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Some Ontological Remarks on 
the Maxim of Identification of 
Indiscernibles

Paolo Valore

Abstract. In Körner 1970, a pluralization of categorial frameworks is put forward. This 
project can be interpreted as a transcendentalism relativized in respect of several systems of 
reference. Here I attempt to apply this idea to what may be the most fundamental category, 
that of identity and unitariness, employing to this end the maxim discussed in Quine 1950. 
In §§ 1-2, I introduce the notion of “object” (or “entity”) through the (intuitively more 
immediate) example of material objects, point to the problematical nature of this notion 
with reference to the principle of identity, and state the aim of my contribution, which is to 
make this problematical aspect (at least partially) meaningless by a pragmatic move, 
involving the constitution of identity (identification). In § 3, I refer explicitly to the Kantian 
perspective and introduce some notions that are useful for what I propose to do here. In §§ 
4-5, I express some doubts with regard to essence and necessity and these doubts lead to the 
identification solution in discourse contexts (§ 6). In § 7, I draw on two examples used in 
Quine 1950: sociology and propositional logic. In § 8, I present a general consequence 
(ontological pluralism) and in §§ 9-11 more specific consequences in relation to token-type 
bifurcation (§ 9), the need for a sortal expression for statements of identity (§ 10), and 
nominalism (§ 11). The argument used in § 11, which is simply a collateral application of 
the consequence presented in § 8, draws on some remarks developed more fully in Valore 
2006.

1. Initial problems 
Objects can be of many different kinds. Among the least problematical we are 
perhaps prepared to admit first of all material objects (in the broad sense of not 
necessarily being identified with physical objects). Let us consider then, for the 
sake of simplicity, the case of material objects like books and bookshops. One of 
the criteria we usually rely on is the principle of unitariness, according to which a 
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(material) object is something essentially unitary (even if not necessarily coherent), 
distinct – as it were, conceptually carved out – from the background. It is 
sufficiently clear, at least intuitively, that a book is a unitary object distinct from 
the bookshop in which it is found and from the bookmark inside it. However, when 
we ask why we make this assumption, difficulties may arise. Although some of 
these later turn out to be only apparent (or apparent in their traditional 
formulation), the fact remains that they force us to account for our idea of identity:
in what sense is an object identical to itself and different from the others?  

The difficulties with material objects can be of (at least) two kinds, are 
widely reported in philosophical literature, and can easily be generalized to objects 
in general.

A first kind of difficulty lies at the diachronic level. What we have here is a 
set of problems that are well exemplified by the traditional argument regarding 
identity in change: how is it possible to identify the same object despite change in 
its properties? Do we have to postulate a substance as the substratum for identity? 
A second kind of difficulty lies at the synchronic level; the problems here are 
connected, for example, with the difficulties encountered in tracing the degree of 
unitariness of a material object. Is a book a unitary object? What about the cover or 
the glue that holds the pages together? And can we speak of a single object if we 
move from the descriptive level that recognizes a macroscopic object to the level 
that traces innumerable subatomic particles?  

It is evident that the intuitive instruments to which we have recourse in 
common sense contexts are insufficient. Such instruments are, for example, the 
idea that a material object is something coherent and continuous or that the object 
is unitary because basically homogeneous. However, it is easy to come up with 
counterexamples to both these solutions (salt is found in part in my kitchen and in 
part in the Ocean, and a single table can be made out of many different materials).  

Objects of a different kind from material objects, providing they are allowed 
into our “inventory of the world”, suffer of course from additional problems, which 
it is not worth going into detail here. Suffice it to recall the attempts made 
throughout the history of philosophy to (in some way) reduce non-material objects 
(like, for example, abstract entities) to material objects or even physical objects in 
a narrow sense to the ordinary objects of common sense. This is true of, among 
others, Toulmin 1953, who as a criterion for the existence of problematic entities, 
like a neutrino or magnetic field, suggests «cloud-chamber pictures of a -ray 
tracks, electron microscope photographs or, as a second-best, audible clicks from a 
Geiger counter», arguing that this would be «sufficiently like being shown a live 
dodo on a lawn» (p. 136). Such attempts reveal the misconception that material 
objects are easier to justify philosophically. But this is obviously not so; or, to be 
more exact, the identity principle for material objects themselves is waiting to be 
justified from a philosophical standpoint. And as long as that does not occur, “why 
the table is the object it is” is an unresolved question on a par with “what kind of 
object is 9”.
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2. Aim of this paper 
The above-mentioned difficulties will not be gone into any further. What this paper 
proposes instead is to consider the principle of identity of an object and not only a 
material one. This principle is understood as the principle of identification of 
indiscernibles. It starts from the maxim put forward in Quine 1950, although I 
develop it along different lines from what he intended. In particular, I propose to 
reject the moderation in applying the maxim recommended in Quine 1960 (p. 230).  

The intention behind choosing the term “identification” is to underline the 
logical priority of the act of constituting identity, whose outcome is a unitary
object (and not the reverse). Clearly, “identification” is not here synonymous with 
“individuation”, especially if, by individuation, one means an exclusively epistemic 
principle (one that would allow us to trace individuals, things and events on the 
basis of certain criteria). What is required is not an answer to the question: “How 
can we know if a is identical to b?” or “How can we know if the object considered 
at a moment t1 is identical to the object considered at a moment t2?”. Identification 
shares with identity an ontological characterization. I hope to succeed below in 
elucidating in what sense the identification of indiscernibles within contexts is able 
to combine the ontological level of identity with the level of the epistemic criteria 
for identity (which at most can be informative) and with the level of individuation.

Naturally, there is no intention here to resolve all the difficulties of both a 
diachronic and synchronic kind referred to above. Rather, the aim is to point out 
that these difficulties are often tied to the nostalgia for a readymade object, in 
itself, of which we may have no need. A further consequence is the pluralization of 
the absolute principle of identity into a principle of identity in contexts of 
discourse. Furthermore, I also intend to deny that the privilege of material objects 
and the attempts to reduce other kinds of entities to material objects (or, at a more 
sophisticated level, of non-physical entities to physical objects) have any meaning 
or that they are of any use from a metaphysical standpoint.  

3. Thing and representation 
In section 1, I referred to the complications in respect of the identity of an object 
and its characterization as a unitary object. If we look closely, we see that the 
unitariness of the object seems to represent the correlate, on the synchronic level, 
of identity in change. The object is what it is on the basis of a “substantial” 
characterization, which allows us to trace it independently of further 
determinations; we can even think of the latter as “accidental”. It is substance that 
gathers the multiple features into a unitary object, that represents the object’s 
stable support. On the other hand, at the diachronic level, it is still substance that 
allows identity, that is the permanence of the same object, independently of the 
loss or acquisition of further determinations, which also can be thought of as 
“accidental”. Once again, this is possible on the basis of the assumption of a 
“support” for the determinations.  
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This conceptual connection between substance as unitariness and permanence 
of identity in change is very clear in Kant’s “First Analogy of Experience” (Kant 
1787), in which he draws attention to the necessity that something is permanent if 
there is to be a change. Without permanence through time, there would also be no 
«identity of the subtratum, wherein alone all change has thoroughgoing unity» [B 
229, p. 216, my underlining]. Indeed, «the substratum of all that is real, that is, of 
all that belongs to the existence of things, is substance; and all that belongs to the 
existence can be thought only as a determination of substance. Consequently the 
permanent, in relation to which alone all time-relations of appearance can be 
determined, is substance in the [field of] appearance, that is, the real in appearance, 
and as the substrate of all the change remains ever the same» [B 225, p. 213]. The 
catch-phrase “in all the changes in the world, substance remains and only accidents 
change” is a commonplace in the history of philosophy; but Kant inverts it in his 
own revolutionary way and gives it an entirely new meaning: «this permanence is, 
however, simply the mode in which we represent to ourselves the existence of 
things» [B 229, p. 216]. Even if substance is “the real”, this does not mean that it is 
not, in toto, introduced into the representation.  

What I want to do here is to develop this observation in some respects 
independently of the Kantian formulation even though, within a still transcendental 
perspective, I believe that the observation emphasizes the constitution of the level 
of objectuality (the essential difference probably consists, as we will see, in the 
fact that I prefer to link substance not to time but to a purely conceptual 
determination). The basic idea is that pointing to substance as that which allows us 
to characterize an object as unitary, with respect to other objects, and as identical 
within the change it undergoes through time should not reflect a fact of the thing 
but, rather, indicate a way in which we represent it. More precisely, pointing to 
“substance” is only possible within a conceptual scheme, without which no object 
would be given; better still, this indication is a fundamental element in the 
conceptual scheme itself. Paradoxically, for this very reason it is a fact of the thing,
but of the thing as object, that is as having meaning within a categorial framework.  

4. Essence 
A further characterization of substance, which allows it to play an essential role in 
the process of identification, is traditionally associated with essentiality. Essence is 
that which is relevant to the unity of the object, to recognizing the object for what 
it is and to finding the same object in the modification of its features. If, for 
example, we identify the individual substance Socrates as essentially a “rational 
animal” of a certain kind, Socrates may even turn bald without ceasing to be what 
he is, that is a rational animal. Being bald or not is irrelevant to the object.  

But how do we establish what is and is not relevant? In his Metaphysics (Met. 
Z 17, pp. 29-30), Aristotle already pointed out this difficulty: if we ask ourselves 
why a man is artistic, we want to explain a connection between “a thing” and 
something else that is its predicate. However, when we ask ourselves for what 
reason a man is a man, «why a thing is itself, is to ask nothing at all» (Met. Z 17, 
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1041 b, p. 19). We cannot avoid acknowledging the presence, in the thing, of the 
essence of that object which it is (for example, the essence of man).  

The problem with this treatment of individuation is that we do not in fact 
have any instrument for tracing (in the strong sense of “discovering”) what the, 
already always existing, essence is of a given something that we recognize to be an 
exemplary case of a certain kind. Indeed, substance as essence is not contained, 
already given, in the thing itself but relates to our characterization of a determined 
object as a case of this or that thing. This aspect is clearly emphasized by Quine 
1951, who says that it is meaningless to characterize a property as essential to the 
object itself. Take the above case of man: for a man to be rational is essential and 
to have two legs accidental. Now, we can even concede that rationality is implicit 
in the meaning of the term “man” and that to have two legs is not; but, without 
doubt, to have two legs is implicit in the meaning of the term “biped” whereas 
rationality in not. Faced with a real individual, who is both a man and a biped, it 
makes no sense to say that rationality is essential to him and having two legs 
accidental rather than the contrary (Quine 1951, p. 22). The decision is not based 
on an essence already given in the thing but on choosing to characterize a real 
individual conceptually as “man” rather than as “biped”. It has to do with the 
meanings of the terms “man” and “biped” and not with real determinations. What 
we have is a common confusion in metaphysics: a semantic distinction crystallizes 
into an ontological bifurcation. But it would be too easy to conclude sic et 
simpliciter that we can do without this bifurcation and still maintain unitary objects 
identical with themselves. Although the characterization of substance has to do 
with a definition at the conceptual level, this is no reason why it cannot be 
transferred to the level of the real thing. If substance indicates “our mode of 
representation”, this does not exclude (on the contrary, it implies) that «the 
substratum of all that is real, that is, of all that belongs to existence of things, is 
substance» (Kant 1787, B 225, p. 213).

5. “De dicto” necessity and “de re” necessity 
Another way to present the question of essential characterization is to make a two-
tier division: de dicto and de re. To hold that a definition is essential in that we 
have decided to characterize a real individual conceptually in this way means to 
derive de re necessity from a de dicto necessity. And it is not by chance that 
Quine’s project, which denies essence in the Aristotelian sense, also rejects de re 
necessity: the necessity that Socrates is a man depends on the predicate “man” that 
we attribute to him and not on a real necessity. Likewise with “biped”. It is obvious 
that if we characterize an individual as a biped it is necessarily true that this 
individual is a biped (this comes down to something like this: it is necessarily true 
that a biped is biped); but this does not mean that the individual is necessarily 
biped, that is that he could not lose a leg in an accident. This project rejects as 
senseless any de re modality: for example, any necessity referring to res. From this 
rejection derives the parallel rejection of the distinction between necessary and 
contingent properties of individuals, that is the denial of essence. Once more, 
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however, it would be too simple to conclude sic et simpliciter that we can happily 
do without de re necessity. To put forward this conclusion means to repropose, 
without justifying it, the metaphysical idea in a negative sense according to which 
essence concerns the representation of the object but not the thing in itself. It 
means merely moving the problem of substance a bit further away: we cannot 
attribute to the res (in itself) legitimate distinctions only at the level of conceptual 
characterization. Quine’s rejection of Aristotelian essence is, then, employed here 
in certain respects against him so as to stress, instead, Kant’s thesis that substantial 
characterization is legitimate, pertains to the object (and not only to its 
representation) and makes sense solely in a categorial framework of reference. As 
we will see below, this interpretation – only at first sight (I hope) paradoxical – 
derives moreover from the extension of another thesis in this same project: 
identification in contexts of discourse.  

6. Identification in contexts of discourse 
The strategy in which the maxim of the identification of indiscernibles consists 
(Quine 1950, p. 626) is to translate in contexts an economic principle analogous to 
Ockham’s razor: objects that are indistinguishable from one another in the terms of 
a given discourse should be considered as identical for that discourse. In this way, 
the number of objects in our “local” ontology is reduced by rethinking the initial 
objects (defined in another context) as a single new object. At first sight, this 
principle may appear simply to repropose Leibniz’s principle of identity of 
indiscernibles (so-called Leibniz’s law, in one of its formulations): if x and y share 
exactly the same properties, we have two identical entities, that is the same entity:

(ID) x y ( F (Fy Fx) x = y)

where F is a predicative variable and F a second-order quantification. But this is 
not the case. In reality, the term “identification” indicates the activity of 
constructing identical objects by applying one from among all the conceptual 
schemes we need. (ID) is applied to each Li and, of course, extended to any number 
of variables x, y, z, …, within each Li.

Objects are not identical in themselves; they are or are not the same objects, 
they are one or more objects depending on the context and the language we adopt 
for our cognitive ends (and, I would add, also for other ends). It is evident that, in 
absolute terms, what we have is a principle contrary to Ockham’s razor considering 
that it entails a proliferation of objects in relation to diverse discourses. But, if we 
take each context in turn, what we have is certainly a principle of economizing and 
frugality.
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7. Exemplification: sociology and prepositional logic
It may be useful to present again the example of “income group” found in Quine 
1950 (pp. 625-626). From the viewpoint of the privilege attached to physical 
objects or events and units of sensorial experience, income group is merely a façon 
de parler, which refers to a characteristic abstracted from the really existing 
physical individuals. “Income group” is then only a convenient abbreviation and 
from an ontological perspective does not commit us at all to assuming that there 
are corresponding entities. What the identification principle proposes, on the 
contrary, is to simplify our discourse and reduce as far as possible the number of 
objects we have by means of a conceptual integration. Let us suppose that our 
context is a branch of sociology and in this context everything that can be said 
about a person’s life stage can be applied to all the life stages of those earning the 
same amount. We can consider our sociological discourse as a discourse on an 
innumerable series of such life stages (individual 1 or life stage of individual 1, 
individual 2 or life stage of individual 2, …, individual n or life stage of individual 
n). Or else, following the identification principle, we can simplify our discourse by 
replacing the n life stages of those earning the same with a single object: “income 
group”. What we have done is to reconsider the initial objects, indistinguishable 
within the context of discourse in which we find ourselves, and rethink them as a 
single new object.

  Another useful example is the interpretation of propositional calculus. We 
can consider the letters p, q, r, etc. as if we are referring to propositional concepts 
(initial objects). From the standpoint of propositional calculus, however, concepts 
that have the same truth value are indistinguishable and interchangeable. As long 
as our context is propositional calculus, we can reconstruct the initial objects by 
bringing in a smaller number of objects that are identical because indistinguishable. 
The referential objects of letters p, q, r, etc will then be the same truth values, 
which in this context is all that we are interested in (see Frege 1892, pp. 162-165).  

8. Some general considerations 
To tie the idea of a unitary object to referential language means to make the idea of 
an object depend on the “local” conceptual scheme, that is the categorial 
framework in which we operate. As has already been mentioned, this entails a 
plurality of object levels with reference to the plurality of languages, that is of the 
conceptual schemes which we employ. The notion of substance, understood as that 
which ensures the unitariness of the object and its permanence within change, thus 
acquires meaning only in far as it is introduced by the categorial system of 
reference, assembled – as it were – in the act of identification and not already 
traced in itself in the object.  

We can switch from one theory to another, defining a class of objects of one 
theory in terms of another class of objects belonging to another theory. In order to 
do this, however, we need to establish “projective functions” that allow us to 
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project the universe of one theory into that of another theory. But this cannot be 
done from nowhere, that is from a position that is external and neutral with respect 
to the theories in question. We can say something about the objects only in relation 
to a theory and, what’s more, we cannot engage in a discourse on the objects of a 
theory in total disregard of another theory in relation to which we interpret this first 
theory. We either define objects within the language of a theory or we speak of the 
objects of this theory, but in any event we have to define them within the language 
of another theory. There is no super theory or privileged super language to refer to. 
The objects are not already there: they are assumed. What precisely counts as an 
object can only find an answer in one of the world’s various “systems”. Beyond 
this general consequence, some particular consequences can be pointed out which, 
I believe, require us to revise the intuitive idea of identity.  

9. Token Identity vs Type Identity 
The systematic application of the maxim of identification of indiscernibles leads to 
negation of the usual distinction between token-identity and type-identity, that is 
the distinction between a kind of identity that regards concrete things and one that 
regards abstract entities such as species and types. Token-identity should allow the 
replacement of individuals as values for the variables in statements of identity such 
as “x is identical to y”, and type-identity the replacement of entities different from 
individuals (given that our ontology permits this kind of replacement). The 
identification of indiscernibles, in the sense that I have attempted to repropose 
here, allows a token-identity also for species and types, trivially considering such 
entities as individuals within a certain discourse. There is no other identity, in the 
proper sense, than token-identity in contexts.

10. Narrow Identity vs Wide Identity 
Strictly speaking, the above conclusion needs to be reformulated as follows: there 
is no other identity than narrow identity. Wide identity presupposes that for a 
statement of identity such as “x is identical to y” a sortal expression F is to be 
introduced, at least implicitly, for which  

x is identical to y in as far as F.

It seems prima facie that explication of the sortal expression acts precisely as the 
restriction on the principle of identity that leads to a pluralization of identity 
according to the relevant characteristic in a determined context of discourse. This 
is not the case. The sortal expression allows us to specify the (qualitative) equality 
of two individuals which are (quantitatively) different in that, for example, they 
belong to the same class. From this point of view, two different models of car are 
identical in that they are cars. It would better in this case to speak of equality rather 
than identity (or wide identity in opposition to identity in the proper sense or 
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narrow identity; or again, qualitative as opposed to quantitative identity). In order 
to specify a sortal expression, there must be two numerically different individuals. 
The expression of a narrow identity through a sortal specification contains no 
informative content: each thing is identical to itself in that it is that kind of thing 
which it is! The identification of indiscernibles leads to a completely opposite 
conclusion: two (or more) entities that are identical in relation to the context of 
discourse must be considered as one and only one entity and not two entities of the 
same kind. A qualitative identity relative to the context of discourse becomes a 
quantitative identity relative to that context of discourse. There is no other identity 
in the proper sense than quantitative identity.  

11. Nominalism 
Empiricists are usually suspicious of abstract entities such as properties, relations, 
propositions, classes, numbers and so on. As a result, contemporary empiricists 
tend for the most part to avoid referring to entities with a dubious ontological 
consistency and often confine themselves to a nominalistic language. Giving up 
abstract entities, for example in mathematics and logic, can be justified as follows: 
sensorial qualities do not provide an adequate enough basis for the limitless 
universe of numbers, functions and classes as, let us say, values attributed to 
variables in mathematics. If, however, we take the identification of indiscernibles 
in its objectual outcomes seriously, this link between the idea of unitary object and 
sensorial qualities is no longer significant. An object is not that object which it is 
on the basis of experience but, rather, on the basis of the categorial structure of the 
context in which, on each occasion, we are interested. Nominalism, on the 
contrary, puts forward again the idea of a, so to speak, zero level of basic objects.

Giving up abstract entities means not only not adopting as the subject of 
predication expressions that refer to abstract entities, but also any predicate that is 
not a predicate of concrete individuals or which cannot be restated in terms of 
predicates of concrete individuals. It goes without saying that each definition that 
commits us, in the definiens, to adopting abstract entities must be rejected, even if 
it is brought in to elucidate predicates of concrete individuals in terms of other 
predicates of concrete individuals. The only legitimate instruments, therefore, are 
predicates of concrete individuals, individual variables, quantifiers for these 
variables and truth connectives. Note that the legitimacy of such a basic vocabulary 
is not grounded in logical or mathematical necessity but rather, as stated above, in 
a philosophical intuition that cannot be justified any further by appealing to 
something more fundamental.  

Why this privilege of basic objects? The general application of the maxim 
also to entities which within a given context of discourse (say, fundamental 
physics) can be considered abstract provides, in my view, a good argument against 
this privilege. In § 6, it was stated that, for reasons of greater frugality, references 
to the original objects should be rethought as if they referred to a smaller number 
of objects so that the original indiscernibles give rise to a same new object. The 
essentially metaphysical question is how to understand the expression “original 
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objects”. I believe that the best way to understand it is as “initial objects” and not
as “zero level objects”. That is to say: there is no privileged point from which to 
conduct this translation; we can only translate the objects of a context of discourse 
into the objects of another context, but what we obtain is a series of new objects. 
Every objectual context, constructed within a particular categorial structure, has the 
same ontological dignity as any other. The choice between contexts concerns what 
we intend to do with our theories and descriptions of the world.  

In this sense I also interpret the principle of indispensability, sometimes 
referred in the literature as the Putnam-Quine principle. Not to acknowledge more 
than is necessary means allowing as legitimate entities those that a given discipline 
requires for its own ends. In other words, the arguments for admitting entities must 
be a posteriori, that is dependent on the growth of knowledge and on its needs. We 
are committed to acknowledging as entities what is indispensable for our scientific 
theories and if some of the latter need to adopt certain mathematical entities, then 
we have to acknowledge that such mathematical entities “exist”. Where this is not 
required, on the basis of a principle of austerity and economizing, we have to 
conclude that non-necessary entities “do not exist” (see Putnam 1975). This appeal 
to the arguments of indispensability can be puzzling, above all because existence 
and reality are made to depend on the level of theories. We might find this 
astonishing, but only if we adopt the standard view, according to which reality is 
what is given independently of our theory and descriptions.  

To sum up, the idea of establishing a priori what kind of entity to privilege 
seems to me wholly incompatible with the constructivist idea in general. In 
particular, nominalism and physicalism betray nostalgia for an object in itself, 
outside of our descriptions, for which we have no real need.
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