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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Empty Names:
An Essay on the Semantics, Pragmatics, Metaphysics, and Epistemology

of Empty Names and Other Directly Referential Expressions

by

Benjamin David Caplan
Doctor in Philosophy of Philosophy
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Professor David Kaplan, Chair

In the nineteenth century, Jacques Babinet thought there was a planet between Mercury
and the Sun. He introduced ‘Vulcan’ as a name for such a planet; but, unfortunately for
him, there was and is no such planet. “‘Vulcan’ is an emply name: it’s 2 name that doesn’t
refer to anything. Ever since the time of Parmenides, empty names have been giving
philosophers lots of headaches.

There is 2 longstanding dispute in the philosophy of language about what the
content of a name is, where the content of an expression is what it contrbutes to the

propositions expressed by sentences that contamn it. On the one hand, direct reference



theorists say that the content of a name is the object that it refers to. On the other hand,
Fregeans say that the content of a name is a swemse, which presents the object that the
name refers to. Empty names don’t refer to anything. So, on the direct reference theory,
they have no content. As a result, empty names pose a host of problems for the direct
reference theory. By contrast, on the Fregean theory, empty names can stll have
contents (provided that some senses don’t present any object). As a result, empty names
don’t pose nearly as many problems for the Fregean theory.

The problems that empty names pose for the direct reference theory have been
taken to provide reasons for rejecting that theory in favor of its Fregean rival. But it
would be a mistake to reject the direct reference theory on those grounds. Why?
Because, by appropriating Fregean resources, direct reference theorists can offer
solutions to the problems that empty names pose. Or so I argue in this dissertation. The
main lesson that emerges is that the dispute between direct reference theorists and
Fregeans, properly understood, isn’t 2 dispute about whether there are senses so much as
it is a dispute about wherr there are senses. Both direct reference theorists and Fregeans
can appeal to senses, but only Fregeans think that senses are in the propositions

expressed by sentences that contain names.



CHAPTER ONE
DIRECT REFERENCE AND EMPTY NAMES

No problem has seemed to represent 2 more perplexing philosophical conundrum than
that of the use of names which have no reference.

— Saul Kripke, Referracr and Edstence

§0: INTRODUCTION

Let’s begin with two examples. Here’s the first. In the nineteenth century, Jacques
Babinet thought there was a planet between Mercury and the Sun. He introduced
‘Vulcan’ as a name for such a planet; but, unfortunately for him, there was no such
planet. And there still is no such planet. Here’s the second. Late one night, I thought
there was 2 homicidal maniac lurking in the shadows under the distant trees. I introduced
‘Leon’ as a name for such a person; but, fortunately for me, there was no such person.
And there still is no such person. Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’ are empsy: they don’t refer to
anything. (Or so I assume in this chapter. I defend that assumption in the next two
chapters.)

Empty names pose 2 host of problems for the direct reference theory.

Traditionally, these problems have been taken to be intractable. Indeed, along with



several other problems (for example, that substituting coreferential names m simple
sentences apparently fails to preserve cognitive value and that substituting coreferential
names in propositional-attitude ascriptions apparently fails to preserve truth-value), the
problems that empty names pose have been taken to provide reasons for rejecting the
direct reference theory.' But rejecting the direct reference theory would be a mistake. In
this dissertation, I argue that direct reference theorists can offer solutions to these
problems. In Section 1 of this chapter, I present the direct reference theory; and, in

Section 2, I present the problems that empty names pose for it.

§1: DIRECT REFERENCE

L1 Propositions

There are things that sentences express and that agents assert and believe. These are
propositions. They are the things that are quantified over in sentences like ‘I don’t believe
anything you say’ and That motto expresses something that few people believe
nowadays’. Propositions are about objects and attributes. For example, the proposition
expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’ is about me and the property of being seated. Propositions
have parts, and those parts determine the objects and attributes that the propositions are

about. For example, the proposition expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’ has two parts: one that

! See, for example, Plantinga 1978: 129-131, Devitt 1989: 207. For more on the problems that nonempty
names pose, see Chapter 6.



determines me and another that determines the property of being seated. The parts of a
proposition correspond to the parts of sentences that express it. For example, one part
of the proposition expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’, the part that determines me, cotresponds
to ‘Ben’; and another part of that proposition, the part that determines the property of
betng seated, corresponds to ‘is sitting”. The part of a proposition that corresponds to a
part of a seatence is what that part of the seatence contributes to that proposition. For
example, what ‘Ben’ contributes to the proposition expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’ is
something that determines me, and what ‘s sitting’ contributes to that proposition is
something that determines the property of being seated. The conzent of a sentence is the
proposition that it expresses, and the wntent of a part of a sentence is the part of the
proposition that it corresponds to. In other words, the content of an expression is what
it contributes to the propositions expressed by sentences that contain it. For example,
the content of ‘Ben is sitting’ is 2 proposition that is about me and the property of being
seated, the content of ‘Ben’ is something that determines me, and the content of ‘is
sitting’ 1s something that determines the property of being seated.

Propositions are not motey collections of parts; rather, those parts are put
together in various ways. For example, in the proposition expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’,
the parts that determine me and the property of being seated are put together in such a
way that the property of being seated is attributed to me. The importance of
structure—that is, of how the parts are put together—becomes clear when we consider

more complex propositions. ‘Robin kissed Sam’ and ‘Sam kissed Robin’ express



propositions that have the same parts: one that determines Robin, another that
determines the having-kissed relation, and a third that determines Sam. But those parts
are put together in different ways in those propositions. In the proposition expressed by
‘Robin kissed Sam’, those parts are put together in such a way that Robin is said to stand
i the having-kissed relation to Sam; whereas, in the proposition expressed by ‘Sam
kissed Robin’, those parts are put together in such a way that it is Sam who is said to
stand in that relation to Robin.

At least typically, propositions have truth-values. For example, the proposition
expressed by ‘Ben is sitting’ is true, because I am sitting. A sentence inherits its truth-
value from the proposition it expresses. For example, ‘Ben is sitting’ is true in virtue of
expressing a true proposition. The same sentence can express different propositions in
different wntexts. For example, when I utter it, ‘T am sitting’ expresses a proposition that
is about me; whereas, when you utter it, ‘1 am sitting’ expresses a proposition that is
about you And the same proposition can have different truth-values in different
arauomstances. 1 am actually sitting. So, as a matter of fact, the proposition expressed by

‘Ben is sitting’ is true. But, had I been standing, that proposition would have been false.

? For more on propositions, see, for example, Cartwright 1962, 1968; Salmon 1986a; Soames 1987a,
1987b; Kaplan 198%a; Thau 2002: Chapter 2.



1.2. What'’s in a Name?

A longstanding question in the philosophy of language is: what is the content of a2 name?
That s, what does a2 name contrbute to the propositions expressed by seatences that
contain it? Gottlob Frege (1892a) famously distinguishes the sewse (Sfn) and reference
(Bedentung) of an expression. For example, the referent of 2 name is the object that it
refers to, whereas its sense is 2 mode of presentation of that object.” Frege’s distinction
presents us with two obvious candidates for the content of 2 name: namely, the object
that it refers to and a2 mode of presentation of that object. Frege himself argues that what
a name contributes to the propositions (or thoughts) expressed by sentences that contain
it is a2 mode of presentation of the object that it refers to. That is, in contemporary
terminology, Frege’s view is that the content of a name is a mode of presentation of the
object that it refers to.

But one of the main advances that has occurred in the philosophy of language
since the 1970s is the recognition that the content of a name is not 2 descriptive mode of
presentation: that is, it is not 2 mode of presentation that is of a kind with the contents
of definite descriptions (for example, ‘the first philosopher on the moon’). This
antidescriptivist view about the contents of names is supported by semantic, epistemic,
and modal arguments from Keith Donnellan (1970), Saul Knpke (1972), and David

Kaplan (1989a). The crux of the semantic argument is that the descriptive mode of

> Frege (1892a: 26-27) says that a sense aatains 2 mode of presentation, which suggests that senses are not
modes of presentation. But there are reasons to think that the suggestion is mistaken. See Thau and
Caplan 2001: 162 n. 7.



presentation that speakers associate with 2 name often does not determine the object
that the name refers to. For example, speakers might associate the content of ‘the
famous physicist’ with ‘Feynman’, even though that content doesn’t (uniquely) determine
any object; and they might associate the content of ‘the discoverer of the Peano axioms’
with ‘Peano’, even though that content determines Richard Dedekind rather than
Gtuseppe Peano. But the content of a name must determine the object that the name
refers to. So, in many cases, the content of a name cannot be the descriptive mode of
presentation that speakers associate with it.

The crux of the modal and epistemic arguments is that the proposition expressed
by a sentence that contains a name often has a different modal or epistemic profile than
it would have if the content of the name were a descriptive mode of presentation. For
example, if the content of ‘Saul Kripke’ were the descriptive mode of presentation that is
the content of ‘the mathematical prodigy from the Midwest who became 2 famous
philosopher’, then the proposition expressed by “If Saul Kripke exists, then Saul Kripke
is a philosopher” would be both necessary and a priorr. But it’s neither.

Over the years, there have been many responses to these antidescrptivist
arguments. I won’t rehearse the literature here.* Although some think that there is 2 way

around them, in the rest of this dissertation I assume that the arguments are, in essence,

* For responses to the modal argument, see Plantinga 1978: 132ff; Burge 1979: 419-420, 419-420 n. 15a;
Evans 1979: 179-180; Dummert 1981a: 110-151; Dummett 1981b: 182-185, 574-585; Stanley 1997: 569-
571. For arguments against these responses, see Soames 2001: Chapter 2. For a reply to Soames’s
arguments, see Sosa 2001: 24-34, Nelson forthcoming. (See also Nelson 2000b, Caplan 2000.) For
antidescrptivist arguments in the case of empty names, see Kripke ms.; Braun 1993: 454, 1995.



correct. I take the arguments to show that, if the content of 2 name is 2 mode of
presentation, then that mode of presentation is not descriptive.

We are thus left with two candidates for the content of 2 name: namely, the
object that it refers to and 2 nondescriptive mode of presentation of that object. Instead
of developing a theory of what nondescriptive modes of presentation might be, some
have adopted the view that the content of 2 name is simply the object that it refers to.’
Following Kaplan (1989a), we can call this ‘the direct reference theory’.® We can state its
two charactenstic theses as follows.

The Thesis about Names

The content, if any, of a name is the object, if any, that it refers to.

The Thesis about Sentences

What a sentence that contains 2 name expresses, if anything, is a sngular

proposition: a proposition that contains the object, if any, that is the

content of the name.’

> For more on nondescriptive modes of presentation, see Chapter 6.

¢ See also Kaplan 1973a, 1975, 1978, 1979, 1986, 1989b; Donnellan 1974. Precursors include Mill 1843,
Whitehead and Russell 1910, Russell 1918-1919, Marcus 1961, Donnellan 1970, Keipke 1972. On the
history, sec the papers—especially Soames 1995b, 1998—collected in Humphreys and Fetzer, eds. 1998.
Kapke (1979: 239-248) comes close to endorsing the direct reference theory. But Salmon (1998: 312 n. 11)
reports that “informal discussions” have led him to believe that Kripke is “deeply skeptical” In recent
years, the direct reference theory has been defended by Salmon (1981, 1986a, 19892, 1989b, 1989¢, 1990)
and Soames (1985, 1987a, 1987b, 19892, 1995a, 2001). See also Recanati 1993. In this dissertation I focus
on names. On the direct reference theory and pronousns, see, for example, Salmon 1986b, 1992; Soames
1989-1990, 1994a. And on the direct reference theory and demonstratives, see, for example, Kaplan 198%a;
Braun 1994, 1996; Salmon 2002; Caplan 2002

" Throughout, I ignore the complications posed by sentences in which names occur within quotation
marks or other such devices.



On the direct reference theory, nonempty names connect language and reality ditectly in
the following way: a seatence that contains 2 nonempty name expresses a singular

proposition that contains the object in the world that the name refers to.

§2: EMPTY NAMES
Empty names pose all sorts of problems for any theory about the connection between
language and reality, and the direct reference theory is no exception. One source of these
problems is that, on th:: direct reference theory, a sentence that contains an empty name
apparently fails to express any proposition. An empty name, which has no referent, has
no content. So it doesn’t contribute anything to the propositions, if any, expressed by
sentences that contain it. It seems that, just as an empty name is defective (in having no
content), sentences that contain it must also be defective (in having no content either).
For these reasons, it is tempting, and apparently even compulsory, for direct reference
theorists to conclude that a sentence that contains an empty name fails to express any

proposition. David Braun (1993: 456-460) calls this ‘the no proposition view’.*

* Krpke (ms.) and Donaellan (1974: 20-21, 21 o 15; but cf 25-31) are among those who accept the no
proposition view, at least for some sentences that contain empty names. So are McKay (1981: 295-296),
Fitch (1987: 159-161, 1993: 462-463), Martin (1987: 174-176, 188-189), and Recanati (2000: 218, 226).
Braun (1993: 449, 456-460, 465) is prepared to accept the no proposition view but prefers not to. (See
Braun 1993: 460-465. And see Chapter 4.) Ryckman (1988: 241-246) also seems prepared to accept i,
although he denies that the direct reference theory applies to empty names and so does not see the no
proposition view as a consequence of the direct reference theory. Salmon (1986a: 127) seems open to the
possibility that the no proposition view is correct for some cases, but he later rejects it. (See Salmon 1998:
307-310. And see Chapter 4.)



This is where the trouble begins. For the no proposition view apparently has
several counterintuitive consequences. First, it might seem that a speaker could not use 2
sentence that contains an empty name to communicate something that she believes. For
the sentence would fail to express any proposition and hence would fail to express any
proposition that she believes. But, for example, it seems that I can use ‘It is not the case
that Vulcan exists’ to communicate something that I believe. Braun (1993: 453) calls this
‘the problem of the proposition believed’.

Second, it might seem that, since it would fail to express any proposition, 2
senten-:e that contains an empty name would be nonsense. But, for example, ‘It is not
the case that Vulcan exists’ does not seem to be nonsense. Braun (1993: 451-452) calls
this ‘the problem of nonsense’.

Third, it might seem that two sentences that contain different empty names
could not differ in what Frege (1892a: 25-26) calls “cognitive value” (“Erkenntniswert”),
since both would fail to express any proposition. But, for example, Vulcan is a planet’
and ‘Leon is a planet’ might appear to differ in cognitive value. Braun (1993: 458-459)
calls this ‘the problem of differing cognitive values’.

Finally, it might seem that a sentence that contains an empty name could not be
either true or false. For a sentence has a truth-value only derivatively, in virtue of
expressing a proposition with that truth-value; and a seatence that contains an empty
name would fail to express any proposition. But, for example, ‘It is not the case that

Vulcan exists’ appears to be true. Braun (1993: 452-453) calls this ‘the problem of truth’.



The problem of truth is a problem about the connection between language and
reality. For truth itself requires a connection between language and reality. By contrast,
the problem of the proposition believed and the problem of differing cognitive values
are problems about the connection between language and thought. For the proposition
that a speaker believes and that she communicates when she uses a sentence is a thought
that she grasps, and that two sentences differ in cognitive value has at least something to
do with the thoughts that she grasps when she uses those sentences.

As stated, the problem of nonsense is not all that spedific; it is probably a
problem about the connections between language and reality, between language and
thought, and between thought and reality. When we say that a sentence that contains an
empty name is nonsense, we might be saying that it is not about anything in the world
(this is 2 problem about the connection between language and reality), that a speaker
who uses it cannot be grasping any thought (this is a problem about the connection
between language and thought), or that the thought that a speaker grasps when she uses
it cannot be about anything in the world (this is a2 problem about the connection
between thought and reality).

There is a sense in which the problem of truth is more immediate than the other
problems that empty names pose for the direct reference theory. This is not surprising,
given that the problem of truth is the only problem that is cleardy about the connection
between language and reality and that the direct reference theory is a theory about that

connection. It is central to the notion of a proposition that a sentence inherits its truth-
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value from the proposition it expresses. Given this, the no proposition view has as a
rather immediate consequence that, since it fails to express 2 proposition, 2 sentence that
contains an empty name cannot be either true or false.

Correspondingly, there is a sense in which the other problems that empty names
pose for the direct reference theory are less immediate. Although there are no doubt
connections between the proposition expressed by a sentence, on the one hand, and
whether 2 speaker can use the sentence to communicate something that she believes,
whether it makes sense, and which sentences it differs in cognitive value from, on the
other, I do not think that these connections are as central to the notion of a proposition.
Consequently, that a sentence that contains an empty name fails to express a proposition
(as 1t does on the no proposition view) should not have as an immediate consequence
that 2 speaker who uses the sentence cannot communicate anything that she believes,
that it is nonsense, or that it does not differ in cognitive value from certain other

sentences (as the problem of the proposition believed, the problem of nonsense, and the

problem of differing cognitive values might suggest).

§3: CONCLUSION
In presenting the problems that empty names pose for the direct reference theory, I have
been assuming that some names, including “Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’, are empty. One way to

solve—or, rather, dissolve—the problems that empty names pose for the direct
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reference theory would be to deny that any names are empty. But this is not a strategy I
endorse. In Chapters 2 and 3, I defend the assumption that some names are empty. On
the view that emerges, it would be a mistake to treat all names that appear to be empty
alike. Some (for example, “Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’) are empty. But others (for example,
‘Plato’) do refer, albeit to objects that don’t actually exist now.

Since some names are empty, direct reference theonsts must address the
problems that they pose. In Chapter 4, I consider a view—namely, the gappy
proposition view—on which sentences that contain empty names do express
propositions after all. I argue that, by itself, this view can’t solve all of the problems that
empty names pose for the direct reference theory. To solve those problems, direct
reference theonsts need to appeal to Fregean resources. Or so I argue. In Chapter 5, I
argue that various solutions that don’t appeal to Fregean resources fail In Chapter 6, |
explain how, by appealing to Fregean resources, direct reference theorists can solve the
problems that nonempty names pose. And, in Chapter 7, I argue that those solutions can

be extended to the problems that empty names pose.
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CHAPTER TWO

REFERENCE WITHOUT EXISTENCE

§0: INTRODUCTION

Gottlob Frege (1892a: 4142, 42 o I, 1893: §11, 19-20) proposes assigning a
referent—either the number zero or the empty set—to what would otherwise be an
empty name or definite description.’ This might be 2 good prescription for how a formal
or natural language should wotk, but it’s not a good description of how any natural
language actually works. As Bertrand Russell (1905a: 484) remarks, Frege’s proposal is
“plainly artificial.” If we’re creating a formal language, then we can stipulate that every
name that would otherwise be empty refers to any object we please: Keanu Reeves, say.
And the question of which names, if any, are empty tumns out to be easy. (The answer is:
nonel) But, if we're studying a natural hnguage, then we don’t get to make such
stipulations. And the question of which names, if any, are empty tums out to be hard.
(The answer is: some! But which ones?)

In this chapter and the next, I defend the assumption that some names are
empty. Some philosophers think that no name is empty. On Alexius Meinong’s (1904a)
view, for example, every name refers to an object: some names refer to objects that exist,

whereas other names refer to objects that don’t exist. It is commonly assumed that, on

! For an exposition of Frege's (1893) view, sce Beaney 1997: 384-385.
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Memong’s view, objects that don’t exist nonetheless have some sort of being. For
example, Nathan Salmon (1998: 288) says that, on Mcinong’s view, ‘the round square’
refers to an object that has “lower-class ontological status, a sort of being shy of
existence.” But this isn’t so: as | argue i Section 1, Metnong’s view is that some names
refer to objects, even though those objects don’t exist and don’t have any other sort of
being cither. Meinong’s view might seem absurd. Voicing the sentiments of many, Tyler
Burge (1983: 80) says: “Meinong’s approach is, to put it bluntly, silly.” But it isn’t In
Section 2, I develop a metaphysical picture. In Section 3, I argue that this metaphysical
picture vindicates Meinong’s view that some names refer to objects that don’t exist and
that don’t have any other sort of being cither—but without vindicating Meinong’s view
that no name is empty.

You might already accept Meinong’s view that, because every name that doesn’t
refer to an object that exists refers to an object that doesn’t exist, no name is empty. If
so, this chapter isn’t for you. But you might be unsure how to make sense of Meinong’s
view that some names refer to objects that don’t exist and that don’t have any other sort
of being cither. And you might be unsure whether to accept Meinong’s view that no
name is empty. If so, this chapter is for you. The metaphysical picture developed in
Section 2 makes sense of Meinong’s view that some names refer to objects that don’t
exist and that don’t have any other sort of being either. But, still, it doesn’t provide any
reason for accepting Meinong’s view that no name is empty. So, without further,

independent reasons, we needn’t accept Meinong’s view that no name is empty.
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§1: MEINONG

L1. Existence and Being

On Meinong’s (1904a) view, every name or definite description that doesn’t refer to an
object that exists refers to an object that doesn’t exist. Let’s review our two examples. In
the nineteenth century, Jacques Babinet introduced “Vulcan’ as 2 name for a planet
between Mercury and the Sun. And, late one night, I introduced ‘Leon’ as a name for a
homicidal maniac lurking in the shadows under the distant trees. But there was and is no
planet between Mercury and the Sun, just as there was and is no homicidal maniac
lurking in the shadows under the distant trees. On Meinong’s view, ‘Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’
refer to objects that don’t exist, as do names from fiction or myth (such as ‘Sherock
Holmes’, ‘Pegasus’, and ‘Santa Claus’) and certain definite descriptions (such as ‘the
golden mountain’ and ‘the round square’). But, contrary to what is commonly assumed,
Meinong doesn’t think that these objects have any sort of being.

In “The Theory of Objects,” Meinong (1904a: 5-7) distinguishes objects that
“extstieren” from objects that merely “besteben.” On Meinong’s view, every object that
extstieren also besteben, but not every object that besteben also existierem; these objects that
bestehen but don’t existerien merely besteben. Obijects that exdstieren—for example, rocks and
tables and chairs—are concrete. By contrast, objects that merely besteben—for example,
sets and numbers and true propositions—are abstract. Although they don’t existieren,
objects that merely bestehen have some sort of being other than Existenz: namely, Bestand,
Meinong thus accepts the claim that, although they don’t existieren, some objects have

some sort of being other than Existenz: namely, Bestand.
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It might be tempting to render this claim as ‘although they don’t exist, some
objects have some sort of being other than existence: namely, subsistence’. After all,
‘existieren’ is usually translated as ‘exist’, and ‘besteben’ is usually translated as “subsist’. But
this temptation should be resisted, because Meinong doesn’t use ‘oxisfieren’ as we use
‘exist’. Rather, he uses ‘oxdstieren’ as we use ‘concretely exist’, and he uses ‘besteben’ as we
use ‘exist’. Meinong’s claim that, although they don’t edistieres, some objects have some
sort of being other than Existeny—namely, Bestand—is, as we would put it, the chim
that, although they don’t concretely exist, some objects have some sort of being other
than concrete existence: namely, existence wut court. Or, better yet, it’s the claim that
some objects that aren’t concrete exist. In what follows, I speak of existence fout wurt
where Meinong would speak of Bestand, and I speak of concrete existence where
Meinong would speak of Exdstens,.

On Meinong’s view, among the objects that don’t exist (or, as he would put it,
bestehen) are those that ‘Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’ refer to. But he doesn’t think that these
objects have any sort of being.’ Meinong (1904a: 9) does say: “Those who like
paradoxical modes of expression could very well say: “There are objects of which it is
true that there are no such objects’.” Objects of which it is true that there are no such
objects are objects that don’t exist. So, if there are objects of which it is true that there
are no such objects, then there are objects that don’t exist. Meinong thus says that one
“could very well say” something that implies that there are objects that don’t exist. This

suggests that, on his view, there are objects that don’t exist.
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But, before we conclude that Meinong thinks that objects that don’t exist have
some sort of being other than existence, we should bear two points in mind. First, he
says that those who could say that there are objects of which it is true that there are no
such objects are “those who like paradoxical modes of expression.” This suggests that
those who don’t like such modes of expression wouldn’t say that and hence needn’t say
anything that implies that there are objects that don’t exist. And, second, whatever sort
of being it is that objects of which it is true that there are no such objects lack, to say
that there are such objects is to say that they have precisely that sort of being. It isn’t to
say that they have some sort of being other than the sort of being they lack. So, even if
Meinong were among those who like paradoxical modes of expression and who would
say that there are objects of which it is true that there are no such objects, he would not
be saying that objects that don’t exist have some sort of being other than existence.?

In later, unpublished wotk, Meinong (1913, 1915b) entertains the view that there
is a kind of being that all objects, including those that don’t exist, share.* But his
considered view, at least in “The Theory of Objects,” is that objects that don’t exist
don’t have any sort of being. Meinong (1904a: 9-13) discusses the view that there is some
sort of being other than concrete existence or existence fat court, a sort of being that

even objects that don’t exist have. He presents the following argument for the view. The

2 See Chisholm 1972.

’AthirdpoincIamassmningdnt,ifthercmobicctsofacerminsott.thcnthoseobiectshxvesomeﬁnd
of being.

* The atation of Memong 1913, 1915b comes from Lambert 1983: 14 n. 4. Lambert reports that the
manuscripts can be found in the library of the Karl Franzens Universitit in Graz, Austria.
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object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to, which doesn’t exist, has nonbeing (Nichstein).
So the proposition that the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to has nonbeing is
true. Let’s call that proposition ‘Goldie’. Since Goldie is true, it has some sort of being.
The relation between the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to and Goldie is like
the relation between a part and 2 whole of which it is 2 part. And, if a whole has some
sort of being, then so do its parts. Since Goldie has some sort of being, so does the
object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to. But the object that ‘the golden mountain’
refers to doesn’t exist. So the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to has some sort
of being other than existence. This sort of being must be compatible with nonbeing,
since the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to also has nonbeing. Meinong (1904a:
11) calls this sort of being “quasi-being” (“Quasisein’).

Meinong accepts that objects that don’t exist have nonbeing. But nonbeing
needn’t be a sort of being and hence needn’t be a sort of being other than existence, so it
doesn’t follow that he accepts that objects that don’t exist have some sort of being other
than existence. And Meinong rejects the conclusion that objects that don’t exist have
qQuasibeing or any sort of being other than existence. He does this by rejecting “the
analogy to the part-whole relation™ namely, the claim that the relation between the
object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to and Goldie is like the relation between a part
and a whole of which it is a part.’ Speaking of that analogy and of propositions such as

Goldie, Meinong (1904a: 12) says:

5 Meinong 1904a: 12.
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Insmdofdetivingthcbdngomebject&omd:ebdngofan
Objecdve[i,c.ptoposidon],cvenond:ebas'nofaqusﬂomblemlogy
where the Objective is an Objective of non-being, it would be better to
condudc&omthcfactswidxwhichwcateconcanedthatthismalogy

does not apply to the Objective of non-being—i.c., that the being of the

Objective is not by any means universally dependent upon the being of

its Object.

Rather than conclude that the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to has some sort
of being other than existence, then, Meinong denies that the object that ‘the golden
mountain’ refers to must have some sort of being if Goldie has some sort of being. On
Meinong’s view, Goldie can itself have some sort of being, even if the object that ‘the
golden mountain’ refers to does not. He thus avoids the conclusion that the object that
‘the golden mountain® refers to has some sort of being other than existence.

Meinong (1904a: 12) goes on to say that an object “stands ‘beyond being and
non-being’” This is what he calls “the principle of the indifference of pure Objects to
being.™ Saying that an object “stands ‘beyond being and non-being™ is how someone
“who secks to associate himself with models which have become famous could
formulate” the principle of indifference.” But it can also be formulated in 2 “less
pretentious and less engaging way,” which Meinong (1904a: 12-13) finds “more
appropriate,” by saying that, although either the proposition that an object has being or
the proposition that it has nonbeing is true, “The Object is by nature indifferent to

being.” I am not sure what the principle of indifference amounts to, exactly, but I take it

¢ Meinong 1904a: 13,

" Meinong 1904a: 12
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that it does not rule out, and might even suggest, the view that some objects—namely,

those that don’t exist—don’t have any sort of being.

Neo-Memnongians are more ot less in keeping with Meinong on the question of
whether objects that don’t exist have any sort of being. For example, Terence Parsons
(1980: 10) is neutral on the question. And Richard Routley (1980: 2) says that, at least in
many cases, objects that don’t exist don’t have any sort of being. He also says that

existence is the only sort of being, so an object that doesn’t exist doesn’t have any sort of

being.*

1.2. Propertics and Relations
On Meinong’s view, objects that don’t exist can enter into relations. In particular, they
can enter into the refers-to relation: ‘Vulcan’ and ‘Leon’, for example, refer to objects
that don’t exist. Objects that don’t exist can also have properties. For example, the
object that ‘Vulcan® refers to has the property of being a planet between Metcury and the
Sun, and the object that ‘Leon’ refers to has the property of being a homicidal maniac
lurking in the shadows. Meinong (1904a: 8) calls this “the principle of the independence
of Sosein [having properties] from Sein [being or existing].”

On Meinong’s view, the object that ‘the golden mountain’ refers to has the

properties of being golden and of being a2 mountain, and the object that ‘the round

* Routley: 1980: 851. On the interpretation of Routley’s (1980) view, see Lewis 1990.

? As Meinong (1904a: 8 n. 1) acknowledges, the principle of independence is due to his student Ernst
Mally (1904).
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square’ refers to has the properties of being round and of being square. No object that is
both round and square exists. So, on Meinong’s view, ‘the round square’ doesn’t refer to
an object that exists; rather, it refers to an object that doesn’t exist. But, on pain of
contradiction, Meinong’s view can’t be simply that every definite description of the form
(the q>] refers to an object that has whatever properties are expressed by the expressions
in @. As Russell (1905a: 483, 1905b: 533, 1907: 439) argues, if ‘the round square that
exists’ referred to an object that had all of the properties expressed by the expressions in
‘round square that exists’, then it would refer to an object that is round and square and
that exists. But no object that is both round and square exists. So ‘the round square that
exists’ would refer to an object that both exists and doesn’t exist. But that’s impossible.
There are at least two ways for Meinong to get around this problem. The first is
to distinguish two sorts of properties: an object that doesn’t exist lacks the full-blooded,
extranuclear property of existing; but it can have 2 “watered down,” muckar version of that
property."” On this view, ‘the round square that exists’ refers to an object that has the
nuclear property of existing and lacks the extranuclear property of existing. And there is
no contradiction in an object’s having a nuclear property and lacking its extranuclear
counterpart. The second way for Meinong to get around the problem is to distinguish

two ways in which objects can be related to properties: an object that doesn’t exist

1 Mecinong (1915a: 176) borrows the distinction between nuclear (korstitatorisch) and extranuclear

(anferkonstitorisch) properties from Mally. The citation of Meinong 1915a: 176 comes from Findlay 1963:
176. The term ‘watered down’ (‘depotensierte) comes from Meinong 1915a: 291. The citation of Metnong
1915a: 291 comes from Findlay 1963: 103. See Findlay 1963: 103-106. For a neo-Meinongian view that

relies on the distinction between nuclear and extranuclear properties, see Parsons 1980.
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