing on our existential intuitions. In particular, I want to go some way to answering the question of whether, and when, appeal to existential intuitions is useful, by considering the issue in the light of an argument for unrestricted composition. This argument appeals to a difference in the extent to which restricted and unrestricted compositionalists appeal to existential intuitions, and concludes that at the very least, restricted compositionalists are on shakier epistemic ground than unrestricted compositionalists. 

Having outlined this argument for unrestricted composition, I consider the nature of the unrestricted existential quantifier in the context of three different metaphysical scenarios about the way the world might be: scenarios that differ with respect to whether the metaphysics of a world completely or uniquely settles the division of that world into objects. I argue that appeal to intuition is not only useful but necessary if we are to determine the intension of ‘exists’ and hence its extension at any given world. But this appeal is not simply an appeal to our brute existential intuitions—our dispositions actually to quantify over a certain domain. Rather, it requires equilibration over a set of worlds in which we consider our ‘quantificational’ dispositions in each world, where, importantly, included in this set of worlds are worlds in which the metaphysics differently settles the division of those worlds into objects. Ultimately, I argue, our dispositions yield various conditional claims about our concept <existence>. These are conditional claims of the most abstract kind: they tell us, for instance, that if there is some natural, unique division of our world into objects, then the unrestricted quantifier ranges over all and only the objects in that domain. But, I will argue, our untutored, world-bound dispositions are no guide at all to what actually exists even on the supposition that metaphysics alone does not uniquely or completely settle a natural division of our world into objects. Hence they are no guide to the nature of composition. And to the extent that certain restricted compositionalist views depend on such intuitions, so much the worse for them. Or so I shall argue.

2. An Argument for Unrestricted Composition

According to some metaphysicians, composition is restricted: only some sets of particulars are such that the members of that set compose something. Most restricted compositionalists think that composition is restricted in a way that preserves most of our folk ontology—cars, cats and canapés exist, odd gerrymandered fusions of miscellaneous particulars do not.
 Call this a folk friendly  (FF) restriction. The task is then to define a relation of composition such that the relation holds between all and only the particulars that are parts of some whole. In the case of FF restrictions, accomplishing this relies on an appeal to a certain class of what I will call brute intuitions: intuitions about the way the world is, as opposed to say, semantic intuitions about the meanings of words. Brute intuitions include intuitions such as that I have a hand, that we have free will, that some acts are wrong, and so on. The class of brute intuition in question are brute existential intuitions: intuitions about what actually exists. 

If a restriction is to be folk friendly, then the composition relation must be defined with the folk ontology in mind. The composition relation just is the complex multi-grade relation, whatever it is, that holds between all and only the particulars that are parts of some whole that is posited by the folk ontology. FF restricted compositionalists presuppose that our brute existential intuitions are right, and build the constraints imposed by those intuitions into their account of composition. Those who embrace unrestricted composition, however, tend to be motivated by various theoretical considerations, such as the idea that FF restricted composition entails vague existence, and vague existence is incoherent.
 The unrestricted compositionalist need not appeal to any brute existential intuitions.

This suggests the following argument. The FF restricted compositionalist must appeal to brute existential intuitions. Unrestricted compositionalists appeal to intuitions about theoretical and conceptual coherence. There are good reasons to think that intuitions about what is incoherent are significantly better guides to what is incoherent, than brute existential intuitions are guides to what does exist. For these latter intuitions are not good guides to what exists. So at the very least we should prefer unrestricted composition to FF restricted composition since the latter rests on such shaky foundations.

This all rests on the idea that brute existential intuitions are a poor guide to what exists. Are they? 

2. When are Intuitions a Guide?

Until recently there has been a sustained backlash against conceptual analysis and a priori knowledge generally, and hence against the use of intuition. Lately, however, so-called ‘armchair philosophy’ has been revived by Frank Jackson and David Chalmers through the apparatus of two-dimensional semantics. In essence, they claim that conceptual analysis can yield certain sorts of a priori knowledge. According to two-dimensional semantics, intensions are functions from worlds to extensions. Natural kind terms have two intensions, an A and C intension: the former are functions from worlds considered as actual to extensions, the latter are functions from worlds considered as counterfactual to extensions. The idea is that the a posteriori part of an a posteriori necessity is tracked by the C intension, while the A intension tracks the referencing fixing part—the part that tells us which actual properties we rigidify on—and hence, when combined with various empirical data, tell us the C intension. We gain access to the A intension of a term by considering our dispositions to pick out extensions at different worlds considered as actual. In the case of non-natural kind terms, the A and C intension collapse into a single intension that is a function from worlds considered as actual to extensions. In this sense, the A intension of our terms is revealed by our dispositions to react to situations under the supposition that those situations are actual. This does not mean that we have infallible introspective access to our meanings, for we might have imperfect access to our dispositions. But we have good enough access. Our best guide to our concepts and meanings thus lies with our intuitions. 

If that is so, and it is not uncontroversial, what does it tell us about the usefulness of brute existential intuitions? In part, that depends on what we think about the metaphysics of our world. 

3. Existence

3.1 The Absolute Quantifier

Suppose that our world ‘naturally’ divides into objects, such that either metaphysics, or our best science, or the intersection of both,
 settle completely this division. That is to say, in some sense what objects there are is given to us by the world. Let us say that there is a complete division of a world into objects just if:

Completeness: A division of a world into objects is complete just if (i) for any occupied space-time region R, there is a complete decomposition of R into parts
, such that each part of R is wholly occupied by some object and (ii) for any occupied space-time region R, it is determinate whether R is wholly occupied
 by an object and determinate whether R is wholly occupied by a proper part of an object.
 

Intuitively, a division is complete just if it does not leave out any occupied regions, and there are no regions where it is unsettled what exists in that region. 

Then let us say that a division is metaphysically complete just if the division is both complete and natural.
 Since there might be more than one natural way of dividing up a world, let us say that there is a unique division just if:

Uniqueness: A division is unique just if either (i) all other divisions are non-natural or (ii) any other division is significantly less natural. 

Combining these two notions, we can say that a division is absolute just if it is both metaphysically complete and unique. If a division is absolute, then there is an absolute domain of objects.

I think the following is a plausible claim about the semantics of ‘exists’: if there is an absolute division of a world, then the unrestricted existential quantifier is the operator that quantifies over all and only the objects in that division. What undergirds this analysis is a claim about eligibility, namely that if one of the potential meanings of some term is more eligible than the others because its extension is more natural, then the more eligible meaning wins out. In general I am not committed to the claim that naturalness guarantees greater eligibility, but I think it is a plausible view about the semantics of ‘existence’. Then if there is an absolute division, all and only the things in that division have the natural property of existence, and the unrestricted quantifier quantifies over this absolute domain of objects. Let us call such a quantifier an absolute (unrestricted) quantifier. The absolute quantifier has a univocal meaning: it is the operator that quantifies over the absolute domain. So any disagreement about what exists cannot be construed as a semantic dispute about the meaning of ‘exists’ (construed unrestrictedly). Rather, the disagreement must be a metaphysical disagreement about what is in the absolute domain.

Now, armchair philosophers have never claimed that conceptual analysis is a good guide to the way the world is.  Jackson explicitly distinguishes modest from immodest uses of conceptual analysis, favouring only the former. Modest conceptual analysis involves consideration of our dispositions to respond to various worlds considered as actual, revealing a function from worlds to extensions. Abstracting away from this set of worlds we develop something that might be called the conceptual analysis of the term—the reference fixing description in virtue of which we pick out an extension in each of these worlds. Given this analysis, we look to the empirical facts about the actual world to determine what, if anything, is the extension of the term in the actual world. Immodest conceptual analysis, on the other hand, combines conceptual analysis with a brute intuition to yield a claim about the world. For instance, it combines the conceptual claim that an action is free just if one could have done otherwise, with the brute intuition that sometimes we are free, to conclude that determinism is false. 

The distinction between modest and immodest use of analysis is important. It is modest conceptual analysis that allows us to say that if there is an absolute domain of objects, then the unrestricted quantifier quantifies over that domain. We consider what we are disposed to say exists at worlds considered as actual, given that we discover there is such an absolute domain in these worlds. It is, barely, epistemically possible that were we to discover that there is such a domain, we would nevertheless maintain that the existential quantifier does not quantify over all and only those things in that domain. Then we have discovered that naturalness is not a constraint on the meaning of the quantifier. I think this is monstrously unlikely, but only on the basis of my firm views about our dispositions. 

None of this suggests that we are justified in using brute existential intuitions to determine what actually exists: it does not suggest that we are justified in using immodest analysis either to affirm that there is an absolute domain or to determine what is in that domain. Absent some reason to suppose that we have a reliable faculty for detecting objects in an absolute domain, there seems little reason to suppose that our existential intuitions are any guide to what exists. And there seems no reason to suppose that we have such a faculty. 

Williamson, however, disagrees, at least on one interpretation.
 According to Williamson, if we were sceptics about judgement—sceptics about whether we should think we are right in our application of concepts—than we would also have to be sceptics about perception. Consider the mereological nihilist, who rejects the existence of mountains. She concedes that it seems as though there are mountains and that it is, on occasion, a useful fiction to talk as though there are mountains. According to Williamson, in conceding that it seems as though there are mountains, the nihilist allows her scepticism about judgement—scepticism about the correct application of the concept ‘mountain’—to spread into scepticism about perception. For this scepticism infects standard perceptual judgements about the existence or not of mountains. The thought seems to be that if, under normal epistemological constraints, perceptual judgements are not subject to such scepticism (at least to the extent that they are good guides to the external world) then the same will be true about our judgements about concept application. Williamson concludes that our intuition that there exist mountains is prima facie good reason to think that there do exist mountains, and thus reason to reject compositional nihilism. Interpreted this way, it looks as though Williamson thinks that brute existential intuitions are a good (though defeasible) guide to what exists. 

If this is what Williamson intends, then, at least considered in the light of the absolute quantifier, the argument is unconvincing. This is not a case where scepticism about judgement infects our perceptual judgements. Everyone can agree that there are particulars arranged in a certain way, mountain-wise, or that a filled region of space-time has certain ‘mountainy’ properties. That is what we perceive. Whether those particulars compose something is not a matter for perception. We do not mistakenly perceive a mountain where there is none; we perceive a plurality, or a filled region of space-time, and mistakenly infer that there is a single composite entity. But that is not a perceptual error. So while we have faculties for detecting filled volumes of space-time that have certain distributions of properties, that is no reason to think that there are objects wholly occupying those regions that instantiate those properties. 

What then, is the role of conceptual analysis and intuition? Their role is to tell us what we would say about existence, under different metaphysical scenarios considered as actual. One of these scenarios is one according to which there is an absolute division of our world. Consideration of that scenario gives us part of the meaning of ‘exists’, it tells us that in such a world, existence is a unique natural kind property. Consideration of multiple such scenarios goes some way to giving us the intension of ‘exists’. But it does not go any way to giving us its actual extension. For intuitions cannot tell us either that there is an absolute domain of objects, and hence a unique natural kind property of existence, nor, if there is, what is in that domain. That is an a posteriori matter. Our dispositions to respond in worlds considered as actual reveals the intension of ‘water’, telling us it is, rigidly, whatever actually fills the lakes etc…. but these dispositions cannot tell us that what actually does that is H20, and hence that necessarily, water is H20. So too, we should not expect our brute existential intuitions to yield information about a posteriori existential truths.

3.2 The Non-absoluteN Quantifier

It might be, however, that although there is a metaphysically complete division of our world, there is no unique division. Then there is no absolute domain of objects, and hence no absolute quantifier. So far I have suggested that our concept of existence gives conceptual priority to an absolute quantifier: if there is an absolute domain of objects, then the existential quantifier quantifies over all and only that domain. But there is further work for some conceptual analysis here. If we were to discover that there are a number of natural ways of dividing up our world, what would we say? One possibility is that this would be the discovery that the unrestricted quantifier has, or can have, multiple meanings. The idea that the quantifier could, or does have, multiple meanings probably owes its origin to Putnam,
 and has recently been defended in more detail by Hirsch.
 The proposal currently under consideration differs substantially from that of Hirsch, however, who does not think that there is any metaphysically complete division of our world.
 

What do we mean when we say that the quantifier could have different meanings? Suppose there are two metaphysically complete divisions of our world and that actually we quantify over all and only the objects in one of these divisions. Suppose there is a physical duplicate
 of our world—W*—in which agents quantify over all and only the objects in the alternative division. What are we disposed to say about the agents in W*? Are the agents in that world right, by their own lights, about what exists? That question is not whether they are right given that they use the term ‘exists’ to mean something completely different from us— zebra; going fast; spatially located etc. The question is whether we think that they are using an unrestricted existential quantifier, but using it to mean something different from us. In virtue of what, though, might we think that they have, in some good sense, the same concept of (unrestricted) existence as us. One way of cashing out conceptual similarity across agents in different worlds is in terms of shared A intensions. In a world where the watery stuff is XYZ, the agents share our concept of water if they reference fix on XYZ as ‘water’ via the same A intension as us: they think that water is the actual watery stuff, and the actual watery stuff turns out to be XYZ. But we cannot appeal to a shared A intension, for the worlds in question are physically identical in the relevant respects. All that differs are the semantic practices themselves. 

One way to cash out the sense in which the W* agents are genuinely using an unrestricted quantifier, is to hold that ‘(unrestricted) existence’ is vague, and the operator that quantifies over all and only the objects in the domain of one natural division represents one admissible precisification of ‘exists’, and mutatis mutandis for the other operator. So both we and the W* agents are using an unrestricted quantifier, for we are both using admissible precisifications of ‘exists’, and we are both right about what exists given what we mean by the quantifier. This seems like a reasonable proposal given what we have said so far about the meaning of ‘exists’. If we suppose that the existential quantifier quantifies over an absolute domain of objects if there is one—that the absolute domain is the most eligible candidate to be the meaning of ‘exists’—then it is plausible to suppose that if there is no unique most eligible candidate because there is no absolute domain, then ‘exists’ is vague between referring to multiple operators, each of which quantifies over all and only the things in each of the metaphysically complete domains. That, of course, is a matter for modest conceptual analysis. It depends on what we are disposed to say about the W* agents under the supposition that there are two metaphysically complete but non-unique ways of dividing up our world. We could hold that they are simply wrong: they are not using the unrestricted quantifier, because there is no alternative admissible precisification of ‘exists’. But that looks fairly implausible. The agents in W* could have been in our world (there could actually be such sub-populations). Indeed, our semantic practices could have developed differently, so that we all had the practices of the W* agents. But it seems unlikely that we would say that if our practices had developed that way, we would not have been using the unrestricted quantifier at all, any more than it seems right for the agents in the W* world to conclude that we are not using the unrestricted quantifier. That is to say, it seems odd to think that the semantics of ‘exists’ should so heavily rely on contingencies regarding which natural division we happen to track. If that is right, then in part the intension of ‘exists’ is: if there are metaphysically complete but not unique divisions of our world into objects, then it is vague which of these metaphysically complete domains the unrestricted quantifier quantifies over, that is, it is vague which of the precise quantifiers ‘exists’ picks out. 

Let us say that if there are a number of metaphysically complete divisions of our world, then the unrestricted quantifier is a non-absoluteN quantifier. It is non-absolute because it does not quantify over an absolute domain of objects. It is non-absoluteN because each of its admissible precisifications are such that they quantify over all and only the objects in some natural complete division. So modest analysis tells us that if there are non-unique metaphysically complete divisions, then ‘exists’ is ambiguous between quantifying over each of those domains. But it is nature that determines which are the admissible precisifications for the quantifier, since nature determines which metaphysically complete divisions there are. Once again then, it is modest analysis that gives us part of the intension of ‘exists’—it tells us what we would be disposed to say if we discovered that actually, there are metaphysically complete but non-unique divisions of our world.  But equally, none of this goes any way to telling us whether there are such natural divisions, or what they are. The considerations that render an appeal to brute existential intuitions unhelpful given an absolute quantifier, yield the same results if the quantifier is non-absoluteN. 

3.3 The Non-absoluteS Quantifier

We might deny, however, that there is any metaphysically complete division of our world. We could think that metaphysics fail to settle anything, but that view is surely so absurd in its far-reaching anti-realism as be repugnant even to most anti-realists. One way for the metaphysics to incompletely divide up a world would be if it completely divided up only a proper sub-set of space-time regions. More likely though, in an incomplete division there will be regions such that it is not settled whether that region is wholly occupied by some object or proper part thereof.
 For instance, a division might settle which fundamental particulars there are, but not which macro-objects there are. It would then be consistent with what is settled, that composition is restricted, unrestricted or nonexistent. 

Then, we might say, the metaphysics settles the base
 facts, and semantics settles the remainder by determining the best way in which our terms map onto the base facts. Let us say that under these conditions the quantifier is a non-absoluteS quantifier.  Consistent with what is settled, whether the quantifier has multiple meanings and what those meanings are will be settled entirely by our semantics not by any properties of the world.

Let us say that a semantics is consistent just if it is consistent with what is metaphysically settled. And let us say that a semantics is complete just if there is some complete division of our world into objects, such that there is a one to one mapping of the terms in the semantics onto the objects in the division. If a semantics is complete, then it is determinate, for each space-time region, whether it is wholly occupied by an object or proper part thereof: each division is perfectly precise. Now, it might be that our folk semantics is incomplete. If we try to map our semantics onto the world, we might discover that it maps onto an incomplete division. That would be the case if given the mapping, there are regions such that it is indeterminate whether an object or part thereof wholly occupies that region: it is vague what the borders of objects in the division are—or if there are regions such that it is vague whether any object occupies that region: there is vague existence. In what follows I consider only complete semantics, and assume for the sake of argument that there is at least some complete semantics that is close to our actual semantics, if the latter is incomplete. This allows us to abstract away from worries about ontic vagueness and vague existence, while still considering the role of existential intuitions in the context of something a lot like a FF restricted composition. At the end of the paper I will return to consider incomplete semantics and FF restrictions.

Where the quantifier is non-absoluteS, for any world there will be many complete consistent semantics. Here is one possibility; each complete consistent semantics represents an admissible precisification of ‘exists’. Here is another possibility, only one, or some of those semantics represent an admissible precisification of ‘exists’. 

Consideration of the non-absoluteS quantifier reveals a dual role for conceptual analysis. First, does the semantics uniquely specify a meaning for the quantifier? If we think that agents in duplicate worlds with different complete consistent semantics are speaking truly about what exists (unrestrictedly), then we think they are using an admissible precisification of the unrestricted quantifier, and we think that semantics does not uniquely specify a meaning for the quantifier. If we think the agents in these worlds are speaking falsely about what exists (unrestrictedly) then we think they are not using an admissible precisification of the quantifier, and we think that the semantics uniquely specifies a meaning for the quantifier. 

For instance, if actually we adopt a complete consistent semantics according to which composition is unrestricted, then we might be disposed to say that agents in duplicate worlds are mistaken. The unrestricted quantifier is the operator that quantifies over the largest possible domain. If it turns out that there are multiple complete divisions of our world, then our semantics uniquely settles that the operator that quantifies over the maximal complete division is the unrestricted quantifier. Agents using other complete consistent semantics are using perfectly metaphysically respectable divisions, but they are mistaken if they think they are using the unrestricted quantifier. Rather, we can interpret their utterances as true only so long as we are prepared to hold that these agents are tacitly restricting the quantifier in some way.

So here are three competing analyses of ‘exists’:

(E1) If there is an absolute division of our world, then the unrestricted existential quantifier is the operator that quantifies over all and only the objects in that domain; if there are metaphysically complete but not unique divisions of our world, then it is vague which of these natural domains is the one quantified over by the unrestricted quantifier; if there is no metaphysically complete division of our world, then it is vague which of the complete divisions is the one over which the quantifier ranges. 

Or, more straightforwardly, a priori conceptual analysis tells us that if there is an absolute division, then that division is the domain over which the quantifier ranges, if there is no absolute division, then the quantifier is vague between ranging over the objects in the domains of the most natural set of divisions. Conceptual analysis tells us that this is so if we are disposed to say that under the relevant metaphysical scenarios, the agents in duplicate worlds are using an admissible precisification of the quantifier. Conceptual analysis tell us that this is not the correct analysis of ‘exists’ if we are not disposed to think that those agents are using an admissible precisification. In that case, we might be inclined to embrace (E2), where the first two conditional clauses of the analysis remain the same, but the third clause reads:

(E2) ….if there is no metaphysically complete division of our world, then the quantifier ranges over the maximal complete division. 

Alternatively, (E3) retains the same first two conditional clauses, but changes the third to read:

(E3) ….if there is no metaphysically complete division of our world, then the quantifier ranges over the complete division that is closest to the division over which actually, we are disposed to quantify. 

Notice that our brute existential intuitions have been of little value in constructing these analyses. What matters for the first two clauses of the analyses is not what we are actually disposed to say exists, but what we are disposed to say exists given various metaphysical hypotheses, and given what we would say about agents in duplicate worlds under these different hypotheses. Nor are they helpful in telling us what actually exists given that either of the antecedents of those first two clauses are true, since brute intuitions are no guide to a posteriori matters. 

So too the formulation of clause three of (E1) owes little to brute existential intuition. What matters is what one is disposed to say about agents in duplicate worlds: both a restricted and an unrestricted compositionalist might agree that duplicate agents are using an admissible precisification of the quantifier, while each might still have firm but competing brute existential intuitions. Similarly, someone who embraces (E2) may well be an unrestricted compositionalist on the basis that she holds the antecedent of the third clause to be true. But here the relevant intuitions are semantic intuitions about the admissible precisification of the unrestricted quantifier: namely that the unrestricted quantifier is maximal. Even the restricted compositionalist might agree with this, though she might reject unrestricted composition because she thinks that the antecedent of clause one or two is true, but that the relevant metaphysically complete division or divisions are not the unrestricted compositionalist’s division. This means that no existential intuitions of the unrestricted compositionalist kind tell one that (E2) is true, since (E2) need not vindicate unrestricted composition.

(E3) is an attempt to explicate a view according to which if the antecedent of the third clause is true, then ‘exists’ in some sense rigidifies on our actual use. Of course, that’s not quite the right way to express the view, because everyone agrees that if the antecedent is true, then the meaning of ‘exists’ is settled by our use. But there are two senses in which it might be settled by our use. It might, as (E3) suggests, be settled solely by our dispositions to quantify over some actual domain. In that case, here is another way of interpreting Williamson’s argument. Our brute existential intuitions are a good guide to what exists, given a non-absoluteS quantifier, because they are a good guide to the meanings of the relevant terms, and hence to determining which complete semantics is closest to our folk semantics. Then that we have brute existential intuitions that there are mountains is good reason to suppose that there are, insofar as it is good reason to prefer a complete semantics according to which there are mountains, than one according to which there are not. 

Another possibility, however is that our meanings are not settled only by our dispositions actually to quantify over objects—our brute existential intuitions—but rather, are settled by our broader dispositions to quantify over objects in other worlds considered as actual, and our dispositions to respond to agents in duplicate worlds. We might think of these post-equilibration dispositions as existential intuitions, but not brute existential intuitions. (E3) tries to limit what semantic information we can avail ourselves of: it tells us that if the quantifier is non-absoluteS, then only our brute existential intuitions are relevant in determining the extension of ‘exists’. But this is either based on a general view about the meaning of our terms, and, by my lights, an implausible one: for this is to deny that the intensions of our terms are functions from worlds, plural, to extensions. Or it is an utterly unjustified brute claim about the meaning of ‘exists’. Failing that, if (E3) is true, it is because when we evaluate agents such as those in W*, we are disposed to say that they are straightforwardly wrong in their existential claims. And that requires considering our dispositions in such worlds. Determining the intension of a term crucially involves equilibrating over a domain of worlds. What we are disposed to quantify over actually, in the absence of such equilibration, might be very different to what we would be disposed to quantify over actually, in the light of our dispositions to quantify in other worlds considered as actual.  So our untutored, brute existential intuitions are likely a poor guide even to determining which complete semantics is closest to our actual semantics.

So if the quantifier is non-absoluteS, then the first role for conceptual analysis lies in formulating the third clause of an analysis of ‘exists’: it lies in determining whether our semantics uniquely settles the meaning of the quantifier or not, and if not, which are the admissible precisifications of the quantifier. In both cases, it is existential but not brute existential intuitions to which we turn. 

The second role for conceptual analysis lies in determining which possible meaning of the quantifier best captures actual use. If either (E1) or (E3) are the correct analyses, there is still an open question. Those who embrace (E2) have already answered this question: they hold that regardless of any brute existential intuitions we might have, given a non-absoluteS quantifier, sufficient equilibration across duplicate worlds and agents with different complete semantics will result in us being disposed to claim that the unrestricted quantifier ranges over only the maximal division.

4. Conclusion

What does this mean for the argument for unrestricted composition? First we should note that to be an argument for unrestricted composition, rather than merely against FF restricted composition, we would need an additional premise to the effect that if there is no FF restriction, then composition is unrestricted. But there is no good reason to think that is so. If there is an absolute division of our world, or even some non-unique metaphysically complete divisions, there is no particular reason to suppose that one of those divisions corresponds to the division posited by the unrestricted compositionalist. So is this at least a good argument against FF restricted composition? There are really two threads to the argument. The first is the familiar thread according to which any FF restriction will entail that existence is vague, and that is incoherent. The second thread is that the FF restricted compositionalist must appeal illegitimately to brute existential intuitions. 

Let us suppose that our folk semantics is incomplete, and hence any FF restriction is one according to which the relevant division of our world into objects that maps onto our folk semantics, is an incomplete division. It is incomplete in the sense not that it leaves out regions (though perhaps it does) but in the sense that there are occupied regions of space-time such that it is either indeterminate whether some object wholly occupies that region (it is indeterminate what the borders of the object are) or indeterminate whether there is any object occupying the region (it is vague whether the object exists). I am inclined to say that there is no ontic vagueness in this sense, and there is no vague existence either: that is, talk of divisions that are incomplete in this way is talk of an incoherent possibility. If that is true, then this is reason to reject a FF restricted composition only on the supposition that there is no complete semantics that is sufficiently close to our incomplete semantics as to capture a sufficient amount of that semantics. That is an open question. I take it traditional unrestricted compositionalists think there is no such complete semantics, and if they are right, then FF restricted composition is incoherent.

The second thread of the argument alleges that the FF restricted compositionalist illicitly appeals to brute existential intuitions. Something about that allegation seems right. What is unclear is at what point the FF restricted compositionalist avails herself of the intuitions. At worst, she appeals to such intuitions as a way of building in constraints on composition where she takes it that there is an absolute or metaphysically complete domain of objects. Even considering our existential intuitions after the relevant equilibration across worlds will be no guide to composition under these circumstances. At best, we can think of the FF restricted compositionalist as assuming that there is a non-absoluteS quantifier. Given that assumption, appeals to intuition are par for the course: we need them to tell us if semantics specifies a unique meaning to the quantifier, and, perhaps, which of the complete semantics is closest to our actual incomplete semantics. Nevertheless, even under these circumstances it is not an appeal to brute existential intuition that does the work: it is an appeal to our post-equilibration broader quantificational dispositions in a variety of worlds considered as actual. One suspects that these are not the intuitions that undergird the restrictions on composition that the FF restrictionist has in mind, and if that is so, then that appeal too is, if not unjustified, then at least fraught with danger. 
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� This is also an argument for compositional nihilism—the view that there is no composition. For simplicity I will talk only of unrestricted composition, but the parallels should be clear. 


� Notable exceptions are van Inwagen (1990), and Merricks (2001), who reject the existence of the gerrymandered fusions, but also reject the existence of canapés, cars and much else that the folk admit into their ontology.


� Sider 2003.


� Henceforth I will simply talk about what metaphysics settles, where I intend this to incorporate what science settles, or indeed, to be limited to what science settles if that is all that does the settling. 


� Where S is a complete decomposition of x iff every member of S is part of x, no members of S have any parts in common, and every part of x not in S has a part in common with some member of S.


� Where an object wholly occupies a region just if all and only that region is occupied by that object. 


� I take it that (b) is redundant, since if the occupant of R is a proper part of some object, then it is itself an object. But not everyone agrees.


� Choose your own account of naturalness.


� Williamson 2004.


� Putnam 1988; 1987.


� Hirsch 2002.


� As Hirsch would have it, ontology is shallow.


� Or near enough, not a complete duplicate since these agents have different beliefs and semantic practices, but near enough to a duplicate for our purposes. 


� I take it this is what shallow ontologists such as Hirsch think.


� This is not to imply that this need be a bottom-up approach, ie that the facts in question are facts about the fundamental particulars in the sense of being micro fundamental particulars. 





