A Positionalist Alternative to the Notion of a Variable Embodiment
Fine (1999) introduced the influential notion of a variable embodiment in order to account for 
(i) the possibility of the replacement of parts or matter in certain types of objects (structured objects or ‘the water in the container’) and (ii) the ontology of roles such as ‘the president of the US’, which can be manifested by different individuals at different times. A variable embodiment is defined as an object associated with a ‘form’, which is simply a function from times (or circumstances) to concrete realizations. A common critique of the notion of a variable embodiment, however, is that it entirely unconstrained: simply positing a function from times (or circumstances) to realizations fails to account for the fact that it is generally structure that enables replacement of parts or matter, a critique that equally applies to slot mereology (Bennett 2013) if that is taken as the basis of a theory of replacement. 
     In a different work, Fine (2000) argues for relations being neutral, not involving an order among their arguments. Fine discusses an alternative to ordered arguments, namely positionalism, on which relations come with distinct, but unordered positions. While Fine himself rejects positionalism, there seem to now be viable versions of positionalism that avoid the problems Fine pointed out for symmetric relations, such as Dixon’s (2018) plural slot theory.  In this talk I will argue that a positionalist view of relations (and properties) renders the notion of a variable embodiment redundant and avoids its shortcomings when combined with a view on which the structure of objects is built from (conjunctions of) neutral relations and partial specifications of their positions with entities or types of entities. In addition, I show that there is significant support for an ontology of positions from natural language. 
     I will outline a view on which the structure of objects consists in relations and properties being conjoined for particular positions and on which positions may be specified for particular entities (or matter), be left open, or be partially specified (e.g.  an open plural agent position for events like demonstrations). Slots in such structures may be specified for particular entities, which amounts to rigid parts, and they may be left open or only partially specified, which amounts to variable parts (variable embodiments that are parts). Slots on that view arise from the composition of structure in terms of relations or properties that are conjoined relative to particular positions.    
     A structure as a whole has a realization at a particular circumstance, which involves filling open slots at that circumstance. The overall structure then needs to be preserved for different circumstances or at least is subject to relative continuity for subsequent times. 
      A structure that permits replacement may involve different variable parts or a single slot. ‘The water in the container’ comes with a single slot individuated in terms of boundary-defining relations involving the parts of the container.  
      There is significant linguistic evidence for positions and slots. First, the noun place when not referring to spatial regions makes reference to slots: in complex predicates such as re-place, and expressions like in place of, instead of (stead originally meant ‘place’), in several places. Second, part in predicates of participation (take part in, be part of) refers to slots in plans of events, with take part in relating to open slots and be part of to specified slots:
(1) a. I took part in / ???? was part of the mass. 
      b. The priest was part of / took part in the mass.
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