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Abstract
That certain paper bills have monetary value, that Vladimir Putin is the president of 
Russia, and that Prince Philip is the husband of Queen Elizabeth II: such facts are 
commonly called ‘institutional facts’ (IFF). IFF are, by definition, facts that exist by 
virtue of collective recognition (where collective recognition can be direct or indi-
rect). The standard view or tacit belief is that such facts really exist. In this paper we 
argue, however, that they really do not—they really are just well-established illu-
sions. We confront realism about IFF with six criteria of existence, three established 
and three less so but highly intuitive. We argue that they all tell against the existence 
of IFF. An obvious objection to IFF non-realism is that since people’s behaviour 
clearly reflects the existence of IFF, denying their existence leaves an explanatory 
gap. We reject this argument by introducing a variant of the so-called ‘Thomas The-
orem,’ which says that when people collectively recognize a fact as existing, they 
largely behave accordingly, regardless of whether that fact really exists or not.

Keywords Institutional fact · Existence · Existence criteria · Ontological projection · 
Collective recognition · Thomas theorem

1 Introduction

That the universe is expanding, that  H2O molecules contain hydrogen and oxygen 
atoms, and that men do not become pregnant: such facts are commonly referred to 
as ‘brute’ (or ‘natural’) facts. Brute facts are the subject of the natural sciences; and 
they are supposed to exist independently of whether they are represented as existing 
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or otherwise accepted or recognized. But apparently our world is also home to facts 
of a completely different kind, such as the fact that Vladimir Putin is the president 
of Russia, the fact that Germany won the 2014 World Cup final, the fact that Prince 
Philip is the husband of Queen Elizabeth II, or the fact that French citizens have the 
right to form associations.

In the analytic-philosophical debate, facts1 of the latter kind are commonly called 
‘institutional facts’ (IFF2). As that name already indicates, the existence of these 
facts is usually led back to so-called ‘institutions’. Thus, Elizabeth Anscombe, who 
seems first to have applied the term ‘institutional’ in written form to such facts, sug-
gested that they are instantiated ‘only in the context of our institutions’ (1958, p. 70). 
And John Searle, who then established the term ‘institutional fact’, defined them 
quite explicitly as facts that ‘require human institutions for their existence’ (1995, p. 
2; cf. 2010a, pp. 10–11).

Established though this reference to ‘institutions’ is, it brings in the danger of 
confusion. One problem is that the term ‘institution’ is here apparently not used in 
its everyday sense (in which it refers to things such as the police, or urban admin-
istration), but in a peculiar, technical sense.3 Another, more serious problem is that 
Searle’s original definition of IFF with reference to ‘institutions’ (in this technical 
sense) seems to be too narrow: it does not seem to cover the full range of phenom-
ena for which the term was originally introduced.4 Fortunately, a definition largely 
capturing the predominant current use of this term does not seem to require any 
recourse to the problematic notion of an ‘institution’ anyway, for it seems largely 
accepted in the debate on IFF that the (decisive) defining property which has been 
targeted by the notion of an ‘institution’ is just that IFF exist by virtue of the col-
lective recognition (CR) of their existence,5 in a sense of ‘collective recognition’ 

1 In order to avoid awkward phrases and not to beg the question, we shall use realist jargon throughout 
in this paper. Thus, for example, although we do not believe that Vladimir Putin’s being the president of 
Russia actually is a fact, we shall nevertheless refer to it as a ‘fact’.
2 We abbreviate the singular form with ‘IF’, and the plural form with ‘IFF’.
3 Searle uses it to refer to what he calls ‘systems of constitutive rules’, that is, rules existing by virtue of 
collective recognition that make possible or constitute new kinds of entities (cf. 1964, p. 55, 1995, pp. 
27–28, 2007a, p. 11, 2010a, p. 10), typically taking the form X counts as Y (in C) (cf. 2005, p. 10, 1995, 
p. 114, 2010a, p. 10). Thus, the reason why Searle chose the term ‘institutional’ to characterise these 
facts is probably that he originally took the existence of these facts to go back to systems of constitutive 
rules (hence, to ‘institutions’, in the particular sense he assigns to this word).
4 As Searle puts it: ‘sometimes we can just create an institutional fact […] without a constitutive rule’ 
(2012, p. 31), ‘a tribe might simply count a certain person as their leader […] though there is no exist-
ing institution’ (2010a, p. 19; cf. ibid., pp. 21, 94, 96, 2007c, p. 91, 2017). After observations like these, 
Searle seems to have faced himself with the question of whether or not he should stick to this term: ‘I am 
not sure’, he says in a more recent paper, ‘if everybody would agree that we ought to call such facts Insti-
tutional Facts’ (2014, p. 18). He chose to retain it (apparently because the term was already established) 
and implicitly redefine it: ‘I get a more elegant result if I include all of these things as Institutional Facts’ 
(ibid.).
5 That this is, and has always been, supposed to be the decisive defining property of IFF is consistently 
affirmed, for example, in Searle’s writings (cf. 1995, pp. 2, 47, 51, 62–63, 117, 1997, p. 452, 2005, p. 9, 
2006, pp. 53, 58, 2010a, pp. 8, 10, 94, 103, 107, 116, 2010b, pp. 35, 43, 2010c, pp. 228–229, 2012, p. 35, 
2014, p. 23).
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that will be clarified in a moment.6 Thus, the term ‘institutional fact’ is commonly 
applied to facts such as the fact that Vladimir Putin is the president of Russia and 
the fact that Prince Philip is the husband of Queen Elizabeth II essentially because it 
is commonly assumed that such facts differ from other kinds of facts, most notably 
brute facts, in that they depend on CR for their existence. We share this assumption 
and thus think that a definition of ‘institutional fact’ simply in terms of CR is exten-
sionally adequate7: it seems to pick out quite properly the range of phenomena to 
which most of the participants in the debate intend to refer when they use this tech-
nical term. So we define ‘institutional facts’ as follows:

Definition of ‘institutional fact’ (IF)8:
That the (putative) fact that p is an ‘institutional fact’ means that p is a fact that 
exists by virtue of the collective recognition of its existence.9

 It is important to see, and keep in mind, that the definition just provided determines 
the limits of our investigation. In this paper we are exclusively concerned with IFF 
in this sense, which is to say that we are exclusively concerned with the (non-)
existence of facts that exist by virtue of the CR of their existence. Moreover, in this 
paper we are not concerned with another question prominent within social ontol-
ogy: the question of whether certain facts that are commonly classified as IFF are 
really ‘IFF’ (facts that require CR for their existence), or rather something else.10 
Like a great many of the participants in the relevant debates, we confidently take it 
for granted in this paper that facts such as the fact that Vladimir Putin is the presi-
dent of Russia, the fact that Prince Philip is the husband of Queen Elizabeth, the fact 
that Germany won the 2014 World Cup final 1–0 against Argentina, and so on, are 
indeed IFF, that is, that they are indeed facts that require CR for their existence. If 
it turned out, for example (contrary to what we and many others would presume), 
that Vladimir Putin does not have to be CR-ed as president of Russia to actually 

6 As indicated, we intend to capture what we perceive to be the predominant current use. We do not 
deny that there are authors who (explicitly or implicitly) define or use the term differently. Moreover, it 
is not our intention here to criticise other potential uses and definitions; we only want to make clear the 
sense in which we are using the term.
7 The term ‘extensional adequacy’ aims at adequacy with respect to the hypothetical extension of the 
term. (In our view, the term ‘institutional fact’ has no real extension.)
8 By thus defining the term without reference to the term ‘institution’, our current investigation makes 
no (conscious) contribution to matters of ‘institutions’ in most of the senses associated with this term. In 
philosophy, the social sciences and legal studies the term is used in various debates, sometimes in very 
different senses. Since our investigation is unrelated to most of those uses, we even considered avoiding 
the term ‘institutional facts’. The reason why we finally decided to stick to this term is that in the debate 
we are addressing, Searle’s theory is terminologically predominant. We think that avoiding this term is 
more likely to create further confusion than to provide more clarity.
9 See Holweger (2020) (ms.) for a defence against considerations to make the definition more com-
plex.—The ‘exists by virtue of’ formula is used in a non-reductive sense in which ‘x exists by virtue of y’ 
entails that x determines the existence of y, but is not identical with y. Thus, according to this definition, 
IFF are not identical with their being collectively recognized as existing.
10 Works that might be construed as suggesting that such facts are really something else include Mäkelä 
and Ylikoski (2003), Epstein (2014a, b, 2015), Guala (2014, 2016), Guala and Hindriks (2015), Smit 
et al. (2014) and Thomasson (2003).
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be the president of Russia, this would only mean that this fact turns out to be out-
side the scope of our investigation, after all. It would not mean that anything was 
wrong with our arguments against the existence of facts which actually do satisfy 
our definition.11

Let us now turn to the term ‘collective recognition’. It is obvious (though rarely 
noticed) that in the present debate, this and other terms such as ‘collective accept-
ance’ are used in technical senses.12 As we use the term, CR can take two forms: 
‘direct’ CR and ‘indirect’ CR. In the case of ‘direct’ CR, an IF is created by virtue of 
being collectively represented as existing. When the members of a tribe collectively 
represent someone as their leader, for example, then this makes it the case that this 
person is their leader. The notion ‘represent as existing’ we define partially as fol-
lows: If S ‘endorsively’ thinks of p as existing, or (tacitly) believes that p exists, or 
presupposes that p exists, then S ‘represents’ p as existing. These are sufficient con-
ditions. A condition necessary for S to ‘represent p as existing’ is that S have an, as 
one might call it, ‘ontologically endorsive’ mental attitude towards p. The ‘endorse-
ment’ involved is supposed to be endorsement of a certain existential status.13 Thus, 
a borderline case such as treating A as B cannot be a case of representing the (puta-
tive) fact that A is B as existing unless it involves an ontologically endorsive mental 
attitude towards the (putative) fact that A is B.

Definition of ‘direct collective recognition’ (direct CR):
That the (putative) fact that p is ‘directly collectively recognized’ (directly 
CR-ed) means that p is collectively represented as existing.

While direct CR is the simplest case, it fails to exhaust the phenomenon of CR by 
far. Indeed, most IFF actually go back to ‘indirect CR’ which, quite simply, amounts 
to CR which is not direct. For example, most if not all cases of IFF that Searle leads 
back to his famous ‘constitutive rules’ are cases of indirect CR. Here is an example. 
Imagine that among the townsmen of a city state it is directly CR-ed that the king’s 
nearest male relative is heir apparent, and let us assume that Peter is in fact the king’s 
nearest male relative. Then, given the existence of the rule, Peter is heir apparent. 
What is special about this case is that the citizens need not collectively ‘represent’ 
Peter as heir apparent for him to actually have that status. Even if some ill-intending 
group favoring someone else manages to conceal Peter’s degree of relationship with 
the king, it would still be an IF that he is (the ‘actual’ or ‘legitimate’) heir apparent. 
Yet in this case, this is not due to direct CR; it is due to (a) the direct CR of some-
thing else (that the king’s nearest male relative is heir apparent), together with (b) 
matters of fact (in particular, that Peter is the king’s nearest male relative).14

14 The notion of ‘matters of fact’ here applied is to be construed widely enough as to include IFF.

11 We thank two anonymous reviewers for urging us to clarify this.
12 For example, it is customary to use ‘collective recognition’ in such a way that ‘collective recognition 
of p’ is entailed by ‘collective (tacit) belief that p’. This would not be the case in any ordinary sense of 
‘recognition’.
13 The qualifying phrase ‘ontologically endorsive’ is, of course, vague; but this might be a virtue rather 
than a vice, as different authors have different conceptions of where exactly the boundaries of ‘collective 
recognition’ should be drawn.
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Definition of ‘indirect collective recognition’ (indirect CR):
That the (putative) fact that p is ‘indirectly collectively recognized’ (indirectly 
CR-ed) means that p is collectively recognized, but not by virtue of being col-
lectively represented as existing.

While ‘p is indirectly CR-ed’ does not entail that p itself is collectively represented 
as existing, it does entail that something is collectively represented as existing. 
Indeed, it is a distinguishing feature of IFF that, unlike brute facts, their existence 
consistently depends on collective representation. This is important for our discus-
sion of ‘Ontological Projection’ below.

Having defined ‘direct CR’ and ‘indirect CR’, the question remains as to how 
‘collective recognition’ in general is to be defined. This is a tricky issue; and since it 
is of no crucial import for the issues at hand, we shall present our proposal without 
going into much detail.15

Definition of ‘collective recognition’:
That the (putative) fact that p is ‘collectively recognized’ means that p is log-
ically entailed by some content of collective representation (COCR) (or the 
conjunction of some COCRs), or that there are certain facts such that p is logi-
cally entailed by the representation of those facts, together with some COCR 
(or the conjunction of some COCRs).

 In the case of direct CR, p is logically entailed by a particular COCR. For example, 
if it is directly CR-ed by a certain group that Mary is their leader, then there is some 
COCR to the effect that Mary is the leader of the group.

In the case of indirect CR, however, p is not logically entailed by a particular 
COCR; in such a case, there are facts the representation of which logically entails p, 
together with some COCR or the conjunction of some COCRs. In the case of Peter, 
the heir apparent, it is a fact that Peter is the king’s nearest male relative. The fact 
that Peter is heir apparent is logically entailed by the representation of this fact, 
together with some COCR, to the effect that the king’s nearest male relative is heir 
apparent.

In the present paper we are concerned with the ontological status of IFF. The 
standard view (or tacit belief), both inside and outside philosophy, is that IFF really 
exist. This view we call ‘IF Realism’:

IF Realism:
IFF exist.

 In this paper, we shall argue for the nonexistence of IFF, and therefore, in our 
view, for the nonexistence of such things as the value of money, the presidency of 
Vladimir Putin, and the marriage between Prince Philip and Queen Elizabeth II. We 
think that such facts are just collective illusions (although obviously very well-estab-
lished ones).

15 See Holweger (2020) (ms.) for a more detailed discussion.
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The essential problem we see with IF Realism can be explained with reference to 
what we call ‘Ontological Projection’. We define this as an operation connecting the 
collective representation of an entity as existing with its real existence.16

Definition of ‘Ontological Projection’:
‘Ontological projection’ is the generation of an entity17 (or its maintenance in 
existence)18 by virtue of collectively representing it as existing.

 Since IFF are (by definition) facts that exist by virtue of being CR-ed as existing, 
and since CR always involves the generation of something by collectively represent-
ing it as existing, the existence of IFF presupposes the assumption that Ontological 
Projection occurs at least sometimes. We call this the ‘Projection Principle’.

The Projection Principle:
Ontological Projection occurs at least sometimes.

 In our view, Ontological Projection never occurs. It is just impossible to generate 
things or facts just by virtue of representing them as existing.

We shall start our case for the nonexistence of IFF by confronting IF Realism 
with six criteria of existence—three established and three less so but highly intui-
tive. We shall argue that IFF violate each of these criteria. Next, we shall focus on 
Ontological Projection, because it seems to us that considering certain of its char-
acteristics leads to a more thorough grasp of the problems at hand. In particular, we 
shall see that the problems of Ontological Projection largely reflect the problems 
we shall encounter in examining IFF. After that, we shall consider a rather com-
mon and (at a first glance) very intuitive kind of objection to nonrealism about IFF. 
The objection is that our behaviour reflects the existence of many IFF (such as the 
value of money, presidencies and marriages) so consistently that the denial of their 
existence would appear to be absurd, or at least leave us with a massive explanatory 
gap. We reject this argument, among other things, by introducing a variant of the 
so-called ‘Thomas Theorem’, which roughly says that when people collectively rec-
ognize a fact as existing, then they largely behave accordingly, regardless of whether 
that fact really exists or not.

Recently, some authors expressed doubts about the method of existence criteria. 
In our view, these doubts largely go back to certain misapprehensions concerning 
the nature of such criteria and the role they play in ontological investigation. Thus, 
before starting our case for the nonexistence of IFF let us briefly clarify the nature of 
these criteria.

16 Here, the term ‘operation’ is to be understood in a wide sense, covering all kinds of generation, 
including causation and determination. The same holds for the term ‘generate’, which is, among other 
things, intended to cover both causality and ‘constitution’ (see below Sect. 3.2).
17 The notion of an ‘entity’, as here used, is wide enough as to cover, among other things, facts.
18 In the following, ‘generation of existence’ is always meant to include maintenance in existence.
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2  Some remarks on existence criteria

In our view, the most natural way to deal with questions of existence is to search 
for, discuss and apply ‘criteria of existence’. However, apart from the fact that this 
method has not yet been established metaontologically in any proper way, it has 
recently been confronted with fundamental doubts by various authors, who represent 
such an approach as problematic or even downright misguided (cf., e.g., Azzouni 
1998, 2004: Ch. 4, 2010; Raley 2004 (unpublished dissertation); Thomasson 2008, 
2015: Ch. 2.5). In our view, these doubts go back to one or the other misapprehen-
sion about what existence criteria actually are, and how they are to be used.

As we see it, existence criteria are criteria of existence, i.e., criteria used as means 
for judging whether certain (kinds of) entities exist or not. For a (kind of) entity to 
satisfy an existence criterion is to satisfy a condition which is either necessary, or 
sufficient, or both, for its existence.

Existence criteria are sometimes represented as somehow ‘peculiar’. In our view, 
this is ungrounded. Those who find them peculiar seem to ascribe features to these 
criteria that they do not necessarily have. Thomasson (2008, p. 73f.), for example, 
presumes (or at least insinuates) that existence criteria must be completely general, 
that they must be conditions ‘for the existence of “anything whatsoever”’, criteria 
‘shared across the board for (putative) objects of any kind’. This is an overly nar-
row construal of such criteria, however. Nothing is wrong with the idea of existence 
criteria that are restricted to entities of a certain kind (material objects, for instance).

Authors sometimes show a tendency to use the term ‘existence criteria’ particu-
larly for conditions necessary for existence. There seems to be no inconsistency, 
however, in using the term as well for conditions (merely) sufficient for existence, 
or for conditions that are necessary and sufficient for existence. But even if exist-
ence criteria are necessarily necessary conditions, it would be premature to think 
that what we are doing is explicate the notion of ‘existence’, and that the conditions 
must therefore be semantically necessary conditions. Indeed, any kind of necessity 
may be involved. We might, for instance, lead the requirement of spatio-temporal 
location for material objects back to considerations about the concept ‘material’; or 
we might lead a criterion back to matters of fact,19 as when we require existing enti-
ties to be composed of certain kinds of minimal elements, according to the findings 
of our theories.

Finally, from this it follows that the method of existence criteria does not pre-
suppose that we can state the meaning of ‘existence’, as some might be tempted 
to think. It may well be (and seems rather likely) that it is impossible to provide 
an analytic definition of ‘existence’. This, of course, does not imply that existence 
criteria cannot partially clarify the meaning of ‘existence’ in some or the other way.

19 We assume here that inductive reasoning can lead to the statement of necessary conditions. We disre-
gard the question of whether such a procedure would be epistemically justified.
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With these (admittedly, cursory) remarks we hope to have at least preliminarily 
mitigated the view that the method of existence criteria is flawed from the start.20 
Let us now turn to the examination of IF Realism with reference to this method.

3  Conflicts between IF realism and existence criteria

3.1  IFF and representation‑independence

One of the most traditional and popular existence criteria is the so-called ‘Mind-
Independence’ of existence. It is usually characterised by phrases like this:

Mind-Independence:
Existing entities exist independently of our minds.

 Put in such a form, the criterion is ambiguous and possibly mislead-
ing. What we aim at by invoking this criterion may be captured by the term 
‘Representation-Independence’:

Representation-Independence:
Existing entities exist independently of whether they are represented as exist-
ing or not.

 On this occasion, we use ‘representation’ in a broad sense in which it covers, among 
other things, perception, imagination, thinking, belief and recognition. By saying 
that entities exist ‘independently of’ whether they are represented or not we mean 
to imply that (a) the existence of an entity does not entail that it is represented by 
someone, and (b) that someone’s (or some people’s) representing it as existing, 
regardless of how many and who the representing beings are, does not entail that it 
actually exists. To be sure, the criterion clearly does not entail that representations 
themselves do not exist. Representations are, in our view, obvious cases of entities 
that exist independently of whether they are represented as existing or not.

If we accept Representation-Independence as an existence criterion, then we have 
reason to deny the existence of IFF. To start with, the existence of directly CR-ed 
IFF will be rejected because these are supposed to exist by virtue of their being col-
lectively represented as existing, which blatantly implies that their existence is not 
representation-independent. And in the case of indirectly CR-ed IFF, there is also 
representation-dependency. For if something is an IF, it has to be CR-ed; and that it 
has to be CR-ed implies that its existence must involve the existence of something 
that depends on being collectively represented as existing. So, cases of indirectly 
CR-ed IFF are inconsistent with Representation-Independence, too.

20 Our conception of how to approach questions of existence in terms of existence criteria will be 
addressed more comprehensively in a subsequent paper.
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3.2  IFF and causal integration

Next to Mind-Independence, one of the most prominent existence criteria is what 
may be called the ‘Causal Efficacy’ of existing entities. Going back to a passage 
in Plato’s Sophist,21 this criterion has been discussed extensively since then and is 
advocated by many authors.

Causal Efficacy:
Existing entities are causally efficacious.

 A related criterion, which is less often discussed, but no less plausible, is ‘Causal 
Origination’.

Causal Origination:
Existing entities are caused.

 Combining these two criteria, we obtain what we may call ‘Causal Integration’.

Causal Integration:
Existing entities are both caused and causally efficacious.

 Many ontologists, and in particular those who advocate one or the other form of 
causal determinism, endorse Causal Integration. Yet, IFF do not seem to satisfy this 
criterion.22

Let us start with the paradigmatic case of direct CR. The generation of an entity 
by its being collectively represented as existing is surely not a case of causation; 
instead, it is a case of what is commonly called ‘constitution’.23 The fact that a cer-
tain line of stones around a village is a borderline is (supposed to be) constituted by 
the CR of this line as a borderline.

Essentially the same is true in cases of indirect CR. Let us consider the case of 
Peter, who, being the king’s closest male relative, is heir apparent by virtue of the 

21 See Plato, Sophist, 247d–e.
22 Obviously, our application of Causal Integration to IFF is cursory and tentative. Thus, for example, 
we leave untouched the elementary question of whether facts in general are of the right ontological cat-
egory to be possible subjects of causal integration, as, for example, Searle seems to indicate (cf. 1995, p. 
206). According to an influential and quite plausible view, causal integration requires location (cf., e.g., 
Kim 2005: Ch. 3). Given this, one might argue that facts cannot be causally integrated, as it is impos-
sible for them to have a ‘location’ in any ordinary sense of the term. We would like to stress that even 
if such considerations turned out to be correct, this would not mean that it is impossible to find an ade-
quate causal criterion that is specifically tailored to (certain kinds of) facts. For example, a determinist 
might plausibly require that if Vladimir Putin is the president of Russia, then the corresponding state of 
Vladimir Putin being the president of Russia be caused. This suggests that a more adequate criterion, 
applying to such kinds of facts, might be based on a distinction between the facts themselves and certain 
states that ‘correspond to’ these facts.
23 The term ‘constitute’ is used in different ways. Sometimes, relations like that between  H2O molecules 
and water are addressed by the term. In such cases, the notion aims at identity, or extensional equality, 
under different descriptions. The present sense of ‘constitution’, by contrast, aims at an operation that 
involves the generation of something new. An approach that identifies the existence of p with its being 
CR-ed as existing would be eliminatively reductive. Since eliminative views are not variants of IF Real-
ism, we are not considering them here.
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direct CR that the king’s nearest male relative is heir apparent. Peter’s status is gen-
erated by a natural fact only against the background of, or given, the directly CR-ed 
fact that the king’s nearest male relative is heir apparent. Since indirect CR implies 
the direct CR of something, and since the efficacy of direct CR is inconsistent with 
Causal Origination, indirect CR is inconsistent with Causal Origination, too. So, in 
both direct and indirect cases, IFF seem to violate Causal Integration.24

3.3  IFF and spatio‑temporality

Let us turn to yet another traditional existence criterion, the ‘Spatio-Temporality’ of 
existing entities.

Spatio-Temporality:
Existing entities have a location in space and time.

 It is obvious that a careful elaboration of this criterion is a rather delicate affair. 
Apparently, it is rooted in an Aristotelian view of the existence of properties, rela-
tions, etc., according to which such entities exist only if they are ‘realized’ or 
‘instantiated’. On a Platonic view, which admits of the existence of entities that are 
not instantiated, the validity of this criterion is much less plausible. It is also clear 
that materialists and certain physicalists will tend to accept this criterion more read-
ily than their opponents.

In interpreting Spatio-Temporality, we must keep in mind that in many cases 
properties are predicated of entities that are themselves properties, as in ‘The colour 
red makes bulls angry’, where the property of making bulls angry is predicated of 
the colour red. In examining whether a given property is spatio-temporally located, 
we surely would not exclude it just because the referent of the nominal phrase it is 
ascribed to turns out to be a property itself. What we may perhaps be tempted to 
demand, however, is that a property exists only if judgements implying its existence 
must, in order to be true, be grounded in rephrasings according to which the prop-
erty is realized by spatio-temporally located bearers.25

Applying this tentative conception, let us consider ‘Donald’s name day is on 
summer vacation’. It seems implausible to us that in this case any rephrasings are 
available according to which ‘name day’ and ‘summer vacation’ are either spatio-
temporally located entities themselves, or properties realized by spatio-temporally 
located entities. Or consider ‘French citizens have the right to form associations.’ 
Again, we do not seem to find any accurate rephrasings according to which ‘French 
citizens’ (as opposed to ordinary people) are spatio-temporally located entities, and 
according to which ‘the right to form associations’ is realized by such entities. If our 

24 We also think that IFF conflict with Causal Efficacy. In section 5 we argue that certain phenomena 
that seem to be caused by IFF really go back to the behaviour of people, who usually succumb to the illu-
sion that certain IFF exist.
25 It is obvious that a comprehensive study of the spatio-temporality criterion involves a whole bunch of 
other problems. Accordingly, as in the case of Causal Integration, our present discussion must be consid-
ered cursory and tentative.
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considerations go in the right direction, then adherents of (an adequate variant of) 
Spatio-Temporality have another reason to regard IFF with suspicion.

It is worth noting that even realists about IFF identify cases that are problem-
atic given the acceptance of Spatio-Temporality. Drawing on observations of Smith 
(2003) and Thomasson (2003), John Searle famously points to facts involving elec-
tronic money and corporations.26 As an adherent of IF Realism, Searle of course 
does not think that the problem is fatal. To solve it, he argues that such kinds of 
IFF, although they are not spatio-temporally realized themselves (cf. 2010a, p. 109), 
always ‘bottom out’ in deontic facts about people that are themselves spatio-tempo-
rally realized (cf., e.g., 2007b, p. 22, 2010a, pp. 21, 108–109, 2011, p. 736). Even 
if the fact that I have money on my bank account is not spatio-temporally realized, 
its deontic consequence that I can withdraw and use this money, Searle argues, is 
spatio-temporally realized. It is obvious, however, that this cannot be counted as a 
solution of the problem at hand (even if we disregard doubts as to whether the abil-
ity or right to withdraw and use the money is in fact spatio-temporally realized). 
For this argument simply ignores the real problem at hand. While Searle maintains 
that these kinds of IFF ‘bottom out’ in spatio-temporal entities, he at the same time 
frankly admits that they are themselves not spatio-temporally located.27

3.4  IFF and the absoluteness of existence

Let us turn to some criteria that are not (yet) as well established as those just con-
sidered, although they are both highly intuitive and significant. To start with, there 
is what we call the ‘Absoluteness’ of existence, which implies that the existence of 
existing entities is not restricted in any way and that existing entities therefore do not 
exist (only) relative to someone or something; rather, they exist or do not, full stop. 
In our view, the idea of relative existence is inconsistent.

Absoluteness:
Existing entities exist absolutely, i.e., not relative to one or the other particular 
entity or domain.28

 We must carefully separate cases where we attribute relative existence to an entity 
from those cases where we do so only apparently. For example, when someone 
says, ‘For the Ancient Greeks, gods such as Dios and Hera existed’, she is unlikely 
to mean that Dios and Hera actually existed, though (only) relative to the Ancient 

26 Adopting a suggestion of Barry Smith, he calls them ‘freestanding Y terms’ (see 2005, p. 15, 2010a, 
pp. 18, 20, 2012, p. 31, 2017, p. 306), describing them as IFF that are abstract, i.e., without any physi-
cal realization; cf. Smith and Searle 2003, p. 305; Searle 2010a, pp. 20, 95, 108–109, 115, 2012, p. 32. 
For some discussions, see Searle (2005, pp. 15–16, 2007b, pp. 20–22, 2008, p. 454, 2010a, pp. 20, 22, 
97–100, 101, 108–109, 2012, pp. 31–32), Smith and Searle (2003), Thomasson (2003, p. 273), and espe-
cially Hindriks (2011, 2012, 2013).
27 For a critical discussion of IFF related to Causal Integration and Spatio-Temporality, see also Wahl-
berg (2019: section 3).
28 See Gibson (1998, pp. 6–7), who seems to be one of the few who officially endorses this criterion in 
written form.
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Greeks; rather, she probably aims at making a judgement about certain people (the 
Ancient Greeks), to the effect that these believed in the existence of the gods in 
question.

Yet there are also cases where our views and judgements really are about exist-
ence, and where existence is genuinely represented as being restricted to one or the 
other domain. Thus, when someone says, ‘In football, handling the ball deliber-
ately means committing a foul’, then she is likely to presume (tacitly) that the act of 
committing a foul in football exists, and to conceive of its existence as restricted to 
the domain of football. Similarly, it would be quite natural to say that in Thailand, 
defaming the monarchy is a crime, while (tacitly) assuming that the existence of this 
fact (the validity of the corresponding regulations) is restricted to Thailand, or to 
Thai law.

In our view, it may be worth an attempt for an IF Realist to reject the intuitions we 
rely on. They might argue that even though the existence of IFF often or always goes 
back to CR within certain communities or institutions, our intuition that this restricts 
their existence accordingly is idiosyncratic. In this context, it is worth noting that 
even some IF Realists have the same intuition. Thus Searle, who is perhaps the most 
explicit defender of IF Realism,29 admits quite frankly that IFF ‘exist only relative 
to our attitudes’ (2007b, p. 13), and typically ‘exist only within human institutions’ 
(2010a, p. 10).30 His thinking that IFF enjoy relative existence does not, however, 
prevent him from endorsing IF Realism. Thus, he insists that IFF are ‘portions of the 
real world’ (1995, p. 1), that they ‘have a real existence’ (2010c, p. 231), that they 
are ‘real features of the world’ (2010b, p. 27). According to Searle, it is a mistake to 
believe that the kind of ‘relative existence’ that IFF enjoy ‘implies nonreality […] or 
some other dreadful low ontological […] status’, for ‘this conclusion’, Searle states, 
‘does not follow’ (2007b, p. 14). As far as we can see, however, he never supports 
this conviction by any argument. Indeed, one of the views Searle himself insists on 
emphatically, that ‘we live in exactly one world’ (e.g., 1995, p. xi, 2010a, p. 3), is 
incompatible with the acceptance of relative existence: That we live in exactly one 
world implies, in our view, that each one of us lives, as it were, in something that 
comprises all the facts there are. But then, it should be impossible that there are facts 

29 Anonymous reviewers pointed out to us that much of what Searle writes, particularly in his more 
recent publications, suggests a non-realist reading; and indeed, Baker (2019, p. 4), for example, actually 
takes Searle to be a non-realist. We emphatically agree that across Searle’s writings, there are passages 
in which non-realist readings suggest themselves. We still believe that Searle should be interpreted as a 
realist, but nothing hinges on this: if we are wrong, we will be happy about his companionship.
30 See also Searle (1995, pp. 9–12, 27, 28, 2005, p. 3, 2010a, pp. 11, 17, 23, 174, 2014, pp. 20, 21). In 
2014, p. 21, Searle’s relativism is rather explicit: ‘A piece of paper is money, that is, an item of currency, 
only if people regard it as money and behave appropriately. I have some “Confederate currency.” There 
was clearly a time when this was money in the early days of the Confederacy. By 1865 it was losing its 
validity, that is, there was a section of the southern population that continued to regard it as money and 
use it and accept it as money, but there was another section of the population who no longer had that 
attitude. Now apply the Law of Excluded Middle. Was this piece of paper money or not at that time? 
Granted that it is no longer money today, was it then and there money? Notice that the theory of Institu-
tional Facts has no problem answering this. Relative to one community it was money, relative to another 
community it was not’ (emphasis added).
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that exist only relative to certain people. For such facts would be facts only for these 
people, and not for others. And this, in turn, would amount to these people living in 
a world different from ours, which is quite a fantastic idea.

3.5  IFF and the consistency of existing entities

Our next criterion is what we call the ‘Consistency’ of existing entities, which can 
be put as follows:

The Consistency Criterion:
Existing entities are such that representations of the facts do not contradict 
each other.

 This criterion goes back to the simple assumption that the world does not contain 
any inconsistencies. If the existence of a certain entity entails the existence of an 
inconsistency in the world, then this is a strong reason for denying the existence of 
this entity. The possibility of such inconsistences, however, seems to intrude into 
our ontology as soon as we admit of IFF. Let us turn back to the case of Peter, the 
king’s nearest male relative. By virtue of indirect CR, he is heir apparent, because 
the townsmen CR that the king’s nearest male relative is heir apparent. Now let us 
assume that people (mistakenly) take Peter’s younger brother, Paul, to be the nearest 
male relative, and thus collectively represent Paul as heir apparent. Then, by way of 
direct CR, Paul is heir apparent, and Peter is not; yet by way of indirect CR, Peter 
is heir apparent, and Paul is not. Apparently, if we accept the existence of IFF, then 
we end up with inconsistencies. The underlying general problem is that when people 
collectively recognize a general rule of the form ‘if p then q’, then the existence of 
q can be generated or prevented in either of two ways, either directly or indirectly; 
which allows for the generation of inconsistent facts.

It may be worth emphasising in this connection that the apparent possibility of 
inconsistencies in the course of IFF generation plays an important role in real life. 
Take for example the case where a valid will is not recognized. Suppose that Peter’s 
father, before dying, disinherited Peter in his will, thereby eliminating Peter’s status 
of being the rightful heir of his father’s heritage. Suppose further that his father’s 
will gets lost and therefore remains unrecognized. This, in our view, is a case which 
is anything but far-fetched. In such a case it may well be that Peter is then declared 
the rightful heir and thereby made the rightful heir, even though, according to the 
will, he is not.31

Another problem which arises frequently is the question about the validity of 
marriages, viewed from different legal and cultural perspectives. Consider a couple, 
married at an age of 12, immigrate in the UK: are they married or not? Or what 
about the opposite case of a same-sex union of a couple who immigrate in a coun-
try where same-sex union is not licensed? In each of these cases, the availability 

31 Legal analyses of such cases of course avoid the confession of inconsistency. Yet the possibility and 
reality of actual inconsistencies in such cases is obvious.
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of contradictory regulations enables contradictory descriptions, and apparently, the 
availability of those contradictory descriptions is enabled by the acceptance of the 
existence of IFF.

3.6  IFF and the non‑graduality of existence

Let us turn to our last existence criterion, the ‘Non-Graduality’ of existence:

Non-Graduality:
Existence has no gradations.32

 This criterion goes back to the highly intuitive assumption that entities cannot exist 
‘more or less strongly’, or ‘more or less definitely’, or the like. Existence is, so to 
speak, an all-or-nothing affair.

Let us consider the case where the CR of an IF gradually decreases. Suppose that 
in 1740, the inhabitants of a certain village CR a certain line of stones as the border-
line of their village; yet, in the course of time, the villagers forget about this gradu-
ally. In 1770, only two thirds of the villagers still CR the line of stones as the bor-
derline, and in 1790 it is only half. Finally, in 1830, the borderline was completely 
forgotten. Now, what happens to the ‘borderline’ in the course of time? Surely its 
existence ceased sometime between 1770 and 1830; but at what point? It seems clear 
to us that there is no particular point of time, nor any criterion for determining such 
a point, at which the borderline can be said to have disappeared. Instead, we think it 
is clear, the existence of the borderline mirrors the gradual regress of its CR.33

Generally, the problem is that CR apparently admits of gradual emergence and 
regress. If the existence of an IF does, as it is supposed to, depend on its being 
CR-ed as existing, then it seems that such facts can exist gradually. But if so, then 
the existence of IFF systematically contradicts the Non-Graduality of Existence.34

4  The problems of ontological projection

In the previous section, we confronted IF Realism with six criteria of existence. In 
each case, we argued that the acceptance of the relevant criterion offers a more or 
less strong reason against IF Realism. Keeping the findings of this investigation in 

32 Cf. Gibson (1998, pp. 6–7), van Inwagen (2009, pp. 482–492), and Azzouni (2011, p. 2). This is not 
to be confused with the claim that there are no vague entities. Although we believe that vague entities 
cannot exist, the present criterion is not inconsistent with believing that they can (and do).
33 Of course, it is in principle possible to stipulate a ‘CR threshold’ arbitrarily that must be reached or 
exceeded for an IF to exist. However, it is also clear that such an arbitrary terminological stipulation does 
not lead to a solution of the problem at hand.
34 In this context, it is worth noting that collective intentionality theorists are notoriously vague about 
what ‘collective’ recognition exactly amounts to. Does ‘collective’ recognition of p mean that p is the 
shared object of all the members’ individual recognitions? Or should the term be interpreted more 
broadly? Our definition is unspecified in this respect. A more specific definition might have conse-
quences for the point discussed in this section. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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mind, let us now change our perspective on the issue slightly, focussing specifically 
on some of the features of Ontological Projection, the operation which is supposed 
to underlie the generation of IFF. We shall see that the problems of Ontological Pro-
jection largely reflect the problems of IFF, so the reasons for denying its efficacy and 
therefore the truth of the Projection Principle seem equally strong.

The first feature of Ontological Projection worth focussing on is the possibility 
of gradual emergence and decline, as mentioned at the end of the previous section. 
Apparently, it is due to this feature that the ‘products’ of Ontological Projection 
should be able to exist gradually. Now, if Ontological Projection is such that it is 
able to generate such kinds of entities, then the operation itself is in conflict with 
Non-Graduality.

Another feature of Ontological Projection is that whenever it generates a new 
entity, this entity is dependent on being CR-ed as existing, and, as explained in sec-
tion  1, this involves the existence of something that is representation-dependent. 
So, the efficacy of Ontological Projection requires the possibility of representation-
dependency, which, however, violates Representation-Independence.

Perhaps the most problematic feature of Ontological Projection is the sufficiency 
of collectively recognizing p as existing for the existence of p. The problems with 
this feature are numerous:

First, it entails the possibility to ‘constitute’ entities in the sense of generating 
them non-causally. If Ontological Projection is an operation that is able to ‘consti-
tute’ entities in this sense, then of course not only its ‘products’ (IFF) conflict with 
Causal Origination but also the operation itself.35

It is worth noting that this peculiarity of Ontological Projection may raise doubts 
not only among determinists. Even those who do not believe in universal causal inte-
gration may prefer to reject the kind of ‘constitution’ under consideration. To illus-
trate this point, let us compare the relation between CR and IFF with the relation 
between brain and mind. As with CR and IFF, one could argue that certain brain 
states generate (certain states of) the mind, even though the relation is not one of 
causation. In this case, however, it is difficult to argue that if mind is not caused 
by corresponding brain states, it does not exist, for each one of us has exceedingly 
strong evidence that at least one’s own mind exists, due to the special kind of direct 
access everyone has to their own minds. The case of IFF is quite different. Here 
we do not only lack this special kind of access; we seem to lack any kind of direct 
access. Thus, even for an indeterminist, this kind of constitution may be doubtful.

The fact that the kind of constitution under consideration seems to exclude the 
possibility of any direct access to its ‘products’ raises the problem of how one could 
conceivably have knowledge about IFF. When Searle was confronted with this prob-
lem, he argued that even though IFF are not ‘directly observable’ we can ascertain 
their existence ‘indirectly’, just as we can indirectly ascertain the existence of black 

35 Our suggestion that ‘non-causal generation’ in the sense under consideration is ontologically sus-
picious is not new. In the debate on abstract artifacts, for example, some authors also express doubts 
concerning the alleged possibility to ‘create’ things non-causally. See Irmak (2020), who refers to Dodd 
(2000), Brock (2010), French and Vickers (2011) as well as Mag Uidhir (2012).
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holes and subatomic particles (cf. 2006, p. 117). In our view, this suggestion fails, 
for black holes and subatomic particles seem to differ from IFF in a crucial respect: 
they are supposed to be causally efficacious, while IFF do not seem to play any 
causal role at all, as we shall argue in the following section.

Another problem is that if the CR of p is sufficient for the existence of p, then 
people seem in principle to be able to generate entities that are not located in space 
and time. Nothing, in principle, seems to prevent them from collectively recogniz-
ing and thereby generating the existence of facts about Cartesian souls, for exam-
ple. Moreover, they seem in principle to be able to generate facts that are inconsist-
ent with brute facts. For example, in earlier times people CR-ed that hell is located 
underground and inhabited by the devil. Today the leading opinion is that, as a mat-
ter of (brute) fact, hell and the devil do not (and never did) exist. That hell is inhab-
ited by the devil obviously cannot be accommodated with this. Yet if Ontological 
Projection were effective, it would be a fact.

An obvious objection at this point is that the efficacy of Ontological Projection is 
not unrestricted. John Searle, for example, suggests that its efficacy is restricted to 
the generation of facts that does not involve the alteration of given or the generation 
of new ‘brute’ (or ‘physical’) facts (see 1995, pp. 10, 57, 96, 2006, p. 115f., 2010a, 
pp. 89, 100). Thus, to cite some of Searle’s own examples, we cannot create light 
(cf. 2010a, p. 100) or fry eggs (cf. 1983, p. 176) or make it rain by means of CR. For 
those who doubt the effectiveness of Ontological Projection from the outset, how-
ever, this seems to call for an explanation. Why exactly can’t we create light, fry 
eggs and make it rain by means of collective recognition?

Indeed, this is what Searle himself calls a ‘miracle’ in an unpublished manu-
script36 containing a version of a reply to Colin McGinn: ‘Here is the “miracle” […] 
of human institutional reality’, Searle begins. ‘If we all get together and agree that it 
is raining, that fact by itself will not make it rain. But if we all get together and agree 
in a certain way that such and such is money then the stuff in question is money’. 
Searle goes on to say that he provides an extensive explanation of this miracle in 
Making the Social World. To our best knowledge, however, he does not. We conjec-
ture that what he has in mind here is his reference to the notions of ‘declaration’ and 
‘direction of fit’. In Making the Social World, he claims that all IFF are ‘created and 
maintained in existence by (representations that have the same logical form as) […] 
Declarations’ (2010a, p. 13). Having the same logical form as Declarations, accord-
ing to Searle, means having ‘the double direction of fit’ (2010c, p. 228). And saying 
that representations have the ‘double direction of fit’ amounts to saying that they are 
representations that ‘make it the case that something exists by virtue of represent-
ing it as existing’ (cf. 2012, p. 35; cf. also 2008, pp. 452, 459, 2010a, p. 86, 2010b, 
p. 35). Yet notice that the reference to such notions as ‘declaration’ and ‘direction 
of fit’ is not explanatory in any substantial sense. The reference to them does not 
clarify the actual mystery: that we are (supposed to be) able to make something the 

36 It was originally available under http://socra tes.berke ley.edu/~jsear le/artic les.html. Unfortunately, the 
site has been shut down in the meantime.

http://socrates.berkeley.edu/~jsearle/articles.html
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case simply by virtue of (collectively recognizing or collectively) representing it as 
existing.

Something similar can be observed in an earlier work of Searle: In Intentionality, 
he suggests that we cannot do such things ‘[b]ecause the capacities of representation 
are here exceeded. A supernatural being could do this because such a being could 
intentionally bring states of affairs about solely by representing them as having been 
brought about. We can’t do that’ (1983, p. 176). Importantly, even though the use of 
‘because’ indicates an explanation, the statement that the capacities of representa-
tions are there exceeded does not explain that phenomenon in any meaningful way. 
Sceptics like us would seem justified in continuing to ask, ‘But why are the capaci-
ties of representation there exceeded?’ To our best knowledge, Searle never offers a 
meaningful answer to such a question, and we doubt he could.

We would also like to emphasize that even if the efficacy of Ontological Pro-
jection could be reasonably construed as being restricted in the suggested way, the 
problems would not end here. For even then, people would seem to be able to gener-
ate IFF that are inconsistent with each other, as explained in the previous section. 
Remember the case of Peter and Paul. Due to direct CR, Paul is heir apparent, and 
Peter is not. But due to indirect CR, Peter is heir apparent, and Paul is not. These 
facts are mutually incompatible; but when we accept the efficacy of Ontological Pro-
jection (even in its restricted variant), we must accept the existence of these facts. 
It is clear that another restriction to the effect that people cannot generate mutually 
inconsistent IFF would be ad hoc.

To conclude, the problems that would be entailed by Ontological Projection, if 
it were efficacious, largely reflect the problems we encountered in the examination 
of IFF. We therefore believe that the reasons for denying the efficacy of Ontological 
Projection and thus the truth of the Projection Principle are equally strong.

5  An explanatory gap?

For most people who presume (as we do) that facts such as the fact that certain paper 
bills have monetary value, that Vladimir Putin is the president of Russia, and that 
Prince Philip is the husband of Queen Elizabeth II, are IFF, the idea that IFF really 
do not exist seems bewildering or even absurd. Most people who are confronted by 
this idea are not convinced at one stroke. A very common type of response goes 
along the following lines.

It is hard to deny that the ways we behave largely ‘mirror’, ‘are suited to’, the 
assumption that IFF exist. When Jill is the leader of a certain tribe, people 
will, for example, treat her with respect, consider and follow her orders, reward 
her with presents, and so on. And when certain pieces of paper are five-pound 
notes, then people will use them accordingly, by changing two of them for a 
ten-pound note, by giving a pint of beer in exchange for one of them, and so 
on. So, there is a certain rather peculiar ‘correspondence’ between the exist-
ence of IFF and people’s behaviour (it is argued), and this must surely be 



4970 Synthese (2021) 199:4953–4974

1 3

explained somehow. Yet without the assumption that IFF exist, we seem to be 
at a loss. Without IF Realism, there is an obvious explanatory gap.

 We admit that this line of argument has some intuitive appeal, even to us. And yet, 
we believe that the argument fails; indeed, we do not think there is any explanatory 
gap, or at least any obvious gap. To start with, we should like to introduce a variant 
of the so-called ‘Thomas Theorem’. W.I. Thomas & D.S. Thomas famously argued 
that ‘[i]f men define situations as real, then they are real in their consequences’ 
(1928, p. 572). Our variant goes as follows:

The Thomas* Theorem:
If people CR that p, then they largely behave as if p was the case (regardless of 
whether p is actually the case or not).37

 We think it is plausible enough that this variant of the Thomas Theorem holds. 
When the inhabitants of a village represent a certain line of stones as the border-
line of their village, then they will largely think, feel, evaluate and act as if that 
line of stones is the borderline of their village—regardless of whether the line of 
stones actually is a borderline or not, and regardless of whether in general, border-
lines exist or not. Also, when handling the ball deliberately is CR-ed as being a foul 
in football, then football players will largely think, feel, evaluate and act as if it is a 
foul—regardless of whether it actually is a foul or not, and regardless of whether in 
general, there are such entities as ‘fouls’ in the world.38

If we assume that the Thomas* Theorem holds, then we can expect there to be 
a large ‘correspondence’ between objects of CR in a group on the one hand, and 
the behaviour of the members of the relevant group on the other, without having to 
assume that those IFF really exist. With reference to the Thomas* Theorem, non-
realism about IFF can easily explain such correspondence.39

37 Read ‘behave’ in a wide sense in which it covers not merely outward behaviour, such as actions, but 
also inward behaviour, such as believing and feeling. Obviously, our variant of the Thomas Theorem is 
rather much a rule of thumb, subject to considerable vagueness, particularly with respect to the word 
‘largely’ and the phrase ‘behave as if’. This corresponds to the fact that the discussion of the present 
issue is still in its infancy.
38 Apparently, there is more than one reason for believing why something like the Thomas* Theo-
rem holds. In the early modern period in Europe, for example, it was CR-ed that god exists, and peo-
ple behaved rather much in accordance with this. Yet of course not all people actually believed in god’s 
existence. Certainly, many did, and behaved accordingly. Yet surely, some did not, but still behaved 
rather much as if they did. One reason for this may be that often people tend to behave just like oth-
ers do. Another is that atheism was socially banned and subject to serious sanctions, including legal 
consequences. For another example, consider the monetary value of bank notes. We ourselves do not 
believe that the monetary value of bank notes exists, yet of course we behave as if it did, because doing 
so spares us a lot of trouble. While the existence of monetary value is a mere illusion (in our view), it is 
an extremely serviceable one.
39 The Thomas* Theorem is also able to explain what Searle calls ‘the glue that holds society together’ 
(2010a, p. 9). Searle argues that IFF are, or provide, this glue ‘because they carry the special type of 
deontology that makes society possible’ (2008, p. 452; cf. 2005, pp. 9–10, 2007b, p. 15, 2008, pp. 449–
459, 2010b, p. 36, 2013, pp. 423–424, 2014, p. 20). Possibly, Searle intends this to support his IF Real-
ism, by representing society’s cohesion as an explanandum, and IF Realism as its explanation. A care-
ful reading of Searle’s own arguments indicates, however, that IF Realism is explanatorily dispensable, 
given (something like) the Thomas* Theorem. ‘What is the power of the glue?”, Searle once asks, and 
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It is worth noting that what we are to explain is indeed only a rough correspond-
ence between (purported) IFF and our behaviour, because the correspondence really 
is not strict. When Columbus sailed westwards to get to India, this did not corre-
spond to the IF that the earth is flat, and when some plotters try to subvert Peter, the 
legitimate heir apparent, their behaviour does not correspond to the IF that Peter is 
heir apparent.

One might object that we focus too much on people’s behaviour and disregard 
other evidence for IFF. This objection depends on the presumption that there actu-
ally are traces of IFF in the world apart from people’s behaviour (and its con-
sequences). However, as soon as you try to give examples, you will find what is 
surprising for many: Apart from people’s behaviour (and its consequences), there 
really seem to be no traces of IFF in the world. All the facts in the world that appear 
to indicate the existence of IFF are either generated by, or finally go back to, the 
behaviour of people who either CR, or believe, or pretend to believe, or are forced 
to act according to the view, that the relevant IFF exist. For instance, the existence 
of bank notes may be viewed as a trace of the IF that monetary value exists, but can 
in fact be explained quite as well by the view that certain people made them and use 
them who either believe, or pretend to believe, or find it profitable to act as if, or are 
forced to act according to the assumption that these notes have monetary value. To 
generalize, we think that there is no trace of any IF in the world that cannot be easily 
and convincingly be led back to people’s behaviour.

Admittedly, these quick and partly speculative arguments for our point of view 
are far from conclusive. It is worth working much more on the phenomenology of 
IFF. However, what we claim to have achieved is to defeat the view that the rejec-
tion of IF Realism leaves an obvious explanatory gap. If there is such a gap, it is far 
from obvious. So, the objection fails, at least in the less subtle form that we have 
considered.

6  Summary

After a brief defence of the method of existence criteria against recent doubts, we 
confronted IF Realism with six existence criteria, three established and three less 
so but highly intuitive. In each case the investigation provided, as we believe, rea-
sons for doubting the existence of IFF. Keeping these findings in mind, we then 
directed our focus more immediately on Ontological Projection, the operation which 

then argues: ‘The answer is that to the extent that people recognize the validity of Status Functions, they 
recognize them as having a deontic status, and for that reason, they recognize them as giving reasons 
for action which are independent of their immediate inclinations’ (2010b, p. 36, emphasis added); and 
elsewhere he adds: ‘The person who recognizes that someone else has a valid claim to a piece of private 
property […] recognizes that he/she has a reason for action in certain ways, independently of his or her 
desires’ (Searle 2013, p. 424, emphasis added). Here, Searle himself seems to give an explanation of ‘the 
glue’ that goes without IF Realism: His exposition suggests that all we need for the existence of such a 
thing as ‘the glue’ are certain representations of individuals (together with other psychological facts).

Footnote 39 (continued)
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is supposed to achieve the generation of IFF. We argued that the problems raised by 
Ontological Projection closely correspond to the problems we encountered in the 
examination of IFF, and therefore suggested that the efficacy of Ontological Projec-
tion should be denied. Finally, we considered an argument in defence of IF Realism, 
namely that non-realism about IFF faces an obvious explanatory gap. We rejected 
this argument with reference to a variant of the ‘Thomas Theorem’. In the light of 
these findings, we think, it is reasonable enough to abandon IF Realism. Admittedly, 
to deny the existence of IFF in real life usually leads to nothing but bother. Further-
more, collectively recognizing IFF as existing is probably one of the most fruitful 
devices that societies have at their disposal. Still, despite its usefulness, the belief 
that some or all IFF really exist is just an illusion.
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