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Abstract:

A minimalist or “pleonastic” ontology is supposed to provide a “cheap ontology” of language-created entities to serve as relatively innocuous referents for singular terms for such entities as properties, propositions, events, meanings, and fictional characters. This paper investigates the very idea of ontological minimalism, its source, and its potential applications. Certain puzzles and paradoxes arise in the idea of ontological minimalism; the article argues that these result from the fact that minimal entities divide into three different cases with importantly different ontological and epistemological implications. These different analyses show that general claims of minimalism provide no guarantee that the relevant entities are merely linguistic creations that can be accepted without ontological qualms. Nonetheless, minimalism has some important applications, e.g. relative minimalism can aid in determining the relative parsimony of different theories and thereby help demonstrate why certain forms of eliminativism regarding “ordinary objects”, fictional characters, etc. are misguided. 

Such entities as properties, propositions, meanings, and fictional characters have long presented difficulties for naturalism. For singular terms such as “the property of being a dog” seem to refer to these entities, but accepting that such terms refer is often thought to commit one to a realm of non-natural entities that are mysterious both ontologically and epistemologically. On the other hand, treating the relevant singular terms as either having no genuine referential function or attempting and failing to refer has unpalatable consequences [Schiffer 1996, 151-2]. An interesting response to this dilemma is to accept that the singular terms in question do refer, but to develop an “ontologically minimal” or “pleonastic” view that ascribes the entities referred to a “deflated” metaphysical status, in hopes of thereby permitting the needed reference to them while avoiding the ontological and epistemic embarrassments of robustly realist views. Accordingly, such diverse entities as meanings [Johnston 1988], fictional characters [Schiffer 1996], properties and propositions [Schiffer 1994, 1996, 2000], and events and states [Schiffer 1994] have all been argued to be “minimal” or “pleonastic” entities that are (in a sense) “mind- or language-created” and so need not be taken so ontologically seriously as rocks, trees, or the ideal entities of the Platonist [Schiffer 1996, 153].

But what is really involved in ontological minimalism beyond the deflationary rhetoric? The purpose of this paper is to investigate the very idea of ontological minimalism, its source, and its potential applications. I will argue that various problems and paradoxes arise in standard descriptions of ontological minimalism, and that these are the result of indifferently lumping together three separate kinds of minimalism, each of which has different ontological and epistemic standing. Distinguishing these kinds of minimalism enables a better understanding of the source of typical “minimalist” characteristics, and permits us to better assess what sorts of results minimalism can and cannot provide. It turns out that general claims of minimalism cannot provide any assurance that the relevant entities are in any sense mere “creations of our linguistic and conceptual practices” [Schiffer 1996, 153] that can be more readily reconciled with naturalism. Nonetheless, there are important applications of one sort of minimalism for determining the relative parsimony of different theories, which can, e.g., help demonstrate why certain forms of eliminativism regarding “ordinary” objects, fictional characters, etc. are misguided.

1. The Idea of Ontological Minimalism

According to the standard story, entities labeled “minimal” or “pleonastic” are distinguished from more ontologically robust objects by the following features: 

1. They are in some sense language-created.

2. The terms referring to them are guaranteed of reference.

3. To learn of their existence and all there is to know about them, one need only adopt the relevant language game.

Feature one provides the key to ontological minimalism’s claim to provide a “cheap” or “shallow” ontology that should be acceptable to the naturalist without denying that the relevant terms refer. But in what sense should we think of such things as properties, propositions, states or events as language-created? The first sense in which they are language-created is that minimal or pleonastic entities are introduced into our ontology as a result of “reifying talk” [Johnston, 1988, 38], or what Schiffer calls “something-from-nothing” language games that take us from a sentence involving no apparent commitment to such entities (I will call this the “basic” sentence) to yield a singular term apparently referring to one.  So, e.g. in the case of properties: 

A trivial transformation takes one from a sentence in which no reference is made to a property to a sentence that evidently contains a singular term whose referent is a property. Thus, from “Fido is a dog”, whose only singular term is “Fido”, we can infer its pleonastic equivalent “Fido has the property of being a dog” wherein the ostensible singular term “the property of being a dog” evidently refers to the property of being a dog. [Schiffer 1996, 149]

According to Schiffer, language games that license certain transformations similarly lead us into apparent commitment to fictional characters, states and events. In the case of fictional characters, we may begin with a sentence such as “Jonathan Pine walked into the lobby”, uttered within the pretense of a work of fiction (John Le Carré’s The Night Manager), and thus without ontological commitment. But our language games involving fictional characters then license us to introduce the singular term “The fictional character Jonathan Pine” which seems capable of being used seriously to refer to a certain fictional character [Schiffer 1996, 154-7]. Similarly, reference to events and states seems to be acquired by a language game that enables us to move from basic sentences such as “Fido bit Fi Fi” to the use of singular terms seemingly referring to events such as “Fido’s biting Fi Fi” [1994, 304]. 

A second odd feature of minimal or pleonastic entities making them ontologically suspect (and contributing to their characterization as linguistic creations) is that the terms introduced for them (unlike, e.g., those for purported scientific entities) seem to be guaranteed to refer to their new entities.
 As Schiffer puts it: 

The sentence “Fido is a dog”, whether or not it is true, also yields the singular term “the property of being a dog”, which we are assured of referring to the property of being a dog. [Schiffer 1994, 304]


But it is not just the way we apparently acquire commitment to such entities that signals them as mere “linguistic posits” [Schiffer 1996, 161]—this is also suggested by our special epistemological relation to pleonastic entities, as captured in feature three. Learning of the existence of physical entities such as electrons requires substantive discovery. In contrast, to learn of the existence of propositions, for example, it is necessary and sufficient simply to adopt the relevant language game that takes us from, e.g. “The apple is red” to “That the apple is red is true” [Schiffer 1994, 307]. Similarly, although to learn about electrons or trees one must undertake substantive investigations into the things themselves, to learn all there is to know about the nature of propositions, properties, or other pleonastic entities one must only study the language games by means of which they are deposited in our ontology. Thus, pleonastic entities are said to have “no hidden and substantial nature for a theory to uncover” [Johnston 1988, 38]. They are created by the language games that introduce them to our ontology, and all we know and need to know about them is determined by those language games [Schiffer 1996, 159]. This is supposed to secure their ontologically deflationary status, enabling us to help ourselves to reference to the suspicious entities while avoiding the embarrassments of a robust realism.

2. Problems and paradoxes

But the very idea of ontological minimalism requires closer examination before concluding that it can provide such results. First, certain paradoxes and difficulties arise in the idea of minimalism that prevent the above (supposedly defining) features from applying uniformly to all purported cases of minimal entities. A major paradox, highlighted and discussed by Schiffer himself, arises with feature one. Pleonastic entities as discussed above are supposed to be, in some sense, language-created. This seems at least plausible in the case of such things as fictional characters, as arguments for various “artifactual” theories of fiction (including my own) have urged that fictional characters are language-created in the sense that they would not exist were it not for the linguistic acts and practices of storytellers.
 Nonetheless, the vast majority of those entities classified as paradigm pleonastic entities, including properties, events, states, etc., seem to be language-independent. For according to those very language games that introduce such objects to us, propositions and properties, for example, could exist even if there were no language at all, thus no language games to introduce such things to our ontology; and did exist before there were such people and language games at all, and so cannot have been created by them. Similarly, according to our normal ways of talking about and conceptualizing such things, events and states such as the falling of an apple or the state of an electron’s being negatively charged, it seems, could exist in the absence of and prior to any language games whatsoever. 

Moreover (again, as Schiffer [1994, 308] himself notes), there seem to be certain properties, events, states, etc. that cannot be “created” in any sense by a linguistic transformation, since no such transformation is possible (at least in our language). There is no prior sentence with singular terms referring only to objects from which one may (by pleonastic transformation) arrive at a singular term referring to a lightning flash, and in general it is at least thinkable that there are propositions, states, etc. for which we lack means of linguistic expression [Schiffer 1994, 308]. This puts even further pressure on how we can understand these minimal entities to be, in any ontological sense, language-created. 


Other difficulties arise with regard to features two and three, since each is clearly false with regard to at least some purportedly minimal entities. There does seem to be a (Platonist) language game about propositions and properties that permits us, for (almost all) sentences of the form “x is P”, to derive the singular terms “The property P” and “The proposition that x is P”, which are treated as referring whether or not “x is P” is true, and indeed whether or not any such sentence is ever used.
 On such a view, per feature three, without any further knowledge of the world we could also learn of the existence of properties and propositions simply by adopting these language games. 

But these features do not hold for those language games licensing the relevant transformations for fictional characters, states and events. Our language games involving fictional characters do enable us to move from the basic (pretenseful) sentence “Jonathan Pine walked into the lobby” (although it is not true) to the singular term “Jonathan Pine”, referring to the fictional character. But, unlike the case of properties and propositions, singular terms purporting to refer to fictional characters are not guaranteed to refer. According to artifactual views of fiction, including the one Schiffer accepts as a “working hypothesis”, for a fictional character to exist at a world, the relevant name must be used in a pretending way at that world [1996, 156]. Whereas the property of redness exists even in those worlds where there are no basic sentences regarding it, on such views Jonathan Pine does not exist in worlds in which hypostatizing language games involving fictional names are generally used, but where (owing to a lack of Pine stories) no pretending practices regarding “Jonathan Pine” are undertaken. Similarly, regarding feature three, to know of the existence of fictional characters (on this view), it is not really enough to adopt the language game that licenses transformations from pretense involving sentences to hypostatizing sentences apparently referring to fictional characters. True, those in a possible world just like ours but lacking the hypostatizing use of fictional names need only adopt that use in order to know of the existence of fictional characters [Schiffer 1996, 158], but they must (as we do) know of the use of the pretending practices at their world to have such knowledge. In short, on this view of fictional characters, although we do not need to know the truth of any relevant (basic) sentence to know of the existence of fictional characters, we do need to know of the (pretenseful) use of such basic sentences involved in a practice of story telling.

The language games introducing terms for events and states, as ordinarily understood, fall still further afield from fulfilling features two and three. While Platonists at least would allow that the false sentence “grass is red” may be transformed to yield the referring singular term “the property of redness”, there is no standardly accepted language game that enables the transformation from a false sentence “Fido bit Fi Fi” to guarantee reference for the singular term “Fido’s biting Fi Fi”.
 According to ordinary practice, a term purporting to refer to an event or state is guaranteed of reference only provided that the pre-transformation sentence is true. Schiffer tacitly acknowledges this difference in his description of the case of states and events as “From a true sentence containing no singular term that refers to an entity of the kind in question, we get a singular term that does refer to an entity of the kind in question” whereas in the case of properties, the singular term is assured of referring “whether or not [the original sentence] is true” [1994, 304, italics mine].
 Thus although basic sentence “Fido bit Fi Fi” yields the singular term “Fido’s biting Fi Fi”, the latter is guaranteed of reference only if the prior sentence is true. Correlatively, counter feature three, in all of these cases, to know of the existence of the relevant items it is not enough simply to adopt the relevant manner of speaking—one must also know the truth of the basic sentences from which are derived the transformations purporting to refer to events or states. 

This different behavior of the different kinds of purportedly minimal entities suggests that there are at least three different cases that have been lumped together under the heading of “minimal” or “pleonastic” entities. We need a further analysis of ontological minimalism that explains the variations among these characteristics in different cases of purportedly minimal entities. We also need to explain why the relevant minimal features arise at all—in particular why (per feature two) there should be any (even conditional) guarantee that the pleonastic terms refer. Ordinarily, it is certainly not the case that introducing a term such as “Vulcan” guarantees that there is anything to which that term refers. So how is it possible that the singular terms introduced through pleonastic transformations are guaranteed to refer, given that (pace feature 1) language itself does not generally create minimal entities? And why, in some cases, does this guarantee hold only provided the basic sentences are true, or only provided they are appropriately used? By analyzing these cases separately we might hope to unravel some of the paradoxes and avoid some of the problems with the idea of minimalism as it has been developed thus far.

3. A proposed resolution

The paradox of pleonastic entities being language-created and yet language-independent can be resolved by distinguishing between establishing criteria and fulfilling them. The unifying feature of all of purportedly pleonastic entities is that we seem to acquire reference to them by means of linguistic transformations that take us from sentences free of such reference, to singular terms that seem guaranteed of reference to such entities (in some cases, provided that the basic sentence is used; in others, provided it is true). Thus it seems that minimal entities are “introduced” to our ontology by the relevant language games (and so “language-created”) only insofar as it is these games that introduce terms for these things and establish criteria for these terms to have reference. Those criteria, however, may not be language-based—that is the sense in which such entities are language-independent. But if that is so, how can there be any (even provisional) guarantee of reference to such entities? The obvious explanation is that the criteria are set up in such a way that they are guaranteed to be fulfilled, at least given the truth or appropriate use of the basic sentences. That explains the feeling that, in acquiring referents for these terms, we are getting “something for nothing”.

There seem to be at least three different ways in which criteria can be set up to guarantee the reference of singular terms introduced. As a result, we may distinguish three different possible kinds of ontological minimalism, each with different ontological and epistemic standing.

1. Relatively Minimal: The criteria appealed to require no more than is required to make true the basic sentence, so the existence of the objects in question is guaranteed, provided the basic sentence is true. 

Terms for states and events are guaranteed to refer provided the more basic sentence is true because, given the way these language games work, the conditions required to make true, e.g., “The firecracker exploded” are logically sufficient to make true “There was an explosion”. Thus although there are real conditions required to ensure the existence of such things, these involve nothing over and above what is required to ensure the truth of the more basic sentence (lacking state or event terms). Such minimal entities may be called “relatively minimal”, for they are minimal with respect to those entities referred to in the more basic sentence.

 The ontological standing of relatively minimal entities on this analysis is rather different from that supposed to apply to pleonastic entities generally. For these are not ordinarily linguistic entities, and serious conditions entirely extrinsic to language may be required for the terms to refer. This makes sense of the idea that there can be, e.g. kinds of states or events regarding which we have no relevant terms appearing in basic sentences that can be transformed into statements apparently referring to that kind of event or state. The relevant conditions generally required for there to be an event or state of the relevant kind may be fulfilled even if those conditions are not (in this particular case) stated or stateable in the available language(s). 

Nonetheless, with respect to an ontology that already makes true the more basic sentences, this “new” ontology is minimal in the sense that it involves introducing no additional ingredients—though not a true ontological free lunch, it is perhaps a case of “buy one, get one free”. Thus although the singular terms in the transformation are not guaranteed reference simpliciter, they are provided the basic sentence is true. For that reason as well, although (counter feature three) it is not true that all that’s needed to know of the existence of these minimal entities is to adopt the relevant language game, one can know of their existence simply provided one knows both the truth of the more basic sentence and the rules of use for the introduced terms, and one can learn of their nature by knowing all the empirical facts relevant to the truth of the more basic sentences, plus the rules of use for the introduced terms.

2. Absolutely Minimal: The criteria appealed to are null, so the existence of the items is guaranteed regardless of the truth of the basic sentence. 

A second means of guaranteeing that the existence criteria set up are fulfilled would be simply to make the conditions established by the relevant language game null (so these things exist unconditionally). Such entities may be called “absolutely minimal” entities, for they are minimal with respect to everything; their existence is logically inferable from any sentence (or none) plus the rules of use for the terms. 
 This is the category that would be appropriate for propositions and properties, as Schiffer treats them. 

There is a curiosity of this analysis, however. For if the existence of properties or propositions can be logically inferred from anything (or nothing), it seems there is nothing special about the basic sentences such as “Fido is a dog” that may be pleonastically transformed to yield such singular terms as “the property of doghood” that seem to refer to properties. This analysis might seem to make the pleonastic transformations, in this case, irrelevant. And in a sense they are irrelevant—the relevance of the basic sentences and their transformations is merely that, taken generally, they establish the use of the terms for properties and propositions that then establish the (null) conditions for their existence and guarantee that there are properties and propositions whether or not any conditions are fulfilled.

Absolutely minimal entities, like relatively minimal entities, are not really language-created, however the ontological standing of absolutely minimal entities is somewhat closer to that attributed to pleonastic entities generally. They are truly providing “something for nothing” since their existence requires no conditions. The singular terms in the transformations are guaranteed of reference whether or not the basic sentences involved are true, and thus one may know that these things exist simply by knowing the rules of use of the terms (adopting the relevant language games). This could explain certain features traditionally associated with Platonist conceptions of properties and propositions, such as that these things are necessary, independent, timeless and changeless, and knowable a priori, without requiring a robustly Platonist ontology. Nonetheless, much work remains to be done to assess the coherence and plausibility of the idea of a multitude of distinct pleonastic entities each of which has no existence conditions. Those issues cannot be pursued here, so I will leave it open whether or not such a deflationary account of properties and propositions can be made to work, and below will focus instead on the clearer case of relatively minimal entities.
3.
Linguistically Minimal: The criteria appealed to require only a certain use of the basic sentence. So the existence of the items is guaranteed provided the relevant use of the basic sentence. 

But before returning to the case of relatively minimal entities, there remains a third means by which the transformation from a basic sentence may guarantee successful reference of the derived singular terms: if all that is required for the successful reference of the singular terms is a certain use of the basic sentence itself. Among purportedly pleonastic entities, these linguistically minimal entities alone are truly language-created—though they are created by the relevant use of the basic sentence, not the transformations. Such pleonastic entities as fictional characters, according to the theory of fiction Schiffer [1996] tentatively accepts, seem to fall into this category. On such a view, for a fictional character such as Jonathan Pine to exist, it is certainly not required (as with relatively minimal entities) that the basic literary sentence be true—such fictional discourse is involved only in a pretense of assertion and, taken literally, would ordinarily be completely false—though one can still infer that there are such fictional characters. But, unlike absolutely minimal entities, it is not true that the conditions established for the reference of singular terms for fictional characters are null. Indeed, they require certain pretending uses of language to be engaged in (though not to be true). 

Not only fictional characters but also (not surprisingly) explicitly linguistic entities such as utterances, assertions, etc. are minimal in this sense. Thus, e.g., from the serious use of the phrase “There is oil in the car” one may derive the singular term “The assertion that there is oil in the car”, which is guaranteed of reference whether or not the basic sentence is true. (It is perhaps worth noting that the “relevant” use of a basic sentence may vary as, e.g., in the case of fictional characters it is pretenseful; in the case of assertions it is serious, etc.)

Although these are language-created entities, they still do not perfectly fit the standard descriptions of pleonastic entities. For these terms are not guaranteed of reference simpliciter (but only provided the basic sentences are appropriately used); and to know of the existence and nature of the entities, it is not enough merely to know the transformation rules—one must also know about the uses of language that provide the basis for the transformations. 

This analysis not only explains the variations in features among the three cases of minimal entities, it also helps explain why, although it is not in general true that the introduction of a singular term to a language guarantees its reference, there is a provisional guarantee of reference for pleonastically introduced singular terms based in the special way their success criteria are set up. In the case of a term such as “Vulcan” (unlike the cases of linguistically or absolutely minimal entities) there are substantive extra-linguistic conditions required for the term to refer (in this case, involving the existence of a planet between the sun and Mercury that explains perturbations of Mercury’s orbit). Moreover, unlike the case of relatively minimal entities, the term “Vulcan” cannot be introduced through a simple redundant transformation from any other true sentence guaranteeing that the requisite conditions are already fulfilled. (From the true sentence “Mercury’s orbit is perturbed” we can pleonastically derive the term “perturbation(s) of Mercury’s orbit” but not “the planet between Mercury and the sun that is the unified cause of these perturbations”). 

4. A Negative Result 

The initial attraction of ontological minimalism lay in the idea that we could allow for reference to suspicious entities like states, fictional characters, and propositions; and yet avoid the problems of robust realism about these entities, since they are in some sense mere linguistic creations. But once we have distinguished these types of minimalism, it is clear that general claims that a certain type of entity is ontologically minimal do not themselves demonstrate that such entities are ontologically shallow shadows of linguistic practice. True, linguistically minimal entities are language-dependent, and absolutely minimal entities purportedly involve no real existence conditions and thus might seem ontologically inconsequential; space constraints preclude further discussion of both of these cases, their plausibility and implications. In the case of relatively minimal entities, however, clearly none of these deflationary ontological consequences follow, since these may involve substantive non-linguistic existence conditions. Thus relative minimalism cannot guarantee us a way of reconciling our need to refer to these things with a desire for a naturalistically acceptable ontology—such entities are typically not language-created at all, and so in no sense mere shadows of our linguistic and conceptual practices. 

Thus, for example, even if states and events are best understood as ontologically minimal, this does nothing to alleviate the naturalist’s problems of accommodating mental states and events. In his [1990], Schiffer argues that a pleonastic view of intentional properties provides a way to reconcile sentential dualism (“the view that there are true but irreducible propositional-attitude sentences”) with ontological physicalism (“the view that there are no extralinguistic, irreducibly mentalistic or intentional entities of any ontological category”) [153]. He no longer accepts this strong claim, since he now accepts that terms for belief states, properties, etc. are genuinely referential singular terms referring to irreducibly mental entities. Nonetheless, some might hope that viewing mental states and events, like other states and events, as minimal entities could minimize a naturalist’s ontological or epistemological problems with accepting them.  

But mental states and events, like other states and events, are only relatively minimal. We can transform a sentence involving “John believes that snow is white” to “John’s belief [that snow is white]…”, but the term “John’s belief” is guaranteed of reference only provided that the prior sentence is true. Such sentences involving apparent nominalized reference to individual propositional attitude states may be minimal relative to those entities required to make true basic sentences involving intentional verbs such as “believes”, but they are not absolutely minimal; there are substantive conditions required for the existence of belief states. The relevant singular terms are guaranteed to require no more than is required for the truth of the basic sentences involving intentional predicates. But that certainly does not show that propositional attitude states are mere creations of our linguistic practices or ontologically deflated in any way that makes them less problematic for the physicalist or naturalist, although it does show that no additional ontological ingredients are required for these nominalizations to have reference than are required for the truth of the basic sentences involving intentional idioms. What conditions are those? That simply brings us back into the original problem of how to allow for the truth of intentional discourse from within a naturalist framework.

The negative moral to be drawn is that a general claim of minimalism provides no guarantee or even presumption that the entities in question are merely linguistic creations that can be simply accepted without ontological qualms. For relative minimalism only provides assurance that, given those entities required for the truth of the basic sentences, no more is required for the existence of the minimal entities referred to in the pleonastic transformations. Minimalism is not a palliative for all ontological problems or a guarantee that the so-called minimal entities can be easily integrated into a naturalistic ontology, for in the case of relative minimalism the resulting ontology is no more minimal than whatever one must start with before the transformations. 

5. A Positive Result

But neither is the resulting ontology any less minimal than that with which one must start before the transformations. Even though relatively minimal entities are not (generally) mere linguistic creations, they are ontologically minimal in the sense that the relevant singular terms, as a matter of their meanings and rules of use, ensure that no extra ingredients or conditions are required for the existence of these entities beyond what is required to make the basic sentence true.

As a result, relative ontological minimalism, so understood, provides a critical means of identifying cases of false parsimony.
 Whenever the truth of the sentences that seem to commit us to “suspicious” entities is logically entailed by the truth of the sentences in a reduced language, restricting talk to the latter idiom does not in fact show the way to a more parsimonious ontology. These sorts of eliminativism are a waste of effort, since no further ingredients are required to get us from one to the other. This is built into the very idea of pleonastic entities, since ontologically committing sentences that can be derived from the pleonastic transformations (e.g. “The event of Fido’s biting Fi Fi occurred”) are redundant, carrying no additional information beyond that of the more basic sentences (e.g. “Fido bit Fi Fi”), and having no additional truth-conditions. To declare that since events don’t exist, the latter is true but the former false would not provide a sparer ontology, but merely distort ordinary linguistic usage by treating claims that seem to be equivalent as not even having the same truth-value.

This reveals the misleading nature of purportedly more parsimonious ontologies that would supposedly relieve us of the “need” to postulate events or states by limiting discussion to the basic sentences (e.g. with singular terms referring only to particular objects) and resisting the reference in the nominalizations; of those that would enable us to avoid reference to fictional characters by talking only of stories, acts of storytelling, etc.;
 and even of those that would avoid postulating tables, chairs, sticks or stones by referring only to arrangements of simples.

The last case may serve best as an illustration. Consider, for example, Peter van Inwagen’s claims [1990, 128-9] that the only physical things are simples and living organisms; there are no tables, chairs, stones, logs or the like. This argument is based in an attempt to provide a clear, consistent answer to the “special composition question”—the question of when a plurality of objects composes something. Van Inwagen argues at length that the only acceptable answer to this question is that there is some y such that the xs compose y if and only if “the activity of the xs constitutes a life (or there is only one of the xs)” [1990, 82]. 

This answer to the special composition question thus leaves us with an apparently more parsimonious ontology than that of common sense, but van Inwagen takes pains to argue that his ontology is nonetheless not in conflict with common sense. The fact that, according to this ontological view, there are no chairs, he argues, does not conflict with the truth of common sense claims in ordinary language such as “there are two valuable chairs in the next room”. For it remains true on his theory that a certain (chair-shaped) region of space is filled with simple particles “arranged chair-wise”, and so the prior sentence is truly reporting the existence of relevant facts [1990, 101-2; 108-114]. 

The latter turn of phrase “there are particles arranged chair-wise” is certainly not part of our normal manner of speaking. Thus we must first ask what this means—and, in line with his desire to preserve common-sense claims and practices, van Inwagen nicely describes conditions for the existence and ongoing maintenance of such arrangements as based in artisans rearranging objects in space, causing bonding relations to hold so that these particles can jointly perform the characteristic supporting activities of chairs, and with the arrangement persisting as long as there is a continuous history of maintenance [1990, 127-135]. 

But if we do adopt van Inwagen’s proposed manner of speaking in his “language of refuge”, it seems clear that sentences containing apparent reference to chairs may be arrived at through pleonastic transformations from the language of refuge. For according to our ordinary practices in discussing chairs and other artifacts, nothing further is required for there to be a chair than that certain objects are bonded and arranged by an artisan in order that they fulfill certain typical functions, and that they are maintained in that arrangement for a time. If there were not already such a term as “chair”, from the language of refuge statement “there are particles arranged chairwise” one could (according to standard hypostatizing language games) still form the nominalization “a chairwise arrangement of particles”, or for short, “a chair”, which, since it requires no additional conditions, will be guaranteed of reference provided the initial statement is true. Chairs, on this analysis, are minimal relative to particles arranged chairwise (in van Inwagen’s sense).

The fact that even chairs may be relatively minimal with regard to some things reemphasizes the fact that being relatively minimal in no way entails that the entities in question are “merely linguistic” or ontologically deflated. It also, however, demonstrates that chairs and other ordinary objects are relatively minimal with respect to ontologies like van Inwagen’s. Nothing more is required for the truth of the transformed sentence, thus it would only provide false parsimony and distort ordinary linguistic practice to accept the existence of chairwise arrangements of particles but reject that of chairs.

A separate reason for rejecting ordinary objects such as tables and chairs once arranged particles and human practices are accepted might be that there is no reason to accept the former given that all the causal work is done by the latter. But the idea of relative minimalism also suggests that Alexander’s Dictum “to be real is to have causal powers” is misplaced when it is applied to relatively minimal entities as a demand that they have additional causal powers beyond those possessed by the entities they are minimal relative to; in such cases it can provide no real motive for eliminativism. Since no new ingredients are required for these entities, we should expect no additional causal powers beyond whatever is manifest by the entities referred to in the basic sentence.

These analyses of relative ontological minimalism help make evident the connection between ontological minimalism and the minimalist views about various practices [Johnston 1987a, 1989, 1992; Soames 1998] that have been proposed alongside them. The typical minimalist account of practices holds that our practices in a particular area (e.g. regarding material constitution, personal identity, persistence, etc.) involve no substantive metaphysical or physical commitments, and thus require no “superlative” entities to justify the practices. A minimalist analysis of the practices involved in using ordinary terms such as “table” and “chair”, would assert that our practices in determining that there is, e.g., a table here do not rely on there being some uniformly acceptable answer to the special composition question. As a result, the ordinary view that there are tables and chairs is not threatened by the failure to find such an answer to the special composition question that justifies saying there is a table here. Moreover, a relatively minimal analysis of our practices in treating such ordinary terms as “table” as referring would note that although this practice does require some justifying physical and metaphysical conditions, it does not require any superlative entities beyond pieces of wood (or ultimately particles) arranged in certain ways, by people with certain intentions engaged in certain practices…; nor does it require the existence of any causal powers beyond those possessed by such objects. As a result, the view that there are tables is not threatened by claims that fundamentally there are only particles arranged in certain ways by people engaging in certain practices. The eliminativist who denies that there are tables on these grounds and the hyperrealist who thinks that entities that (more than literally) add to the furniture of the universe are needed to back up our practice of treating “table” as referring are making the same mistake of overestimating the commitments of ordinary usage. 

As we saw above, it is clear in the case of relative minimalism that some of the original hopes for minimalism must be abandoned, since the entities’ minimal characteristics do not show that they are in any sense mere linguistic creations that can provide a ‘cheap’ ontology to do the necessary semantic work without substantive ontological costs. Nonetheless, as the case of eliminativism about ordinary objects shows, relative minimalism does provide a crucial tool for determining whether, given our other commitments, accepting entities of a particular kind results in loss of parsimony. If we are already committed to entities that make true certain basic sentences from which the relevant singular terms may be pleonastically derived, then it does not. Although accepting relatively minimal entities does have ontological costs, in some cases those costs are already paid.
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� With one important reservation: Russell-style paradoxes may arise in forming certain predicate and proposition nominalizations (e.g. in moving from “Doghood is a property that doesn’t instantiate itself” to the transformation “Doghood has the property of being a property that doesn’t instantiate itself”). Thus, technically, we should say that, e.g., “Every predicate ‘F’ determines its shadow property, the property of being F, except when that leads to absurdity” [Schiffer 1996, 165]. Another reservation that should perhaps be added is that the predicate be meaningful, since “Jacob is mimsy” presumably does not, if  “mimsy” is a nonsense word, permit of transformation to yield a referring term “the property of being mimsy”.


� For theories that take fictional characters to be created by the practices of storytellers see, e.g., Searle [1979], Crittenden [1991], and my [1999]. The term “artifactual theory” is from my [1999]. These are in contrast to Platonist or Meinongian theories of fiction that would treat fictional characters as objects that exist independently of all linguistic practices. (See, e.g., Parsons [1980], Zalta [1983]). Schiffer’s treatment of fiction [1996, 156] is based on the hypothesis that we should accept something like Searle’s view. Remarks about fiction above are similarly based on that hypothesis. 


� Others, of course, might argue that this is not the correct interpretation of our language games—that we really, at least often, require instantiation to infer property existence. If so, properties would be relatively (not absolutely) minimal entities, according to the distinctions below. For simplicity, however, the above assumes that Schiffer’s analysis of our language games is correct. 


� Although Meinong does propose accepting such transformations, the severe reactions to his proposal suggest that these are no part of our ordinary language games that introduce terms for particular states and events. In any case, it seems unlikely that Schiffer is proposing a Meinongian view of events, states, and beliefs, and if he is not, these pleonastic entities form a separate case from those of properties and propositions (as he describes them).


� That is, for properties considered as universals. Although Schiffer does not discuss them, it seems plausible that particularized properties or tropes instead follow the pattern of states and events. 


� This seems somewhat allied with Schiffer’s recent characterization of pleonastic entities as having their existence guaranteed by a certain kind of conceptual truth [2000, 11-12].  


� For discussion of the idea of false parsimony see my [1999], Chapter 9. The above criterion for false parsimony is above is, however, distinct from those described there.


� Schiffer [1996, 152] similarly criticizes reference failure views for this overthrow of our ordinary usage.


� See my [1999, Chapter 9] for arguments on somewhat different grounds that avoiding fictional characters by making reference only to stories is a case of false parsimony.


� This is not to suggest that van Inwagen himself uses parsimony as a reason for denying the existence of chairs and other composite, non-living material objects; he does not. His reasons are instead based largely in the need to provide a consistent acceptable answer to the special composition question, and in the benefits to be gained in sidestepping many of the philosophical problems with artifacts by denying their existence. These reasons must be separately examined on another occasion; for now it is enough to note that, according to ordinary usage, terms like “chair” are guaranteed to refer if certain sentences in the language of refuge that van Inwagen accepts are true. 


� Schiffer recently [2000, 11] proposed that a necessary condition for a concept F securing the existence of Fs as pleonastic entities is (roughly) that introducing Fs brings in no new causal consequences over those that would be entailed without Fs.  This fits well with the idea that, in the case of pleonastic entities, we should expect no new causal consequences; the lack of such causal additions is thus no argument against positing them. 


� Many thanks to John Heil, Joe Lau, Peter Lewis, and an anonymous referee from this journal for helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper; and to Peter van Inwagen for helpful discussion of related issues. 
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