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1. Introduction

It is quite challenging to find a statement abotiioh all philosophers
agree, since one of the major methods of philozopdiis to doubt
everything. Although his empiricism and naturaliare highly disputed,
one statement by William Van Orman Quine would tlenawledged by
almost all philosophers, most likely because ali®ut the general task
of philosophy: “I think of philosophy as concerneith our knowledge
of the world and the nature of the worfd.”

The disagreement begins when philosophers attempiefine
the terms of this statement, especially when theya find a definition
of ‘world’: it can be used as a synonym for realispmetimes in the
narrow sense of physical reality — whatever ‘phgisimeans (classically
‘experienceable’ or comprising objects that aredigt® by natural
sciences) —, sometimes in a wider sense as a catigrirof physical and
mental reality. The latter one can only be usethass the existence of
mental entities is at all accepted. Depending an gtandpoint from

which one looks at this concept, reality can bensesethe sum of either

! Magee, The ideas of Quine: Dialogue with W.V. @uih70.



all things (this would be a materialistic standpoint) or las sum ofall

facts (this would be a ‘mental’ standpoint, because et far true
statement is a mental entity). In his ‘Tractatugyico-Philosophicus’
Ludwig Wittgenstein argued for the latter, sayirwatt the world is
everything that is the case — the sum of all facts.

Quine argues for the former concept — reality &gsihm of all
things. Advancing philosophicalextensionalis;m he argues that
universals are not more than classes, and thaisa d not more than the
sum of its members. Statements do not have an emdigmt existence
(namely the ‘thought’ — a mental entity expressgdhe statement), but
expressions merely have to be regarded as physigatts. Rejecting
Frege’s distinction between meaning (as intensjoaatl reference (as
extensional), Quine denies the existence of inberadity, with the
consequence that the meaning of a sentence isarat#e from its
reference to the physical world: The meaning otatence is the fact
making it true or false; the meaning of name isdhpct(s) to which it
refers; the meaning of a predicate is the propettich is truthfully or
wrongly assigned to an objett.

But what can be regarded as a thing, an objectexasting
entity? In the following chapter | would like toagze Quine’s usage of

the term ‘existence’.

2 C.f. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicis..
3 C.f. Morris, An Introduction to the Philosophy lcdinguage, 113.



2. Existence

“There are the ontological questions, as they miightalled: general

questions as to what sorts of things there areglisas what it means

to exist, for there to be somethinty.”

W.V. Quine

As pointed out, Philosophy is concerned with evéng that exists,
specifically within the sub area metaphysics orolmgy. Originating

from the Latin verb ‘ex-sistere’, a thing can belda exist by ‘standing
out’ or ‘appearing’ — very much connected to sepsoperience. That
does not necessarily mean that only the things eeeexist. A radical
empiricist would rather say that only those thimgs canpotentially see

or experience can be recognized as existing oremxgsiing objects.
However, this view stands on shaky ground, sinaeadern physics one
can no longer clearly distinguish between what eaa cannot be
experienced: Molecules, atoms, electrons, stringbese entities can
only be indirectly observed, and the definition what counts as an
indirect observation highly depends on the physicabry the observer
presupposes.

If one applies the methods of critical empiricism dntology,
every knowledge about the existence or non-existefi@n object has to
be regarded as preliminary, as it is the caserfgrhgpothesis in natural
science. Even if one observed a dragon oneselgxistence of dragons
can be doubted, alleging that the observation leas la dream or that
one lived in the Matrix. Non-existence is even learth claim, since —

similar to natural laws — one relies solely onitiguctive method: | have

* Magee, The ideas of Quine: Dialogue with W.V. @uih71.



never seen dragons, nobody | know has ever segorizaalmost every
part of this world has been explored and if somgbload ever found
dragons, it would be very likely that this inforrimet somehow became
public and | or somebody | know would have heardualit. Thus, it is

very likely that dragons do not exist.

Kant’s critique of the ontological argument trigge an ongoing
discourse among philosophers about the natureeopitédicate ‘exists’.
Usually opposing views are formulated using the stjoa whether
existence predicates are first-order predicatesnat; a first-order
predicate only takes individual entities as arguitsieand constitutes a
definite subset. There are several arguments &vat fexistence as not a
first-order predicate: (1) If it were, its negati@rould be a first-order
predicate, too; it would be self-contradictory adktabout someone’s
non-existence, since forming a subset of non-existeiman beings
already requires a set of all existing human beigsvhich the non-
existing people would be a subSef?) If ‘exists’ were a first-order
predicate, it would be true of everything; therefarot exists’ would be
true of nothing — false of everything. No meaningfiatement “... does
not exist” could be formulated. (3) As Kant arguegistence does not
add anything to an object or individual: “One hwedtireal talers do not
contain the least more than a hundred imaginargredl Intrinsic
predicates define a concept, but it is independiemh the fact as to
whether the concept is currently actualized in thigrld. Thus, the

existence of an object is separate from its essence

® C.f. Article ‘existence’ from May 24, 2002, in: @idord Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/exise(accessed on 1/26/10).

® Kant, ImmanuelCritique of Pure Reasorll. Theil, Il. Abth., Il. Buch, Il
Hauptst.




In order to avoid these problems, Gottlob Fregggested
treating ‘to exist’ as a secondary-order predic@teese do not quantify
over individuals but over classes of individualamely first-order
predicates. Then to speak about the existence adnaept means to
acknowledge that the concept is instantiated &t leace. “Dragons do
not exist” therefore means that the concept of @inag not actualized —
at least not at this time in this world. The problthat arises here is that
when talking about individual persons we usuallyndd regard them as
instantiations of a certain concept. Using Quirexample, how could
one say that Pegasus, Poseidon’s flying horse, mmtesxist? The failure
of applying a second-level existence predicatenttividuals and the
failure of applying a first-level existence pred&do concepts is the
main reason why followers of Frege’s view usualye ®xistence as an
equivocal concept, having two distinct meaningse enpressed when

applying it to individuals, one when applying itgooperties (kinds).

2.1 A Univocal Theory of Existence

Quine tries to give a clearer definition of existenSimilar to Frege and
Russell, he did not accept an equivocal conceftvorsense theory of
existence. How is this way tenable? The existemedipate must be only
first- or only second-order. Because the problefrsesing it as a merely
first-order predicate (like meaningfully claiminget non-existence of a
thing) can only be avoided by introducing secondkeorexistence, the
only way to maintain a univocal theory of existem&do rule out first-

order existence predicates. This has an enormoutlogital



consequence: properties are now ontologically pii- individuals are
only the sum of their properties. Quine’s quotatiatefining
extensionalism “[T]he universal is no more than teem of its
particulars” actually applies not only to concepts, but to winat
recognize as individuals. It doesn’'t mean that mduu person is not any
more than the sum of its physical parts, rathet tha referenceto a
specific human person is not more than the sunl @raperties we use
to distinguish this person from the rest of theldioindividuality seems
to be a non-primordial attribute: the assumptiaat tnclass of properties
used to refer to an entity is so complex that d@nly instantiated once.

Two major problems are created when eliminatingt-order
existence. The first one is the issue of individifalforms. Quine solves
this quandary by reducing names to properties. r&es exists” is
therefore an ordinary-language version of the smetéThere is arx
such thatx socratizes.” Socratizing is the sum of all knowoperties
that can be applied tg and by creating a name-property ‘to socratize’
we assume that there exists only one instantiatibrthis property,
namely x. The second problem arises when talking abouiofiat
characters. How is it possible to state meaningfeihtences about
fairytale characters when meaningfully referringddmytale characters is
not possible?

Quine had claimed that all proper names can betagd as
definite descriptions. With ‘Designation and Existe’ (1939) he wrote
an essay attempting to explain how one can denyettistence of
Pegasus. His major argument is that one does moindooneself to an

ontology containing Pegasus when making the statesdsout Pegasus

" Quine, The Time of my life, 32.



that it does not exist. Inspired by Russell, Quimeposed to translate
proper names into description and define existaslains of singular

terms as— CxX(WxLC Oy(Wy —» y =X)). In this case, ‘Pegasus’ would

have to be translated into a predicate that isndefienough to ensure
that it can — if it exists — only be actualized enQuine uses ‘the winged
horse that was captured by BelleropforAcknowledging Pegasus’
existence is therefore a simplification of sayirithére is at least one
entity x such that it is a winged horse captured by Befleom and there
is no entityy different from x that is a winged horse captured by
Bellerophon. Likewise, denying Pegasus’ existesca simplification of
saying “For all existing entities it is the case that does not have the
property of being the winged horse captured bydephon (and if it
were not the case, all other entities fulfillingsthproperty would be
identical tox)”.

The problem with the elimination of proper namssthat the
substituted descriptions are often not any morsitahan the original,
since they again contain proper names that wowe ha be eliminated
as well. This is well shown in Quine’'s own exampfewhich the term
‘Pegasus’ is exchanged with a description contgirthie proper name
‘Bellerophon’. Being aware of these difficultiesui@e ceased to use
Russell's type theory to eliminate proper namehisnlater works. But
he didn't change his mind about exchanging propames with

descriptions, now substituting Pegasus with thecrifg#on of being-

8 Quine, On What There Is, 7.

® A good overview of the development of Quine’s tatte towards the
description theory of names is given in Fara, D&iaff: Socratizing to be
published. See http://www.princeton.edu/~dfara/psisec.pdf




Pegasuswhich cannot be further analyz&dHence, “Pegasus does not
exist” is simply treated as “Nothing is Pegasts® [xIsPegasugX).

By eliminating the first-order predicative use ofistence in this way,
Quine establishes a univocal theory of existengwtihg the meaning of
existence to "what existential quantification exgzes.*” Quine means
“exists’ to cover all there ig®, but the question on what there is cannot
be answered within an ontological thedtjt makes sense to talk about
the universe of a theory “only relative to someKgmound theory® This

ontological relativity has severe consequencesigtemology.

2.2 Ontological Commitment

Quine rejects the notion of epistemology as therckedor a ‘first
philosophy’ that can create an ontological fouratatifrom which
everything else can be deduc@different ontologies should rather be
treated similarly to scientific theories: Theorige provisionary, they
can be falsified by empirical evidence, they cannimified. But they

cannot be compared ‘from the outside’; like Feyeralis and Kuhn's

19 C.f. Quine, Word and Object §37.

™ Quine usually writes “Nothing is-Pegasus” to engiba that ‘is’ is used as a
copula and Pegasus as a predicative noun.

2 Quine, Existence and Quantification, 97.

*Ibid, 100.

141t can be raised but not answered. This leadsuio&)s view that theories are
“not fully interpreted”, not “deductively closedts& C.f. Quine, Ontological
Relativity, 51.

!5 Quine, Ontological Relativity, 55.

18 Quine writes: “My position is a naturalistic oriesee philosophy (...) as
continuous with science. (...) There is no exterraitage point, no first
philosophy”, in: Quine, Natural Kinds, 126f.



assumptions in philosophy of science — the inconsumebility of
theories —, Quine advances a view that there is/anatage point’ that
can be used to objectively compare theories andosayis (from an
epistemological point of view) better than the ot his is what Quine
callsnaturalized epistemology

“[There is no] vantage point outside the concepsichleme that [the

philosopher] takes in charge (...). He cannot studg eevise the

fundamental conceptual scheme of science and comsemse

without having some conceptual scheme, whether shime or

another no less in need of philosophical scrutinywhich to work.

He can scrutinize and improve the system from witfif
So how do we decide what ontology we should useRdfe were no
criterion upon which to argue in favor of a speciintology, one would
have to become a radical skeptic. This might ber¢ason why one of
the major criticisms of Quine is that he is a iiglat. But this accusation
is unsubstantiated. Although naturalized epistemolgives up the quest
for a theory of knowleddd it is very concerned with the justification of
an ontology, determining “one belief as firmer asrencertain, [relative]
to the believer's mind®.

For Quine all language necessarily presupposes soiological

commitment: “Conceptualization on any considerabdeale is

' Quine calls this the underdetermination of theoriény reference to an object
is theory-dependent, and particular sentences eagr e verified or falsified in
isolation, since every theory can be modified tanply with unpredicted
sensory data.

18 Quine, Word and Object, 275f.

9 “IT]he best we can do is give up the notion of Wiexige as a bad job and
make do rather with its separate ingredients”Quine, Quiddities, 109.

20 Quine, Quiddities, 109.



inseparable from languag€-."So how do we choose a certain language
and with it an ontology? Well, we actually did rbtoose our language,
but rather acquired it from our parents and theetpave live in. In a
naturalistic theory, language is a product of etrotu talking and
referring to possible harms and telling storiesualdmow to avoid life-
threatening situations or how to treat illnessegegaeople an advantage
in natural selection. This means we speak a celdaguage for practical
reasons; the ontology that we adapted with thigdage is therefore also
a practical ontology. It includes simplificationgbstractions and
postulated entities that simplify our sensory inputre economically in
order to transfer life-saving behavioral informatiisom one generation
to the next.

The most fundamental concept in our languagedsntition of
external objects, which is used as a basis to @rgasensory dafi.
“Physical objects are postulated entities whichntbwut and simplify
our account of the flux of experience, just asitiiduction of irrational
numbers simplifies laws of arithmeti€®"This does not mean that our
notion of physical objects is objective, but thiaisi epistemologically
foundational, because it is the basis of an ontolibgt every human

language we know is — primarily for practical rease- committed t6’

2L Quine, Word and Object, 3.

22 «The concept of physical objects — this is notomaept in the language. To
acquire it is to learn the language.” (Dilman, Quon ontology, necessity, and
experience, 29); “[O]ur ordinary language of phgsithings is about as basic as
language gets.” (Quine, Word and Obiject, 3)

2 Quine, On What There Is, 18.

24 «Our talk of external things, our very notion dfirigs, is just a conceptual
apparatus that helps us to foresee and controkrihpgering of our sensory

receptors in the light of previous triggering ofraensory receptor.” (Quine,

Things and Their Place in Theories, 1)

10



Quine explains in ‘On what there is’ that the “picgs conceptual
scheme simplifies our account of experience becafiiee way myriad
scattered sense events come to be associated inijle sso-called
objects.”. In “Two dogmas of empiricism’ he writes:

“The myth of physical objects is epistemologicailyperior to most

in that it has proved more efficacious than othgthm as a device for

working a manageable structure into the flux ofezignce®
If a language guarantees the intelligibility oftetaents uttered in this
particular language, every entity we can talk abwutpart of our
ontology. That is true except if we were able ttomaulate a sentence
containing this object into another sentence thahore basic, which is
Quine’s method to avoid abstract terms and progenas within his
ontology. Every object in a language that cannopdephrased is part
of the speaker’s ontology. Ilham Dilman formula€@gine’s criterion of
ontological commitment as following:

“An entity is presupposed by a theory if and orflyitiis needed

among the values of the bound variables in ordemake the

statement affirmed in the theory trg&”
Existence (‘presupposing an entity’) therefore lisary-dependent and
can, as a second-order predicate or quantifiequdpdied to all entities
which can be quantified over. Dilman continues:

“[Wlhat a language guarantees is the intelligipilof statements

made in that language, including existential statet:m made in it;
and that means guarantees the possibility of thetn.”?’

% Quine, Two dogmas of empiricism, 44.
% Dilman, Quine on ontology, necessity, and expexes.
" bid., 29.

11



If the notion of existence is based on the thednghysical objects, then
what sense does it make to say that physical ab@dst? To make this
proposition meaningful, one must have a theoryxigtence outside the
theory of physical objects. But according to Quitiés is not necessary:
“Physical objects exist” can simply be paraphraasdphysical object
propositions make sense and therefore can be fdds, by saying in
ordinary language that something exists or doesnrist, one does not
automatically commit oneself to an ontology conitagrthe object that is
referred to. This is exactly how Quine solves tbgd3us issue:

We commit ourselves to an ontology containing Pegashen we

say Pegasus is. But we do not commit ourselvesntamrdology

containing Pegasus when we say that Pegasusnot1§°
As | have shown above, to deny Pegasus’ existemansnclaiming that
the propertyls-Pegasuss not actualized at this time. Since Quine does
not accept mental entities, we cannot see thisgotp@as an entity itself,
but rather we have to see it as a counterpart dpeaific neurological
pattern in our brain which is formed by culturaflilence (books and
movies about Greek mythology) and which would causeo regard
“Pegasus exists” as a true statement as soon sgrgafata is interpreted
as fulfilling this specific pattern. By this exarmapbne can see why

Quine’s theory of reference is often associateti Wwithaviorism.

2 bid.
2 Quine, On what there is, 8.

12



2.3 Abstract Entities

According to Quine, most abstract entities can lbeaphrased into
sentences that only contain descriptive terms. Alingly, substantiated
properties are not treated as abstract univetsaisn a behaviorist way,
meaning that for example ‘redness’ is not an enbityt to associate the
property Is-Red to some objects but not to others is a conditioned
behavior, originating in the basic experience afilgirity within one’s
sensory input and in the adaptation of culturahrsor

But for Quine the non-existence of abstract estitis not a
dogma, as it is in classical nominalism. He ihatsame time a naturalist
and fallibilist, so he does not believe in “anydance, any avenue to
truth higher than or more fundamental than ordirgsientific method

itself”*°

and he “recognizes that science changes over &intk that
someday science could conceivably withdraw its stpior physicalism
and/or empiricism3 Thus, every entity that is indispensable for our
scientific practice needs to be included into onedatological
commitments. ‘To exist’ does not mean ‘occupies patis-temporal
region’® Today this implies: Since mathematics is as iretispble for
science as the notion of physical obj&ctand all of mathematics
including numbers can be reduced to set theoryn®acknowledges the
existence of sets — which are abstract non-mentdies — as stated in an

interview:

%0 Bergstrom / Fallesdal, Interview with Willard V&@rman Quine, 196.

31 Gibson, Willard Van Orman Quine, 9.

32 C.f. Quine, On what there is, 2f.

3 Maybe the notion of physical objects is actuallgt rindispensable, for
contemporary quantum mechanics reduces objectsathematically described
fields.

13



“(...) but you do believe in the existence of certainstract non-
mental entities.” — “Yes, numbers notably. (...) &s8ng sets, or
classes, is on an equal footing with assuming nubds¢ atoms,
electrons, neutrons, and the rest; all these ajecish concrete and
abstract, that are assumed by the network of hgsethby which we
predict and explain our observations of natdfe.”

In the same interview, Quine summarizes his ontolgommitments:

“I hold that physical objects are real, and existemally and
independently of us. | don’t hold that there ardyahese physical
objects. There are also abstract objects: objecteathematics that
seem to be needed to fill out the system of theldvd@ut | don't
recognize the existence of minds, of mental estitia any sense
other than as attributes or activities on the parphysical objects,

mainly persons®

2.4 Comparing Theories

How can one theory of reality be determined to éteb than another?
What makes it rational to commit one’s ontologythe existence of
certain entities and to deny the existence of sth€uine showed that
there are some entities that everybody is commitiedsimply by using
language. These include physical objects, sets,naagbe even some
properties of physical objects like space, time aadsality (similar to
Kant's ‘a priori’ judgments). But what makes Quinprefer
conceptualism over Platonism, physicalism over &gan dualism,

empiricism over rationalism?

3 Magee, The ideas of Quine: Dialogue with W.V. @uih75.
*bid., 171.

14



For an empiricist, rationality is not objective tlmonsists in a set
of rules that one learns as a foundation of oregllage and thinking.
‘Our’ rationality is often split up into the crit@rconsistency, coherency
and parsimonyLogical consistencys a fundamental part of language;
logical rules define how sentences have to be tsired, and are —
according to Quine — not objective and necessartygr(analytical) but
relative to one’s languag€oherencyusually means compliance of the
model’s implications with sensory inputs and otlaecepted models.
According to Karl Popper, a theory is valid as l@wgit is not disproved
by experiment. However, particular sentences carembe verified or
falsified in isolation, since every theory can bedified to comply with
unpredicted sensory data (Duhem-Quine-Thesis). ,Thosither
consistency nor coherency are sufficient as claaciples of rationality.
The principle of parsimonystates that — out of two incoherent but
consistent theories both having equal strength xflamation and
prediction — it is rational to accept the one widss ontological
assumptions and irrational to accept the other.

Equating the methods of natural science and thesruf
rationality that are applied to ontological comnétmh, Quine uses both
the ‘aesthetic’ rule of ontological parsimony aheé tule of minimizing
brute facts.His major argument against Platonism is, therefohat
accepting the existence of universals suggestsharrgreat amount of
ontological entities, although many of them are idable without
causing a loss of explanatory value. “[The Plattsjioover-populated

universe is in many ways unlovely. (...) [Its] slumh possibles is a

15



breeding ground for disorderly element$.Quine proposes that we
should “limit modalities to whole statemerits”The words ‘possible’
and ‘necessary’ should therefore be used rathenasdverb than as an
adjective: Instead of saying “There is a possibMite Pegasus” we
should claim “Possibly, Pegasus exists” or, moracty, “Possibly,
there is arnx that pegasizes.” When we speak of possibility, speak
about our own ignorance of the truth-value of gatmerproposition, but
not about any object.

Here we see that through changing ordinary languatp a
special grammatical form, Quine introduces a wasethuce language to
an ontology that doesn’t contain possible entitiekewise, Quine
rejects possibly but not actually existing objeideinongian objects’)
as well as any other kind ofmental entitieslike meanings or

propositions.

2.5 Critique

According to Quine’s extensionalism, the meaningaafentence is the
fact that it makes it true or false, opposing Freghstinction between
sense $innor meaning) and referencBgdeutunyy But | do not think
this distinction can be easily eliminated. To usegeé’'s example, the
sentences “The morning star is Venus” and “The exgstar is Venus”
are made true by the same fact, namely the plavetsis and Earth

being in a constellation so that Venus appears asight star every

% Quine: On what there is, 4.
37 Ibid. See also Quine, Three Grades of Modal Inewient, 176: “necessity
resides in the way in which we say things, andimtite things we talk about.”

16



evening and every morning. But the meaning of thesetences is
different: 1 can imagine a possible world in whithe references of
‘morning star’ and ‘evening star’ are not identical

Especially intensional contexts create problems Quine’s
extensionalism; these contexts are constituted ey use of modal
expressions (as in ‘it is necessary tkiatand propositional attitudes (as
in ‘to belief thatp’, ‘to hope thatp’, ‘to know thatp’ or ‘to wish thatp’).
If one accepted quantification over propositiontitides, one would
have to accept mental entities. Denying the exigteof such purely
mental states, Quine does not allow quantificatear them, drawing
off any meaningfulness from propositional attitudékis is what Quine
calls referential opacity (opaquenesslas opposed toreferential
transparency® A “referential opaque context is one that cannot be
quantified into (with quantifier outside the context and variable

inside).”®

As a result, the words within an intensional cahte longer
refer to their original referees.

In his paper from 1956 ‘Quantifiers and ProposkiloAttitudes’,
Quine defined the distinction between notional agldtional senses of
‘believes®’, now commonly referred to as ‘de re’ and ‘de dit@lieves.
Accordingly, the following sentences are not idegiti “There is arx
such that Ralph believesis a spy.” and “Ralph believes that ‘There

exists arx such thak is a spy’.” Quine rejects the first use, claimihgt

“quantifying into a propositional idiom from outsid.. [is] a dubious

3 C.f. Quine, Word and Object, 141-151.
39 Quine, Three Grades of Modal Involvement, 174.
0 C.f. Quine, Quantifiers and Propositional Attitsd&86.

17



business®, because their formal treatment leads to contiadis. But it
is problematic to reduce the first sentence tosheond, because they
don’'t have the same meaning. Quantification intierisional contexts
appears meaningful to us; when | say “I belief Raip be a spy”, | also
belief that ‘Ralph’ and ‘spy’ are not confined irdoreferentially opaque
context, but that they have the same referentianing as when | say
“Ralph is a spy”.

Quine seems to be quite the opposite of an ordilasagyuage
philosopher. If there are sentences that ‘ordipegple’, maybe even the
majority of philosophers, claim to be meaningfid,would say “No, you
actually mean something different. What you supgoseean cannot be
logically formulated without contradictions, so youtuition must be

wrong.”

“1\bid., 187.

18



3. Alternatives

3.1 Meinongianism and Parsimony

In ‘'On what there is’, Quine leads a fictitious ldgue with a
philosopher called Wyman. Wyman advances Meinongiana non-
univocal theory of existence. According to Alexideinong’s? theory,
things can either exiseXistieren, subsist jestehenor absist gegeben
sein.*® Existence denotes the spatio-temporal being of object;
subsistence, on the other hand, is a state oflpesstistence, as held by
unicorns, flying elephants, or mathematical theori@bsistence is an
ontological state that is taken by logically incgtent objects like round
squares; however, these are still considered abfote we are able to
talk about them.

The distinction between metaphysical or logicalstnce and
physical existence is not uncommon in contemporanjology, for
example used by Edward N. ZalfaQuine’s critique of Meinongianism
and related theories includes the dubious ontodbgitate of possibilia
(“No entity without identity”), the fact that setientradicting concepts
cannot be meaningfully talked about, as well as traological
profligacy (non-parsimony) of this theory.

Parsimony, in turn, cannot be seen as the tomdiste criterion

when comparing theories. Ontological parsimonypadiag to William

2 Meinong was an Austrian philosopher, living fror@58 to 1920, pupil of
Franz Brentano, who was a teacher of Edmund Husssdl emphasized
intentionality in ontological and epistemologichébries.

3 C.f. Meinong, AlexiusUber Méglichkeit und Wahrscheinlichkeit915.

4 Zalta, E., Intensional Logic and the Metaphysittentionality, Cambridge,
1988. See also Zalta’s web page http://mally.stahéolu/zalta.html

19



of Ockham, is only a distinctive criterion when quamning two theories
of equal explanatory power: entities should not buaultiplied
unnecessarilyThus, if it were possible to reduce all thinkipgpcesses
to physical (neurological) processes, as suppose®@uine, mental
entities would not be necessary and could therdfereliminated from
our ontology.

But as the example of quantification over proposdl attitudes
showed, an ontological theory does not maintainfuts explanatory
power after eliminating intensions and mental sta@his is why the
criterion of parsimony does not apply here. Howeudie dubious
ontological state of possibilia is a sincere argam&/hy do unicorns or
flying elephants have to have a certain kind of&xice? Why do sets or
numbers? Why is it not possible to simply regardnhas ideas, as
creations of the human mind? Quine himself givgsmdial answer to
this question in ‘On what there is’:

“We may for the sake of argument concede that tiseaa entity, and

even a unique entity (...) which is the mental Pegadaa; but this

mental entity is not what people are talking ababen they deny

Pegasus®®
If words only refer to concepts in our mind, theseo relation between
the concept and the external object it supposexfbrs to. Quine solves
this problem using his extensionalism, accordingwioich ideas of
objects are not more than the sum of the ideasllotha objects’
predicates. But, as showed, this conception seerfaltwhen one talks

about propositions within intensional contexts.

5 Quine, On what there is, 2.
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When one claims a proposition to be a necessaryossible
truth, they do not always, as Quine suggests, aclatge to be referring
to the level of certitude of their knowledge. Whmme expresses a hope
or fear, they imagine a possible world which is referentially opaque,
but their concepts refer to objects within certaarssible worlds as well
as to objects in present-day reality.

A univocal theory of existence calls for a highicpr the
negation of the existence of mental entities ané teferential
opaqueness of propositions in intensional contekiss is why | am
quite skeptical of such a univocal theory. In tbéofving, | would like

to propose an alternative approach to solve tlegralila of existence.

3.2 Own Conception

If concepts are only in our head — as presupposearly form of
conceptualism —, then they are not definite, bthermablurry at their
edges. Wittgenstein, for instance, showed thisgudie theory of family
resemblance. | claim that establishing conceptsuinmind requires the
thought of possible worlds from the moment they @esated. Thinking
only works using modalities.

Concepts are open sets in two ways: They are opeaulse we
do not know yet how many objects are containetiénsiet. They are also
open because we do not even know the specific mgariour concepts.
A concept can be narrowed / reduced by adding anadistinctive
property, or it can be extended by taking away aoe-distinctive

property from its meaning. When we create or leamoncept, we co-
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create a large number of possible extensions. Whersee a flying
elephant, we can either narrow the original conctptnon-flying
elephant-like looking creatures, or we can extérmdconcept elephant so
that it also covers the flying on&sWe do not have a problem with this,
because already now, when we think of elephantscavethink of all
kinds of possible worlds where some extended cdacae actualized.
This is how many fairytales were created.

We do not only think of possible worlds, we raterthaccording
to chances that they might be real, now or in theré. For instance, we
regard the existence of flying elephants as quitkely. This is because
it is difficult to imagine how flying elephants doube compatible with
our other beliefs about the world, namely widelkramvledged physical
theories. On the other hand, white elephants, adthove might have
never seen one, are thought to be more likely ist.ex

Quine thinks that when we statrodal sentencedike “It is
possible that elephants fly”, we do not talk abguaissible objects.
Rather, by saying that something has possible endst we
acknowledge our own ignorance. That might sometibesrue. But a
constituting issue for most of our concepts arér thiégin and purpose,
things that the entity can possibly do or what passibly be done with
it. When we think of an elephant, we think of wang them in zoos,
elephant mothers looking after their children, igdng on them in the
desert, using their tusks to produce piano keysssing the Alps with

them to combat Rome and so on. The argument istliganotion of

“ This conception is in my judgment compatible withny of the points Quine
makes for the indeterminacy of translation. Quiagssthat nobody knows if a
translation of a word comprises an equal concept marrower or extended one.
| go even further by saying that this is not evanwn by the speaker himself.
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possibility is even prior to concepts, since thimgkof possible worlds is

a constituting method for concepts.

3.3 Conclusion

Quine’s method of philosophy is quite appealings Hiinking is more
epistemological than ontological, because he ttiesee ontological
positions as theories that can be argued for aremr@gainst. The type of
evidence applied towards reasoning about ontolothemries is not any
different from reasoning about natural science hemfatics or logic.

“I see natural science as continuous with the nmattties that it uses,

just as | see all this as continuous with philogophall goes to make

up our inclusive system of the worldf’”
With this in mind, empiricism seems to be rathemathod than an
ontological position for Quine. In his famous papBwo Dogmas of
Empiricism’ he presents two never questioned pplesi of empiricism,
namely reductionism and the analytic-synthetic inlision. If naive
empiricism is set as an ontological position, gulés in positivism — that
all talk about metaphysics is meaningless. But amethod, Quine’s
empiricism demands that the philosopher see thay sitithe world and
how it really is as one big task comprised of ptolohy, mathematics
and natural sciences. Quine sees all these apm®aging the same

principles of reasoning, objecting to any ‘firstimmiple’, ‘analytic

*"Magee, The Ideas of Quine: Dialogue with W.V. @ih75. See also Quine,
Natural Kinds, 126f.
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statement’ or ‘fact with indubitable certainty’. dite is no knowledge,
only beliefs; and all beliefs are thoroughly “praagin”.*®

Based on such a pragmatic ontology, the existengeossible
worlds and mental entities is rejected by Quinebestause they cannot
be experienced or seen (if that was the case xiBeerce of sets would
have to be denied, too). Rather they are rejecemhuse one of the
principles of reasoning, ontological parsimony, dens this rejection —
provided that the world can be explained equallyt weghout assuming
these entities as can be done with them.

The fundamental use of modalities in basic thigkimakes
Quine’s rejection of modalities highly disputabliminating all kinds
of modalities and mental entities, the explanatgrgwer of an
ontological system is reduced, and therefore moderaore ‘brute facts’
must be implemented. This is why the rule of paosiyncannot be used

to compare such ontological theories.

“8 C.f. Quine, Two dogmas of empiricism, 46.
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