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A growing body of recent metaphysical literature is concerned with the question
of what metaphysical realism amounts to. In his influential book, Writing the
Book of the World, Theodore Sider presents a distinctive account of realism
grounded in the notion of structure. Drawing on David Lewis’s idea of
naturalness, Sider extends the concept beyond predicates to include other
syntactic categories, such as quantifiers, arguing that these too can be either
fundamental or non-fundamental. This extension enables a more comprehensive
and nuanced understanding of what it means for a theory to carve nature at its
joints. In this paper, I examine the nature of structure and explore the key
arguments Sider offers in support of it. I argue that the distinction between
ontology and ideology is central to understanding Sider’s proposal. Sider’s
account of metaphysical inquiry enriches the scope of ideological inquiry and
emphasizes its role. I will suggest that the notion of structure as ideology remains
obscure. I turn to some arguments against the notion of structure. The arguments
are not demonstrative. Some possible escape routes for Sider are outlined. But I
think the arguments constitute a formidable challenge.
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Extended Abstract

Metametaphysics aims to clarify the very nature of metaphysics: what it is about, why it is
legitimate, and what its explanations ultimately rest on. Ted Sider (2009, 2011) presents a
realist metametaphysical theory that emphasizes the concept of structure. According to Sider,
it is by virtue of the world’s structure that we can speak meaningfully about reality, and it is
likewise by virtue of this structure that some disputes turn out to be genuine while others do
not. In this article, I first outline Sider's theory and then argue that the concept of structure,
as he presents it, lacks sufficient clarity.

In introducing his notion of structure, Sider draws inspiration from David Lewis’s theory
of naturalness. Lewis (1983) introduced the concept of natural properties and relations as a
way of distinguishing genuine predicates from those that are merely artificial or
gerrymandered. Natural properties and relations, in Lewis’s sense, are those that carve reality
at its joints. Extending this idea, Sider argues that in metaphysics we should likewise aim to
employ natural connectives, natural operators, and above all natural quantifiers, just as much
as we strive to use natural predicates.

According to Sider, structure improves upon Lewis’s notion of naturalness in two
important respects. First, structure is a more general concept: beyond addressing the problem
of similarity between objects and the distinction between genuine and non-genuine properties,
it also offers resources for tackling further issues such as reference, spacetime, and objectivity.
Second, unlike Lewis’s naturalness, the notion of structure does not require any commitment
to abstract entities (Sider, 2011, 85).

To understand why the notion of structure does not require appeal to abstract objects, it is
necessary to consider the idea of ideological commitments. These are the counterparts of the
more familiar ontological commitments in philosophy. One of the central aims of
contemporary metaphysics is to identify the ontological commitments of our theories—that
is, to determine, from the theories we endorse, what kinds of things we are obliged to accept
as existing. Yet a natural question arises: are the commitments imposed by a theory
exclusively ontological? A growing consensus in metaphysics suggests otherwise,
maintaining that theories carry not only ontological commitments but also ideological
commitments.

The notion of ideology traces back to Quine’s (1951) work. For Quine, ideology concerns
the question of which predicates are admissible within a theory. While Quine’s account of
ontology and the ontological commitment has received extensive attention and widespread
acceptance, his remarks on ideology have been largely neglected. According to Sider, this
neglect stems from the tendency to regard ideology as merely psychological or linguistic, and
therefore as an unimportant aspect of a theory. Against this view, Sider maintains that the
ideology of a theory is just as important as its ontology. The aim of philosophical inquiry, he
argues, is not simply to hold true beliefs or to avoid errors, but also to understand the world
through its most fundamental concepts (Sider 2011, 61).

Sider extends the scope of ideological commitments beyond predicates to include
operators, quantifiers, and other grammatical categories, thereby defending a generalized
notion of Quinean ideology. According to Sider, we gain access to the metaphysical structure
of the world when we make the right conceptual choices.
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For Sider, structure is an ideological concept rather than an ontological commitment.
Unlike Lewis’s natural properties, structure does not presuppose the existence of abstract
entities; it is an ideological feature of our theories. More specifically, structure is reflected in
the choice of the fundamental notions of our theories—predicates, operators, and
quantifiers—and is instantiated in the way we describe the world.

Among the criticisms of Sider’s book is Merricks’s argument (Merricks, 2013) that
metaphysics is not the coherent project that Sider assumes it to be and, consequently, is not
fundamentally concerned with structure. Merricks points out that even if metaphysics turns
out to be a heterogeneous collection of scattered questions, lacking a single, unifying theme,
it remains significant, since many metaphysical questions are both profound and
consequential. These questions rank among the deepest and most perplexing: What is time?
Am I free in my actions? What makes me the same person I was in childhood? Why is there
something rather than nothing? Their importance does not stem from any direct relation to the
fundamental structure of the world, but from the profound challenges they pose regarding life,
meaning, and our understanding of the world.

Schaffer (Schaffer, 2014) also argues that structure is not hierarchical and therefore cannot
play the role that Sider attributes to it. In general, the roles that Sider assigns to the concept
of structure suggest a comparative notion of structure. For instance, the predicate “blue” may
align more closely with the joints of the world’s structure than “bleen”, yet it does not fully
correspond to them. However, Sider treats structure as an absolute property (Sider, 2011,
128), rather than comparative; there is no spectrum from “more structural” to “less
structural”—everything is either structural or it is not.

The critique I aim to reinforce in this article concerns the very nature of structure and the
evidence supporting its existence. In his account, Sider presents structure as Lewis’s
generalization of naturalness, emphasizing its distinctive power to carve the world at its joints
and its capacity to resolve certain metaphysical problems. Yet, I contend that three
fundamental ambiguities remain in the concept of structure.

First, Sider does not clearly articulate the distinction between the concept of structure and
Lewis’s notion of naturalness, which creates ambiguity in interpreting his theory. This lack
of clarity is particularly problematic given that Sider introduces structure as the very
foundation of metaphysics, where one would expect a more precise and well-defined account.

Second, Sider’s account of structure encounters a conceptual tension. On the one hand, he
maintains that structure remains within the realm of ideology. On the other hand, if structure
is to serve as a standard for evaluating competing metaphysical theories, it cannot be restricted
to ideology alone; it must be objective, existing independently of our language and conceptual
frameworks.

Third, for Sider, quantifiers are not merely psychological or linguistic devices, but objective
components of the world’s structure. If this is correct, we are confronted with the difficult
question of which quantifiers best carve reality at its joints. Yet Sider offers no clear criterion
for determining which quantifiers objectively correspond to the structure of the world.

Sider proposes a metametaphysical theory that relies on the concept of structure. His project
is ambitious and impressive. However, so long as the notion of structure lacks analytical
clarity, it cannot serve as the foundation for metaphysics in the way Sider expects.
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