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CHAPTER 7

Alston on ontological commitment

I prepesc te discuss William P Alsten’s classic 1958 essay, “Ontelegical
Cemmitments.”

Philesephers, analytical philesephers at any rate, often engage in the
practicc of replacing sentences with paraphrases of thescsentences. Alsten’s
tepic in “Ontelegical Cemmitments” is enc special casc ef this practice —
the case in which the eriginal sentence is an explicitly existential sentence
and the paraphrasc is net. In such cascs, Alsten calls the paraphrasc an
“entelegical reductien” ef the eriginal. Here is a well-knewn example of
an entelegical reductien — altheugh it belengs te a later chapter in the
histery ef analytical philesephy than Alsten’s cssay:

The original sentence: There are three holes in this piece of cheese

Its ontological reduction: This piece of cheese is triply perforate.

“Ontelegical Cemmitments” is deveted te a questien abeut entelegi-
cal reductiens: what is the peint ef fermulating them — what decs the
philesepher whe “paraphrases away” eccurrences ef cxplicitly existential
vecabulary mean te accemplish? In the clesing paragraphs ef the essay he
gives his ewn answer te this questien. The bedy ef the essay, hewever,
is deveted te the refutatien ef a pepular answer — perhaps the standard
answer — te the questien. And the pepular er standard answer is this:
the entelegical reductien ef an explicitly existential sentence enables these
whe enderse the reductien te aveid entelegical cemmitment te entities
of the sert asscrted te cxist by the eriginal, unreduced sentence. In the
casc of eur cxample: by replacing ‘There arc three heles in this picce of
cheese’ with ‘This picce of cheesc is triply perferate’ we ge atleast seme way
teward aveiding entelegical cemmitment beth te heles in picces of cheese
and heles in general (Of ceursc te succeed fully in aveiding entelegical

' PhilosophicalStudies, volume 1x (1958), pp. 8-17.

137



138 Existence: Essays in Ontelegy

cemmitment te helcs, er cven heles in picces of cheese, we sheuld ne
deubt have te find entelegical reductiens ef many ether sentences than
that enc — There arc cxactly as many heles in that picce of cheese as there
arc crackers en that platc’, fer cxample.)

Alsten’s pesitien is that this explanatien ef the peint ef entelegical
reductien is whelly unsatistactery. In suppert ef this pesitien, he asks us
te censider the fellewing cxample of an cxistential reductien (it is taken

frem Merten Whitc’s Teward Reunien in Philesephy):

1. Thercis a pessibility that James will ceme.
2. The statement that James will ceme is net certainly false.

(White’s example ceuld be impreved. It is at least a defensible thesis that
(2) legically implies ‘There is a statement that is net certainly false’, and I
cxpectthatmany ef the pceple whe want te aveid entelegical cemmitment
te pessibilitics will alse want te aveid entelegical cemmitment te “state-
ments.” A better reductien weuld have been, Tt is net certainly false that
James will cemc’.) And, accerding te the pepular er standard explanatien
of the purpesc ef entelegical reductien, the rcasen semcenc might effer
(2) as a paraphrasc of — an entelegical reductien ef — (1) is that deing se
will enable him er her te “aveid entelegical cemmitment te pessibilitics.”
Alsten cenfrents this cxplanatien with a dilemma — Alsten’s dilemma, T'll
call it. Here is my ewn statement of Alsten’s dilemma:

Either (2) is an adequate translation of (1) into other language (language that
is not explicitly existential) or it is not. If it is an adequate translation of (1)
into other language — that is, if it says the same thing as (1) but in ditferent
words — then it must involve those who employ it as a vehicle of assertion in
the same ontological commitments as (1) does. And in that case, of course,
no ontological commitments are avoided. And if (2) is #or an adequate
translation of (1) into other language, then (2) is not an ontological reduction
of (1). In neither case, therefore, can one avoid ontological commitment to
possibilities by devising an ontological reduction of the sentence (1).

Alsten cencedes that a philesepher might simply define the idea of “ente-
legical cemmitment” te cntitics of a certain sert in terms of enc’s usc of
‘there is” and ‘exists’ in cennectien with thesc entitics. He prevides a “cri-
terien of entelegical cemmitment” that he suppescs such a philesepher

weuld find appealing:

One is ontologically committed to P’s if and only if he is unable to say
what he wants to say without using a sentence of the form ‘There is (are)
alP...(theP..., Ps..., etc.) or some other sentence that deviates from
this form only by replacing ‘there is’ by some other expression with explicit
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existential force or by replacing ‘P’ by a synonym (together with such
grammatical changes as are required by these replacements, as in the change
from ‘There are some lions in this countty’ to ‘Lions exist in this country’).

(In a feetnetc te this statcment of a critcrien of entelegical cemmitment,

he says,

This criterion could be further made precise by making more explicit the
scope of the ‘etc.” Not any phrase containing ‘possibility’ can be combined
with a ‘there is’ to produce a sentence which would normally be used to
assert the existence of possibilities. Consider, for example, ‘There is a man
who is holding open some good possibilities for you.” More generally, what
is required is that ‘P’ falls within the scope of the existential expression. This
of course needs further clarification.)

In the bedy ef the text, he gecs en te say that the criterien he has fermu-
lated is “by a net se fertuiteus circumstance. . . substantially equivalent te
Quinc’s fameus critcrien of entelegical cemmitment.” He takes the fel-
lewing twe quetatiens frem Quinc te be definitive statements of “Quinc’s
critcrien of entelegical cemmitment™

We are convicted of a particular ontological presupposition if, and only if,
the alleged presuppositum has to be reckoned among the entities over which
our variables range in order to render one of our affirmations true.

An entity is assumed by a theory if and only if it must be counted among
the values of the variables in order that the statements affirmed in the theory
be true.?

The criterien Alsten has fermulated has the ferm eof a general statement
abeut the results of cembining werds and phrases accerding te a specified
rule. Since this statement was cempesed in the 1950s by semcenc ether than
Quine, we can expect it te be replete with use-mentien cenfusiens, and
eur cxpectatien will be right. T'll present a revised versien that is frec frem
use-mentien cenfusiens. I cenfess that this revisien of Alsten’s criterien
decsn’t really have much te de with Alsten’s substantive peints — but enc
never knews whether an auther’s use-mentien cenfiisiens serve te cever
seme substantive weakness in his er her argument till enc has remeved
them and examined the result.

My revised statement is in the form ef a schema. Instances of the schema
arc preduced as fellews: in the schema, unifermly replace eccurrences of
the symbel ‘Ps” with eccurrences of seme plural ceunt phrase (c.g. ‘liens’,

* Both quotations are from From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1953). The first occurs on p. 13, the second on p. 103.
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‘animals that have been killed by a lien’); unifermly replace the symbel ‘Q’
with eccurrences of the quetatien name eof the phrase with which ‘Ps’ has
been replaced; unifermly replace the symbel ‘Q-sing’ with eccurrences of
the quetatien name ef the singular ferm ef the phrase with which Ps’ has
been replaced. Te accept the criterien is te enderse the schema. Te enderse
the schema is te affirm the thesis that all its instances are true.

And the schema is:

One is ontologically committed to Ps ifand only if one isunable to say what
one wants to say without using the sentence that is obtained by placing
Q after the words ‘there are’ or the sentence that is obtained by placing
Q-sing after the words ‘there is 2’ or a sentence that is obtained from
those two sentences by replacing ‘there are’ or ‘there is’ with some other
expression with explicit existential force or by replacing QQ and Q-sing with
synonyms (together with such grammatical changes as are required by these
replacements).

One instance of the schema is

One is ontologically committed to lions if and only if one is unable to say
what one wants to say without using the sentence that is obtained by placing
the word ‘lions’ after the words ‘there are’ or the sentence that is obtained
by placing the word ‘lion” after the words ‘there is a” or a sentence that is
obtained from those two sentences by replacing ‘there are’ or ‘there is’ by
some other expression with explicit existential force or by replacing ‘lions’
and ‘lion’ with synonyms (together with such grammatical changes as are
required by these replacements),

er, cquivalently,

One is ontologically committed to lions if and only if one is unable to say
what one wants to say without using the sentence ‘There are lions’ or the sen-
tence ‘Thereisalion’ orasentence that is obtained from those two sentences
by replacing ‘there are’ or ‘there is’ by some other expression with explicit
existential force or by replacing ‘lions” and ‘lion” with synonyms (together
with such grammatical changes as are required by these replacements).

There are varieus ebjcctiens that might be breught against this way ef fer-
mulating a “critcrien of entelegical cemmitment.” One might fer example
charge that the criterien is parechial in that it scems te imply that enly
sentences of English carry entelegical cemmitment. Or enc might wender
whether enc might be cemmitted te the existence of lienseven if enc ceuld
say what enc wanted te say witheut using sentences like “There arc liens’
and ‘At least enc lien exists’ — in virtue ef the fact that the sentences enc
nceded te say what enc wanted te say legically implicd “There arc liens’
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witheut actually including that sentence or any equivalent sentence in their
number. (One might, fer example, assert ‘If there are any carniveres at all,
there are liens” and ‘If there are herbiveres, there are carniveres’ and ‘There
arc twe gazclles in the Brenx Zee' and ‘All gazclles arc herbiveres' — and
asscrt nething clse relevant te the existence of liens.)

There are, mercever, scrieus difficulties with Alsten’s cententien that his
criterien is “substantially equivalent” te Quinc’s. Censider, for example,
the sccend difficulty I neted with the critcrien. And censider Quine’s
statement:

An entity is assumed by a theory if and only if it must be counted among
the values of the variables in order that the statements afhirmed in the theory
be true.

This statement decs net face the “legical implicatien” difficulty, since a
theery, as Quine understands the term, is clesed under legical censequence:
a theery “affirms” all sentences that arc legical censequences of any sct of
sentences it affirms. (Alsten gives an argument that purperts te shew that
his criterien and Quine’s are, as he says, substantially equivalent. But that
argument decs net take inte acceunt the censideratien that there is ne
rcasen te suppesc that the class of all sentences that enc weuld need te say
“what enc wants te say” was clescd under legical censequence.)

A sccend preblem fer the thesis that Alsten’s criterien is substantially
cquivalent te Quinc’s is pescd by the fact that, accerding te Alsten’s cri-
terien, ‘is entelegically cemmitted te . .. s’ is an intensienal centext. Sup-
pesc, fer cxample, that the sentence ‘Alicia is entelegically cemmitted te
animals with hearts’ expresses a truth. The set of animals with hearts is
identical with the sct of animals with kidneys, but it decs net fellew that
the sentence ‘Alicia is entelegically cemmitted te animals with kidneys
is truc — for Alicia may never have heard ef these “kidneys” that seme
animals suppescdly have, and she may thercferc be able te say what she
wants te say witheut usingany sentence that centains such phrases as ‘ani-
mal with kidneys” er ‘renate animal. The statements Alsten quetes frem
Quinc, hewever, invelve enly cxtensienal centexts. Nete, for cxample, that
animals with kidneys — seme ef them, at any ratc — have “te be reckencd
ameng the entitics ever which” the variable in ‘xis an animal with a heart’
ranges if ‘dx x is an animal with a heart’ is te be “rendered true.” I weuld
suggest, in fact, that Quine has never previded a “critcrien of entelegical
cemmitment” — er net if a critcrien of entelegical cemmitment is sup-
pescd te previde a rule fer applying predicates fermed frem the schema
‘is entelegically cemmitted te Ps’ (where Ps’ is te be replaced by a plural
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ceunt phrasc) cither te persens er te theerics. (In a classic paper, Church
teek Quinc te task for net having previded such a criterien and underteek
te previde enc himself.)?

Still, these difficulties with Alsten’s prepesed critcrien of entelegical
cemmitment being neted, it scems that “Alsten’s dilemma” is unteuched.
There may be difhculties with the way he has fermulated the criterien,
but it decs scem indisputable that there are philesephers whe have tried te
aveid cemmitting themselves te the existence of entitics of certain serts by
receursc te the kind ef paraphrasc Alsten has called entelegical reductien.
And Alsten’s dilemma scems te shew that this simply can’t be denc; if
the paraphrasc is a cerrect paraphrase, it will have all the same existential
implicatiens as the eriginal, and if it isn't a cerrect paraphrase — well, it
isn’t a cerrect paraphrase.

What shall we say abeut Alsten’s dilemma? Well, herc’s what it eccurs
te mc te say. It scemns te me that it is enc ef thesc picces of very general
rcasening that leek merc plausible when censidered in the abstract than
when censidered in relatien te particular cases. Let us censider a particular
casc or twe. Start with this enc. A certain philesepher, Albert, is a staunch
materialist — a staunch advecate of the thesis that everything is material.
One day he says te his friend Belinda (whe decs net share his enthusiasm
fer materialism), “I beught this carpet enly last Tuesday, and leek — therc’s
already a hele in it.” Belinda replics, “Yeu scc — yeu can’t censistently
maintain yeur materialism eutside the philesepher’s study. If there’s a hele
in yeur carpet, therc’s a hele full step. And ne hele is a material thing. A
material thing, after all, is a thing madc of matter, and a hele results frem
an absence of matter. (Seme heles eccupy regiens eof space in which there
is ne matter at all)) If, thercfere, therce’s a hele in yeur carpet, then net
everything is material. That is te say, it fellews frem what yeu said abeut
the carpet that materialism is false.”

This bit ef dialeguc is, ef ceurse, suppescd te bc a “tey” cxample of
a kind ef exchange merc scrieus versiens of which actually eccur in real
philesephical disputes. (It is medcled en enc ef the exchanges in a justly
famed tey philesephical disputc.) My sccend example is an exchange that
is similar in its legical structurc te the first, but is semewhat mere realistic.
Nerma the neminalist denies the existence of abstract ebjects. In her
much-anthelegized essay “Against Platenism” she has written, “Altheugh
there are sentences that appear beth te be truc and te imply the existence
of abstract ebjects, this fact merely illustrates the truism that appearances

3 “@ntological Commitment,” fournal of Philoso phy 55 (1958): 1008114,
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can be deceptive. Every sentence thatappears te have beth these features is
in reality cither net truc er fails te imply the existence of abstract ebjects.”
Percival the platenist, hewever, first made his name by publishing the
fellewing rcflection en Nerma'’s statement: “If there are true sentences that
appear te imply the existence of abstract ebjects, then there are sentences.
[t is, mercever, clear frem the centext that by ‘sentence’ Nerma means
‘sentence-type’. And sentence-types arc abstract ebjects. Neminalism is
therefere tacitly rejected even by its supperters — of whem Nerma is typical.
In the very act of defending neminalism, she has affirmed a thesis that
implies the falsity of neminalism. And all neminalists arc in the same awk-
ward situatien. They all say things — perhaps net in every casc in the ceurse
of defending neminalism — that legically imply the falsity of neminalism.”

If Albert and Nerma are typical analytical philesephers whe find them-
sclves in dialectical situatiens like the encs I have imagined, they will
respend by preducing paraphrascs eof their apparently existential sentences
that arc of exactly the sert that Alsten has called entelegical reductiens. I
sheuld in fact likc te scc Nerma’s paraphrasc. It’s tee bad she’s a creature
of fictien and can previde enly such paraphrases as I, her creater, am able
te put in her meuth. And I have nenc te effer her. Paraphrascs of the sert
Albert requires, hewever, arc casy cneugh te ceme by. This enc will de:
paraphrasc ‘there is a hele in x” as ‘x is perferatc’. Advecates ef this para-
phrase will centend that ‘xis perferate’ is a shape predicate (in that respect,
it is cemparable te ‘x is rectangular’, altheugh it is tepelegically richer).
They will centend that ‘That carpet is perferate’ implies the existence of a
perferate carpet, but decs net imply the existence of anything thatis neta
carpet — er at any rate implies the existence enly of perferate carpets and
things whese cxistence weuld alse be implied by the existence of imper-
ferate carpets. (Just as ‘That carpet is rectangular’ implies the existence
of a rectangular carpet but dees net imply the existence of anything that
is net a carpct — er at any rate implies the existence enly eof rectangular
carpets and things whesc cxistence weuld alse be implied by the existence
of nenrcctangular carpets.).

Let us imagine that Albert is a typical analytical philesepher and that he
has respended te Belinda’s challenge by effering an “entelegical reductien”
of his eriginal statement abeut the carpet, and that this entelegical reduc-
tien (this paraphrasc) is preciscly the enc  have imagined. And let us further
imagine that Belinda, having read her Alsten, respends in thesc werds:

But Albert, cither the sentence “That carpet is perforate’ has the same
meaning as the sentence ‘There is a hole in that carpet’ or it doesn’t. If it
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doesn’t, you're not restating what you had said in different words, you’re
simply making a different statement, saying a ditferent thing. And if the two
sentences do have the same meaning, then “That carpet is perforate’ implies
that a hole exists if “There is a hole in that carpet’ implies a hole exists.
In the former case, you may be avoiding commitment to holes, but you’rc
not doing it by paraphrasing your original statement; you're doing it by
withdrawing your original statement and replacing with a new statement,
one thatdoesn’t have the unwanted existential implication. In the latter case,
you've employed an ontological reduction all right, but it doesn’t release you
from any ontological commitment your original statement involved you in.
In neither case have you avoided an ontological commitment by offering an
ontological reduction of some sentence.

New there is a rather ebvieus rcjeinder te the suppesed dilemma with
which Belinda has cenfrented Albert. Let us imagine that he makes this
ebvieus rcjeinder, and that he fermulates it as fellews. (I'm serry, but, as
yeu arc abeut te discever, Albert is rather leng-winded.)

Actually, when [ speke the werds “Therc’s already a hele in it,” it wasn’t
entirely clear what [ did mean by them. Net ensirely clear: my werds
certainly enjeyed a degree of clarity apprepriate te the everyday centext
in which I speke them. If I had knewn that yeur practice was te subject
pceplc’s innecent quetidian utterances te the sert of dialectical pressure
yeu subjected that enc te — if I had knewn that yeu were geing te treatan
cveryday asscrtien as if it were a premise in a metaphysical argument — I'd
have used werds designed te withstand such pressure. That is te say, I'd have
said that the carpet was alrcady perferate. Here's an analegy. Cepernicus
incautieusly says that it's ceeler new that the sun has meved behind the
clms, and yeu tell him that he can’t censistently adhere te his thesis that
the sun decs net meve when he cmerges frem the ebscrvatery and re-
enters cveryday life. If he respends te the dialectical pressure yeu have
subjected his statement te by saying semecthing aleng the lines of, “Well,
I enly meant that the turning carth had carried the elms inte a regien of
space that lies between usand the sun,” will yeu respend by saying that this
“kinetic reductien” cither has the same “kinetic implicatiens” as his eriginal
statement er clsc is net a cerrcct paraphrasc of the eriginal? If yeu de say
that, I think yeu’ll find that yeu'rc well en the way te beceming a figure
of fun. If yeu den’t, then I'd like te knew why yeu're treating Cepernicus
and me ditferently. Our cases certainly see te be similar. Cepernicus (in
my stery) cmpleys a “kinctic reductien” te aveid an unwanted apparens
“kinetic cemmitment,” and I've empleyed an entelegical reductien te
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aveid an unwanted #pparen: entelegical cemmitment. The keywerd here,
as my usc of italics ne deubt indicates, is ‘apparent’. When [ utter sentences
like ‘There isahele in that carpet’, the presence and placement of the werds
‘there is’ in that sentence gives it the appearance — the whelly superficial
appecarance — of a sentence that expresses a truth if and enly if the epen
sentences ‘x is a hele’ and ‘x is in that carpet’ have everlapping extensiens.
Or we mightsay that when semcenc uscsa sentence that censists of ‘there is
a(n) fellewed by asingular ceunt phrase, that usc censtitutes a prima facic
casc fer the thesis that there exist ebjects that the phrasc applics te. In many
instances, the appearance is se casily scen threugh (er the primafacie casc se
casily answered) that it weuld be absurd te call attentien te the appearance
(er the case). Seme instances, hewever, arc mere scrieus. (Censider, feor
cxample, mywell-knewn cellecaguc Nerma the Neminalistand the sentence
frem her writings that her critic Percival hasalleged implies the existence of
sentence-types. Thatsentence really dees scem te be such that it can be true
enly if the epen sentence ‘x is a sentence-type’ has a nenempty extensien.)
In such cascs, paraphrasc er entelegical reductien is in erder. I cencede
that if enc succeeds in finding an apprepriate entelegical reductien ef the
sentence with the apparent and unwanted entelegical implicatiens, the
paraphrasc will net have the same meaning as the eriginal sentence. (It's
true that it can be a vexed questien whether twe sentences have the same
meaning, but I de think that that, hewever we understand the cencept of
samencss of meaning, it weuld be hard te maintain that ‘there’s a hele in «°
and ‘x is perferate’ mean the same thing. /% certainly net geing te try te
maintain it.)

Let’s censider this sentence: “There are exactly twe heles in that carpet’.
And let’s censider its relatien te the three sentences that fellew. (The
sccend and third arc entelegical reductiens ef There arc exactly twe heles
in that carpet’; the first is an attempt te make the “apparent” er “prima
facic” existential implicatiens of “There arc exactly twe heles in that carpet’
cxplicit and, as enc might say, undeniable.)

Exactly two objects of the kind “hole” bear the relation “being in” to that
carpet

That carpet is doubly perforate

There is a hole-lining x that isa part of that carpet, and there is a hole-lining
y that is a part of that carpet, and x and y are not co-perforate, and every
hole-lining that is a part of that carpet is co-perforate either with x or
with y.
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(Histerians ef late-twenticth-century analytical metaphysics will recegnize
the ideas en display in the third ef these sentences.)* One might well say —
and I will take this pesitien — that, insefar as a precisc meaning can be
assigned te the “cveryday” sentence ‘There are exactly twe heles in that
carpet), it is equivalent te the disjunctien ef these three sentences — er
perhaps te seme lenger disjunctien ef which that disjunctien is but a part.
Each ef thesc three sentences is (if we leave their unfamiliar vecabulary and
the unwicldiness of the first and third eut ef censidcratien) interchange-
able with ‘There arc exactly twe heles in that carpet’ for any cveryday,
practical purpeses. (And they arc interchangeable with enc anether for any
practical purpescs.) Nevertheless, metaphysicians ef the kind whe cmpley
entelegical reductiens will sce them as very different. Censider the secend
sentence, for cxample. Suppese that Minnic the Metaphysician regards this
sentence as an acceptable entelegical reductien of “There are exactly twe
heles in that carpet’. And suppesc that she is trying te find an entelegical
reductien — vis-a-vis heles, net chairs — of There arc exactly as many chairs
in this reem as there arc heles in that carpet’. The idea behind the sccend
sentence permits enly semething aleng these lines: ‘Fer seme number 7,
thereare 7 chairs in this reem and thatcarpetis 7-ly perferate’. All very well
if Minnie decsn’t mind affirming the sentence “There are numbers’, which
is a legical censcquence of the reductien in questien — but she might mind
deing that. (Her friend Nerma weuld.) And — as thesc histerians ef late-
twenticth-century analytical metaphysics te whem I alluded a mement age
will be aware — the ideas en display in the hird sentence will previde these
whe want te affirm neither “There are heles’ ner ‘There are numbers’ with
an entelegical reductien ef There arc exactly as many chairs in this reem
as there arc heles in that carpet’ that has neither of these twe sentences as
a legical censequence.

The paraphrastic technique illustrated by the third sentence, it sheuld be
netcd, iswitheutitsewn metaphysical cemmitments: the third sentenceis—
ifit is true — indeed a neminalistically acceptable entelegical reductien ef
an “eriginal” that prima facie implics the existence of heles; but it is true
enly en the assumptien that beth the Principle of Universal Mercelegical
Summatien and the Pectrinc of Arbitrary Undctached Partsare truc. If you
den’t knew what thesc arc — much less why entelegical reductiens ef the
kind illustrated by the third sentence presuppesc them — it deesn’t much
matter. The impertant thing is that seme metaphysicians wen’t mind using,

4 These historians will of course be familiar with “Holes” by Bavid and Stephanic Lewis (4ustralasian
Journal of Philoso phy 48 (1976): 206—212).
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a technique eof paraphrasis that presuppescs them, and seme will mind it
very much indeed. (Wavid Lewis — I can’tspeak fer Stephanic Lewis en this
peint — net enly didn’t mind, he gleried in it; I sheuld mind very much
indeed.)

All this is by way ef previding seme examples of the ways in which seme
sentences thatare interchangeable in dealing with the matters of everyday,
practical life arc by ne means interchangeable in the rarefied air of the
philesephy reem, te berrew a phrasc of Lewis’s — altheugh in this centext,
it might be better te say the entelegy reem.

I might put my general peint by saying that the everyday sentence is
ncutral with respect te metaphysics er entelegy. It cither has ne meta-
physical implicatiens er has enly such metaphysical implicatiens as weuld
be accepted by cvery nenrcvisienary metaphysician — that is, by every
mectaphysician whe is willing te say that when enc makes asscrtiens in
cveryday situatiens by using sentences like “There are exactly twe heles in
that carpet’, enc gencrally says semething true. (Newadays, enc might say
semcthing like: by cveryenc whe decs net cndersc an errer theery of “helc”
language — or of number language er of attribute language . . . ) I weuld say
further that cach of the entelegical reductiens en display in my extended
cxample represents a thesis that has the same implicatiens fer everyday
actien in the human Lebenswelt as the sentence of which it is a reductien,
and is stated in terms demenstrably censistent with the entelegy eof thesc
whe effer it as “all they really meant te say,” when a critic has subjected
the eriginal sentence te dialectical pressures of kinds that arc apprepriate
enly in a discussien ef metaphysics.

Here endeth Albert's speech — as I said, rather a leng-winded enc. It was
in fact se leng that many ef my recaders will ne deubt have lest track of the
fact that fer semec time new the werds they have been reading have been
the werds of my creature Albertand net my ewn. If se, ne realharm dene,
for by and large I agree with him. If a summary ef his peint is wanted, I
think the fellewing will de.

Alsten defends the cenclusien that enc cannet aveid entelegical cem-
mitment by receursc te the kind ef paraphrasc he calls entelegical reduc-
tien. And this is because the reductien enc effers will either mean the same
as the eriginal sentence, in which case it will have the same entelegical
cemmitments, er it will net mean the same, in which case enc will ne
lenger be saying what enc eriginally said. In the fermer casc, enc decs net
aveid any entelegical cemmitments, and hence decs net aveid any ente-
legical cemmitments by the methed ef entelegical reductien. In the latter
casc, enc will aveid entelegical cemmitments, but net by the methed ef
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entelegical reductien. Hence, in ncither case decs enc aveid any entelegi-
cal cemmitments by paraphrasc — and cach ef thesc twe cases is the legical
centradictery ef the ether. And, taken in the mest weeden and literal sensc
pessible, this cenclusien is truc and the argument by which it is preved is
seund. [ cencede, thercfere, that aveiding entelegical cemmitment by the
mcthed ef entelegical reductien is semething that can’t be denc. What
can be denc, hewever, is te remeve mercly #pparent entelegical cemmit-
ments by paraphrase. One will succeed in this endeaver if (a) the eriginal
sentence scems te imply the existence of se-and-se’s (which, fer enc rcasen
or anether, enc wishes net te affirm the existence of), (b) it is evident
that the paraphrasc decs net imply the existence of se-and-se’s (and hence
decs net mean the same as the eriginal), and (c) the entelegical reductien
ceuld (in principle) be used fer all the same purpescs as the eriginal in the
business ef everyday life.

Perhaps the rescrvatiens that lic behind the parenthetical qualificatien
‘in principle’ arc werth a brief digressien. What I have in mind are censid-
cratiens ef the kind [ was gesturing at when I used the werds ‘unfamiliar
vecabulary and unwicldiness’. Let me give an example of twe sentences
that ceuld be used fer all the same purpescs in everyday life — but fer the
fact that enc ef them invelves vecabulary that is unfamiliar te mest pceple,
and cemplex and unwicldy te beet:

The twenty-six standing stones form a circle about 11@ meters in diameter
near the center of the Wallachian Plain

The twenty-six standing stones are so arranged that (a) each of them is
approxlmatcly equidistant from its two nearest neighbors, and (b) there is a
point near the center of the Wallachian Plain such that each of them is
about s5 meters from that point.

I think it is ebvieus that there is a sense in which these twe sentences can,
as enc might say, “in principle” be uscd fer all the same practical purpescs,
altheugh it might be that enc weuld face certain difhculties of “unfamiliar
vecabulary and unwicldiness” if enc attempted te usc the latter sentence
in the werld as we find it. (End ef brief digressien.)

Te rcturn te eur summary — and te summarize it in turn — Alsten’s
dilemma has twe falsc presuppesitiens: that the purpesc of entelegical
reductien is te remeve real (as eppescd te apparent) entelegical cemmit-
ments, and that the reductien is required te mean the same thing as the
eriginal.

[ will clese with seme remarks abeut what Alsten thinks the real purpese
ef entelegical reductien is — fer he decs think it hasa place in philesephy.
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The place he finds fer it is astenishingly Wittgensteinian; at least it's
astenishing if we arc categerizing him as “William P Alsten” and net as,
say, “analytical philesephcr writing in the late 1950s.” He asks us te censider
scveral pairs of sentences, including this enc:

There is a fruit that James will eat

There is a possibility that James will come.

He precceds te call eur attentien te the “streng verbal similarity” between
these twe sentences. New at this peint I must leave the task of cxpesitien
fer a mement and make a small cerrectien te Alsten’s argument. It's clear
frem the later parts of the argument that by “streng verbal similarity”
Alsten means “streng grammatical similarity.” And thesc twe sentences are
net grammatically similar at all. In the first sentence, the werd ‘that’ is
a rclative preneun, and in the sccend, ‘that’ is, well, it's whatever ‘that
is when it's ferming what philesephers call “that’ clauses.” I'm net sure
whether any eof the traditienal grammatical categeries fits it very well
Whatever it is, it certainly isn't a relative preneun. We shall de better
justice te Alsten’s argument if we replace this sentence with a sentence
that purperts te be abeut a pessibility and really is grammatically paral-
lel te ‘There is a fruit that James will eat’. This enc will de as well as
any:

There is a possibility that James will consider.

New te resume the argument: the grammatical similarity of the twe sen-
tences ‘There is a fruit that James will cat’ and “There is a pessibility that
James will censider’ seduces us inte thinking that we can ask the same
kinds ef questiens abeut fruits and pessibilitics — er if net preciscly the
same kinds, then questiens that arc at any rate in seme way parallel er
analegeus. Becausc, for cxample, every fruit has a lecatien, enc whe has
been seduced by the grammatical similarity of eur twe sentences may be
tempted te ask, if net where the pessibility that James will censider is,
perhaps rather semething like what its entelegical lecus is. (He remarks
parenthetically, “See Whitchcad en Ged as the lecus eof ‘cternal ebjects’.”)
And merc er less the same gecs for all serts of abstract ebjects. Seduced
by the grammatical similarity of “Therc arc prepesitiens he decsn’t accept’
and ‘Thereare chairs he decsn’t ewn’, the philesepher asks whether prepe-
sitiens have parts and, if se, what serts ef thing thesc parts are. (After all,
chairs have parts.)



150 Existence: Essays in Ontelegy

The result of the grammatical parallel between existential sentences
abeut “familiar” ebjects (fruits and chairs and se en) and existential sen-
tences abeut quite different serts of things (pessibilitics and prepesitiens)
is that philesephers ask meaningless questiens abeut these “quite different
serts of things” and prepeund thcerics abeut them that arc whelly inap-
prepriatc te the kinds ef thing they arc — being misled by grammar inte
suppesing that pessibilitics and prepesitiens (er numbers er attributes er
rclatiens . . . ) have features that are at least analegeus te varieus salient
features of “familiar” ebjects.

And what is the remedy fer this unfertunate statc of atfairs’ Why, ente-
legical reductien! Te ceuntcract the illusiens by which these theerists are
atflicted, subject them te the fellewing Wittgensteinian therapy: centinu-
ally place beferc them pairs of sentences like:

1. There is a pessibility that James will ceme
and
2. It is net certainly false that James will ceme.

and they'll seencr er later step asking meaningless questiens and pre-
peunding inapprepriate theerics abeut pessibilities and ether “abstract”
ebjccts (and perhaps abeut many ether serts eof things: heles and reund
squares and temperal parts and pains and regiens ef space...). This is
the peint ef entelegical reductien: altheugh these twe sentences mean
cxactly the same thing, it's enly the fermer that has the pewer te cenfiise
philesephers. Alsten puts the peint this way:

the point of translating (1) into (2) lies in the fact that once anyone sees that
what he says when he uses (1) can be just as well said by using (2), the power
of the grammatical lure will be broken.

(It's hard te believe, but I den’t think that the phrase ‘the pewer of the
grammatical lure will be breken’ eccurs in Philesephical Investigations.)

I have te saythat] den'’t find Alsten’s therapeutic prepesal very premis-
ing. Suppesc, for the mement, that sentences like “There is a pessibility
that James will ceme’ have indeed seduced varieus philesephers inte belicv-
ing that pessibilities, like fruits, have lecatiens — at least in seme rarcfied
metaphysical sense if net in the literal sense in which fruits de. If that
sentence has that seductive pewer, then I'm pretty sure that merc cemplex
cxistential sentences like the enes that make up this picce of disceurse

Some of the possibilities of nuclear catastrophe Professor Fleming has cited
in his report are considered by the committee to be so remote that it would
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not be a good use of the company’s resources to guard against them. Others,
however, seem to the committee to be very real. Some of the possibilities
in the latter class have been called to the committee’s attention by other
investigators, but there are several that only Professor Fleming has noticed.

have italse. And such sentencesas thesc are very difhcult te find paraphrases
of [t leeks te mc as if Alsten’s therapeutic preject will be a success enly with
patients whe have enceuntered a very limited class of sentences invelving
apparent quantificatien ever pessibilities.

Sccendly, censider this prepesitien:

(V) The following is true of everything;: for every property; it has either that
property or its negation.

The prepesitien (V) implics, for example, that the Taj Mahal has cither
the preperty of having been preved te cxist in a fameus thcerem of Bavid
Hilbert er the preperty of net having been preved te cxist in a fameus
theerem of Wavid Hilbert. The latter, I'd judge.

Let us censider the implicatiens of (V) for the questien whether the
pessibility that James will ceme has a metaphysical lecus. Nete that if (V)
is true, ne questiens abeut the prepertics of the pessibility that James will
cemc arc meaningless — ether than these that are meaningless because they
include language that weuld be meaningless if it were applied te fruits er
te chairs er te anything clse.

If the pessibility that James will ceme exists (and Alsten decsn’t deny
that it decs), it cither has semec sert of metaphysical lecus er it decsn't —
previded, of ceurse, that there is such a thing as “having a metaphysical
lecus.” That is te say, the pessibility that James will ceme cither has er lacks
the preperty of having a metaphysical lecus previded that the werds ‘has a
metaphysical lecus’ are meaningful. Of ceurse, thesc werds may well net
mean anything. I'm certainly inclined te think thatthey den’t. In that case,
the werds ‘having a metaphysical lecus’ de net denete a preperty, since,
being meaningless, they den’t denete anything. But if theyare meaningless,
I weuld suggest, the best way te establish their lack of meaning weuld be
te challenge the philesepher whe uscs them te explain their meaning and
te subject such attempts at explanatien as may cnsuc te critical scrutiny
and dialectical pressure.

But suppesc that the werds ‘has a metaphysical lecus’ de mean seme-
thing. (If they de, what that meaning is is epaquc te e — but the meaning
of the werds ‘In actual calculatiens, the ceunterterms intreduced te cancel
the divergences in Feynman diagram calculatiens beyend tree level must be
fixed using a sct of renermalizatien cenditiens’ is epaquc te me, and I have
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it en geed autherity that thesc werds have a meaning, and a very precise
meaning at that) Then there is ne need feor Wittgensteinian therapy. If
there is such a preperty as “having a metaphysical lecus,” then pessibilitics
(always assuming there te be such things as pessibilitics) have it er they
den’t. And we metaphysicians can meaningfully ask whether they have it.
The answer may be as ebvieus as the answer te, “Pecs the Taj Mahal have
the preperty of having been preved te cxist in a fameus thcercm of Bavid
Hilbert?”, or as unebvieus as the answer te, “Becs the phrase ‘yields a false
sentence when appended te its ewn quetatien name’ have the preperty of
yiclding a false sentence when appended te its ewn quetatien name?” But
the answer, ebvieus er unebvieus, must exist.



