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Can We Dispense with Non-Existent Intentionalia? 

Abstract

In this paper, first of all, I want to show that Sainsbury’s new irrealist argument against Meinongianism regarding non-existent intentional objects (intentionalia) does not go through. Yet moreover, this dismissal of Sainsbury’s argument does not show that one must endorse an ultrarealist Meinongian perspective on such objects. For there is an intermediate way between irrealism and ultrarealism about non-existent intentionalia that stems out of Crane’s phenomenological conception of intentionalia as schematic objects, having as such no metaphysical nature. This is a conception that Sainsbury himself actually embraces.

Introduction

In (2018), Mark Sainsbury has put forward an important, new and original argument against Meinongianism about non-existent intentional objects (intentionalia), which I will summarize in Section 1. First of all, according to this argument, the impression one has of referring to vs. quantifying over such objects, thereby being ontologically committed to them, can be ruled out once one realizes that in many other similar cases yet never previously considered in the debate, talking of such objects does not prompt such an impression, for that talking induces no such commitment. Moreover, in Section 2 I will however try to show the following. Suppose that at a phenomenological level, one understands intentionalia as a non metaphysically genuine category of objects, notably as mere intentional correlates of intentional states, as also Sainsbury is actually ready to accept. Then, insofar as intentionalia so understood actually belong to different metaphysical categories independently of their being thought-of, even the never previously considered cases are such that some of them are ontologically committing, depending on whether the metaphysical category the relevant intentionale belongs to is ontologically kosher. Finally, in Section 3 I will also try to show that this situation does not force one to expouse an overall Meinong-like ontological commitment to non-existent intentionalia. For, since also non-existent intentionalia actually belong to different metaphysical categories, one is ontologically committed only to the non-existent intentionalia whose metaphysical category is ontologically kosher. 

1. Sainsbury’s Anti-Meinongian Argument

As I said in the Introduction, in (2018), Mark Sainsbury has put forward an important, new and original attack against non-existent intentional objects (intentionalia). Pace Meinong and his friends, says Sainsbury, one cannot be ontologically committed to non-existent intentionalia. For this seeming commitment can easily be dispensed with once one reflects on a fact that Meinongians never considered; namely, that one may seemingly talk of intentionalia by means not only of referential expressions, but also of non-referential expressions. For, while in the former case it may seem that when one uses referential expressions purportedly standing for non-existent intentionalia, one is ontologically committed to such objects, in the latter case no such seeming commitment occurs. So, if in the latter case there is no ontological commitment, also in the former case that commitment fails to occur.
Let me illustrate Sainsbury’s position by means of the examples he himself mobilizes. First, it may seem that when one utters the true report:

(1) Oliver is thinking about Pegasus

since (1) contains “Pegasus”, which is a referential expression just as “Obama”, by uttering that report one is ontologically committed to the non-existent object Oliver is seemingly thinking about – namely, Pegasus – just as one is indeed ontologically committed to the former US President that is the existent intentionale of another thought one truly reports by using the second aforementioned referential expression, i.e., “Obama”:

(2) Oliver is thinking about Obama.

Yet suppose now that the above true reports are flanked by other such reports in which the non-sentential complements allegedly standing for intentionalia are filled by non-referential expressions, just as those occurring in the list Sainsbury himself provides:

Consider the various nonsentential complements that could complete “Jane wants—” 
a sloop; to dance; Harry; Harry to dance with her; more apples than Harry; to go home; everlasting life; no trouble; every pleasure; out. 
And there are all kinds of ways to complete “Jane is thinking about—” 
a sloop; where to go on vacation; how to tie a bowline; Harry’s dancing; Harry’s dance; moving house; the best place to buy a sweater; more than one thing. (Sainsbury 2018:18)

Since such expressions are non-referential, no impression of an ontological commitment to something allegedly working as the (non-existent) intentionale of the reported thought may plausibly arise. But if there utterly is no ontological commitment to something when one truly reports e.g.:

(3) Jane wants Harry to dance with her
(4) Jane is thinking about how to tie a bowline

no such commitment also occurs by truly reporting an intentional state about a non-existent intentionale, as in (1). 
Sainsbury stresses the same point also as regards quantified sentences. Given (1)’s truth, also the quantified sentence one may infer from it:

(5) Oliver is thinking about something – namely, Pegasus

is true. Yet the impression that (5) is quantifying over a non-existent intentionale, Pegasus, thereby ontologically committing one to it, is wiped out once one reflects on the fact that the quantifying expression “something” may occur even in non-referential positions in which it does not quantify over a (non-existent) intentionale, for example in the adjective position in:

(6) Rosie is something rare in a rescue dog — namely, approachable

So, Sainsbury himself comments, “Here ‘something’ quantifies into adjective position, and since, by our ruling, adjectives do not carry ontological commitment, this use of “something” [i.e., the one occurring in (5)] also does not carry commitment” (2018:34). This ontologically dismissive point can be applied to other similar inferences in which the quantified expression “something” occurs, in which the intentionalia indirectly involved by the quantification induces no ontological commitment:

Walter worried about (a) what to do about the mortgage (b) how to tie his bow tie. So there is something (indeed more than one thing) he worried about. (Sainsbury 2018:39)

So, both:

(7) Walter worried about something – namely, what to do about the mortgage

and:

(8) Walter worried about something – namely, how to tie his bow tie

are true, yet non ontologically committing, reports. Ditto for the following sentences:

“Wanda wants something” and “There is something Wanda wants” follow from all of these: Wanda wants (a) help (b) a job (c) John to dance (d) more cakes than Calvin (e) all the cats at the shelter (Sainsbury 2018:39)

As a result of this way of putting things, unlike most Meinongians (e.g. Priest 2016), for Sainsbury “something” does not express a particular quantifier ranging over non-existent objects, but it must be interpreted in basically substitutional terms. Sentences like (1), (3), and (4) can be considered as true vindicating instances of a corresponding “something” sentence; for example, (1) is a true vindicating instance of (5). On their turn, “‘something’ sentences are true if there is at least one true vindicating instance” (2018:33).
Sainsbury’s anti-Meinongian argument can be put in form in terms of a modus tollens argument (MS):
(a) If referential expressions / quantified expressions in referential positions refer to / range over non-existent intentionalia, so do non-referential expressions / quantified expressions in non-referential positions;
b) Yet non-referential expressions / quantified expressions in non-referential positions do not refer to / range over non-existent intentionalia;
c) So, referential expressions / quantified expressions in referential positions do not refer to / range over non-existent intentionalia either.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  In actual fact, at a metaphysical level Sainsbury (2018:21) draws a distinction between reference*, which is a relation actually holding between referential expressions and existent intentionalia (which mirrors a similar relation of representation* actually holding between the corresponding thoughts and the same intentionalia) and reference, which is a relation actually holding between referential expressions and concepts (which mirrors a similar mental relation actually holding between the corresponding thoughts and the same concepts; the natural word for this relation would be “aboutness”, if Sainsbury did not want to use this word in order only to mean the phenomenological relation holding between thoughts and intentionalia in general, see the next Section). So, in order for the argument to go through, “refer” should be replaced by “refer*”, in order to claim that referential expressions allegedly standing for non-existent intentionalia do not refer* to such items, for there aren’t any. Yet for simplicity’s sake let me skip this complication. Crane (2013) uses “reference” precisely as expression for Sainsbury’s reference*.] 


As a corollary, at a metaphysical level for Sainsbury one must ultimately get rid of appealing to intentionalia altogether. First of all, pace Crane (2001,2013), says Sainsbury, there are no non-existent intentionalia. A vindicating instance of the following true quantified sentence that may seem to provide an ontological commitment to a non-existent intentionale:

(9) Something [is an intentionale that] does not exist – namely, Pegasus[footnoteRef:2] [2:  I exemplify Sainsbury’s point by means of (9), for what he literally says, i.e., “[as regards the claim that there are things that do not exist […], in the claim I endorse it takes wider scope”, seems to me not to work. The quantified sentence Sainsbury mobilizes, once negated in wide scope, i.e., “it is not the case that there are things that exist” is false, not true. For there obviously are existent things, notably existent intentionalia – e.g., Obama. ] 


i.e.,

(10) Pegasus [is an intentionale that] does not exist

is true not because, à la Meinong (1960), it truly asserts that a certain intentionale does not exist, but because negation is there given wide scope, so that (10) simply inverts the truth-value of the sentence it negates, i.e., 

(11) Pegasus [is an intentionale that] exists.

(11) is false simply because “Pegasus” does not refer (Sainsbury 2005,2009,2018). Moreover, comments Sainsbury, this situation may make one think that one should merely talk, as Searle (1983) suggested, of ordinary viz. existent intentionalia. Yet pace Searle, adds Sainsbury, intentionalia were (re)introduced by Brentano (1995) as the intentional correlates of thoughts justifying one’s saying that one can think both of what exists and of what it does not exist. Hence finally, in order to get rid of this conundrum, at a metaphysical level for Sainsbury it is better to dispense with appealing to intentionalia altogether. Whenever a thought seems to be about an intentionale, whether existent or not, in point of fact at a metaphysical level what only holds is a mental relation holding between that thought and a certain concept. Sainsbury additionally cashes out concepts in terms of his originalist theory of concepts (primarily developed in Sainsbury-Tye 2012), but this move is obviously unessential for the point he wants to defend here.[footnoteRef:3] So all in all, both in seemingly thinking about the existent intentionale Obama and in seemingly thinking about the non-existent intentionale Pegasus, for Sainsbury in such thoughts one is actually metaphysically related with the concept OBAMA and with the concept PEGASUS respectively. Yet since in the former but not in the latter case an existent item, i.e., Obama, is what the thought is seemingly about, in that case at the metaphysical level the thought also stands in a certain real or substantial relation with that item, let me call it (following Sainsbury himself) representation*.[footnoteRef:4] Yet, Sainsbury goes on, this relation of representation* does not actually hold in the latter case between the thought and the non-existent intentionale, i.e., Pegasus, for in actual fact there utterly is no such thing. Or so he says. [3:  Crane (2001, 2013) defends a very similar position, in which concepts are however cashed out in terms of mental files. For Sainsbury-Tye (2012), mental files are rather conceptions possibly associated with the same concept. ]  [4:  Quite likely, the thought represents* a certain existent item by virtue of the fact that it stands in a certain mental relation with the concept for that item, as in any classical triadist theory of intentionality that appeals to thoughts – intentional contents – existent intentional objects (Twardowski 1977, Husserl 1970). ] 


2. The problem with Sainsbury’s Argument

In (MS), there is no prima facie problem with the major premise (a). For (a) might be true even if both its antecedent and its consequent were false.[footnoteRef:5] Yet to my lights, there is a problem with the minor premise (b). Let me show why. [5:  In actual fact, I believe that such a conditional is true also insofar as both its antecedent and its consequent may be true, depending on which expressions for things of which kind are mobilized. See what follows. ] 

To begin with, as Crane (2001,2013) and Woodling (2016a,b) have convincingly shown, the notion of an intentional object is basically phenomenological, not metaphysical. As such, an intentional object is the mere target of a thought – the intentional correlate of an intentional state, as Brentano would have said (Textor 2017); more precisely, it is what the subject of that state takes the state to be about. As such, intentionalia have no metaphysical nature, they are not exotica, in the nice terminology Sainsbury himself (2010) originally proposed: for example, they are neither mind-dependent objects (Brentano 1995, McGinn 2004), nor sets of properties (Johnston 2004), nor even correlates of such a set (Parsons 1980, Castañeda 1989). In Crane’s own words, an intentionale is a schematic object.
Yet moreover, as Crane himself (2001:15-7,2013:92) stresses, this phenomenological characterization of an intentionale does not mean either that an intentionale does not have a metaphysical nature outside phenomenology, or that such a nature is uniform. Quite to the contrary, outside phenomenology an intentionale may have a metaphysical nature, and that nature may be various. In thinking about Santa Claus, one is actually thinking about a mythological object, even if one may be erroneously convinced, especially one is a little child, that one is thinking about a concrete individual like you and me. In thinking about Iran, Iraq and their war, one is thinking both of nations and of an event involving such nations respectively. And so on.
In actual fact, Sainsbury agrees with both points. For first, he allows for a phenomenological level of description of one’s thought, according to which in that thought one is phenomenologically related with an intentionale (2018:146); one may call this a phenomenological relation of aboutness.[footnoteRef:6] This relation holds even if at the ontological level it turned out that there utterly is no such intentionale. In point of fact, in a previous book he coauthored with Michael Tye, he spoke of things precisely in this sense: “The ‘thing’ in ‘something’ is not ontologically serious” (2012:114). Second, he implicitly allows for intentionalia so phenomenologically conceived to have different metaphysical natures; as we have seen in the previous Section, for him Obama is neither the same kind of thing as Pegasus, nor is the same kind of thing as help, a job, how to tie a bow tie, etc. [6:  Crane (2013:66) precisely takes it to be an, actually non-substantial, relation of aboutness between a thought and its intentionale.] 

Yet if this is the case, furthermore, pace Sainsbury this means that one may well be ontologically committed to an intentionale, if that intentionale belongs to a metaphysical category that is ontologically kosher, i.e., that is such that in the overall domain of beings there are things of that category (Voltolini 2013, 2018). 
This commitment rather trivially holds with existent intentionalia. If one thinks of Obama, since Obama metaphysically is a concrete individual, a concretum, and concreta are ontologically accepted, then one is ontologically committed to Obama. But this committment may also hold with non-existent intentionalia. First, this is so with merely possible objects, which exist merely possibly. If one thinks of Goldie, the merely possible golden mountain, since merely possible individuals metaphysically are concreta just as actually possible individuals – a concretum is an object that may exist viz. may have causal powers  (Cocchiarella 1982, Priest 2016) – then one is committed to Goldie. For it would be false parsimony to accept certain objects but not others of the same metaphysical category (Lewis 1986, Voltolini 2007). Second, this is so with fictional objects (ficta), which exist merely non-spatiotemporally. Suppose one thinks of Pegasus and Pegasus metaphysically is a fictum. Now, many people are ontologically committed to ficta, not only Meinongians of all sorts (Parsons 1980, Zalta 1983, Castañeda 1989, Berto 2013, Priest 2016), but also all those who take ficta to metaphysically be a kind of abstract objects, artefactual objects (e.g. Salmon 1998, Thomasson 1999, Predelli 2002, Schiffer 2003, Voltolini 2006, Kripke 2013, Abell 2020), some of them by virtue of genuine ontological arguments (Thomasson 1999, Voltolini 2006).[footnoteRef:7] So if such people are right, then one is also ontologically committed to Pegasus.  [7:  I take genuine ontological arguments to be those ontological arguments that are not semantically-based, (as regards ficta, a classical semantically-based ontological argument is Van Inwagen (1979). Typically, genuine ontological arguments for ficta resort to the relation holding between ficta and the literary works in which they appear. We need ficta either because it would be false parsimony to dispense with them while accepting literary works, which belong to the same metaphysical category (Thomasson 1999), or because they contribute to the identity conditions of such works (Voltolini 2006).] 

Mutatis mutandis, this also holds of some at least of the Sainsbury’s cases never previously considered in the debate. (6), for example, reports a case in which the reportee thinks of a property – being approachable – taken as a Fregean Begriff, i.e., an unsaturated entity that is a function from individuals to truth values. If one believes with Frege (1951) that there are Begriffe, then one is ontologically committed to such entities. Granted, a nominalist may doubt whether such properties exist; this is why Sainsbury (2018:38) provides a substitutional account for the second-order quantification in predicate position that sentences like (6) involve. Yet other cases Sainsbury presents do not raise this problem. For example, (3) reports a case in which the reportee thinks of a possible state of affairs, i.e., the possible state of affairs in which Jane dances with Harry. If one believes with Wittgenstein (1961) and Armstrong (1989) that there are possible states of affairs, one is ontologically committed to that merely possible state of affairs as well.[footnoteRef:8] So against (b), it is not the case that if an expression is either non-referential or quantifies in a non-referential position, it eo ipso fails to induce ontological commitment to intentionalia, as Sainsbury holds. [8:  According to Frascolla, Tractarian “states of affairs [are] mere possibilities of combination of objects [that] are ‘beyond existence and non-existence’” (2021:15), as Meinong (1960) notoriously said of Gegenstände in general.] 

First of all, a caveat. What I just said shows that in the two aforementioned situations one may well be ontologically committed to intentionalia of certain metaphysical kinds – properties, possible states of affairs – but it does not obviously mean that one is ontologically committed to non-existent intentionalia. Granted, Sainsbury literally says that such situations show that one is not ontologically committed to non-existent intentionalia: “Not all of these potential complements would normally be counted as referring expressions. If that’s right, then they do not introduce objects, not even nonexistent ones. However we explain the semantics of these complements, there is no temptation to appeal to nonexistent objects” (Sainsbury 2018:18). So, on behalf of Sainsbury’s one might retort that what I just said does not contradict Sainsbury’s literal saying. But this would obviously be a pedantic way of restoring Sainsbury’s ontologically dismissive attitude. For Sainsbury’s main point here is that those situations do not involve ontological commitment tout court. But this is wrong. For the two aforementioned situations do lead to such a commitment; simply, the ontologically kosher metaphysical categories of the intentionalia that are mobilized in those situations are not categories involving non-existent objects, as instead are for example the categories of merely possible objects and of fictional objects, but different categories (i.e., the categories of properties and possible states of affairs).
Certainly, moreover, among the never previously considered cases Sainsbury puts to the fore there are cases in which there is no ontological commitment to an intentionale. For example, as regards:

(12) Mary wants a job

which reports Mary’s seemingly thinking of a generic object, there is no generic intentionale – a job – one is thereby ontologically committed to; as Quine (1956) nicely put it, Mary simply wants to be relieved from joblessness. For one is not ontologically committed to generic objects. Quite likely, as Quine again originally stressed, the fact that (12) is true depends on its being paraphrased as saying:

(12’) Mary wants to find a job

which no longer mobilizes an intentionale, but rather a proposition-like content. In displaying mere content intentionality, i.e., in its displaying the satisfaction conditions of the reported desire, (12’) does not exhibit reference intentionality, i.e., its reporting a desire that is about something (for this distinction between content and reference intentionality see Kim 1996). But this precisely depends on the fact that one is not ontologically committed to generic objects.
If all the above is the case, also Sainsbury’s corollary does not seem to work. For since one can allow for non-existent intentionalia of ontologically kosher categories, there is room for such objects. So contra Sainsbury and pro Crane (2001,2013), a quantified sentence like (9) turns out to be true with the negation in narrow scope. Yet pace Crane and pro Meinong,[footnoteRef:9] that sentence is true because it yields ontological commitment to the non-existent intentionalia it is indirectly about, by indeed quantifying over them. [9:  In (2013,2016,2018) I criticized Crane for his wanting to have a cake and to eat it. Indeed he wants the relevant quantified sentences, with negation in narrow scope, to be true, and yet does not want to be ontologically committed to the non-existent intentionalia they quantify over. ] 


3. An Intermediate Way Between Irrealism and Ultrarealism

If the irrealist Athens cries, however, the ultrarealist Sparta does not laugh. For the way I have hopefully dispensed with Sainsbury’s argument does not reevaluate non-existent intentional objects in toto, as Meinongians of all sorts believe, but, as I already said all along, only the non-existent intentionalia belonging to ontologically kosher metaphysical categories; for example, mere possibilia and ficta.
In dealing with (12), I have already said in the previous Section that its truth does not force one to be committed to generic intentionalia, for there are no such things as generic objects. As Sainsbury himself stresses, in wanting a sloop, “John does not want a nonexistent sloop, so adding nonexistent objects is no help in understanding nonspecificity. John’s state is directed on a sloop, but even when we add nonexistent objects there is no object on which it is directed” (2018:17). Indeed, as he already started saying elsewhere (2010), wanting a sloop, i.e., some sloop or other, is one thing, wanting the Mary Jane, a possible non-existent sloop not actually built yet, is completely another thing. I totally agree. Quite likely, as I said, (12)’s truth can be accounted for by paraphrasing it as (12’).
The same, I dare to say, holds of impossible intentionalia. As is well-known, Meinong wanted to be ontologically committed not only to non-existent merely possible intentionalia, such as Goldie, the aforementioned possible golden mountain, but also to non-existent impossible intentionalia, such as Squound, the impossible round square, which not only fails to exist actually, but also fails to exist possibly. Pace Meinong and most Meinongians (e.g. Priest 2016), the truth of:

(13) Alexius is thinking of Squound

[bookmark: _GoBack]does not guarantee that there is an impossibile – namely, Squond – Alexius is directed upon in his reported thought. For, unlike mere possibilia and ficta, there are – hitherto, at least – no convincing independent genuine ontological arguments for allowing impossibilia in our ontology. For example, arguing for impossible worlds, as Berto (2013), Priest (2016) and Yagisawa (2009) have done, does not eo ipso mean arguing for impossible objects. For an impossible world simply is a world that contains contradictory states of affairs, but it may contain no impossible object – consider e.g. the impossible world in which it rains and it does not rain at the same spatiotemporal location. Hence again, it is quite likely that the truth of (13) must be accounted for by reading it as a sentence displaying content intentionality but not reference intentionality:

(13’) Alexius is thinking that there is an (only) round square.

(13’) can be accepted without any ontological commitment to impossibilia, since the quantifier in (13’) can be read by giving it narrow scope.
So pace Meinongians, rejecting irrealism does not eo ipso lead to ultrarealism about non-existent intentionalia. For the fact that one is ontologically committed to a certain non-existent intentionale does not mean that one also is so committed to another non-existent intentionale, if unlike the former, the latter does not belong to an ontologically kosher metaphysical category. As it may well be the case with impossible intentionalia.

Conclusion

Sainsbury has put forward an important, new and original argument against Meinongianism about non-existent intentionalia. In his intention, the argument aims to show that insofar as the pretheoretical, actually phenomenological, category of intentionalia is quite heterogenous, the purported ontological commitment to non-existent intentionalia is ruled out by the fact that one is not ontologically committed to many (metaphysically) different items one may seemingly think of that were never previously considered in the debate. Yet precisely because of such heterogeneity, neither a general ontological irrealist moral can be drawn, nor a general ontological ultrarealist moral either. In our valley of tears, one is forced to check case by case, i.e., by sorting out intentionalia according to their different metaphysical category, whether one is ontologically committed to them or not, depending on whether that metaphysical category is ontologically kosher. This merely partially ontologically committal result holds both of the never previously considered intentionalia Sainsbury interestingly brings to the fore and of the more traditional non-existent intentionalia the literature has notoriously been discussing from Brentano onwards.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  I want to thank Elisabetta Sacchi for her important comments to a previous version of this paper.] 
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