
Deflationism in Semantics and Metaphysics

Page 1 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
University of Miami; date: 18 May 2016

Metasemantics: New Essays on the Foundations 
of Meaning
Alexis Burgess and Brett Sherman

Print publication date: 2014
Print ISBN-13: 9780199669592
Published to Oxford Scholarship Online: January 2015
DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199669592.001.0001

Deflationism in Semantics and 
Metaphysics
Amie L. Thomasson

DOI:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199669592.003.0008

Abstract and Keywords

Various forms of deflationism have been defended in various 
arenas. On the semantic side, there is deflationism about 
truth, reference, and meaning, all of which are popular, 
perhaps even orthodox. On the metaphysical side, there is 
GHIODWLRQLVP�DERXW�H[LVWHQFH��DQG�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
deflationism about ontological debates. Unlike their semantic 
counterparts, these views have gone unnoticed or been widely 
attacked. The purpose of this chapter is to bring discussion of 
these sorts of deflationism together. It is argued that semantic 
deflationism leads to a form of existence deflationism. As a 
result, it is incoherent to accept semantic deflationism but 
reject existence deflationism. Moreover, it is argued that 
H[LVWHQFH�GHIODWLRQLVP�OHDGV�WR�D�IRUP�RI�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
deflationism. Finally, it is argued that once we see how these 
views form part of a global deflationary package, it becomes 
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evident that they are more defensible than they have often 
seemed when examined in isolation.

Keywords:   deflationism, truth, reference, meaning, existence, PHWDݾRQWRORJ\

1 Introduction

Various forms of deflationism have been defended in various 
arenas. On the semantic side we have deflationism about truth 
and deflationism about reference and meaning; on the 
metaphysical side we have deflationism about existence.1

While the term ‘deflationism’ is used in many ways, here I will 
use it to describe theories that deny that the relevant concept 
(of truth, reference, or existence) is even attempting to refer 
to a substantive property the nature of which we can 
investigate and hope to discover. As a result, deflationary 
theories renounce the search for reductive generalizations of 
the form: x is true iff … (x corresponds to the facts, is made 
true by truthmakers, is verifiable, is ideally warranted …); 
<n> refers to x if <n> bears … to x (is causally linked to x, 
evolved with the function of indicating the presence of xs …); 
.V�H[LVW�LIIޔ���.V�DUH�FDXVDOO\�SRWHQW��PLQGݾLQGHSHQGHQW� 
posited by our best scientific theory …). Instead, each holds 
that the relevant concept maybe grasped by grasping certain 
trivial platitudes governing the concept. Each thus gives a sort 
RI�QRݾWKHRU\�DWWLWXGH�WRZDUGV�WKH�FRQFHSW�LQ�TXHVWLRQ��KROGLQJ 
that we were wrong to think that we need a theory to uncover 
what truth, reference, or existence consists in. As a result, 
adopting the relevant form of deflationism leads one to reject 
any number of different philosophical proposals to identify the 
deeper or more substantive nature of truth, reference, or 
existence.2

(p.186) Semantic deflationism has been on the map and 
considered a serious contender for some time. Indeed, it has 
been called “one of the most popular approaches to truth in 
the twentieth century” (Stoljar and Damnjanovic 2012). 
Deflationism about existence has hardly been noticed as an 
option by the contenders in most contemporary ontological 
debates.3 Indeed, it is only by ignoring the very possibility of a 
deflationary view of existence that the vast majority of debates 
in ontology—about whether or not entities of various sorts 
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such as numbers, properties, mental states, etc. ‘really’ exist— 
can proceed as they do. Deflationism about existence thus also 
OHDGV�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�VRUW�RI�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP� 
holding that something is wrong with a great many standard 
GHEDWHV�LQ�RQWRORJ\��0HWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP��KRZHYHU� 
has also been unpopular, and where it has been articulated it 
has been roundly attacked.

The differences in the familiarity and popularity of these 
deflationary views— semantic deflationism about truth and 
meaning on the one hand, and metaphysical deflationism 
DERXW�H[LVWHQFH�DQG�WKH�FRQVHTXHQW�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
deflationism—are striking. The purpose of this chapter is to 
bring discussion of these sorts of deflationism together. I will 
not attempt here to argue for or defend any form of 
deflationism (though I have argued for or defended certain 
IRUPV�RI�PHWDݾPHWDSK\VLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP�HOVHZKHUH 
(Thomasson 2007a, 2008, 2009)). Instead, I will begin by 
discussing deflationism about truth and deflationism about 
existence—showing all that they have in common, which 
should make the contrasting fates of the views more 
surprising. I will then go on to discuss the main problem 
originally thought to plague existence deflationism. I will 
argue, however, that familiar forms of deflationism about truth 
give us a model for how to avoid this problem. Moreover, 
adopting a deflationary use theory of meaning enables us to 
develop a form of existence deflationism that clearly avoids 
this problem. This takes us some way towards establishing 
that existence deflationism is both defensible and similar to 
more popular semantic forms of deflationism.

Thereafter, I will go beyond this to argue that semantic 
deflationism in fact leads to a form of existence deflationism, 
so that it is not only surprising but also incoherent to accept 
semantic deflationism but reject existence deflationism. This 
of course makes even more surprising—and less defensible—
the difference in popularity between these deflationary 
positions. Moreover, I will show how existence deflationism 
OHDGV�WR�D�IRUP�RI�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP��7KLV�LV�D�IDFW 
that has been little noticed, but noticing it may make a big 
difference to the prospects of semantic and metaphysical 
forms of deflationism alike.



Deflationism in Semantics and Metaphysics

Page 4 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
University of Miami; date: 18 May 2016

(p.187) Finally, I will discuss what follows if, as I have argued, 
these forms of semantic and metaphysical deflationism do in 
fact come as a package.4 Are the links between these varieties 
of deflationism a good thing or a bad thing for each of the 
views in question? I will argue that although association with 
metaphysical deflationism may cast more suspicion on 
semantic deflationism in the eyes of ambitious metaphysicians, 
overall the links between them are a good thing. For, taken 
together, the theories form a broader deflationary view that 
makes it evident why various forms of objection that have 
been raised to each side (considered as a separate view) were 
ZURQJݾKHDGHG��,Q�VKRUW��E\�VHHLQJ�KRZ�WKHVH�YLHZV�IRUP�SDUW 
of a global deflationary package, we can also more readily see 
why they are more defensible than they have often seemed 
when examined in isolation.

2 Semantic deflationism

The most venerable form of deflationism is deflationism about 
truth. A deflationary understanding of truth may be traced 
back at least to Frege, who wrote:

It is worthy of notice that the sentence ‘I smell the scent 
of violets’ has the same content as the sentence ‘it is true 
that I smell the scent of violets’. So it seems, then, that 
nothing is added to my thought by my ascribing to it the 
property of truth. (1956: 293; compare Stoljar and 
Damnjanovic 2012)

While there are many versions of deflationism about truth,5

the basic idea is that the meaning of ‘true’ is captured in the 
trivial equivalence schema (using angle brackets to mark 
propositions and their constituents): “<p> is true iff p 
” (Horwich 1998:103)— and by the view that any further 
investigation hoping to discover the nature of truth would be 
out of place. The function of the truth predicate, on Paul 
Horwich’s version of the deflationary view, is simply to serve 
as a device of generalization, enabling us to say, for example, 
‘Everything that Sally says is true’, without restating and 
reaffirming each thing Sally has said. But this is a function 
that can be perfectly well fulfilled by the concept of truth 
expressed in the trivial equivalence schema. For if we have 
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mastered the rule expressed in the equivalence schema, then 
we are able to use the (p.188) concept of truth as a device of 
generalization. According to the deflationary position, there is 
no more to be said about the nature of truth, no deeper and 
more substantial theory to be uncovered, so attempts to look 
for one (in a correspondence, coherence, verificationist, or 
other theory of truth) are one and all misguided.

As Horwich has argued, deflationism about truth goes 
naturally and inextricably with a deflationary approach to 
other semantic notions, specifically:

The deflationary conceptions of truth, being true of, and
reference go hand in hand with one another. These 
QRWLRQV�DUH�LQWHUݾGHILQDEOH��VR�DQ\�VXEVWDQWLYH�DQDO\VLV�of 
one would imply substantive analyses of the others. And 
any argument for deflationism with respect to one of the 
notions … will be convertible into an argument for 
deflationism about the other notions too. (2004: 74)

Perhaps the easiest way to see this is to see the concepts 
<refers to> and <true of> as linked to the concept of truth as 
follows. Using angle brackets to mark propositions and their 
constituents (singular and general concepts), we can say:

<n is P> is true iff <n> refers to n and <P> is true of n

This triviality shows that the concepts <refers to> and <true 
of> maybe introduced by way of the concept of truth: if 
someone only had the concept of truth, we could introduce 
WKHP�WR�WKH�FRQFHSWV�RI�UHIHUHQFH�DQG�WUXHݾRI�LQ�WKLV�ZD\� 
(Tough we needn’t be committed to seeing one direction as 
prior to the other; perhaps if someone possessed the concepts 
RI�WUXHݾRI�DQG�RI�UHIHUHQFH��RQH�FRXOG�LQWURGXFH�WKHP�WR�WKH 
concept of truth in this way.)

Given these trivial conceptual connections between the 
concepts of truth and reference,6 a substantive analysis of 
reference is appropriate only if it is also appropriate for truth
—making it clear that forms of deflationism about these 
semantic notions go together. But how exactly should we 
understand deflationism about reference?
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The basic idea behind deflationism about reference is that the 
meaning of‘reference’ for singular terms is captured roughly 
in the platitude that a singular term x referring to y is “a 
matter of x being the singular term ‘n’ (in quotes) and y being 
the thing n (out of quotes)” (Horwich 1998: 115)—or, for 
singular concepts, a matter of x being <n> and y being the 
thing n.7 On the deflationary view of reference, such 
trivialities as that ‘Aristotle’ refers to Aristotle, Horwich 
argues, are “not merely the start of the story [about the 
reference of singular terms] but the whole story” (1998: 118). 
We should expect no informative and substantive theory of 
what the reference relation consists in (whether causal, 
descriptive, teleological, etc.). Understanding reference is not 
a matter of our accepting anything of the form ‘tokens of *n* 
refer to x iff *n* (p.189) bears R to x’, where ‘R’ names a 
substantive relation thought to ‘explain’ why our term refers 
to what it does (Horwich 1998:120). (The * notation marks that 
the term is to be individuated by its meaning, enabling us to 
put aside worries about ambiguous singular terms (Horwich
1998: 118).) Instead, grasping the concept of reference (as 
DSSOLHG�WR�QRQݾFRQWH[WݾVHQVLWLYH�VLQJXODU�WHUPV�LQ�RXU�KRPH 
language) is roughly a matter of grasping the trivial schema:

For singular terms (individuated by meaning):

�WRNHQV�RI��]ࣂ�Q�UHIHU�WR�[�LIIQ� �[���+RUZLFK 1998:119)

If we work with singular concepts instead of singular 
terms, we can say:

�]� �Q!�UHIHUV�WR�[�LII�Q���]ࣂ�

$V�D�UHVXOW��DOO�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�WKHRULHV�SXUSRUWLQJ�WR�JLYH�D 
substantive analysis of what the reference relation consists in 
(whether they are causal theories, teleological theories, or 
whatever) are to be rejected, although they may leave us with 
insights about how terms of certain particular kinds work.8

Just as a deflationary theory of truth denies that there is any 
deep and substantive answer to the question of what the 
property of truth consists in, and deflationism about reference 
denies that there is any substantive answer to the question 
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what the reference relation consists in, deflationism about 
PHDQLQJ�GHQLHV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DQ\�VSHFLDO��QRQݾVHPDQWLF� 
property of meaning F to uncover the nature of, enabling us to 
say in general what meaning F consists in.

Deflationism about truth opens up the way for deflationism 
about meaning. For the standard idea that the meaning of a 
SUHGLFDWH�GHWHUPLQHV�LWV�H[WHQVLRQ��RU�ZKDW�LW�LV�WUXHݾRI� 
follows trivially from the equivalence schema for truth. More 
SUHFLVHO\��WKH�IROORZLQJ�PHDQLQJݾWRݾWUXWK�FRQGLWLRQDO�LV�WULYLDO 
for general predicates x:

[�PHDQV��GRJ!ࡔ��[�LV�WUXH�RI�DOO�DQG�RQO\�GRJV��+RUZLFK
1998:110)

Or, put more formally, for monadic predicates:

[�PHDQV��)!ࡔ���ࣂ\��[�LV�WUXH�RI�\�LII�)\�9

Since this is a trivial consequence of the equivalence schema, 
in giving a theory of meaning we then are not constrained to 
look for some substantive relationship hooking up a term to 
WKRVH�WKLQJV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�LW�LV�WUXHݾRI��ZH�QHHG�QRW�DQVZHU�WKH 
question—in virtue of what is the term ‘dog’ about dogs?—and 
seek some substantive relation (of causal connection, function, 
etc.) to explain this. It is instead seen as a triviality. As a 
result, by adopting deflationism about truth we are also 
ultimately freed from the demand to offer a substantive 
general analysis of what relation in general (p.190) holds 
between a term and those things it is true of: we need not say 
what meaning in general consists in. Instead, it maybe that:

‘x means DOG’; consists in something or other, ‘x means 
ELECTRON’ consists in something else … and so on—but 
that there is no general account of the structure ‘x 
means F’. We might call such a view of meaning, 
‘deflationary’, both because it is parallel to, and because 
it is justified by, the deflationary view of truth. (Horwich
1998:113).

On this view, we have no reason to expect that there will be 
something more substantive to be said about the property of x 
meaning F (beyond what is expressed in the trivial schema); 
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that it may be subjected to some sort of reductive analysis. 
Thus on this model all theories of meaning that would reduce 
meaning to some other more substantive property—such as 
being causally connected to the right (sort of) object, having 
evolved to fulfill a particular indicating function, being 
associated with a certain mental picture, etc.—are to be 
rejected, and we have instead a deflationary view of meaning 
(Horwich 2004: 52–3).

One theory of meaning compatible with deflationism about 
meaning is a use theory.10 Use theories of meaning of course 
take many different forms, traced back to Wittgenstein and 
Sellars, and reappearing in the form of different versions of 
inferential role semantics. On a use theory of meaning, the 
meaning of a term is said to be constituted by11 LWV�EDVLF�XVHݾ
regularity that explains the acceptance of sentences 
containing the word (on naturalistic versions, e.g. Horwich
1998:45–7) or (on normativist versions) by rules or norms
governing its use.12 For what follows here, not much hinges on 
the differences among these views.13 For simplicity (and 
consistency with my prior work), I will speak below of ‘rules’ 
rather than ‘regularities’ of use.

(p.191) One must take care in describing exactly the sense in 
which a use theory of meaning is and is not deflationary. For 
we do have views about what sort of thing constitutes different 
meaning properties in different cases, and we also allow that it 
may take some serious investigation to figure out, in particular 
cases, exactly what the relevant rules of use for a given term 
are. But it is deflationary in the sense that we give up the 
search for any uniform theory specifying some kind of relation 
that always holds between a term and what it means (e.g. that 
x means <F> iff any appropriate tokenings of x would be 
caused by something if and only if that thing is an F; or that x 
means <F> iff the function of x is to indicate the presence of 
Fs, etc.) (Horwich 2004:111–12). On the use theory the 
PHDQLQJݾFRQVWLWXWLQJ�SURSHUW\PD\EH�TXLWH�GLIIHUHQW�LQ 
different cases: for example, color terms, mentalistic 
predicates, and number terms may operate very differently 
(Horwich 2005: 20), and all of these maybe quite different 
from those for natural kind terms such as ‘wolf’, or logical 
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connectives such as ‘and’ (Horwich 2004: 45)—and they 
needn’t constitute a relation between the term and what it 
means. The deflationist is clear that we may end up with a 
different story in different cases about how the term works: a 
pluralist view that does not identify meaning in general with 
some particular other property or relation between a word and 
what it means, but that does allow that we may identify 
differing particular rules as constituting the meanings of 
different words.

3 Existence deflationism

Deflationism about existence takes of from a very similar 
observation to that which inspires deflationism about truth. 
Just as Frege observed that apparent ascriptions of truth add 
nothing to the content of a thought, so Hume noted that 
existence “makes no addition” to the idea of any object—to 
think of an existing cow adds nothing to thinking of a cow. 
Instead, Hume held, existence is “the very same with the idea 
of what we conceive to be existent” (1739/1985: 500–6, Bk 1, 
Part II, § vi, para. 55). Kant, following Hume, denied that 
‘exists’ is a predicate. Ayer, too, expressing the view common 
to the Vienna Circle, denied that when we say that something 
exists we even attempt to ascribe an attribute to that thing 
(1936/1952: 43). So there is a robust philosophical history of 
thinking that grammar may mislead us into thinking that 
‘exists’ describes a property or activity of objects.

But unlike semantic deflationism, which Simon Blackburn calls 
“an increasingly popular, almost orthodox, position in the 
philosophy of truth” (2006: 249), deflationism about existence 
has become somewhat of a lost and forgotten position— 
despite its respectable historical roots. Debates about whether 
numbers, fictional (p.192) characters, properties, colors, and 
the like ‘really’ exist, are typically based on arguments that 
WKH�SXUSRUWHG�HQWLWLHV�DUH�RU�DUH�QRW�FDXVDOO\�SRWHQW��PLQGݾ
independent, etc.—presupposing that existence has a 
substantive nature tied to possessing some such feature. Other 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�PHWDSK\VLFLDQV�WDNH�WKH�FRPPRQ�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ 
approach of arguing that we should accept/deny the existence 
of the purported entities since we do/do not need to quantify 
over them in our best scientific theories—a view also 
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inconsistent with deflationism about existence, as I will 
discuss below.14

But debates conducted in this way are sustainable only if one 
rejects or ignores the possibility of a deflationary theory of 
existence. For deflationary views of existence reject the idea 
that ‘exists’ or ‘existing’ names (or even attempts to name) a 
property or activity of objects the substantive nature of which 
we can investigate.15 On the deflationary view, existence is 
simply not a property or activity the deeper nature of which 
one could hope to uncover with a philosophical theory. As a 
result, all substantive theories of existence, whether they 
identify existing with having (distinctive) causal powers, being 
PLQGݾLQGHSHQGHQW��EHLQJ�SK\VLFDO��REVHUYDEOH��RU�WUDFNDEOH� 
ZRXOG�DOLNH�EH�UHMHFWHG�DV�ZURQJݾKHDGHG��PXFK�DV�WKH 
semantic deflationist rejects all of the diverse proposals about 
what the property of truth or the relation of reference really 
consists in. Instead, in each case, the deflationist may hold 
that across different cases in which a sentence is true or an 
object exists, there is no common substantive property (of 
truth or existing) the nature of which we can investigate 
(compare Stoljar and Damnjanovic 2012: § 5). But if there is no 
substantive property of existence to be discovered, then all 
arguments about whether or not entities of various kinds exist 
that are based on their having or lacking some such property 
VXFK�DV�FDXVDO�UHOHYDQFH��PLQGݾLQGHSHQGHQFH��SK\VLFDOLW\��HWF� 
�WKRXJKW�RI�DV�DQ�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�UHTXLUHPHQW�IRU�H[LVWHQFH� 
are brought into question.

Why has deflationism about existence become practically 
LQYLVLEOH��ZKLOH�VHPDQWLF�GHIODWLRQ�KDV�EHFRPH�QHDUݾ
orthodoxy? One might think that views about existence along 
these lines were killed off by a prominent criticism of early 
versions of the view, leaving deflationism about existence of 
the menu of options. Peter Geach summarizes the idea (traced 
back to Hume) that the concept of existence adds nothing to 
the idea of an object as follows:

To be sure, people guilty of this confusion would say it is 
improper to speak of the concept of existence; for the 
assertion sign adds no concept, so their very confusion 
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makes them deny that the verb ‘exists’ or ‘there is’ adds 
a concept either. What ‘there is an A’ or ‘an A exists’ 
adds over and above the bare term ‘an A’ is not a 
concept, they say; rather, there is a transition from the
(p.193) bare concept of an A to a judgment, and it is the 

act of judgment that mirrors existence.… (1965: 458)

The relevant judgment that occurs when we add ‘existence’ to 
the conception of some object, on Hume’s view, was simply 
that we “join belief to the conception, and are persuaded of 
the truth of what we conceive” (1739/1985: Bk 1, § vii).

Geach goes on to attack the idea that ‘existence’ functions 
only to form a judgment or belief in the object as “hopelessly 
erroneous.” For an existential proposition “may occur 
unasserted without change of content” (Geach 1965: 458), for 
example, in disjunctions (e.g. in ‘either a Loch Ness monster 
exists or many observers have been unreliable’) and in 
conditionals (‘if canals on Mars exist then Mars is 
inhabited’ (Geach 1965:459)). In those contexts, one may 
entertain existential propositions like ‘the Loch Ness monster 
exists’ and ‘Martians exist’ without believing in the monster or 
DOLHQV��DV�WKH�H[LVWHQWLDO�SURSRVLWLRQV�DSSHDU�LQ�IRUFHݾVWULSSLQJ 
contexts. Moreover, one cannot respond that the meaning of 
the existence claim differs in the embedded context from its 
meaning in the unembedded context, on pain of making simple 
modus ponens arguments invalid on grounds of equivocation. 
For the following argument is clearly valid:

(1) If Fiona is right, then the Loch Ness Monster exists
(2) Fiona is right
(3) Therefore the Loch Ness Monster exists

But if existence claims had a different meaning in embedded 
and unembedded contexts, then the above argument would be 
invalid on grounds of equivocation between (1) and (3). Thus 
Geach concludes that, contrary to the deflationary position, 
adding ‘exists’ does not serve (merely) to form a belief in the 
object. Moreover, he holds that adding the term ‘exists’ 
introduces a new concept into the proposition, whether the 
proposition is asserted or not (Geach 1965: 459).
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To avoid the problem Geach identifies, one must be able to 
give an account of the meaning of ‘exists’ such that the 
meaning remains constant across changes in force, preserving 
the validity of simple inferences like that above. Do we have to 
give up on any deflationary approach to existence in order to 
meet these requirements? I will return to address that 
question in Section 7.5. First, it will be useful to see how 
similar worries have been addressed by semantic deflationists, 
as this will provide insight about how the worry may best be 
handled by deflationists about existence.

4 7KH�)UHJHݾ*HDFK�3UREOHP�DQG�6HPDQWLF 
Deflationism

Deflationism about existence was of course not the only view 
attacked by Geach. For, developing what would become 
NQRZQ�DV�WKHކ�)UHJHݾ*HDFK�SUREOHPއ��*HDFK (p.194) conducts 
a sustained attack on any attempts to explicate the meaning of 
a term in terms of its contribution to the force of an utterance. 
(Much the same point is made by Searle 1969). Geach traces 
his criticism back to what he calls “The Frege Point”: that a 
thought may have just the same content whether it is asserted 
or not, and a proposition may have a truth value independently 
of being asserted (1965: 449). Any thought or proposition 
PD\EH�HPEHGGHG�LQ�D�IRUFHݾVWULSSLQJ�FRQWH[W��VXFK�DV�D 
conditional. Yet it has the same meaning regardless of 
whether it is in a conditional or in an unembedded context. 
Thus we cannot identify the meaning of an expression with its 
contribution to the force of utterances in which it appears. 
Geach famously uses this line of argument to attack not only 
the Humean view of existence, but a variety of other views 
including the view that negation simply functions to reject a 
statement; that ‘good’ functions to commend an action; and 
WKDW�WR�VD\ކ�LW�LV�WUXH�WKDW�3އ�LV�MXVW�WR�DVVHUW�3��7KXV�WKH�)UHJHݾ
Geach point would appear to undermine a certain form of 
deflationism about truth just as much as it undermines (a 
certain form of) deflationism about existence.

How have contemporary deflationists about truth gotten 
around this problem, to retain their view in the face of this 
notorious objection? Ayer had proposed an early form of 
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deflationism about truth, treating ‘It is true that…’ simply as a 
‘mark of assertion’ so that ‘p is true’ adds no content to ‘p’, 
but merely marks the force (of assertion): “To say that p is 
true is simply a way of asserting p” (Ayer 1936/1952:89). But 
WKLV�HDUO\�IRUP�RI�WKH�YLHZ��ZKLFK�LV�VXVFHSWLEOH�WR�WKH�)UHJHݾ
Geach objection, differs from contemporary deflationisms 
about truth (such as Horwich’s) in two important respects. 
First, there is a difference in what each identifies as the 
IXQFWLRQ�RI�WKH�WHUPކ�WUXHއ��ZKLOH�$\HU�WUHDWHG�LW�DV�D�IRUFHݾ
marker (a mark of assertion), Horwich treats its function as 
serving as a device of generalization. Second, and more 
crucially for present purposes, contemporary deflationism 
about truth does not identify the meaning of the term with its 
contribution to force or with its function, but instead seeks a 
view of the meaning of a term that explains how it can fulfill 
its function.

But then what is the meaning of the truth predicate, according 
to contemporary deflationary views? As mentioned above, 
contemporary deflationism about truth is typically allied with a 
use theory of meaning, which enables the deflationist to give 
an account of the meaning of the truth predicate that neither 
equates it with its function or contribution to force, nor treats 
it as acquiring its meaning in virtue of a relation to some 
substantive property whose nature we can investigate.

We can now see that there is good reason for pairing the 
deflationary approach to truth with a use theory of meaning: 
for then we may treat the meaning of ‘… is true’ as constituted 
by the core rule of use captured by the trivial equivalence 
schema: “<p> is true iff p” (Horwich 2004: 71–2). That rule of 
use remains regardless of whether ‘it is true that…’ appears in 
an embedded or unembedded context. In that way we can 
FOHDUO\�PHHW�WKH�GHPDQG�LPSRVHG�E\�WKH�)UHJHݾ*HDFK�SUREOHP 
of specifying what the meaning of the disputed term is that 
may remain constant across changes of force (and preserve 
the validity of inferences using the term)—and yet do so 
without abandoning the core deflationary idea that there is no 
substantive property (p.195) of truth with a nature to be 
uncovered by scientific or philosophical investigation. We can 
also connect this to the original functional analysis by showing 
how a term governed by that rule of use enables it to fulfill its 
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function (of serving as a device of generalization). In short, 
adopting a use theory of meaning is useful to defending truth 
deflationism, as it enables us to retain the idea that ‘truth’ 
may be meaningful (and retain its meaning across changes in 
force) without thinking of it as representing some substantive
property of being true that is referred to and of which we may 
seek a reductive account.

Might a similar approach rescue deflationism about existence 
from the grips of Geach’s argument? It may, if we can identify 
a core rule of use for ‘exists’ that plays a central role in 
constituting the meaning of the concept, without requiring 
that ‘exists’ acquires its meaning by referring to some 
property of existing, the substantive nature of which may be 
investigated by metaphysicians. I will argue below that we can 
do just that, and indeed that the core rule of use for ‘exists’ is 
importantly connected to the core rule of use for ‘refers’ (and 
‘true of’)—in such a way that popular forms of semantic 
deflationism turn out to entail the rather overlooked position 
of deflationism about existence.

5 How semantic deflationism leads to existence 
deflationism

Familiar forms of semantic deflationism lead to less familiar 
forms of metaphysical deflationism: deflationism about 
existence and deflationism about ontological debates 
themselves. For from a simple truth claim, we may trivially 
derive both singular and general existence claims, given only 
the equivalence schema for truth along with standard 
assumptions about how to state things in quantificational 
terms and about the relation between a quantified claim and 
an existence claim. For we may reason as follows:16

(1) <n is P> is true
(2) <n is P> is true iff n is P
(3) n is P
(4) Q�LV�3�LIIࣄ�[���Q [��	�3[�
�]�3	��Q [���]ࣄ (5)
(p.196) �] Q��]ࣄ�!ࡔ��]�3	��Q [���]ࣄ (6)

�] Q��]ࣄ (7)
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Q [��LII�Q�H[LVWV��]ࣄ (8)
(9) n exists
�]3�]ࣄ�ࡔ��]�3	��Q [���]ࣄ (10)
�]3�]ࣄ (11)
�LII�3V�H[LVW�]3�]ࣄ (12)
(13) Ps exist

Since we can always derive existence claims (singular and 
JHQHUDO��IURP�WUXWK�FODLPV��WKHUH�LV�VRPH�VXEVWDQWLYH�DFURVVݾ
WKHݾERDUG�FULWHULRQ�IRU�H[LVWHQFH�RQO\�LI�WKH�VDPH�LV�DYDLODEOH 
for truth. But if (as the deflationist holds) there is no general 
substantive condition required for a proposition to be true, 
then we may derive different existence claims from the truth 
of diverse propositions—without any common condition 
holding, and so without any single substantive criterion for 
existence being fulfilled across all cases. So, since the 
GHIODWLRQLVW�DERXW�WUXWK�GHQLHV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DQ\�DFURVVݾWKHݾ
board condition for a proposition to be true, she is also led to 
GHQ\�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DQ\�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�FULWHULRQ�IRU�H[LVWHQFH� 
The truth deflationist should thus also embrace deflationism 
about existence.

In neither case does this mean denying that it takes something 
of the world for a particular claim to be true, or for a thing (or 
things of a certain kind) to exist. What it does mean, however, 
LV�WKDW�ZH�VKRXOG�H[SHFW�QR�UREXVW�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�FULWHULD 
for truth or for existence in either case. Instead (for 
H[WHQVLRQDO�ILUVWݾRUGHU�SUHGLFDWHV���ZH�FDQ�VLPSO\�PRYH�IURP�D 
true proposition to derive the relevant existence claim. So if 
we have a true proposition such as <the table is brown> we 
can move from there to infer that tables (and brown things) 
exist; from <five is odd> we can infer that the number five 
(and an odd thing) exists.17 Given these entailments, the only 
way to doubt the existence claim is if one also doubts the truth 
of the original propositions (<the table is brown> or <five is 
odd>). The original propositions certainly seem true, however. 
It seems that doubts about their truth are only raised (except 
by the mathematically or perceptually incompetent) for
metaphysical reasons: doubts, for example, about what the 
truthmakers for the relevant claims could be or whether we 
should countenance the alleged truthmakers (given that they 
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may not be causally (p.197) relevant, etc.) But those worries 
are out of place if we accept a deflationary theory of truth, 
ZKLFK�UHMHFWV�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�GHPDQGV�VXFK�DV�WKH 
requirement that truths have truthmakers.18 On this 
deflationary view, we should thus give up the search for some 
‘criterion of existence’ telling us what it is for something to 
exist, just as semantic deflationists give up the search for the 
nature of reference, meaning or truth.

Given the conceptual connections between reference and 
truth, it should come as no surprise that there are also 
conceptual connections between the notions of reference and 
existence—indeed these may be the more fundamental 
conceptual links.

For singular concepts, as we have seen, the deflationist holds 
that the notion of reference maybe roughly19 captured in the 
following schema:

�]� �Q!�UHIHUV�WR�[�LII�Q���]ࣂ

If we are also willing to say that a general concept refers to 
whatever is in its extension, we can also offer the following 
schema for the reference of monadic predicates:

��UHIHUV�WR�[�>RU!3���]ࣂ�KDV�[�LQ�LWV�H[WHQVLRQ@�LII�3[�

In addition to the relational notion of what a singular concept 
refers to, or what a general concept has in its extension, we 
also have and need a semantic notion of when a concept refers
at all (or has anything in its extension), as opposed to when it 
fails to refer. For it is often crucial to be able to identify which 
concepts (singular or general) refer (or have an extension) and 
which fail to refer (or fail to have anything in their extension).

We may define the monadic notion of being a referring 
concept in terms of the relational notion of referring to as 
follows.20 For singular concepts:

�Q!�UHIHUV�LIIࣄ�[��[� �Q�

And for general concepts:

�3!�UHIHUV�LII]ࣄ���3[�



Deflationism in Semantics and Metaphysics

Page 17 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
University of Miami; date: 18 May 2016

Clearly we should accept a deflationary understanding of the 
monadic notion of being a referring term if we are 
deflationists about the relational notion of referring to 
something (or having something in its extension). Given the 
common assumption of the interdefinability of the existential 
TXDQWLILHU�DQGކ�H[LVWHQFHއ��DV� �]3�]ࣄ���Q��LII�Q�H[LVWV��DQG ]��]ࣄ�
iff Ps exist) we can also get, via transitivity:

(p.198) E: <n> refers iff n exists

E*: <P> refers iff Ps exist

These should be taken as conceptual truths, giving a core rule 
of use for ‘exists’. In fact, there is reason for thinking that this 
is the more fundamental conceptual link, from which the 
conceptual connections between the notions of existence and 
truth follow. For, as discussed above, it is a triviality that <n is 
P> is true iff <n> refers to n and <P> is true of n. But given 
E, if n doesn’t exist we can infer that it’s not the case that 
there is some n that <n> refers to, and so that it’s not the 
case that <n is P> is true. Similarly, given E*, if Ps don’t exist, 
we can infer that there is nothing <P> is true of and so again 
that it’s not the case that <n is P> is true. We have reason to 
think that the conceptual connection between existence and 
reference is more fundamental than that between existence 
and truth, since we may derive the latter from the former, and 
also since the former takes the form of a nice tight 
ELFRQGLWLRQDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�ORQJ�RQHݾGLUHFWLRQDO�GHULYDWLRQ�

6R�RQ�WKLV�YLHZ�WKH�FRQFHSWV�RI�WUXWK��UHIHUHQFH��WUXWKݾRI��DQG 
existence are all interlinked by trivial rules, and deflationisms 
about any of these notions stand or fall together.21 This is not 
to claim that these are the only rules actually governing the 
term ‘exists’ (or the concept it expresses). But they do seem to 
be among the core rules constituting the meaning of the term, 
with E and E* perhaps being the most fundamental. In fact, 
they seem to be what we were looking for: core rules of use 
for ‘exists’ that help constitute its meaning, so that we can 
understand how ‘exists’ maybe meaningful without requiring 
that it acquire its meaning in virtue of a connection to some 
property of existing, the nature of which we may investigate.
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6 The function of exists

The view developed above enables us to preserve the original 
insights of deflationism about existence: that ‘exists’ does not 
attempt to name a property or activity of objects the nature of 
which maybe investigated.22 But it does not (with the earlier 
versions of existence deflationism criticized by Geach) fall into 
the mistake of confusing the meaning of ‘exists’ with its 
function or contribution to force. We may still want to give a 
functional analysis of the term ‘exists’ or the concept 
<exists>, but we needn’t identify that function with the 
meaning. Instead (as with the concept of truth) we can show 
how a term that has a meaning constituted by these rules can 
fulfill its function.

(p.199) So what is the function of <exists>: why would we 
want to have such a concept or term? It may be better to begin 
by examining the function of claims that things of some kind 
do not exist. For positive existence claims are seldom used in 
RUGLQDU\�(QJOLVK�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��H[FHSW�WR�UHEXW�FODLPV�RI�QRQݾ
existence, and so the latter seem to play a more basic role. 
:KDW�WKHQ�PLJKW�WKH�IXQFWLRQ�RI�QRQݾH[LVWHQFH�FODLPV�EH" 
Typically, they are used to disabuse listeners of mistakes we 
think they are making, in expecting people to have been 
talking about (or drawing or …) something, when in fact they 
are making a mistake, telling a story, etc. So, for example, we 
might comfort a child by telling her that monsters don’t exist—
they are just talked about in stories and movies. Where 
existence claims are used, they are typically used with a ‘doch’ 
IXQFWLRQ��RI�UHEXWWLQJ�D�QRQݾH[LVWHQFH�FODLP�RU�LQVLQXDWLRQ��and 
LQ�WKDW�FDVH�WKH\�PD\��DV�+XPH�KDG�LW��IXQFWLRQ�WR��UHݾ�MRLQ 
‘belief to the conception.

But why do we need a concept of existence, if we have one of 
reference? One important use of the concept of (non)existence 
may be that it enables us to call attention to certain kinds of 
mistake, while remaining in the object language. For it is far 
more natural to most speakers to use the object language than 
to shift to a metalanguage in which we explicitly talk about 
whether certain concepts or terms refer.
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If the rules of use for the terms ‘true’, ‘refers’, ‘true of’, and 
‘exists’ are linked in the ways suggested above, then the term 
exists’ so understood may ably perform the function of 
correcting mistaken assumptions about reference. For if we 
start from a general nonexistence claim such as ‘monsters 
don’t exist’, we may infer that there is some problem with the 
use of the allied term or concept: for we may infer that it is not 
the case that there is something that is a monster, from which 
we may infer that it is not the case that there is something 
that <is a monster> is true of—and that the it would be a 
mistake to assume that <is a monster> functions as <is a 
grizzly bear> does. Similarly, from a singular nonexistence 
claim such as ‘Santa Claus doesn’t exist’ we may infer that 
there is nothing that is identical with Santa, and so that the 
singular concept <Santa Claus> is defective, and doesn’t work 
in the way indoctrinated children had supposed.23 But in each 
case, the term ‘exists’ can ably fulfill its function of enabling 
us to make these kinds of mistake evident, while staying in the 
object language.

Yet here an objection may arise: since this analysis links the 
concept <exist> with the semantic concepts of <truth> and 
<reference>, it seems to follow that speakers may only have 
the concept of existence if they also possess these semantic 
concepts. This may (to some) seem implausible: <existence>, 
they might say, is surely the more basic concept, and one that 
could be possessed without possessing any semantic concepts 
such as <reference>.

(p.200) ,W�PD\�ZHOO�EH�WKDW�PRVW�ZRUOGݾRULHQWHG�FRQFHSWV�PD\ 
be possessed prior to and independently of semantic concepts, 
but <existence> is an unusual concept. Presumably, for any 
concept <C> one can possess <C> only if one also possesses 
WKH�FRQFHSW�RI��QRWݾ&!��RQH�SRVVHVVHV�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI��UHG! 
for example only if one can not only apply it to red things, but 
also refuse it where things are not red. Often this can be 
taught ostensively, as we learn to correctly classify those 
things that are, and are not, red. But we can’t acquire the 
concept of <not existing> ostensively, or learn to classify 
things into the categories of existent and not existent (since 
there is nothing to ostend or to place in the latter category). 
To understand denials of existence instead seems to require 
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having an idea of the difference between representation and 
reality, and understanding that words may be used (or 
pictures drawn or pretenses made) that aren’t about anything 
(but are merely part of a made up story or are grounded in 
mistaken beliefs). But this does require having a rudimentary 
concept of reference: of the idea that our words (and other 
representations) may or may not be about anything (in the de 
re sense of aboutness). Of course one needn’t possess an 
entire metalinguistic vocabulary to use and understand 
existence claims—indeed, I have suggested that part of their 
use is to enable us to call attention to certain kinds of mistake 
while remaining in the object language. Nonetheless, it does 
seem plausible that to understand a nonexistence claim (or an 
existence claim) one must have at least a rudimentary grasp of 
the difference between representations and reality, in order to 
understand the sort of mistake that maybe made in taking 
representations to be true when they are mistaken or 
intentionally fictional or pretending.

While I have given a suggestion about a function of the term 
‘exists’, it is important to be clear that I am not identifying the 
meaning of the term with its function (or with what it is used 
to do, in simple claims of existence and nonexistence). Instead, 
on this view the meaning of ‘exists’ is constituted by the rules 
that link it conceptually to ‘true’ and ‘refers’—rules that 
enable it to fulfill its function. In this way we can identify a 
meaning that remains constant across changes in force. 
Adopting a use theory of meaning enables us to give a clear 
DQG�IXOO�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�)UHJHݾ*HDFK�SUREOHP��DV�ZH�FDQ 
identify a meaning of ‘exists’ that neither gives the meaning in 
terms of its contribution to force, nor identifies the meaning 
ZLWK�VRPH�VXEVWDQWLYH��ILUVWݾRUGHU��SURSHUW\�UHIHUUHG�WR��,Q 
fact, we can even allow that ‘exists’ functions grammatically as 
a predicate, and that it does (as Geach insisted) introduce a 
new concept into the proposition—a concept constituted by 
the rules of use identified above.

Thus we can arrive at two important conclusions about 
existence deflationism. First, it follows from semantic 
deflationism, which has been far more familiar and popular. If 
we accept deflationism about truth it seems that we should 
accept deflationism about existence. Second, accepting 
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deflationism about existence is not a bad thing— for, once 
combined with a use theory of meaning, we can clearly avoid 
WKH�)UHJHݾ�*HDFK�SUREOHP�WKDW��QHDUO\����\HDUV�DJR��ZDV 
thought to remove the approach from the menu of options.

(p.201) 7 Can we accept both semantic 
deflationism and existence defationism?

Other doubts maybe raised here, however, about whether we 
can coherently embrace both semantic deflationism and 
deflationism about existence. Considering the equivalence: 
Term ‘t’ refers if t exists (the linguistic parallel to the 
conceptual ‘<t> refers iff t exists’), Alexis Burgess writes:

[T]he deflationist about reference does not read this 
biconditional from right to left, so to speak, as reducing 
ontological facts to semantic facts. That reading might 
constitute a genuine deflation or demotion of ontology.… 
If anything, the deflationist reads the biconditional from 
left to right, as reducing semantics to ontology. The two 
readings are mutually incompatible. It is therefore far 
from obvious that we can coherently deflate semantics 
and metaphysics at once, much less that doing the 
former provides a way to do the latter. (2012: 621–2; see 
also Burgess forthcoming: § 2).

What I am arguing for, however, is a view that neither reduces 
ontological facts to semantic facts, nor vice versa. Instead, the 
idea is that these concepts—of reference and existence (and 
also of meaning, quantification, and truth)—are closely 
interlinked in a conceptual circle. We may choose to explicate 
one in terms of another for various purposes (e.g. depending 
on the background of our interlocutor), but the idea is that the 
concepts of truth, meaning, reference, quantification and 
existence are interdefinable in a small circle, and none maybe 
given a reductive, substantive definition.

Thus these concepts are in much the same situation as the 
concepts of necessity, synonymy, and analyticity are on the 
analysis Grice and Strawson (1956) offer in response Quine’s 
arguments in “Two Dogmas.” The right lesson to draw, they 
DUJXH��LV�WKDW�WKRVH�FRQFHSWV�IRUP�Dކ�IDPLO\ݾFLUFOHއ��ZKHUH�HDFK 
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maybe understood in terms of the others, though there may be 
no way to reductively define any of them in ways that reach 
outside the circle to provide necessary and sufficient 
conditions for their application specified in terms outside the 
circle (Grice and Strawson 1956:148). Such family circles of 
concepts, they suggest, are quite common (including moral 
concepts and semantic concepts), and the inability to give an 
explicit definition reaching outside the circle is no mark 
against their intelligibility. This, of course, is perfectly 
coherent with the deflationism developed here, where the idea 
is that none of these linked concepts (of truth, reference or 
existence) demand any sort of reductive definition reaching 
outside the circle of the form: <p> is true iff … <n> refers to 
x iff … or Ps exist if.…

It may be fairly obvious that the semantic concepts are 
interlinked; the only surprise is that <exists> (and 
quantification) forms part of the same circle. But the idea here 
is that <exists> and <refers> are linked by simple moves of 
semantic descent and ascent, just as ‘Snow is white’ 
and‘<Snow is white> is true’ are, according to the truth 
deflationist. One might wish to say: but we do need a 
substantive theory of when and why snow is white; so similarly 
we need a substantive theory of existence! There is something 
right and something wrong in this move. Yes, if we say 
platypuses exist if (p.202) and only if <platypus> refers, we 
may go on to investigate whether or not platypuses exist, to 
offer a view about what it would take for platypuses to exist 
(e.g. for there to be creatures of a kind ostended by those who 
grounded the reference of the term?), or a robust explanation 
of why platypuses exist (given in terms of a history of how 
platypuses came to evolve and roam the rivers of Australia). 
We can do this even while still being deflationists about 
existence and reference, just as one may seek a robust 
explanation of why snow is white (given in terms of its 
reflectance properties) without giving up deflationism about 
truth. But to engage in this kind of investigation or 
explanation does not mean giving a robust theory of existence 
(or reference): of what it is for something (anything 
whatsoever) to exist (or for any concept to refer), any more 
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than explaining why snow is white involves us in giving a 
VXEVWDQWLYH�DQG�DFURVVݾWKHݾERDUG�WKHRU\�RI�WUXWK�

8 )URP�H[LVWHQFH�GHIODWLRQLVP�WR�PHWDݾ
ontological deflationism

Though the argument that takes us to a deflationary view of 
existence is trivial, the potential impact is great. For if we 
accept semantic deflationism and are thus led to be 
deflationists about existence as well, we should reject all 
theories about what it is to exist: for example, we should reject 
the popular Eleatic criterion that to exist is to possess 
(distinctive) causal powers and reject all arguments for and 
against various entities that are based on making use of that 
criterion (see also Thomasson 2008). We should equally reject 
all arguments for or against entities of various sorts based on 
their success or failure at meeting other supposed ‘criteria of 
H[LVWHQFHއ��VXFK�DV�REVHUYDELOLW\�RU�PLQGݾLQGHSHQGHQFH� 
0RUHRYHU��ZH�VKRXOG�HYHQ�UHMHFW�WKH�GRPLQDQW�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ 
approach to existence questions: that we should accept the 
existence only of those entities ineliminably quantified over in 
our best scientific theories. For some concepts, for example 
<hat>, apparently refer regardless of whether or not we 
quantify over hats in our best scientific theories.24

7KLV�DOVR�OHDYHV�XV�ZLWK�D�IRUP�RI�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
deflationism, holding that something is wrong with the vast 
majority of recent debates about what exists—for all of those 
EDVHG�RQ�WKH�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ�PHWKRGRORJ\�RU�RQ�DSSHDO�WR�VRPH 
VXEVWDQWLYH�FULWHULRQ�RI�H[LVWHQFH�WXUQ�RXW�WR�EH�ZURQJݾ
headed. This is a radical conclusion indeed that (if the above is 
correct) follows from the widely familiar and accepted 
deflationism (p.203) about truth, given that deflationisms 
about these ontological and semantic notions go together.

Stepping back from the particular details of the argument, 
however, perhaps we should not be so surprised that 
accepting deflationism about truth ultimately undermines the 
prospects for ambitious metaphysics aimed at determining 
what ‘really’ exists. For, as Huw Price puts it “quietism about 
metaphysics needs to go hand in hand with quietism about 
semantics” (2011:14). For accepting semantic minimalism 
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undermines the representationalist picture of the relation 
between language and the world: the idea that all language 
has the function of representing the world, and that true 
statements ‘match’ features of the world (Price 2011: 3–4). 
The prevalence of the representationalist picture makes it 
seem that for any true statement ‘P’ we are entitled to ask 
what the truthmakers are for P—the facts in the world that 
explain what makes it true. Yet, as Price points out, “the 
representationalist conception of language is so deeply 
entrenched that it has been hard to see how directly it is 
challenged by semantic minimalism—hard to see what a 
radical thesis semantic minimalism is, in this sense” (2011: 
242).25 Semantic minimalism encourages us to give up the 
representationalist picture. For if the notion of truth is simply 
captured in the equivalence schema, then there is no pressure 
to look for what states of affairs correspond to our true claims, 
what facts make them true, or what objects they are about in 
order to explain what makes them true.

Once we give up that picture, it seems that semantic 
minimalism is radical in another sense: it also should lead us 
to give up much of traditional metaphysics. For without the 
representationalist view of language, the metaphysician’s 
traditional questions, such as ‘Are there distinctive objects or 
properties referred to by our (social, evaluative, mathematical) 
terms?’ and ‘What are the truthmakers for our (aesthetic, 
moral, mathematical) claims?’ do not arise. Once we reject 
representationalism, we cannot even formulate robust 
metaphysical positions about what ‘really’ exists, what could 
serve as the truthmakers for our diverse claims, and so on, 
and are left with a sort of metaphysical quietism (Price 2011: 
235–6).26 The quietest approach may leave us uttering the 
same truths as the ordinary person does about what numbers, 
obligations, or beauties there are. But we do so without 
raising—or purporting to make any sense of—deep 
metaphysical questions about whether the relevant terms
really refer, whether the statements have truthmakers, or 
whether the objects described really exist—where the ‘really’ 
is supposed to avert to some deep and substantive criteria
(p.204) that might fail to be met, even when the standard 
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conditions for reference given by the rules of use for the terms 
are satisfied.27

The conceptual links elucidated above between deflationism 
about truth, reference, and existence simply provide one 
explicit route for seeing how semantic minimalism, fully 
understood, gives grounds for deflating a great many serious 
debates in ontology.

9 How existence deflationism and the use theory 
of meaning lead to easy ontology

If we accept a deflationary view of existence, how should we 
address questions about what sorts of thing exist, if not by 
determining whether some criterion of existence is met, or 
whether we ineliminably quantify over the questioned entities 
in our best scientific theories?28 Given the relation between 
the rules of use for <exist> and <refers> we may do so via 
addressing questions about whether the relevant general 
concept refers (or has anything in its extension).

But how can we answer questions about whether a given 
general concept <P> refers?29 Deflationism about reference 
itself merely justifies renouncing a demand for a general 
answer to questions such as ‘what relation holds between a 
concept and the things it refers to?’ or ‘under what conditions 
does a concept refer?’. For a positive answer to how we may 
go about resolving the question of whether a particular 
concept refers, we would have to turn to a positive view about 
the conditions under which concepts of diverse sorts refer, but
—given the defationism—not expecting any single unified 
answer.

On the use theory of meaning described above, a meaning is a 
concept constituted by its constitutive rule(s) of use—but the 
structure and content of these rules may vary. Among these 
rules for general predicative concepts are application 
conditions: rules that license the application of the concept on 
various grounds, entitling us to say that the concept refers. So, 
it may be a core rule of use for <red> that the concept maybe 
properly applied in observational conditions like these. It 
maybe a core rule of use for <squirrel> that it may be 
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properly applied to creatures with the same genetic structure 
as those creatures have.

In other cases, the rules of use may be quite different. So for 
example, it seems that concepts introduced to refer to abstract 
entities such as numbers or properties maybe introduced by 
way of rules that license us to introduce these new nominative
(p.205) concepts by means of trivial inferences from 

uncontroversial propositions that made no use of those 
concepts (Schiffer 2003; and Hale and Wright 2001). For 
example, from <there are three cups on the table> we may 
introduce the concept of number and infer <the number of 
cups on the table is three>, and from <the notebook is blue> 
we may (given the rules that introduce the concept of 
property) infer <the property of blueness is possessed by the 
notebook>. But given our deflationary view of existence, from 
those truths involving the new nominative concepts of number 
and property, we are (generally) licensed to conclude that 
these concepts refer and that numbers and properties exist.30

An interesting upshot then is that, if we are deflationists about 
existence, and take the obvious route of combining this with 
the above sort of use theory of meaning (along with plausible 
assumptions about the rules of use for the concepts in 
question), then many of the most disputed existence questions 
may be answered quite straightforwardly. Some existence 
questions (‘are there red things?’) are answerable simply by 
observing the world and making use of our conceptual 
competence (to recognize observational conditions like these, 
and so conclude that the concept refers and that red things 
exist). Others—including many of those most hotly debated in 
metaphysics, about the existence of numbers, properties, 
propositions, events, and entities of many other sorts—may be 
answered by making use of our competence with the rules of 
use for the concepts in question, combined with our 
knowledge of uncontroversial truths. For, given conceptual 
mastery of the rules that introduce the concepts of numbers or 
properties, we may make trivial inferences from an 
uncontroversial truth that does not involve the concept in 
question (<there are three cups>, <the notebook is blue>) to 
conclude that the introduced concepts (<number>, 
<property>) refer and that there are entities of the disputed 
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sort (numbers, properties). These latter arguments follow the 
familiar pattern of easy ontological arguments, in holding that 
many existence questions may be answered by undertaking 
trivial inferences from an uncontested truth.31

In this way, existence deflationism, combined with a 
(particular form of a) use theory of meaning and a rather 
plausible view about the constitutive rules for certain 
FRQFHSWV��OHDGV�WR�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP�LQ�D�VWLOO 
broader sense than that identified earlier. For it suggests that 
something is wrong with many ontological debates— not just 
WR�WKH�H[WHQW�WKDW�PDQ\�DUH�EDVHG�LQ�HLWKHU�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ 
methodology or the assumption that there is a substantive 
FULWHULRQ�RI�H[LVWHQFH�WR�GUDZ�RQ�LQ�GHIHQGLQJ��QRQݾ�H[LVWHQFH 
claims—but rather precisely because we can answer those 
existence (p.206) questions by way of simple observations or 
via trivial inferences from uncontroversial truths (which, given 
the constitutive rules governing the concept, may guarantee 
that the concept refers and that things ofthat kind exist). This, 
however, makes answering these highly disputed existence 
questions so easy that serious metaphysical debates about 
these existence questions begin to look quite out of place.

10 Results for deflationism

Suppose that the foregoing is correct and that deflationary 
semantics does lead to deflationary metaphysics, in the form 
RI�D�GHIODWLRQDU\�YLHZ�RI�H[LVWHQFH�DQG�D�GHIODWLRQDU\�PHWDݾ
ontology What follows from this? First, although (as noted at 
the outset) semantic deflationism has been far more popular 
than metaphysical deflationism, it becomes clear that it is not 
merely odd but inconsistent to accept the first without 
accepting the second.

But if we can’t accept the first without the second, is that a 
good thing or a bad thing, from the point of view of the 
deflationist?

At first glance, it might seem like a bad thing from the point of 
view of defenders of deflationary semantic positions, for they 
are then saddled with the quite unpopular metaphysical forms 
of deflationism. But popularity is no sure guide to truth or 
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defensibility, and metaphysicians who fervently oppose 
anything smelling of deflationism may have vested interests at 
stake.

Seen with a view to defensibility rather than popularity, it may 
well be a good thing for theorists on both the semantic and 
metaphysical sides to see their views as parts of a total 
deflationary package—for the comprehensiveness of the view 
makes it more defensible against a variety of objections.

11 How deflationary metaphysics helps 
deflationary semantics

Seeing the connection between deflationary semantic and 
metaphysical accounts makes it easier to see how to defend 
semantic deflationism against some familiar objections. It 
PDNHV�LW�REYLRXV��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKDW�WKH�WUXWKݾGHIODWLRQLVW�QHHG 
not deny that there really are facts about what statements or 
propositions are and are not true. For if we combine it with 
the easy approach to ontology we can make use of trivial 
inferences in each case to move from <p> to <it is a fact that 
p>, to <there is a fact [namely that p]> and be thereby 
assured that there are facts, in the only sense that ‘fact’ has: a 
sense in part constituted by these inferences that license 
introduction of the term or concept.

But while we can then accept that there is a fact for each 
truth, this does not mean we are forced to accept the 
representationalist ‘picture’ theory according to which 
“contrary to minimalism, statements are made true by the 
existence of facts to which (p.207) they correspond” (Horwich
1998:105, emphasis added). For while there are such facts 
(the fact that p) for each truth (p), talk of facts is seen on this 
view as derivable by way of trivial inferences from p. Facts so 
understood cannot play a role in explaining p or the truth of 
<p>. To take facts (so understood) to explain what makes 
propositions true would be to fall prey to a dormitive virtue 
explanation. For just as we may move from saying that poppies 
make us sleepy to claim more pretentiously that poppies have 
the dormitive virtue (where this is taken merely as a fancier, 
nominalized way of making the original claim), so we may 
move from saying that <snow is white> is true to saying that 
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it is a fact that snow is white. But the fact that snow is white 
then cannot be invoked to explain why snow is white, or why 
<snow is white> or ‘snow is white’ is true.32 Thus we can 
retain the intuition that there are facts of the relevant kinds, 
without falling back into a kind of picture theory according to 
which there are facts that explain what makes our 
propositions or statements true.

The ability of deflationary semantics, coupled with the 
deflationary easy approach to existence questions, to accept 
the existence of facts is also important given that one of the 
recurring objections raised against various forms of inferential 
role semantics is that there may (on that view) turn out to be 
no ‘genuine facts’ about the meanings of words, since there 
may be no such facts about conceptual or inferential role (see 
Horwich 2006: 45). But as Horwich points out “there is a 
perfectly legitimate deflationary sense of‘fact’ in which ‘p’ is 
trivially equivalent to ‘It is a fact that p’; and when we 
attribute a meaning we obviously suppose there to be a ‘fact’, 
in that sense, as to what is meant” (2006: 45).

Some have objected specifically to normativist versions of use 
theories of meaning on grounds that there may be particular 
worries about “whether it could be a purely factual matter 
whether a certain normative condition obtains” (Greenberg 
and Harman 2006: 319). But normative truths no less than 
truths of other kinds permit feeding into the relevant 
inferences that take us from ‘p’ to ‘it is a fact that p’. Adopting 
a metaphysically deflationary view, on which we may easily 
infer the existence of the fact that p from a true statement ‘p’, 
is sufficient to deflect such worries. For given the deflationary 
sense in which the metaphysical deflationist understands the 
question ‘Do the relevant facts (about meaning or normative 
FRQGLWLRQV�RU�ZKDWHYHU��REWDLQ"އ��FULWLFV�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�IODWݾ
footedly say that the normativist about meaning “denies the 
very existence of semantic facts involving reference and 
truth” (Forrai 2009: 213).

Others have objected to versions of deflationism about truth 
that (like Horwich’s) presuppose that the truth predicate 
applies primarily to propositions, on grounds that 
“propositions are highly dubious entities” (Horwich 1998: 86). 
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But again, once we adopt the easy approach to existence 
questions that falls out naturally from our deflationary 
semantic theories combined with a use theory of meaning, we 
can see (p.208) how to counter these doubts (and see why we 
need not worry about the appeal to propositions throughout 
this chapter). For suppose, as Schiffer (2003) argues, that we 
may be assured of the existence of propositions by the very 
rules of use that introduce proposition talk into our 
vocabulary, licensing us to infer from ‘Mary believes that 
whales are mammals’ to ‘There is something that Mary 
believes’ to ‘There is a proposition (believed by Mary)’. In that 
case doubts about whether there ‘really’ are propositions 
(doubts often grounded in worries about their failing to be 
causally efficacious, physical, or in general failing to meet 
some presumed general criterion of existence) are misplaced 
and properly put aside.

Similarly, even the standard way of expressing the 
deflationary theory of truth or reference shows up differently 
once we pair it with a deflationary ‘easy’ approach to ontology. 
For it is sometimes presented as denying that there is a 
property of truth, or a relation of referring. Yet paired with the 
easy approach to ontology, we can easily make inferences 
from: ‘p is true’ to ‘p has the property of being-true’ to ‘there 
is a property of being true’; and similarly from “t’ refers to x’ 
to ‘t stands in the relation of referring to x’ to ‘there is a 
relation of referring’. Seen in this light, the semantic 
deflationist’s view should not be expressed as denying that 
there is a property of truth or a relation of reference—and that 
is a good thing. For, as Horwich says:

That truth is a property almost goes without saying. We 
do, after all, distinguish two classes of statement: those 
that are true and those that aren’t—so truth is what 
members of the first class have in common. (2004: 71)

But if the thoroughgoing deflationist comes to say that there is 
a property of truth or a relation of reference, how is the 
GHIODWLRQDU\�YLHZ�DIWHU�DOO�WR�EH�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�IURP�QRQݾ
deflationary positions? I have alluded to this in my way of 
expressing the view already: the semantic deflationist need 
not (indeed should not) deny that there is a property of truth 
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or a relation of reference. But she does deny that there is a 
deep and substantive ‘nature’ of the ‘truth property’ or 
‘relation of reference’ to be uncovered by a philosophical 
theory, so that it makes sense to seek some reductive view of 
what truth or reference ‘really’ is. The feeling that there is 
such a theory to be found is based on mistakenly treating the 
property of truth on analogy with properties referred to in 
scientific theories—such as being magnetic or conductive, 
where such ‘discoveries’ of an underlying nature make sense. 
And this in turn may be based on an unwarranted functional 
monism, that assumes that all predicative terms serve the 
same role of identifying some uniform feature of the world 
that we may go on to investigate (rather than some serving 
very different functions, such as serving as a device of 
generalization). But the very fact that we can (truly) speak of 
there being a property or relation here does not entail that 
such reductive analyses make any sense; it merely reflects the 
trivial rule of use that entitles us to infer from the claim that x 
is P to conclude that x has the property of being P, and from 
WKH�FODLP�WKDW�[�5�\��ZKHUH�5�LV�D�WZRݾSODFH�SUHGLFDWH��WR 
conclude that x stands in relation R to y.

(p.209) 12 How deflationary semantics helps 
deflationary metaphysics

My central concern is more with defending deflationary 
metaphysical views than deflationary semantic views, however
—in particular with defending the easy approach to ontology. 
So let us examine whether accepting deflationary semantic 
views may help avoid misunderstandings and difficulties 
thought to plague deflationary views in metaphysics.

I have already shown how a use theory of meaning may help 
us to formulate a deflationary approach to existence that 
FOHDUO\�DYRLGV�WKH�)UHJHݾ*HDFK�SUREOHP��WKXV�HQDEOLQJ�XV�WR 
offer a view of‘exists’ that neither takes it to refer to a special 
property or activity of which we can seek a substantive theory 
nor falls into the error of mistaking force for meaning.

We can also gain substantial advantages for the deflationary 
‘easy’ approach to ontology by explicitly combining it with a 
GHIODWLRQDU\�VHPDQWLF�YLHZ��)RU�GHIODWLRQDU\�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
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views are quite commonly misunderstood. The easy ontologist 
typically accepts that there are disputed entities, such as 
numbers, properties, fictional characters, propositions, and 
the like, since we can infer the existence of these entities by 
way of trivial inferences (licensed by the introduction rules for 
the terms in question) from uncontroversial premises. Their 
opponents, however, often deny that the easy ontologist really
holds (or is entitled to say) that the relevant entities exist. In 
the first instance, they are often held to not genuinely endorse 
the existence of numbers, properties, or propositions because 
these entities are not posited as truth-makers for our 
mathematical, descriptive, or semantic claims. The feeling 
commonly arises that although the easy ontologist may echo 
what the realist says (viz. that there are numbers, properties, 
or propositions, even that they are necessary entities, etc.), 
she is really holding something back—not genuinely endorsing 
a realist view of the questioned entities.

This point has been made most famously by David Lewis 
(2005), who argues that Simon Blackburn’s quasi-realist view 
of the moral (though it is able to imitate all that the realist 
wants to say) is best understood as a form of fictionalism. For, 
/HZLV�DUJXHV��TXDVLݾUHDOLVP�VKRXOG�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�LPSOLFLWO\ 
prefacing all of the assertions that sound like realism (that 
there are moral facts, that these are objective, etc.) with a 
‘disowning preface’ like the fictionalist’s preface “according to 
the fiction…” (2005: 319). For Lewis reads Blackburn as 
taking the (traditional) moral realist to be making a mistake, 
namely thinking that “there are properties, perhaps non-
natural properties, such that we can somehow detect them; 
and such that when we do detect them, that inevitably evokes 
LQ�XV�SURݾ�RU�FRQݾDWWLWXGHV�WRZDUG�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�ZH�KDYH 
detected to have these properties” (Lewis 2005: 315–16). On 
Lewis’s reading, since the quasi-realist will not endorse those 
elements of (what Lewis takes to be) genuine realism, all the 
UHDOLVWݾVRXQGLQJ�WKLQJV�WKH�TXDVLݾUHDOLVW�VD\V�PXVW�EH 
understood as in the context of a ‘disowning preface’ like the 
one used by fictionalists.

(p.210) But once we explicitly combine the easy approach to 
ontology with deflationary semantics, we can see where this 
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line of thought goes astray. The easy ontologist who asserts a 
simple realist view that there are moral facts, or properties, or 
propositions, etc. does not mean to say that these existence 
claims are true RQO\�LQ�VRPH�UHGXFHG��TXDVLݾ��RU�SUHWHQGLQJ 
sense. Instead, she holds that these existence assertions are 
true in the only sense in which we can make sense of them 
(compare Blackburn 2005:325). (It seems then that ‘quasiݾ
realism’ is a misleading choice of name for the view, and that 
simple’ realism—as contrasted with ‘explanatory realism’—
ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU���7KH�ROGݾVFKRRO�5HDOLVW�LV�PLVWDNHQ�QRW�LQ 
asserting that there are moral facts, properties, propositions, 
etc., and that true existence claims maybe made about them. 
Instead, he is mistaken in the representationalist theory of 
truth that he attaches to the view: that for those claims to be 
really true, there would have to be discoverable entities that 
we could investigate and form a substantive philosophical 
theory about, and which would explain what makes the 
relevant claims true. Adopting a deflationism about truth 
enables us to make explicit that the easy ontologist can hold 
that our standard existence claims are perfectly true—true in 
the normal sense, in the only sense that has sense—not just 
EDFN��RU�SUHWHQGLQJ�VHQVH�33ݾ�LQ�VRPH�UHGXFHG��KHOGއWUXHކ

([SOLFLWO\�FRPELQLQJ�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP�ZLWK 
semantic deflationism also enables us to combat many of the 
standard criticisms raised against those who wield ‘easy 
arguments’ for the existence of entities of different kinds. One 
standard objection raised is that the inferences used to move 
from uncontroversial premises to reach conclusions that 
disputed entities exist leave “hostages to metaphysical 
fortune.”34 For, as it is often put, what guarantees that the 
world really has enough objects to make good on the promises 
of the trivial inferences? But again if we make explicit the 
connection to a use theory of meaning, we can see that such 
worries are misguided. The principles that underwrite the 
trivial inferences are not to be treated as hypotheses, or parts 
RI�D��TXDVLݾVFLHQWLILF��WKHRU\��EXW�UDWKHU�FRQFHSWXDO�WUXWKV 
reflecting the very meanings of the terms (‘number’, 
‘proposition’, ‘object’, etc.) in question. Thus if the initial 
premise of the easy argument is true, given the rules of use 
that are constitutive of the meanings of the nouns for the 
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disputed entities, there simply is no further meaningful 
question to be asked about whether there ‘really’ are numbers, 
properties or propositions—or more generally about whether 
there ‘really’ are enough objects to serve as truthmakers for 
the ontological conclusions of these arguments.

(p.211) 7KXV�RQFH�ZH�PDNH�H[SOLFLW�WKDW�WKH�GHIODWLRQDU\�PHWDݾ
ontological approach is to be combined with deflationary 
semantic views, we can both avoid misunderstandings of it 
(e.g. thinking of it as allied with fictionalist views) and show its 
resilience in the face of standard objections. This should make 
PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP�PRUH�SDODWDEOH��DQG�OHVV�RI�D 
liability for those who began only intending to embrace 
semantic deflationism. No doubt the deflationary metaphysical 
views (about existence and ontology) will remain unpopular 
among ambitious metaphysicians who have a vested interest in 
retaining ontological debates in their current form and 
defending their sense. But that need not worry a more neutral 
observer.

13 Conclusion

The moral of the story is that, although discussions of these 
diverse forms of deflationism—about truth, reference, 
existence, and ontological debates—have been largely kept 
separate, these forms of deflationism go together. The familiar 
and relatively popular deflationism about truth entails a 
deflationism about reference and about existence, leading to 
the conclusion that ontological debates based on whether or 
not disputed entities satisfy some ‘criterion of existence’ are 
misguided. All three are best and most naturally paired with a 
use theory of meaning (the way for which is opened up by 
deflationism about truth). And if we do pair deflationism about 
existence with a use theory of meaning (combined with 
plausible views about the rules governing key terms), then 
WKDW�LQ�WXUQ�HQWDLOV�D�GHHSHU�IRUP�RI�PHWDݾRQWRORJLFDO 
deflationism, on which many disputed existence questions are 
so easy to answer that protracted debates about them are 
ZURQJݾKHDGHG�

These deflationary views are most clearly seen as defensible 
when we see them as a package. For often one facet of the 
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total deflationary position enables us to see why standard 
criticisms of another are misguided, based on 
misunderstanding, or easily answered. Though deflationism 
about truth has been far more familiar and popular than forms 
of metaphysical deflationism, if what I have said is correct, 
this should not remain the case—those who embrace semantic 
deflationism must also embrace existence deflationism. And by 
evaluating these deflationary views as a package, we can 
better see the considerable strengths of the total deflationary 
picture.35
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Notes:

(1) Among other things, of course. For one may also be 
metaphysically deflationist about particular entities, such as 
SURSHUWLHV��SURSRVLWLRQV��RU�QXPEHUV��RU�PHWDݾPHWDSK\VLFDOO\ 
deflationist about some or all debates in metaphysics. I shall 
have more to say about all of these forms of deflationism 
below.

(2) This of course does not mean that the deflationist must 
reject formal or analytic analyses of the relevant concepts and 
their conceptual interrelations. Nor does the deflationist have 
to deny that there is a relevant property or relation (of truth, 
reference, or existence). For we may undertake trivial 
inferences to acquire reference to the relevant properties or 
relations—though these cannot serve an explanatory function 
and we would be misguided to think of ourselves as 
discovering the true natures of these properties (in the way 
that we might discover the nature of water). See Section 11.

(3) With a few important exceptions. Contemporary authors 
who defend something like a deflationary approach to 
existence questions include Hale (2010) and Price (2011). At 
OHDVW�LQ�LWV�PRVW�UHFHQW�IRUPV��%ODFNEXUQއV�TXDVLݾUHDOLVP�PD\ 
also be seen as defending a deflationary approach to at least 
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some existence questions. Looking further back, Carnap may 
be thought to introduce a kind of deflationary approach to 
existence questions (see Carnap 1950; for interpretation along 
these lines, see Thomasson forthcoming, ch. 1).

(4) While I argue here that semantic deflationism leads to 
deflationism about existence, some may wonder whether the 
reverse entailment holds: whether deflationism about 
existence leads to semantic deflationism. I do not mean to take 
a stand on that here: it seems plausible that there maybe some 
forms of deflationism about existence that do not entail 
semantic deflationism. Nonetheless, I will argue in Section 11
that adopting semantic deflationism is the key to defending 
the form of existence deflationism I shall discuss here against 
central objections raised against it, so the deflationist about 
existence is well advised to pair her view with semantic 
GHIODWLRQLVP��0HWDݾRQWRORJLFDO�GHIODWLRQLVP��WDNHQ�VLPSO\�DV 
the view that something is wrong with contemporary 
ontological debates, of course, may be held for many different 
reasons, and need not entail either semantic deflationism or 
deflationism about existence.

(5) Other deflationary approaches to truth include, among 
others, Dorothy Grover’s prosententialist theory (1992), Frank 
Ramsey’s redundancy theory (1927), P.F. Strawson’s 
performative theory (1949), and Quine’s disquotational theory 
(1970). I will not take a stand on which of these is right here, 
but for simplicity will work with Horwich’s version of truth 
deflationism.

(6) For another account of the relations between our concept 
of singular reference and the concept of truth, see Burgess 
(forthcoming).

(7) That is, barring difficulties in accounting for our attribution 
RI�UHIHUHQFH�WR�IRUHLJQ�WHUPV��DQG�IRU�FRQWH[WݾVHQVLWLYH�WHUPV� 
For discussion of these, see Horwich (1998: 119–20). The 
structure of the view, however, will be easier to see if we put 
those complications aside.

(8) See Field (1994), for example, for a deflationary conception 
of what Kripke achieved.
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(9) It is easy enough to see how the account could be 
JHQHUDOL]HG�WR�KDQGOH�QݾDGLF�SUHGLFDWHV��EXW�IRU�VLPSOLFLW\�, 
will stick with monadic predicates here.

(10) As Horwich makes evident, deflationary theories of truth 
do not entail the use theory of meaning— this is just one 
theory of meaning consistent with deflationism. But truth 
deflationism does show to be mistaken one common reason 
given for rejecting use theories of meaning—thinking that we 
QHHG�WR�VSHFLI\�VRPH�QRQݾVHPDQWLF�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�D�WHUP 
and its extension (which specifying use properties cannot do) 
(Horwich 2004:113).

(11) On still other versions, the use regularities are seen as
determining the meaning rather than giving it—playing a 
metasemantic rather than semantic role. See Greenberg and 
Harman (2006). I will leave these differences to the side here.

(12) Naturalist versions of use theories of meaning are 
defended, e.g. by Horwich (1998, 2005), Field (1977), and 
Harman (1999), among others. The most prominent defender 
of a normativist version is Robert Brandom (1994). (For 
GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�QRUPDWLYH�DQG�QRQݾ
normative versions of inferential role semantics, see 
Greenberg 2005 and Whiting 2009.) Another important 
GLYLVLRQ�OLHV�LQ�ZKHWKHU�WKH�WKHRU\�LGHQWLILHV�WKH�PHDQLQJݾ
constituting property with all regularities/norms of use, or only 
with a core subset. I prefer to make, and have made elsewhere 
(Thomasson 2007b), use of a normativist version of the 
approach, which identifies the meaning of an expression with 
core constitutive rules of use. Thus for consistency with my 
prior work, and simplicity here (avoiding long disjunctions) I 
will speak in those terms above, though I will not have space 
to argue for those choices here.

(13) Here is some of what does hinge on it. Holding that some 
core subset of rules/regularities are constitutive enables one 
to preserve the idea that there are analytic/conceptual truths, 
which are essential to preserve the validity of the easy 
ontological inferences discussed below. It also enables one to 
better account for constancy of meaning across speakers and 
times. Adopting a normativist rather than naturalist version 



Deflationism in Semantics and Metaphysics

Page 42 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: 
University of Miami; date: 18 May 2016

enables one to better avoid objections such as Williamson’s 
(2007) to the claim that there are analytic/conceptual truths. A 
normativist version is also better suited to avoid other 
prominent objections against a naturalist use theory of 
meaning such as Horwich’s, including Schifer’s (2000) 
objection that Horwich’s acceptance properties cannot 
possibly account for meaning in a public language, since they 
have nothing to do with use in interpersonal communication. 
Public rules governing our linguistic interactions would seem 
to have a far better chance at accounting for the role of 
meaning in communication.

(14) I do not mean to take a stand on whether this is the right 
interpretation of Quine’s actual view, only to say that this is 
KRZ�D�VRݾFDOOHG�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ�PHWKRGRORJ\�LV�FRPPRQO\�XVHG�in 
PHWDSK\VLFV��)RU�GRXEWV�WKDW�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ�PHWDSK\VLFLDQV 
have correctly interpreted Quine, see Price (2009).

(15) This is not to deny that there may be a property in a 
deflationary sense of property (on which for any predicate P 
we may make inferences from a true sentence of the form ‘Px’ 
to ‘x has the property of being P’ to ‘there is a property of 
being P (which x has)’). See Schifer (2003). The point is rather 
to deny that there is a property the substantive nature of 
which one may investigate. See Section 10.

(16) Subject to the usual restrictions, e.g. that the claim is 
atomic and < … is P> is not an intensional predicate (e.g. ‘is 
worshipped’, ‘is believed to be fun’, ‘is possible’… ) or an 
existential claim (e.g. ‘doesn’t exist’). Propositions such as 
<Sherlock Holmes is a detective> on my view do not 
constitute counterexamples to (4), for on my view that 
proposition is not a literal truth (although <According to the 
story/pretence, Sherlock Holmes is a detective> is true). From 
‘Sherlock Holmes is a fictional character’, on my view, we are 
licensed to make the inference to the existence of Holmes, the 
character (not the man). For details about how I handle claims 
about fictional and mythical characters, see Thomasson (1999) 
and update in Thomasson (2010).

(17) See Hale (2010: 406) for separate arguments that we may 
argue from there being certain true statements using singular 
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terms that purport to refer to entities of a given kind, to the 
existence of entities of that kind. As he puts it:

[W]e can argue for the existence of entities of [a 
disputed] kind by arguing that there are true statements 
involving expressions of the relevant kind. If, for 
example, there are true statements incorporating 
expressions functioning as singular terms, then there are 
objects of some corresponding kind. If the singular terms 
are such that, if they have reference at all, they refer to 
numbers, there are numbers (Hale 2010: 406).

(18) See Horwich (2010: 299–322) for deflationary criticisms of 
truthmaker theory.

(19) Again, putting aside difficulties in accounting for our 
DWWULEXWLRQ�RI�UHIHUHQFH�WR�IRUHLJQ�WHUPV��DQG�IRU�FRQWH[Wݾ
sensitive terms. For discussion of how to accommodate those, 
see Horwich (1998:119–20).

(20) Of course for this equivalence to hold we must assume a 
plenitude of concepts, existing necessarily. I will not have 
space to defend this assumption here, only to suggest that it 
PD\�EH�PDGH�JRRG�RQ�QRW�PHUHO\�WKURXJK�D�NLQG�RI�KHDY\ݾGXW\ 
Platonism about concepts, but alternatively through a 
pleonastic approach to concepts coherent with the 
deflationism advocated here. The equivalence clearly would 
not hold if we treated concepts as contingent mental entities; 
that is not the conception of concepts employed here.

(21) For doubts about combining deflationism about existence 
and reference, however, see Burgess (forthcoming). I discuss 
one such doubt—about whether we can embrace both 
ontological and semantic defationism—later, in Section 7.

(22) Nonetheless, as mentioned above, we may allow that it 
QDPHV�D�SURSHUW\�LQ�D�QRQݾH[SODQDWRU\�VHQVH��DV�ZH�PD\ 
derive property talk by hypostatization from a true predicative 
statement.

(23) Of course this is not to deny that, in some contexts—where 
no mistake is being made—names in fiction and myth may 
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refer to fictional and mythical characters (abstract artifacts—
not people). See Thomasson (2010) for fuller discussion of 
existence and nonexistence claims using fictional names.

(24��2QH�PLJKW�WU\�WR�UHWDLQ�WKH�QHR4ݾXLQHDQ�YLHZ�E\�DOVR 
denying that a concept refers unless the things allegedly 
referred to must be quantified over in our best scientific 
theories—and thus also denying that <hat> refers. But that 
imports a treatment of reference at odds with the deflationary/
pluralist position on which whether a concept refers is 
determined by its particular rules of use, which may vary for 
concepts of different types. As long as we acknowledge that 
pluralism, it will seem out of place to require as a condition of 
reference for all concepts whatsoever that their alleged 
referents be quantified over in our best scientific theories—
though this may be a relevant condition for certain scientific 
concepts.

(25) Alexis Burgess argues against this idea (2012: 621), in 
part on grounds of doubts about whether one can coherently 
embrace both semantic and existence deflationism. For a 
response, see Section 7 above.

(26) This quietist position is in a sense the contemporary heir 
WR�WKH�NLQG�RI�DQWLݾPHWDSK\VLFDO�VWDQFH�SURSRVHG�E\�&DUQDS 
(1950), who (with other members of the Vienna Circle) 
UHMHFWHG�ERWK�WUDGLWLRQDO�IRUPV�RI�UHDOLVP�DQG�DQWLݾUHDOLVP 
about numbers, the external world, etc. as lacking sense. For 
discussion of his view, why it does not rely on verificationism, 
and how it relates to the contemporary options, see 
Thomasson (forthcoming, ch. 1).

(27) In this respect it is much like Blackburn’s (1993��TXDVLݾ
realism about the moral and modal, though I think that the 
‘quasi’ here is misleading. See Section 12.

(28) Here I will just address general existence questions, as 
those are normally what are at issue in ontological debates. I 
have discussed singular existence questions elsewhere 
(Thomasson 2010).

(29) I have argued elsewhere that a term refers if the 
application conditions actually associated with it are fulfilled, 
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see Thomasson (forthcoming). But here I will stick with 
speaking of concepts rather than terms, to avoid a long detour 
discussing the nature of application conditions (but see 
Thomasson (forthcoming: ch. 2) for details and discussion of 
how these two ways of expressing the position are related).

(30) Although notoriously some inferences from <x is P> to <x 
has the property of being P> may lead to contradiction (e.g. 
where P is the property of being a property that doesn’t 
instantiate itself). For discussion of how to handle this and the 
general ‘bad company’ problem, see Schiffer (2003: 67–70 and 
my forthcoming: ch. 8).

(31) An easy approach to ontological questions like this one is 
applied to different issues by Hale and Wright (2001, 2009) for 
the case of numbers; by Schiffer (2003) for propositions, 
events, properties, states, and the like; and by myself (2007) 
for ordinary objects. For general discussion, see Thomasson 
(forthcoming).

(32) Although we can, as mentioned above, give a scientific 
explanation of why snow is white, e.g. in terms of its 
reflectance properties—but this is not an explanation of the 
metaphysical form: <snow is white> is true because there is a 
IDFW�WKDW�VQRZ�LV�ZKLWH��7KH�ODWWHU�LV�RQO\�D�SVHXGRݾ
explanation.

(33) This move, however, does not oblige us to accept that 
claims like ‘Santa Claus exists’ are true: here the relevant 
claims can be seen as merely fictional or pretenseful. For 
discussion of this point and further discussion of the 
differences between deflationism and fictionalism, and why 
deflationism is a better option for our discourse about 
numbers, properties and the like (though not about fictional or 
mythical beings), see Thomasson (2014).

(34) As Hale and Wright (2009: 201–8) put it in responding to 
this line of objection. See also Thomasson (2009) for 
discussion of this line of objection.

(35) Many thanks to Alexis Burgess, Brett Sherman, Stephen 
Neale, and Stephen Schiffer, and audiences at NYU and MIT 
for very helpful comments that led to improvements in this 
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chapter. I would also like to thank Alexander Medvin for his 
help with proofreading and with the bibliography.
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