
Distinctness, Contingentism, and the First-Order Being Constraint 
 

In this note, I demonstrate that some basic principles concerning the metaphysics of distinctness force 
contingentists about first-order entities into denying the first-order being constraint. 

 
One major on-going debate in modal metaphysics concerns the truth of  
 

FONE  □ Ɐx □∃y (x = y) 
 
where the necessity involved is taken to be metaphysical, and the quantifies utterly unrestricted, 
ranging over absolutely everything.1 First-order contingentists deny FONE; first-order 
necessitists accept it.2 

An axis of debate here concerns the first-order being constraint: 
 

FOBC  □Ɐx1 □… □Ɐxn □ (Rx1…xn → ∃z (x1 = z) & … & ∃z (xn = z)) 
 
This principle is a generalization of an appealing and familiar idea: something has to be in order be 
a certain way. As Williamson puts it, to deny this seems almost contradictory. ‘How could a thing 
be propertied were there no such thing to be propertied? How could one thing be related to 
another were there no such things to be related?’ (2013: 148). 
 In this note, I demonstrate that, assuming first-order contingentism, FOBC, together 
with two highly plausible principles about the nature of the distinctness relation, leads to 
contradiction. The upshot is that would-be contingentists about objects must also deny the first-
order being constraint. 
 
§1. Distinctness and the negation of identity 
 
An extremely plausible principle about the relationship between distinctness and identity is: 

 

DNI  □ⱯxⱯy (x≠y iff ¬(x=y))3 
 
Assuming that both x and y contingently exist, it is possible that x does not exist and possible 
that y that does not exist. Let w be a world where either x or y does not exist but the other does. 
Given FOBC, it is not the case that x is identical to y in w. Then, by DNI, x is distinct from y in 
w – i.e., x≠y in w. However, according to FOBC, it is not the case that x is distinct from y in w – 
otherwise, it is possible for first order entities to have properties even in worlds where they do 
not exist. So it also follows that ¬(x≠y) in w. But this is a contradiction: it is the case that x is 
distinct from y and it is not the case that x is distinct from y in w. 

There are three possible responses, as far as I can see. The first is to deny DNI. Yet this 
isn’t really an option. After all, this principle looks analytic – all there is to distinctness is failing to 
be identical! – making this a tough row to hoe. 

A second option, favoured by Williamson, is to adopt first-order necessitism. Going 
necessitist blocks the contradiction, since it ensures that there is no world w where y exists but x 
does not. This is because, according to first-order necessitism, x is something at every world.4 

                                                 
1 So understood, FONE says that necessarily everything necessarily exists. 
2 Williamson (2013) effectively originated this debate, though some similar arguments were advanced by Linsky & 
Zalta (1994, 1996). For a survey of the debate, see Goodman (2016), 
3 In words: necessarily, every objects x and y are distinct just in case they are not identical. 
4 Necessitists account for the apparent contingent existence of entities in terms of contingent concreteness; so while 
x necessarily exists at every world, x is concrete only in some, and non-concrete in others. For further discussion, 
see Linsky & Zalta (1996) and Williamson (2011, 2013). 



Obviously, this response is not available to anyone who wants to uphold first-order 
contingentism. 

The third and final option, and the only one congenial to contingentists, is to give up on 
FOBC.  

 
§2. The Necessity of Distinctness Problem 
 
It is extremely plausible to say that necessarily, if x and y are possibly distinct, then they 
necessarily are distinct. In other words, the following principle is likely true: 
 

PDND  □ⱯxⱯy(x≠y → □ x≠y) 
 
The problem is that PDND is, given contingentism, incompatible with FOBC. 
 Suppose that there is a world w where x and y are distinct. It then follows that possibly, x 
and y are distinct and, given PDND, that necessarily, x and y are distinct. However, take any 
world w’ where x and y do not exist. Given FOBC, it follows that, in w’, it is not the case that x 
is distinct from y – if they were distinct in w’, then x and y both exist at w’. As it is not that case 
that x is distinct from y in w’, it is also not the case that necessarily x is distinct from y. In other 

words, it follows that ¬(x≠y → □ x≠y). But this is simply the negation of PDND. So 
something has to give. 
 As with the previous argument, there are three options. The first is to deny PDND. This 
does not seem to be a very attractive option. The second is to again adopt first-order necessitism, 
thereby denying that there is a world w’ wherein x and y do not exist; as before, this response is 
unavailable to contingentists. The only contingentist-friendly, plausible solution is to deny 
FOBC. 
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