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Brief introduction to the course 
This course will investigate aspects of the philosophy of existence and being which touch on its 
relationship with the philosophy of language and mind, as well as with metaphysics. We will look at 
some of the history of the idea of existence in philosophy, and how it relates to the idea of being. 
We will examine and criticise the dominant classical 20th century conception of existence which 
derives from Gottlob Frege, Bertrand Russell and WV Quine, which links existence with what is 
expressed by certain quantified formulae. The course will then examine relationship between 
existence and non-existence; or, rather, it will examine claims about non-existence and how we 
should understand them, and it will attempt locate the significant of this within a broader account of 
mind and language. 

Goals 
The goal of this course is to explain the central questions about the metaphysics and logic of 
existence and non-existence as they developed in analytic philosophy in the 20th and 21st 
centuries.  

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this course students who have completed all the requirements will: 
— have a good understanding of the key ideas of Frege, Meinong, Russell, Quine and Kripke on 
the question of existence; 
— have a good understanding of the problem of nonexistence and its main proposed solutions; 
— have an understanding of the relationship between questions of existence and recent 
discussions of fundamentality. 

Week by week description  
The first class in each week will be a lecture, with discussion. The second class each week will 
involve at least one student presentation of 20 minutes. Students must attend each class (unless 
they have a satisfactory excuse) and give a presentation. 

Readings (*= compulsory reading for the classes; **= background reading) 

1. Being and existence 
How are the concepts of being and existence related? Are ‘being’ and ‘existence’ synonyms? 
If not, do they apply to the same things? Why might someone distinguish between being and 
existence? 
*Alexius Meinong, ‘On the Theory of Objects’ (1904) in R. Chisholm (ed.) Realism and the 
Background of Phenomenology. 
*Bertrand Russell, ‘Meinong’s Theory of Complexes and Assumptions’ Mind (1904) and ’On 
Denoting’ Mind (1905) 
*Nathan Salmon, ‘Existence’ Philosophical Perspectives (1987) 
Useful historical background reading: 
**Karel Lambert Meinong and the Principle of Independence (1983) 
**Peter Simons, ‘On What there Isn’t: the Meinong-Russell Debate’ in Philosophy and Logic in 
Central Europe from Bolzano to Tarski (1992). 
**Janet Farrell Smith, ‘The Russell-Meinong Debate’ Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 1985 

2. Existence ‘as a predicate’  
The question of whether ‘existence is a predicate’ goes back to Kant’s famous discussion of 
the ontological argument. This view took on a new form in the logical writings of Frege, Russell 
and Quine. 



*Gottlob Frege, Foundations of Arithmetic (1884; trans. 1950) §§45-54 
*Colin McGinn, ‘Existence’ in Logical Properties (2001) 
**J.L. Mackie, ‘The Riddle of Existence’ Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary 
Volume (1978) 
**Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference (1982) chapter 10 (NB first section only) 
**David Wiggins, ‘The Kant-Frege-Russell view of existence’ in W. Sinnott-Armstrong (ed.), 
Modality, Morality, and Belief: Essays in Honor of Ruth Barcan Marcus (1995). 

3. Quantification and existence  
We will examine critically the dominant 20th century approach to the question of existence, 
defended and developed by W.V. Quine.  
*W.V. Quine, ‘On What There Is’ Review of Metaphysics (1948) 
*Graham Priest, Towards Non-Being (first edition 2005) Chapter 5 ‘On What There Isn’t’ 
**Tim Crane, The Objects of Thought (2013) chapter 2 

4. The Quantified Argument Calculus  
We will discuss an alternative way to think about the logic and semantics of quantification, 
which has implications for questions about existence: Hanoch Ben-Yami’s quantified 
argument calculus. Prof Ben-Yami will attend. 
*Hanoch Ben-Yami, ‘The Quantified Argument Calculus’ Review of Symbolic Logic (2014) 
*Hanoch Ben-Yami, ‘Is Existence a Quantifier?’ in Logic & Natural Language: On Plural 
Reference and Its Semantic and Logical Significance (2004)


5. Ontological commitment 
What does it mean to be committed to the existence of something? Quine’s doctrine is that 
you are ontologically committed to all those things that are the values of the variables bound 
by the quantifiers of the formalisation of your best theory. 
*W.V. Quine, ‘Existence and Quantification’ in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (1968) 
*Zoltán Szabó, ‘Believing in things’ Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 2003 
**Peter van Inwagen, “Existence, Ontological Commitment, and Fictional Entities,” in M. Loux 
and D. Zimmerman (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics (2003)


6. The problem of non-existence 
We talk and think about things that do not exist. What problems does this give rise to and how 
should  they be solved? We will discuss here the problem of negative existentials, though that 
is not the only problem here, or even a major one. 
*Tim Crane, The Objects of Thought (2013) Chapter 1 
*Nathan Salmon, ‘Nonexistence’ Nous (1998)  
**Richard Cartwright, ‘Negative Existentials’ Journal of Philosophy (1960) 
 


7. Existence and singular reference 
Claims about existence and non-existence have been thought to be particularly problematic 
when using apparent singular terms (names, descriptions, demonstratives) to talk about the 
non-existent. What is it about singular reference, or reference in general that causes these 
problem? Is the problem inevitable? 
*R.M. Sainsbury, Reference without Referents 
*David Braun, ‘Empty Names’ Nous (1993) 
**Keith Donnellan, ‘Speaking of Nothing’ Philosophical Review (1974) 
**John McDowell, ‘On the Sense and Reference of a Proper Name’ Mind (1976) 

8. Fictional characters  
Is talk about fictional characters an example of talking about the non-existent, or do fictional 
characters really exist? How does this affect the overall question of non-existence? 
*Saul Kripke, Reference and Existence (2014; originally written 1973) 
*Stacie Friend, ‘Fictional Characters’ Philosophy Compass 2007 
**Stacie Friend, ‘Notions of Nothing’, in Manuel García-Carpintero and Genoveva Martí (eds.) 
Empty Representations: Reference and Non-Existence (2014) 



**Peter van Inwagen ‘Creatures of Fiction’ American Philosophical Quarterly (1977) 

9. Non-existent objects 
Should we accept that there ‘are’ non-existent objects in any sense? What does this mean? 
How can it help solve the problems? 
*Tim Crane, The Objects of Thought (2013) Chapter 3 
*Graham Priest, Towards Non-Being (first edition) chapter 4, ‘Characterization and 
Descriptions’ 
**Terence Parsons, Non-Existent Objects (1980) 

10. Objects of hallucination 
The problem of non-existence also arises in in the philosophy of perception; here the concern 
is not so much with actual representation of the non-existent, but the mere possibility of 
apparent objects of hallucination which do not exist. 
*A.D. Smith, The Problem of Perception (2002) chapter 7 
*MGF Martin, ‘The Limits of Self-Awareness’ Philosophical Studies 2004 
**Tim Crane and Craig French, ‘The Problem of Perception’ Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy 

11. Easy Ontology 
Rudolf Carnap thought that the answers to ontological questions were either ‘internal’ to a 
choice of linguistic framework, or (‘external’) matters of choice of such frameworks. Some 
post-Carnapian philosophers have developed Carnap’s ideas by arguing that ontological 
questions are not deep or difficult. 
*Rudolf Carnap, ‘Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology’ Revue Internationale de Philosophie 
(1950) 
*Amie Thomasson, ‘Easy Ontology and its Consequences’ in G Ostertag (ed.) Meanings and 
Other Things (2016). 

12. Fundamentality and ontology 
Some philosophers have argued that ontological questions should be understood in terms of 
what is fundamental, as opposed to what exists. Many things exist which are not fundamental; 
ontolgical disputes are about what is fundamental. 
*Ross Cameron, ’Truthmakers and Ontological Commitment’ Philosophical Studies (2008) 
*Jonathan Schaffer, ‘On What Grounds What’ in Chalmers, Manley and Wasserman (eds) 
Metametaphysics (2009) 
**Kathryn Koslicki ‘Questions of Ontology’ in S Blatti and S. Lapointe (eds.) Ontology After 
Carnap (2016) 

Assessment: Each student will be expected to (i) give at least one 20 minute presentation, and 
the evaluation of the presentation will feed into the overall grade; (ii) submit one term paper of 
4000 words, on a topic agreed with Professor Crane.  

Assessment deadlines: To be confirmed 

Office Hours 
Tim Crane: Wednesdays 1.30-3.30pm, Friday 1.30-3.30pm


