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Frege and Husserl: The Ontology of ReferencePRIVATE 

Barry Smith

The modern notion of object, encompassing not only external objects of the real world but also the abstract objects of, for example, mathematics, was introduced into philosophy with the invention by Bolzano
 and Frege
 of existential quantification. Thus the notion has established its position in philosophy hand in hand with an approach to ontology, defended most persuasively by Quine, according to which object-status is relativised to membership in the domain of quantification of a formalised scientific theory. What has been little realised is that the theory of objects which is dictated by modern quantification theory can be given a non-relativistic foundation within traditional ontology, particularly as this has been developed by Husserl, Meinong, Ingarden and the Munich phenomenologists.
 This foundation rests on the possibility of drawing an ontological distinction between, on the one hand, ‘object’-entities which can serve as the proper referents of our thinking acts, and on the other hand cognitive formations, such as meanings and concepts, in virtue of which those thinking acts are articulated. Thus an adequate ontology of objects will demand, as its complement, an adequate ontological theory of meaning-entities which is such that the opposition between these two domains can be brought into light. Not every theory of meaning can serve as the basis for such an approach. For example, the theories put forward by Russell, Moore, and others at the beginning of this century would be unacceptable; for according to such theories the meaning of, say, a proper name, is identified with the object, which may be a real material object, denoted by the name. Thus the meaning of a sentence, which has among its constituents the meanings of proper names appearing in the sentence, becomes a peculiar hybrid entity, which straddles the boundary between the transcendent world of objects and the domain of thought-formations. In contrast, the theory of meaning which Frege put forward in his paper “On Sense and Reference” suggests a much more promising account of the nature of meanings. This account may be viewed as founded on a principle of ‘intellectual apartheid’ according to which meanings, which are seen as depending only on the ‘cognitive value’ which relevant sentences have for a particular linguistic community,
 can be distinguished as constituting what Frege called a ‘realm of senses’. Much work has to be done before we can justify the drawing of any ontological demarcation line between such a ‘realm’ and the realm of objects which is dictated by the modern theory of existential quantification. Difficulties arise, in particular, in virtue of the existence of contexts in which meanings or senses themselves seem to play the role of transcendent objects, by becoming referents, e.g. for the sentences of semantics itself. This is achieved by means of constructions of the form:

‘the sense of the expression “horse”’

‘the proposition expressed by the sentence “Caesar is a Roman general”’
In fact for Frege every entity is a referent, or, more precisely, every entity is the potential referent of some suitably formed expression; and thus to acknowledge the status of senses as fully-fledged entities is already to acknowledge their status as referents.
 On the basis of such considerations some latter-day followers of Frege have wanted to conclude that any ontological interpretation of Fregean semantics must break down. Thiel, for example, argues that ‘to be sign, sense or reference is only a role’ which certain entities take on when they enter, in different ways, into semantic contexts, and that ‘there is no justification for talking in semantics of “spheres”, “realms”, etc.’ Indeed, Thiel holds ‘the Fregean allowance of a participation of ontology in the doctrine of sense and reference for a completely unacceptable contamination’.
 We hope to show that such conclusions are unwarranted. Certainly the simple sense-reference dichotomy has, as it stands, no ontological significance. But if we can show that there is a quite peculiar ontological structure which must be possessed by any entity which is to fulfil the function exercised by senses, then we shall be able to formulate an ontological interpretation of Frege’s semantics, a first approximation to which may be expressed in terms of a distinction between

(i) entities which have the ontological structure which would make it possible, in appropriate conditions, for them to serve as senses,

(ii) ‘objects’ or ‘ordinary referents’ which do not possess such a structure.

Frege’s own writings contain the germ of such an ontological interpretation of his semantic theory, for Frege frequently speaks, especially in his later works, of a ‘realm of sense’, a ‘realm of reference’, and even of a ‘realm of word and sentence’.
 Here the ‘realm of sense’ is viewed as forming a part of the realm of reference, that is to say, of the reality to which our thoughts are directed; but then, as Dummett recognises:

the realm of sense is a very special region of reality; its denizens are, so to speak, things of a very special sort.

For an account of this ‘special’ nature of senses we must turn to Husserl, a philosopher who shared the problems and philosophical background of Frege. Husserl and Frege shared, in particular, an awareness of the inadequacy of the doctrine of psychologism which had achieved a position of dominance in Germany in the latter half of the 19th century. The problems which exercised the psychologists concerned, most importantly, the relations between objective configurations, such as linguistic meanings and logical laws, and the subjective experiences in which these are actualised. To give an example of a psychologistic ‘solution’ to one such problem: the broad conformity of our everyday thought and argument to the laws of logic is to be explained, psychologists might claim, by regarding these laws as statistically founded results of empirical psychology! Frege, it seems, over-reacted to such views, and was led to conceive a mistrust for any epistemological approach to philosophy, even one which explicitly abandoned this kind of naive psychologism. Thus Frege’s goal in the philosophy of mathematics became one of providing a non-epistemological foundation for mathematics, by demonstrating that the latter could be viewed as a branch of pure logic. Many technically important results were achieved by Frege in pursuit of this goal, but these have to be balanced against the ill-effects which Frege’s approach to philosophy has had on the thought of his successors. For Frege’s approach led him to ride roughshod over many phenomenological distinctions which had until his time been preserved, if not always in a pure state, by the philosophical tradition.
 Frege had adopted the view that, for one who takes an anti-psychologistic standpoint, it is impossible to give a clarification of the relations between objective configurations and subjective acts, since the latter, Frege held, fall outside the purview of any objective philosophical science. But Husserl saw that the anti-psychologistic position precisely demands a clarification of these relations.
 Thus he offered an epistemologically founded theory of logic
 which was of great explanatory power even in those areas where the psychologists had considered themselves particularly strong. Husserl saw the necessity to base the philosophy of logic and of meaning on a non-empirical analysis of the broad spectrum of mental acts, including speech acts, an analysis which would reveal the way in which objective formations can themselves serve as constituents in our subjective experience. Husserl’s theory of meaning finds its clearest expression in the first volume of his Logical Investigations, where it forms an indispensable part of the general theory of ‘pure logic’ put forward by Husserl as an alternative to the psychologistic theory. Husserl’s reflections begin with an analysis of the nature of scientific theory in general; he points out that, although science is a psychological and an anthropological phenomenon, what makes science science

is certainly not its psychology, nor any real context into which our acts of thought are fitted, but a certain objective or ideal interconnection which gives these acts a unitary objective relevance, and, in such unitary relevance, an ideal validity. [But] two meanings can be attached to this objective interconnection which ideally pervades scientific thought, and thus also to science as such: it can be understood as an interconnection of the things to which our thought-experiences (actual or possible) are intentionally directed, or, on the other hand, as an interconnection of truths in which this unity of things comes to count objectively as being what it is. These two things are given together a priori, and are mutually inseparable.

Thus ‘the concepts which constitute the Idea of unified theory’, the determination of which, Husserl argues,
 constitutes the first task of pure logic, fall into two groups: one group consists of concepts which relate to things and to the interconnection of things, concepts such as object, state of affairs, plurality, relation, manifold of objects, and so on;
 and a second group consists of concepts which relate to truths and to the interconnections among truths, concepts such as concept, proposition, truth, the concepts of the ‘elementary connective forms’ (logical connectives), the concepts theory, theory-form, and so on.
 Husserl tells us that he is here putting forward a categorial distinction among concepts under which everything that appears in thought ( that is, all entities ( must be ordered,
 but in virtue of an insufficiently refined framework of formal ontology, Husserl failed to draw the ontological consequence of his conceptual distinction, as implying a parallel distinction on the side of the entities themselves.
 This distinction we shall recognise as a generalisation of the division between ‘ordinary referents’ and ‘referents which may operate as senses’ which we put forward above as a first approximation to an ontological interpretation of Frege’s semantics. Entities, now, are seen as falling into two absolute and immutable categories, the category of object-in-general on the one hand and the category of meaning-in-general on the other. To the first category belong individual real objects such as molecules, human bodies, tables, etc., higher-order real objects such as swarms of bees, galaxies, and universities, and individual and higher-order ideal objects such as numbers, geometrical figures, sets, etc. This category includes also purely intentional objects
 such as Sherlock Holmes, Quetzalcoatl, perhaps even, say, large cardinals of Cantorean set theory.
 Purely intentional objects are intersubjectively accessible as the objects of acts, even though they lack autonomous existence: they exist only in so far as they are intended as existing in particular networks of acts, e.g. on the part of readers of Victorian fiction or of Aztec worshippers. What gives such entities their intersubjective identity is, ultimately, their being bound up with autonomous objects, particularly of a linguistic nature
: actual copies of Conan Doyle’s work or of Aztec scriptures. Besides autonomous and intentional objects proper, the category of object-in-general is to include also all those entities which are, with objects, dovetailed within the realm of ordinary reference; that is, it includes properties, relations, states of affairs, events, processes, etc. The second category, the category of meanings on the other hand, contains individual and higher-order conceptual formations such as senses, concepts, and propositions, even whole theories, but identified, now, as articulated constituents of our cognitive experiences. For where Frege’s senses had been correlated with linguistic expressions,
 Husserlian ‘senses’ are correlated with acts: Husserl had seen that a remarkable generalisation of the three-term ‘sign-sense-reference’ theory of meaning could be made, that a ‘sense’ or determinate directedness to objects was common to all acts ‘whether these are intertwined with expressing acts or not’.
 To come to a conception of this act-based ‘sense’-factor ( or ‘noema’ in Husserl’s terms ( we imagine a series of acts, all given as being directed to the same object from the same side and with the same characteristics, but differing in being acts of perception, of memory, of pure imagination, of involuntary hallucinations, etc. The acts differ also in that some are intuitively ‘filled’,
 while others are empty intentions made, for example, on the basis of a linguistic description of the object. Then that which is common to all the acts cannot be anything which has the status of a referent for any of the acts: for unless we confine ourselves to ‘veridical’ acts of perception and of memory there can be no autonomous referent; and a Holmes-type intentional referent requires some kind of linguistic structure to guarantee its identical accessibility, but such a structure is absent except in the case of acts of language-guided imagination, e.g. within the context of reading fiction. What all the acts mentioned do have in common, however, is an intended referent qua intended ( and it is this intended referent, as a common character exhibited by all the acts in question which was distinguished by Husserl as the noema or noematic sense of those acts.
 What is the relation between Husserlian act-based senses and the objective linguistic meanings which form the basis of communication? First of all it must be recognised that an objective meaning is, in general, present only as the ‘horizon’ of any given act of ordinary linguistic experience in which it is meant: we select, as it were, from the objective meaning-stock of the expression only those constituents which are relevant or dominant for that context, other constituents and the objective meaning as a whole being only peripherally or emptily present. Further the given actualised meaning will be accompanied, in general, by alien ‘filling’, that is data imported from the perceptual ancd conceptual experience of the actualising subject. Nevertheless we can move more and more closely toward the given objective meaning by means of a (possibly communal) exercise of imaginative variation of context and of imported data, a process which I should like to call ‘noematic abstraction’. Note that the result of such a process is not an abstract object but an abstract noematic entity. Given that such noematic abstraction is possible, and that all meaning-entities can at least in principle become the meanings, the noemata, of suitable formed acts or networks of acts,
 it will be possible to introduce the predicate ‘noematic’ as a general term characterising all entities which belong to the category of meaning-in-general,
 and our categorial division can then be expressed as a division between noematic and non-noematic entities. Categorial, divisions of this broad type are drawn by analytic philosophers on the basis of different forms of identity criteria: the manner in which we re-identify, for example, a material body as ‘the same again’, is clearly distinct from the manner in which we re-identify mathematical objects such as numbers; hence, claim the analytic philosophers, these two sets of entities belong to different categories.
 The distinction which we wish to defend here, however, depends upon a contrast between modes of cognitive access: members of the category of objects are entities, access to which is by means of an intentional directedness of thought, where, in contrast, the proper mode of access to noematic entities is the mode of immediate actualisation: noemata are ‘lived through’.
 In terms of the following diagram:

act, e.g. of

perception ------------- noema or sense -------------------> referent 
or memory
we can say that members of the category of objects must always lie at the end of an act (i.e. in the referent or ‘target’ position), where (to risk another metaphor) noematic entities may lie parallel to and thus be actualised in an act.
 In particular, where we have an act of linguistically mediated reference, the linguistic meaning or sense involved will itself be actualised in the noema of the act of reference, somewhat as follows:

act --------------------------------------------- full noema ----------------> referent
  \                                                                        /

    \ sign ------------------- meaning of the sign /
In conncetion with such diagrams we must note, first of all, that a noematic entity actualised in a given act is never the object (referent) of that act; rather it is transparent to the act, allowing access through and on to the referent (if there is one).
 But we note too that, despite this transparency, the noematic entity must possess also a particular determinate content, for we are directed to the referent in such a way that it is given in determinate aspects, from a given ‘side’, etc. Thus we see a whitish-grey patch against the sky as smoke rather than cloud; we see a distant stone structure as a tower rather than as a backless tower-facade; and so on for every act of reference, whether intuitive or symbolically mediated. This determinate content must itself be structured in such a way as to be given as the presentation of a referent. This is true even in those cases where there is no referent for the act but only a noema, that is only an intended referent qua intended; this intended referent is no more thereby also a referent than an intended insult (‘Hegelian!’) is thereby also an insult. A non-veridical act is, then, not an act in which the noema itself plays the role of referent: non-veridical acts are distinguished precisely by the absence of any referent.
 Objects, we said, must always lie at the end of an act, in contrast to noematic entities, the proper position of which is in parallel with an act. But it will by now be clear that given particular kinds of reflection and of abstract thought, noematic entitites too may come to hold a referent position for a given act. Such an act will involve a new second-order noema of its own, as follows:

act of abstract-----second order noema-----> referent (original noematic entity)
    thought 
One important species of such ‘reference’ to noematic entities is linguistically mediated reference based on constructions such as:

‘Christ’s vision on the cross’
‘Pythagoras’ theorem’
‘the Gödelian argument’
‘the General Theory of Relativity’
and so on, as well as more familiar examples such as ‘the concept horse’, etc. Such acts then conform to a much more complex/schema, in which the subject directs himself through a second-order noema associated with the sign in question. Linguistic access to noemata is, of course, merely an empty or, as we shall now say ‘improper’ (uneigentlich) access-at-a-distance: here the matter is not radically different from the situation which prevails in the case of linguistic reference to objects. Entities of all kinds may, indeed, serve as the mediate targets for improper acts, as when, for example, we gain access-at-a-distance to the tallest man in Smolensk, or to the central point of the Sun. But in the case of mundane objects we accept (and are justified in accepting) such linguistic access as an adequate surrogate for intuitive or fulfilled access. This is because of the general possibility of turning linguistic into proper, fulfilling access by taking appropriate steps (e.g. by travelling to Smolensk and picking out the tallest male) either actually or in thought.
 In some cases fully adequate access will, of course, be ‘medically’ (contingently) impossible, and it will then be necessary to extend in thought our actual resources for access by means of idealising assumptions based on imaginative variation; but such an exercise is of interest only to the extent that our assumptions preserve some analogy between assumed faculties and those with which we are familiar. ‘Analogous’ access is possible, for example, in the case of fictional objects, for the art of the novelist is precisely to awaken our imagination in such a way that we attain a vivid intention of the characters in the novel even on the basis of the meagre symbolic resources laid down therein.
 An analogous access is possible also in the case of infinite numbers, where access is achieved when the process of counting, which gives fulfilled access to finite numbers, is extended by analogy into the transfinite. I wish to claim, however, that there are some cases where fulfilled ‘target’ access, conceived as the result of such a procedure of analogous extension of our known access-resources, is absolutely impossible, and that this is true precisely for the whole field of noematic entities. For there are no steps which can be taken to turn abstract or empty referential access to noematic entities into proper referential access. An alternative statement of this claim would be that the second-order noema of an act of reference to a first-order noematic entity can never be a fulfilled noema. This dispels one important misconception of the process of reflection, according to which this process involves a special access to ‘inner’ entities or processes: reflection is rather a complex process of thought directed to referential entities, for example: to past events and to the referential products of earlier cognitive experiences such as linguistically expressed thoughts. Thus we cannot, to use Hume’s phrase,
 ‘turn our eyeballs in our sockets’ and somehow ‘see’ the noemata of our acts; and it is likewise impossible, as Hume recognised, to turn ‘noematic’ access to our ‘selves’ into full referential access. For

when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other ... I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe anything but the perception.

It is no accident that exactly parallel considerations apply equally well to noemata as to selves ( i.e. in Husserl’s terms, to transcendental egos ( for noemata and selves are two sides of the same coin: the self is that which actualises noematic entities and which is exhausted, ontologically, in its actualisation of such entities. The claim that noematic entities are never ‘properly’ accessible as referents, conflicts with some of Husserl’s own accounts of the status of noemata, in which Husserl claims that the latter are accessible via a specific method, the ‘phenomenological reduction’. This method Husserl characterised as allowing the ‘breakthrough’ into a whole new realm of scientific exploration: the realm of noemata. It is possible to argue, however, that despite some grandiose programmatic accounts of his philosophical method, Husserl obtains his sharpest and most important results through a complex, but quite familiar heuristic of reflection, conjecture, deduction, correction, and so on, and that these results never depend upon a fulfilled, face-to-face access to noematic entities achieved by means of some special method. Indeed ‘noematic’ access to such entities, that is to say, simple actualisation in thought, is all that is required.
 Frege’s own work in ontology falls into two sections belonging to two different periods in his philosophical career. The first and most familiar ontological theory developed by Frege, a theory which concerns the distinction between objects and functions, belongs to Frege’s early writings in this field
 and serves as a presupposition of all his later works. The second theory, which appears in a developed form in Frege’s “Logical Investigations”,
 concerns the opposition between subjective and objective entities. We shall have occasion to return to this later theory below, meanwhile we can investigate the relations which exist between Frege’s object-function ontology and the object-noema theory sketched above. Frege held that entities could be divided into two categories:

(i) objects: the referents of ‘complete’ (i.e. singular denoting) expressions; (ii) functions: the referents of ‘incomplete’ expressions,

where concepts are distinguished as a special category within (ii). Paradigm members of this category are mathematical functions such as the cosine or the square root function. But Frege held that, since expressions such as ‘capital city of’ operate just as do mathematic functional expressions in that when applied to one name (say ‘Denmark’) they yield a second name (‘Copenhagen’), these expressions also must be ascribed entities, functional entities, as their referents. Having taken this step, Frege effected a further generalisation, by regarding all ‘incomplete’ expressions as functional in precisely this sense. ‘Is a planet’, for example, Frege viewed as denoting a function from objects to truth-values; the value of this function for the argument Venus will be truth, and for the argument Napoleon falsehood. ‘Concept’ was the term which Frege selected to denote functions of this sort.
 There is something unsettling in Frege’s view of concepts as the referents of predicative expressions. It has been suggested by Dummett that the peculiarity may arise for linguistic reasons: ‘In English,’ though not, he suggests in Frege’s German, ‘we should naturally interpret “concept” as being that which a person possesses when he grasps the sense of a word or range of words.’
 Dummett concludes that a more natural interpretation of Frege’s ‘Begriff’ may be ‘property’ rather than ‘concept’, and this is supported by passages where Frege tells us that he calls ‘the concepts under which an object falls its properties’.
 But even then it is unnatural to say that an incomplete expression such as ‘is a horse’ refers to the property of being a horse. This unnaturalness arises in virtue of our tacit acceptance of the principle that signs refer only in so far as they are intended as referring, one consequence of which is that it becomes impossible to justify the claim that incomplete expressions refer at all: not ‘cosine( )’ but ‘the cosine function’ is the expression which, on this view, is to be taken as referring to the cosine function as a mathematical entity. Incomplete expressions do however possess senses (meanings), and we can even identify the category of concepts (including, now, functional and relational concepts) with the category of senses, of incomplete expressions.
 Now the ontological demarcation line between noematic and non-noematic entities, and the new ‘Fregean’ category of objects will come to coincide ( in part ( with our ‘Husserlian’ category of object-in-general, whilst ‘Frege’s’ category of concepts will overlap with the ‘Husserlian’ meaning-in-general category. The modified Fregean division rests not on corresponding ‘referring’ expressions, but rather on a difference in mode of relation between expressions and corresponding entities. This can either be a referential relation, corresponding, in the Husserlian frame, to ‘target’ access, or it can be the relation of an expression to its sense, corresponding to ‘noematic’ access. But here we must take account of the fact, which we have so often had occasion to note, that senses (and in particular, concepts) can in certain cases play the role of referents. For otherwise we should find that our theory was subject to paradoxes of the kind which beset Frege’s original theory within which everysingular denoting expression denotes an object. Under these conditions it becomes impossible to employ such an expression to refer to a concept or relation, for even an expression such as ‘the concept horse’ denotes an object and not a concept.
 Frege is therefore forced to acknowledge new ontological categories containing what, following Wells,
 we can call ‘concept correlates’, ‘relation correlates’, and ‘function correlates’, ( the abstract objects which result when we impose the alien form of objecthood upon concepts, relations and functions. Such correlates, Frege suggests,
 are to ‘represent’ concepts, relations and functions within the domain of objects. Now whilst correlates are introduced into Frege’s theory for merely formal reasons, namely as a means of meeting what we shall see is an easily removable paradox, there are many areas of philosophical interest where the introduction of correlates has a real theoretical motivation. The typical analytic philosophical approach to noematic entities, for example, is to search for ways of identifying these as particular abstract objects: senses, for example, are identified as the equivalence classes of synonymous expressions.
 From a phenomenological point of view it is clear that the latter must be distinguished, rather, as the sense correlates of the corresponding (noematic) senses. This is an example of covert introduction of correlates within a theory. As an interesting case of overt introduction of correlates we can instance the attempt by Löwenheim
 to produce a foundational theory for mathematics within the Peirce-Schröder logical tradition, a tradition to which, in their early periods, not only Husserl,
 but also Whitehead and Skolem belonged. The central principle of Schröderian logic is that no difference is recognised, within the symbolism, between properties, concepts and sets. Thus ‘T has the property a’, ‘T falls under the concept a’, ‘T belongs to the set a’, ‘T is a’, are all represented, in Schröderian, by means of one and the same expression. Schröder himself has taken the notion of set (Umfang) as primary in the interpretation of his symbolism, but Husserl put forward an alternative theory in which the concept (Inhalt) is taken as primary.
 Sets thus become assimilated to concepts, and set-membership is identified as the relation of an object to a concept under which it falls. But now all sets are seen as belonging to the category of meanings, all elements of sets as belonging to the category of objects. We can already see how, on this interpretation, the paradoxes of set theory (such as Russell’s paradox of the set of all sets which are not members of themselves) can be avoided, for sets of sets of any kind come to be excluded within Schröderian logic. Such a restriction on set-formation is normally taken to imply an unacceptable loss of power in the resultant mathematical machinery, but Löwenheim suggests a way in which the whole of traditional mathematics, including Cantor’s set theory, can be given a Schröderian form: die Mathematik, Löwenheim claims, ‘läßt sich verschrödern’.
 Löwenheim’s method is to construct a Schröderian model for classical set theory by defining, for each set which we wish to be treated as an element in a second set, a proxy object which is to represent the former in the latter. Such proxies can now, of course, be identified as set correlates. Thus the scope of Frege’s theory of correlates becomes significantly expanded when applied within the Husserlian framework, for now we must recognise not only concept, relation and function correlates, but also sense correlates, noema correlates, proposition correlates, even whole theory correlates. Within this framework also the paradoxial consequences which motivated Frege’s original theory are easily avoided, for it is not the logico-grammatical form, but the intention of a given referring expression
 which determines the ontological category of its referent. Thus instead of paradoxes we have only either correct or incorrect intentions of relevant expressions: if, say, an analytic philosopher A uses the expression ‘the sense of the expression “horse”‘ to refer to an abstract object, say a particular equivalence class, then, given the noematic view of senses, it will follow that what is denoted by A’s intention of this expression is not a sense, but a sense correlate; clearly however a second subject, say a phenomenologist B, may use the same expression in such a way that it does refer to a sense. The above remarks imply the recognition of two distinct species of abstraction. Not only do we have the ‘noematic’ abstraction which gives ‘Noematic’ access to, say, a particular ‘objective’ linguistic meaning by abstracting from the range of partial ‘subjective’ meanings associated with a given expression; we also have a second process of ‘referentialising abstraction’ by means of which sense or noema correlates are generated, i.e. when, against some particular background theory, we impose the alien form of objecthood upon some noematic entity. Much confusion in the theory of abstraction can be attributed to the failure to recognise the difference between these two abstractional axes. In his later ontological works Frege put forward an ontology based on a division of entities into three realms
 which, following Thiel,
 we can express as follows: 1. the subjective realm, consisting of ideas and combinations of ideas considered as private mental images, 2. the objective non-real realm, consisting of platonistically conceived thoughts and senses in general, and of all the ‘ideal’ objects of logic and mathematics, 3. the objective real realm, consisting of material objects, events, processes, etc.

The semantic dimension of Frege’s philosophy can also be expressed in terms of a trichotomy, namely 
a. sign

b. sense

c. reference.

There is a consistent tendency on Frege’s part to ‘confuse’ these two dimensions, a tendency which has been ably documented by Thiel in his important book on Frege’s semantics.
 Thiel claims, as we have seen, that any ontological interpretation of the semantic trichotomy must break down, in view of the fact that not only signs but also senses may play the role of referent. But that Frege himself did not draw Thiel’s absolute dividing line between semantics and ontology is seen by his deliberate adoption of the terminologoy of ‘realms’ in semantics.
 Thiel is able to show how Frege’s talk of realms involves the covert attempt to identify the middle term b. of the semantic scheme, with the middle ontological category (the objective non-real) distinguished above, for example where Frege tells us, in his paper on the sense-reference theory that

a truth value cannot be part of a thought, any more than, say, the Sun can, for it is not a sense but an object.

In terms of our Husserlian framework such passages can be interpreted as revealing that Frege was in possession of the grain of ontological truth which they can be shown to express; but Frege’s insights in this field are in danger of being lost in the rudimentary ontological scheme of

1. the subjective real

2. the objective non-real

3. the objective real

which is in urgent need of refinement.

Frege’s conception of a ‘subjective real’ realm seems to have been motivated by an inadequate philosophy of mind on Frege’s part, based on

A false dichotomy between mental images as subjective and incommunicable, [and] senses as objective and communicable.

Frege makes great play with the notion of mental image, conceived as an entity in the target position for an act.
 Thus it may be suggested that for Frege an act of hallucination of, say, a unicorn grazing on the lawn, would be analysed as an act having as its object a private unicorn image; we have already seen, however, that this type of non-veridical act is distinguished precisely by the absence of any object. Mental images are also clearly excluded from playing the role of object for veridical acts, where it is the transcendent object of the act which holds the target position. Thus we can conclude that mental images are noematic entities.
 It is of course possible to isolate those aspects of an act which are dependent upon an individual psyche, by treating the act as belonging to the subject-matter of empirical psychology; but then the act ceases to be ‘subjective’ in any special sense: it falls within the scope of an objective science, and thus belongs to the realm of the ‘objective real’ as Frege conceived it. Inherently ‘subjective’ entities, therefore are excluded from the category of objects, and also from the category of noematic entities, all the members of which are at once subjective, in that they are actualised by some particular subject, and objective in regard to their content. Thus Frege’s 1st realm, the realm of the subjective real, falls outside the domain of ‘ontology’ as here advanced. Frege’s 3rd realm, which is determined by a hard-headed conception of the ‘objective real world’ as this is presented, on a broad front, by the various natural sciences, a conception shared by both Frege and Ingarden, can, however, be accepted as it stands. Hence much comes to depend upon the realm of the objective ‘non-real’ in the Fregean framework. It must first of all be recognised that, in allowing within the same ontological category not only ‘thoughts’ and senses in general, but also numbers and truth values conceived as objects, Frege reveals that the ontological promise of his early sense-reference theory has been unfulfilled. Frege’s ontology can be put to rights, however, if we distinguish the various components which make up the hybrid Fregean category of the objective non-real. Most importantly we can distinguish a category of subjective-objective noematic entities, a generalisation of the ‘realm of senses’ as conceived by Frege.
 We can also distinguish various possible realms of non-real objects, according to the different ontologically alternative conceptions of such objects which may be adopted. Non-real objects may be either autonomous (ideal) objects,
 or intentional objects such as fictional or mythical characters. Purported intentional entities are admitted as intentional objects wherever we have adequate intersubjective access in referential acts, especially on the basis of a linguistic structure such as a work of literature. Intentional objects then have a peculiar ‘double structure’
: they possess not only properties (Eigenschaften) but also an inner stock of ‘characteristics’ (Merkmale) which they are merely ascribed. For example, Sherlock Holmes has the properties of non-existence, of having been introduced as a fictional character by Conan Doyle, of having been, perhaps, psycho-analysed by Freud in such-and-such a year; finally he has the property of having been ascribed the characteristics of living in Baker Street, of being a detective, of having solved the case of the disappearing fan, and so on.
 Now whilst all intentional objects have temporal properties (for they are brought into being only with the creation of, say, a literary work), not all such objects have temporally determined characteristics, for not all have been ascribed the status of being in time. I wish therefore to suggest a division of intentional objects into (i) quasi-real objects, such as the objects of fiction, and (ii) quasi-ideal objects, the clearest cases of which are peripheral mathematical objects. Logical objects such as numbers or truth values were conceived by Frege himself in a platonistic fashion, as belonging to the autonomous ideal domain. But there is an alternative to this platonist conception, which is to regard such objects as intentional creations: as the quasi-ideal (concept) correlates which result when we apply a process of referentialising abstraction to particular concepts or noemata which are logically more primitive. Clearly the validity of such a view rests on the possibility of justifying a conception of, say, numbers, as primarily conceptual or noematic entities, and here we may appeal to certain passages in Husserl’s Philosophie der Arithmetik where Husserl shows how such a view may be developed. The meaning of these passages has been obscured, to some extent, by the fact that Husserl uses the phrase ‘the number’ in two different senses: in one sense the phrase is used to denote a presentation of a particular more or less abstract numbered or numberable totality, that is of a number of acts, of a number of animals, of a number of objects, and so on, where the members of each such totality are brought together by the particular interests of the presenting subject. Each such presentation is clearly, in the terminology here advanced, a noematic entity. Only in a second, derivative sense, does Husserl use this phrase to denote the referentialised arithmetical number-as-object.
 By ignoring this and other terminological distinctions
 Frege was able to exploit such passages as:

The number owes its genesis to a certain psychic process, which joins together the objects to be counted ( in this sense these objects are the carriers of the number,

to substantiate his erroneous conception of the Philosophie der Arithmetik as a work of naive psychologism.

Our full ontological scheme can now be presented as follows:

I. the noematic realm

IIa. the realm of quasi-ideal objects

IIb. the realm of autonomous ideal objects (perhaps empty) IIIa. the realm of quasi-real objects

IIIb. the objective real realm

from which we can read off the ‘realm of objects’ which is dictated by the theory of existential quantification, in such a way that the ontological structure of this ‘realm’ is made explicit. It is seen to consist of a ‘central core’ of autonomous objects (with their properties and relations), which is extended by layers of intentional objects, properties and relations, projected, first of all, by mathematical and scientific theories, but then also by works of theology, of comparative mythology, of literary theory, and so on.
 To accept this as a correct ontological picture does not imply that one accepts that there is some stage at which we have an adequate conception of which object-regions constitute the autonomous ‘core’ and which belong merely to the theory-dependent periphery. Epistemologically speaking it will always be the case that we have only theories and their domains of quantification. But those followers of Quine who adopt a pragmatic relativist approach to ontology on the basis of such considerations have mistakenly interpreted an epistemological factum as a principle of ontology. For a clear statement of the relation between these two disciplines
 we must look to the Austro-German tradition in philosophy, to which both Husserl and Frege belong.
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