
 PHIL 621   Seminar in Metaphysics  

 Topic for Winter 2020: The ontological status of artifacts 

 

Course description 

 

Wilfrid Sellars claimed that ‘the aim of philosophy...is to understand how things in the broadest 

possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term’ (‘Philosophy 

and the scientific image of man’, in Science, Perception, and Reality (New York: Humanities 

Press, 1963), p. 1). Sellars further refined the nature of this task, as he understood it, as follows: 

“The philosopher is confronted not by one complex many dimensional picture, the unity of 

which, such as it is, he must come to appreciate; but by two pictures of essentially the same order 

of complexity, each of which purports to be a complete picture of man-in-the-world, and which, 

after separate scrutiny, he must fuse into one vision. Let me refer to these two perspectives, 

respectively, as the manifest and the scientific images of man-in-the-world” (Ibid, pp. 4-5) 

 

The philosophers upon whose writings we shall focus in this seminar are broadly in agreement 

with Sellars as to the aim of philosophy, and offer accounts of how our ordinary beliefs as to the 

objective existence of certain prominent features of the ‘manifest image’ - ‘ordinary objects’, 

artifacts, and social reality - are to be reconciled with the ‘scientific image’. Indeed, John 

Searle’s characterization of his task, in The Construction of Social Reality, seems to deliberately 

echo Sellars’s words: “Many of the philosophical problems that most interest me have to do with 

how the various parts of the world relate to each other - how does it all hang together?”. But, 

echoing another famous Sellarsian dictum - that “in the dimension of describing and explaining 

the world, science is the measure of all things, of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is 

not” (“Empiricism and the philosophy of mind”, in SPR, p. 173) - Searle takes science to have a 

privileged role in our attempts to solve these philosophical problems:  

“We live in exactly one world...As far as we currently know, the most fundamental 

features of that world are as described by physics, chemistry, and the other natural 

sciences. But the existence of phenomena that are not in any obvious way physical or 

chemical gives rise to puzzlement. How, for example, can there be states of 

consciousness or meaningful speech acts as part of the physical world?...This book 

extends the investigation to social reality: How can there be an objective world of money, 

property, governments, elections, football games, cocktail parties, and law courts in a 

world that consists entirely of physical particles in fields of force, and in which some of 

these particles are conscious biological beasts, such as ourselves?...The main question is, 

How do we construct an objective social reality?” (The Construction of Social Reality, 

pp. xi-xii). 

For Searle, we explain how the world as construed by the natural sciences can contain artifacts 

such as tables, chairs, computers, and footballs by taking artifactual status to be something that 

can be conferred upon objects in virtue of the roles accorded to them in social practices. The 

task, then, is to explain how such practices can be instituted so as to confer such statuses. But, 

insofar as social facts are only facts in virtue of human agreement and belief, the objectivity 

rightly attributed to such ‘institutional facts’ must be distinguished from the objectivity of ‘brute 

facts’ which “require no human institutions for their existence” (p. 2). 

 

 



Philosophers who are more impressed by Sellars’s dictum that science is “the measure of all 

things” than by his ecumenical conception of the aim of philosophy, however, have offered a 

variety of arguments for the conclusion that “ordinary inanimate objects such as sticks and 

stones, tables and chairs, simply do not exist” (Thomasson, Ordinary Objects, p.3). In Ordinary 

Objects, Amie Thomasson considers and argues against six prominent kinds of arguments that 

have been offered in defense of such ‘eliminativist’ views of ordinary objects. In countering 

these arguments, she argues that they rest on certain more general and widely accepted 

assumptions about reference, analyticity, and modality. Thus, prior to addressing the 

eliminativist arguments, she presents and defends alternatives to these assumptions. The most 

important considerations that support these alternative accounts of reference, analyticity, and 

modality, she maintains, are “[their] unified ability to dissolve a wide range of metaphysical 

puzzles regarding ordinary objects” and their providing us with the resources to “meet the 

challenge of showing how we can make sense of our common-sense world view” without 

incurring the metaphysical costs for which eliminativists have argued. (Ordinary Objects, 5). 

Thomasson also argues that the same considerations adduced in support of the existence of 

‘ordinary objects’ have significant implications for methodology in metaphysics more generally. 

 

In this seminar, we shall examine in close detail both Searle’s ‘constructivist’ account of social 

reality and Thomasson’s defense of an ontology that includes ordinary objects. In the final part 

of the seminar, we shall look more explicitly at some recent philosophical debates about the 

ontological status of artifacts, as published in the collection Creations of the Mind: Theories of 

Artifacts and their Representations. One theme explored in the papers in this collection is the 

relationship between artifact kinds and natural kinds, both at the level of metaphysics - how do 

such kinds differ? - and at the level of representation - how do our concepts of such kinds differ? 

A related question is whether, as Putnam argued in ‘The meaning of “meaning”, the ‘direct’ 

theory of reference proposed for natural kind terms also applies to terms for artifact kinds like 

‘pencil’. Thomasson argues, against Putnam, that the role of the concepts of those who ground 

terms for artifact kinds in fixing the reference of such terms means that we cannot be massively 

wrong about artifact kinds in the way that we can about natural kinds. We shall conclude by 

asking how artworks should be conceived on such a view of the nature of artifacts. 

 

Seminar format and evaluation 

 

The seminar will be conducted remotely on Zoom, with synchronous presentations and 

discussion. Since participation in seminar discussion is a requirement for the course, students 

who are not located in Montreal should ensure that they will be able to so participate ‘live’. 

Seminars will have a mixed lecture/discussion format. I shall take responsibility for presenting 

an overview of the week’s readings in the first hour or so of the class. After a short break, we 

shall move to a standard seminar format. Graduate students taking the class for credit will be 

assigned responsibility for initiating discussion in one meeting of the seminar by giving a 15 

minute critical response to the week’s material. At meetings of the seminar when there is not a 

graduate presentation, a designated undergraduate student will be responsible for initiating 

discussion by identifying what they take to be the most salient issues arising out of the readings. 

Grades will be determined as follows: 80% of total grade will be awarded on the basis of a term-

paper due at the end of classes (approximately 15 pages for undergraduates and approximately 

20-25 pages for graduate students). The remaining 20% of the grade will be awarded on the basis 



of participation in the seminar, including presentations Any requests for extensions on the 

deadline for the term-paper must be made prior to the final scheduled class (April 8th). 

 

 

Texts and readings 

The primary texts for this course are John Searle’s The Construction of Social Reality and Amie 

Thomasson’s Ordinary Objects, copies of which can be purchased at Paragraph bookstore, and 

Creations of the Mind, edited by Eric Margolis and Stephen Laurence, an e-copy of which is 

available through the McGill Library. I shall place copies of the Searle and Thomasson texts on 

reserve in the McLennan-Redpath library. Additional readings will be uploaded to the 

MyCourses website for the seminar. 

 

In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 

evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 

 

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 

right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.  

 

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the 

meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code 

of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity/ for more 

information). 


