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Abstract
Oystein Linnebo’s book Thin Objects is partly devoted to
defending the view that some objects are “thin” in that
their existence does not impose any substantive demands
on the world. In this paper, I discuss the concern that the
defense relies on there being entities that serve as the refer-
ents of predicates. Linnebo thus seems to assume the thin-
ness of those entities. In the course of my discussion, I also
discuss what Linnebo says about the role of criteria of
identity in his discussion of reference and existence.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Oystein Linnebo’s Thin Objects is a very rich book filled with philosophical insights. In this
paper, I will discuss only some of the many interrelated themes that come up.1 I will bring up
some questions regarding predicate reference, and — relatedly, as we will see — about what
Linnebo says about the role of criteria of identity.

2 | THIN ENTITIES

A central question of Linnebo’s book is: Are there objects that are “thin” in the sense that their
existence does not make a substantial demand on the world? (p. 3)2 Linnebo answers the ques-
tion in the affirmative. Like neo-Fregeans such as Bob Hale and Crispin Wright before him,
Linnebo centres on abstraction principles like Hume’s principle (HP),

1I provide more of a full overview in Eklund (2021).
2All page references are to Linnebo (2018), except where indicated otherwise.
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[T]he number of Fs is identical to the number of Gs just in case the Fs and the Gs
can be one-to-one correlated,

or, using the symbolism Linnebo uses,

#F¼#G$F≈G,

where F and G are predicates, # is an operator mapping what F and G stand for to objects,
and ≈ is a relation. HP can be used to derive second-order arithmetic in the context of second-
order logic.3

Given HP, then so long as the right-hand side of some instance is true, there are objects. By
itself HP is just a biconditional, but the idea behind appeal to HP in a defence of the idea of thin
objects is that one can understand HP as corresponding to the metaphysical idea that the exis-
tence of numbers demands nothing more from the world than that one–one correspondence
obtains. And the latter is in turn undemanding. For example, one instance of HP is

The number of non–self-identical objects is identical with the number of non–self-
identical objects just in case the non–self-identical objects can be one–one corre-
lated with the non–self-identical objects.

And since the right-hand side is undemanding, so is the left-hand side. Or that is the idea.
Using other abstraction principles one can similarly establish the existence of other thin objects.

Linnebo defends the idea of thin objects. I am sympathetic to it myself. Nothing I will say
here directly problematizes it. Instead, I will ask another potentially problematic question: what
is the big deal? Even before numbers and other mathematical objects — the thin objects whose
existence Linnebo is chiefly concerned to establish — have entered the stage, Linnebo already
has in his metaphysics whatever the predicates employed stand for, in particular given that he,
like neo-Fregeans before him, employs a second-order framework with quantification into pred-
icate position. Call what predicates stand for predicables, to remain neutral on the exactly what
these things are. Specifically, I do not here wish to take a stand on whether predicables can be
referred to not only by predicates but also by singular terms, and whether predicables also can
be in the range of first-order variables. The predicables in question appear to be no less thin
than the thin objects — referents of singular terms but not of predicates — whose existence
Linnebo seeks to defend. If, along the lines described, HP can be used to establish that the exis-
tence of numbers does not make substantial demands on the world, then the existence of predi-
cables that serve as referents of the predicates on the right-hand side do not make any more
substantial demands on the world.

So the worry is this: Linnebo’s reasoning relies on the existence of some thin entities, the
predicables. What then is the point of establishing that there are thin objects that are not predi-
cables? Well, there is of course one obvious point to establishing this: showing that there are
mathematical objects and developing a philosophy of mathematics around these objects. And
that is no mean feat. But Linnebo clearly thinks that establishing that there are thin objects also
is of more general significance for metaphysics, and, to stress, I think there would be general
agreement about this. But if it is already assumed that there are thin predicables, has not it been
assumed that there are thin entities, and then what is the general significance of thin objects spe-
cifically? Insofar as this worry is legitimate, it of course arises not only for Linnebo but also for
other theorists who have argued along similar lines that there are what Linnebo calls thin
objects, for example, Hale and Wright.

3Relevant works by Hale and Wright include Wright (1983), Hale (1987), Hale and Wright (2001), and Hale and Wright (2009).
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The concern as I bring it up must not be confused with a closely related but different one,
familiar from the literature. The familiar concern is that the neo-Fregean program in philoso-
phy of mathematics relies not only on HP but also on reliance on second-order logic, and the
second-order logic being relied upon, no matter whether it is set theory in sheep’s clothing, in
Quine’s memorable phrase, is so mathematically and metaphysically committal that this is
essentially to rely on mathematics to found mathematics.4 However, even if we are not actually
worried about the legitimacy of second-order logic, the concern I wish to bring up still remains.
There is a question of whether reliance on second-order logic, and specifically on the existence
of predicables, is justified. And there is the separate metaquestion of whether already settling
such questions is where the philosophical action is at. It is this second kind of concern that I
want to highlight. Compare an analogy: even someone not seriously worried about the existence
of sets may think that an argument for the existence of numbers that presupposes the existence
of sets is at best moderately exciting.

The concern I bring up is not strictly that Linnebo is begging the question by relying on thin
predicables. If he reasonably takes those theorists that his arguments are directed towards as
being hospitable to thin predicables but not thin objects, then it is a reasonable argumentative
strategy to give an argument for thin objects. Even so, one may still wonder whether the philo-
sophical action does not lie with the question of whether, and if so why, to accept the existence
of thin predicables.

3 | POSSIBLE RESPONSES

Here are two possible kinds of responses to the concern I have brought up. First, one might
deny that predicates refer: there just are not any predicables. There are no entities, thin or other-
wise, that are the referents of predicates. Believing otherwise is to misunderstand how predicates
work. Second, one might say that even if there are predicables, they are simply so different from
objects that the existence of thin predicables is a very different matter from, and much less of a
big deal than, the existence of thin objects.5

Start with the first of the two possible responses. An immediate problem regarding this
response is that the program of using HP to derive arithmetic makes central use of second-order
logic — and on the assumption that one can quantify into predicate position. But here is a
response to this problem. In a paper devoted to relevant issues, Wright (2007) argues for a “neu-
tralist” conception of quantification according to which quantification itself is “neutral as far as
ontological commitment is concerned.” More specifically, “the commitments of quantified
statements go no further than the requirements of the truth of their instances whatever the latter
requirements are.”6 So, for example, if singular terms are in the business of referring, then quan-
tification into the positions occupied by singular terms is ontologically committing; but if the
semantic role of predicates is different, then quantification into the positions occupied by predi-
cates is not ontologically committing.7

This provides, in outline, a way out. If predicates do not refer, but neutralist quantification
is possible and the second-order logic we get is strong enough for the theoretical purposes at
hand even with the resulting conception of second-order quantification, then there is a defence
against the problem mentioned.

4For some references and discussion, see MacBride (2003). Quine’s phrase is from his Quine (1970).
5Another response would be to construe the second-order quantification needed as plural quantification. Proper discussion of this would
be too long of a detour. Let me just refer to Shapiro and Weir (2000) for problems taking this route within the context of the neo-
Fregeanism of Hale and Wright, and to Linnebo’s appendix 3.A for some of Linnebo’s (different) reasons for not taking this route.
6Wright (2007), p. 154.
7As Wright notes, his suggestion is similar in spirit to what Agustín Rayo and Stephen Yablo argue in their Rayo and Yablo (2001).
Compare also relevant remarks in Fraser MacBride (2003), from where Wright’s label “neutralism” is taken.
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However, even assuming that the details of this outline can be provided in a satisfactory
way, appeal to the neutralist strategy raises other problems. Linnebo and the neo-Fregeans
want to argue that numbers are objects. Part of the argument is that one can establish via HP
that #F = #G, for some F and G — and hence that there are numbers, for from what has been
established it follows, for example, that 9x(x = #G). Now, on the face of it, there is nothing
more that needs to be done once we have established this. But assuming the possibility of neu-
tralist quantification the question arises: on what basis do we assume that quantification into
the positions occupied by number terms is ontologically committing? It may be tempting to
respond by saying: because singular terms are in the business of referring to entities. But pre-
cisely the phenomenon of singular terms introduced by abstraction principles can be used to
cast doubt on this general claim.

Compare here an earlier debate between Wright and Michael Dummett.8 Dummett argued
that singular terms introduced by means of abstraction principles refer only in a “thin” sense;
Wright opposes this. (Yes, it is unfortunate that “thin” is used here too, and in a different sense.)
There are good questions about exactly what Dummett means by his talk of thin reference.9

Speaking roughly, I think one can distinguish two possibilities: One possibility is that contrary
to what their surface structure might suggest, the left-hand sides of instances of an abstraction
principle are just code for the right-hand sides, and the real structure of what is expressed is
what is found on the right-hand side. Another possibility is that the singular terms do play a
genuine semantic role, but there is something missing that distinguishes their role from thick, or
genuine, reference. Regardless of how best to understand Dummett, the more relevant possibil-
ity for our purposes is the second one. On the first suggested interpretation, the left-hand sides
of abstraction principles only superficially seem to contain singular terms playing semantic
roles. On the second interpretation, they do contain semantically significant singular terms; it is
only that the semantic role of these singular terms is different from that of other singular terms.
The singular terms “refer thinly” in that they have a different kind of semantic role from that of
other singular terms. If singular terms introduced by abstraction principles refer thinly in that
sense, then one can see how quantification into the positions they occupy could be claimed not
to carry ontological commitment.

It may be suggested that first-order quantification must always be one and the same thing,
and that the quantifier and the variables cannot mean different things depending on whether
the corresponding singular terms refer thinly or thickly. But even assuming that this is a legiti-
mate point, there is a quick reply. One might say that given the possibility of thin reference,
first-order quantification is always by default to be understood in a non-committing way: but
features of some or many sentences may lead one to think that the quantification that occurs in
those sentences is committal. Compare an analogy. Given the possibility that there are both
concreta and abstracta, one should not conclude from “9xFx” that there is anything concrete.
But if “F” means wrestler, then one can conclude that there is something concrete, relying on
the extra information that wrestlers are concrete. Similarly, if there are terms referring thinly
and terms referring thickly, one should not conclude from “9xFx” that there “thickly” exists an
F; however, if whatever is an F must thickly exist, then one can draw this further conclusion.

I have also encountered the suggestion that in response to the issue I have brought up, some-
one might appeal to an inferentialist understanding of second-order quantification as well as of
predication to begin with. Here a distinction between two ways of being an inferentialist of the
kind in question may be relevant. On what may be called moderate inferentialism, predicates
do refer and second-order quantification is ontologically committing: it is only that the repre-
sentational function of these linguistic items is explained by appeal to inferential features. On

8See Dummett, 1981a (chaps 7 and 14), Dummett, 1981b (chaps 18–0), and Dummett, 1991 (chaps 15–18), Wright (1983), Wright (1995)
and Wright (1998).
9For discussions, see for example, Ebert (2015) and Assadian (2019).
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what may be called radical inferentialism, predicates do not refer, and second-order quantifica-
tion is not ontologically committing. Predicates and second-order quantifiers are inferential
rather than representational. Radical inferentialism is effectively a version of neutralism, and
the same remarks apply. And as for moderate inferentialism, it does not even promise to get
around the issue. So long as it is true that predicates are in the business of referring and second-
order quantification is ontologically committing, there arises the question of what justifies the
contention that a given predicate does refer.

Another possible response to the challenge I have described is, as mentioned, to say that
predicables just are so different from objects that there being thin predicables does not mean
that the question of whether there are thin objects loses much of its seeming interest. I anticipate
that some may want to say this. But I have a hard time seeing how the details of this proposal
could be filled out in such a way that this is even remotely plausible. On some views, it could be
that predicables are abstract and objects that are not predicables are concrete, and that is what
makes for the difference. But it is unclear why this would matter. And more importantly, theo-
rists who, like Linnebo, want to make room for abstract objects, cannot take this route. A more
interesting suggestion to the effect that the existence of predicates is relevantly different from
the existence of objects takes as its point of departure some ideas found in recent work by
Nicholas Jones.10 Jones distinguishes first-order realism about properties (what I here call predi-
cables), taking properties to be among values of first-order quantifiers, and second-order realism
about properties, taking them only to be values of second-order quantifiers. He further thinks
that taking this first-order/second-order distinction seriously promises to transform discussion
of the metaphysics of properties. One example concerns the debate over locations of properties.
One central debate in the metaphysics of properties concerns whether properties are located or
not. There are well-known problems with both alternatives. Jones thinks the second-order real-
ist can bypass this debate altogether. The reason is that attributions of location are framed
using predicates taking singular terms and first-order variables in the argument position; and it
is at best unclear whether one can attribute locations using higher-order means. If Jones is right,
then if we should take the second-order route, the existence of predicables differs in one crucial
way from that of objects. Questions about location are a non-issue when it comes to predica-
bles. One may reasonably think that this makes the existence of predicables easier in a way, for
problems about location then fall by the wayside. But given that problems regarding location
are just some metaphysical problems among many, this is very much only a difference in degree
between the existence of predicables and the existence of objects.

I might add that Jones thinks second-order realism “should be relatively uncontroversial”
because “the characteristic existential claims of second-order realism follow from uncon-
troversial truths.”11 The idea is that the existence of predicables can be derived by existential
generalisation from uncontroversial truths. Maybe, in some sense, second-order realism should
for this reason be relatively uncontroversial. But in the very same sense, the existence of objects
such as numbers should be relatively uncontroversial: one might say that it is uncontroversial
that 0 = 0, and it follows from this that there is something that is identical with 0. There is no
disanalogy between objects and predicables.

4 | UPSHOT

Suppose that there is indeed no satisfactory response to the concern I have raised. Given that
one already allows reference to and quantification over predicables, reference to and

10Jones (2018).
11Jones (2018), p. 812.

THIN ENTITIES 5

 17552567, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/theo.12384 by U

ppsala U
niversity K

arin B
oye, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [18/10/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



quantification over thin objects is not such a big deal. What then? How does this impact pro-
jects such as Linnebo’s project and the neo-Fregeans’ project?

Not at all, one may think. What I am suggesting is that there is a kind of parity between
claims that entail the existence of predicables and claims that entail the existence of objects that
are not predicables. In a way, these theorists can take all this in their stride. They might cheer-
fully embrace the parity and positively use it to argue that the step from the right-hand side of
an abstraction principle to the left-hand side is innocuous. Maybe thin objects are not such a
big deal if thin predicables are already allowed. One can still maintain and defend the core idea
that there are thin entities in much the same way as before.

But there is a deeper issue raised. In order to explain it, I need to take a little detour. On one
understanding of projects such as Linnebo’s, there is an essential reliance on abstraction princi-
ples. In order for a certain kind of abstracta, the Ks, to exist, there needs to be an abstraction
principle from which the claim that Ks exist can be derived. Abstraction principles are not just
the key to one argumentative strategy but are absolutely essential. On another understanding,
the thinness of the objects, or the lightness of being — or however one wishes to metaphorically
characterise the underlying outlook — is a more general stance, not bound up with the existence
of suitable abstraction principles. Someone who sees things this latter way might, for example,
hold that there is no suitable abstraction principle from which the existence of Ks can be
entailed but there is a suitably disciplined practice of using K-sentences, by the standards of that
practice some such sentences are true, and the Ks are thin objects so long as the practice does
not assume there to be substantial demands on the truth of K-sentences.12

The concern I have raised raises a problem for the first strategy. Even if appeal to abstrac-
tion principles can in fact be dialectically useful (e.g., “You accept the right-hand side? Well,
then, you should accept the left-hand side as well.”), there remains the point that a philosophi-
cal opponent can always say: “I see that I should believe in thin objects if I should believe in
thin predicables. And maybe I should indeed believe in thin predicables. But I do not see why,
in the context, we should just take thin predicables as given.” The defence of thin objects
depends on something equiproblematic.

But the second strategy emerges unscathed, whatever other problems it may face. The friend
of the second strategy does not in any way rely on there being more innocent claims from which
seemingly less innocent claims can be derived.

In other work of mine, focusing on the work of Hale and Wright, I have problematized the
role of abstraction principles in other ways.13 I have argued for two complementary points:
First, I have argued that Hale and Wright rely on metaontological views of such a kind that
they in fact adopt the second strategy; they rely on general principles given which abstraction
principles can be bypassed. Second, I have argued that this is a good thing. If there are mathe-
matical objects for which there are no suitable abstraction principles, that is not a problem for
them if their strategy is of the second kind.14 The present remarks reinforce the case for focusing
on the second strategy.

In some of their work, Hale and Wright take a particular view on predicate reference as a
model and explain their distinctive view on reference to (some) objects by comparing predicate
reference. In their (2009), they say:

Take it that in order to assign a sense to a predicate, it suffices to associate it with a
sufficiently determinate satisfaction-condition: to fix under what circumstances it
may truly, or falsely, be applied to an item in some appropriate assigned range.

12Some discussions where this choice point is at issue are MacFarlane (2009), Hale and Wright (2009a), Waxman (forthcoming), and
Eklund (2006), (2009) and (2016).
13See Eklund (2006), (2009) and (2016).
14The standard examples to illustrate the point is sets: there has been a long search for a consistent abstraction principles strong enough
to yield enough of ZF. But Linnebo makes significant progress on this issue in his book; see chap. 12.
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And take it that the question whether it has a reference amounts to whether we
have thereby succeeded in associating it with a genuine property. Then there is a
contrast between two broad ways of taking the question. On one way of taking it,
the relevant notion of genuine property is akin to that in play when we conceive it
as a nontrivial question whether any pair of things which both exemplify a certain
set of surface qualities—think, for example, of a list of the reference-fixers for
“gold” given in a way independent of any understanding of that term or an equiva-
lent — have a property in common. When the question is so conceived, the answer
may be unobvious and negative…Theorists who think of all properties in this
way—sometimes termed “sparse” theorists — will recognize a gap between a predi-
cate’s being in good standing—its association with well-understood, feasible satis-
faction conditions — and its hitting off a real worldly property. However this
conception stands in contrast with that of the more ‘abundant’ theorist, for whom
the good standing, in that sense, of a predicate is already trivially sufficient to
ensure the existence of an associated property, a (perhaps complex) way of being
which the predicate serves to express. For a theorist of the latter spirit, predicate
sense will suffice, more or less, for predicate reference.15

And they go on to explain their conception of reference to objects in terms of this:

According to the abundant — “neo-Fregean” — metaphysics of objects and singu-
lar reference, such a justification is provided by the very manner in which sense is
bestowed upon abstract singular terms, which immediately ties the truth conditions
of self-identities featuring such terms to the reflexivity of the relevant relation. As
with the abundant conception of properties, there is no additional gap to cross
which requires “hitting off” something on the other side by virtue of its fit with rele-
vant specified conditions, as the property of being composed of the element with
atomic number 79 is hit off (or so let’s suppose) by the combination of conditions
that control our unsophisticated use of “gold.”16

Hale and Wright’s explanation of their conception of reference to objects in terms of the
corresponding conception of predicate reference may well be helpful when it comes to
explaining their view on reference to objects. And one can see an argument for their conception
of reference to objects here: they might emphasise the supposed fact that we unthinkingly tend
to adopt the abundant conception of predicate reference and say that we have no good reason
to treat reference to objects as differently as we seem to do. But even someone who agrees that
this conception of predicate reference is attractive and who is attracted to this reasoning may be
forgiven for wondering what ultimately justifies this conception in turn.

5 | LINNEBO ON CRITERIA OF IDENTITY

I have raised the concern that defences of thin objects like that of Linnebo rely on the existence
of thin entities in a way that robs them of some of their purported significance. I have then dis-
cussed some unsuccessful responses to the concern, as well as broader upshots. Let me now
return to Linnebo. There is material in his discussion, relating to what he says about criteria of
identity, which may seem to be relevant in a response to the issues regarding predicables that I
have raised. But as I will argue, such appearances are misleading.

15Hale and Wright (2009), p. 197f. Compare also the view on properties defended in Hale (2013).
16Hale and Wright (2009), p. 207.
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A central theme in Linnebo’s book is emphasis on criteria of identity; he takes this emphasis
to distinguish him from theorists like Hale and Wright, and also Agustín Rayo (2013), who also
have prominently defended views according to which some objects are thin in something like
Linnebo’s sense. Linnebo says that these other theorists hold views according to which “pro-
vided that truth-conditions are assigned in a way that accords with the laws of logic and that
appropriate sentences come out true, then reference has been achieved” (p. 32). Linnebo says
that on their “ultra-thin” views “there is no need to appeal to criteria of identity” (p. 32). By
contrast, on his own view there is such a need. Following Frege, Linnebo holds that singular
reference “can be explained in terms of the concept of a criterion of identity” (p. 22; italics
removed). This makes singular reference “comparatively easy to achieve” (p. 22), but not quite
as easy, Linnebo thinks, as on the views of Hale and Wright and of Rayo. Although Linnebo
does not discuss the matter, one may think that this provides a response to my questions about
how thin objects relate to thin predicables. Maybe singular reference is to be explained in terms
of criteria of identity; however, predicate reference is easier to achieve — as easy to achieve as
singular reference is on the alternative views that Linnebo mentions.

What does the talk of criteria of identity amount to? Here is a rather modest claim:

Talk of Fs is associated with a criterion of identity if some statements “a=b,” where
at least one term purports to refer to an F, have truth conditions.17

This modest claim can be strengthened in various ways. One way to strengthen it involves
saying that at least some such statements have determinate truth conditions, and a further
strengthening involves a demand that all such statements are determinately true or false. (That
latter strengthening is certainly problematic because it seems implausible that the condition can
plausibly be demanded to be met. At least some semantic indeterminacy is likely always to be
present.) A different kind of strengthening is along a different dimension. Linnebo says that a
criterion of identity is “a principle which in a systematic and informative way relates the identity
or distinctness of a certain class of objects to certain other facts” (p. 22) and that there is such a
systematic and informative principle goes beyond the modest claim. It could be that some iden-
tity statements have truth conditions cannot be explained systematically and informatively.

Given the contrast Linnebo draws with Hale, Wright, and Rayo, one might have thought
that for Linnebo it is simply a necessary condition on successful reference that the terms in ques-
tion are associated with criteria of identity: Linnebo takes there to be a certain necessary condi-
tion on successful reference such that, at least according to Linnebo, these other theorists do
not take this to be a necessary condition on successful reference. But for Linnebo the criteria of
identity are also central to sufficient conditions for successful reference, for reference is
explained in terms of criteria of identity: “By explaining reference in terms of criteria of identity,
we make reference comparatively easy to achieve, including reference to abstract objects. For
example, it suffices for a direction term to refer that it has been associated with a line and is sub-
ject to a criterion of identity that takes two lines to specify one and the same direction just in
case the lines are parallel.” (p. 23) Further elaborating on the parallelism example, Linnebo says
“A truth about parallelism is thus reconceptualized in a way that reveals a new object, namely a
direction, which was not involved in the original truth” (p. 23; italics in the original). One can
in principle agree with Linnebo regarding the necessity of criteria of identity while staunchly
resisting Linnebo’s view on what is sufficient for successful reference. A nominalist can think
that there are lines only if suitable parallelism truths obtain but resist the suggestion that the
parallelism truths are sufficient for the existence of lines.

17Talk of “purporting to refer” to something is sometimes useful but potentially unclear. Here it can be understood as: if the term refers
at all, it refers to an F.
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Linnebo’s views on criteria of identity gives rise to a number of questions. First, in order
for F-terms to refer, why should it be necessary that there be criteria of identity of the “sys-
tematic and informative” kind that Linnebo demands? It is a well-known fact that not
everything can be explained systematically and informatively. Somewhere we reach some-
thing that cannot be explained further. Why could not some truths regarding identity be like
that? Second, about the sufficiency claim. Although I would agree that it is sufficient for F-
terms to refer that there are some truths of the form “a = b” where “a” and “b” purport to
refer to Fs, it seems that anyone who is attracted to this claim should likewise be attracted
to the claim that so long as an F-term occurs in a true atomic sentence of any of a variety of
kinds, the F-term refers. So why the focus on identity specifically? A third question is more
directly tied to the issue of objects versus predicables. Linnebo explains reference to objects
in terms of criteria of identity. But one may ask: why should criteria of identity be especially
crucial to the issue of reference to objects? The question may seem to have an obvious
answer: it is singular terms that can flank the identity sign. But, first, again to repeat the
point just made, the fact that singular terms can flank the identity sign does not by itself jus-
tify the specific focus on identity. So what might justify this special focus? Here is something
that can be said. In order for a thinker to use a singular term to refer to Fs, she must some-
how or other possess the capacity to distinguish Fs from non-Fs, and for her to refer to an F
she must possess the capacity to distinguish this F from other entities. In an obvious way,
this relates to identity and distinctness. (Needless to say, in order to be plausible, this kind
of claim would need to be suitably qualified in light of water/XYZ cases and elm/beech
cases. Also, any such claim must be understood in such a way as to be consistent with the
fact that there is semantic indeterminacy. But let me here slide over such complications,
assuming that the formulation of the claim can be suitably finessed.)

However, this general motivation for appealing to identity and distinctness general-
ises beyond reference to objects. For example, for a thinker to be able to use the predicate
“F” to refer to the predicable F, she must be the same token possess the capacity to distin-
guish F from other entities. The point even generalises beyond referential expressions.
Even if, for example, the logical connectives do not strictly refer, one may equally ask
questions about what meaning “&” has as used by a given thinker, and one may think
that for this expression to mean “conjunction” the speaker must be in a position to distin-
guish conjunction from other possible meanings of “&.” This claim about being in a pos-
sibility to distinguish seems no less plausible in the case of “&” than in the case of
singular terms.

I conclude that appeal to criteria of identity does not in any relevant way distinguish refer-
ence to objects from predicate reference.

6 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

As I said early on, Linnebo’s Thin Objects is a very rich book. I have here only remarked on
two themes. I started by discussing the issue: what is the big deal about establishing that there
are thin objects, if establishing this assumes that there are thin predicables? One may think that
appeal to criteria of identity, which play a central role in Linnebo’s discussion of reference to
objects, are relevant here, but I have argued that any such suggestion should be resisted. Along
the way, I have made some remarks on the broader significance of the first issue, and I have
also raised some further questions regarding the role of criteria of identity in Linnebo’s
discussion.
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