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AbstrAct

Ontological pluralism is the view that there are different ways of 
being. Historically, ways of being are aligned with the ontological 
categories. This paper is about to investigate why there is such a 
connection, and how it should be understood. Ontological pluralism 
suffers from an objection, according to which ontological pluralism 
collapses into ontological monism, i.e., there is only one way to be. 
Admitting to ontological categories can save ontological pluralism 
from this objection if ways of being ground ontological categories.
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1. Introduction

According to ontological pluralism there are different ways of being as well 
as there are different beings. This view is in contrast with the dominant 
view in the contemporary literature, ontological monism, according to 
which all entities exist1 in the same way and all differences are rooted in 
what these different entities are, rather than the way they exist. Ontological 
pluralism, in contrast, had been more popular throughout the history of 
philosophy. Aristotle’s slogan “being is said in many ways” and Aquinas’s 
thesis of the analogy of being (1968) are just a few to mention. More 
recently in the history, Russell, discriminating the way the concrete and the 
abstract things exist, pronounced that “the relation ‘north of’ does not seem 
to exist in the same sense in which Edinburgh and London exist” (Russell 
1912, 98).

Usually those who endorse ontological pluralism adopt a multi-categorical 
ontology. Aristotle’s categorical distinction between substance and 
accidents, and Russell’s categorical division between abstracta and 
concreta are well-known. The association of ontological pluralism and 
multi-categorical ontology is not a mere coincidence. For instance, 
$TXLQDV�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�RQH�FDQ�GH¿QH�DQ�RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRU\�LQ�YLUWXH�RI�
“a special way of existing. For existing can have different levels which 
FRUUHVSRQG�WR�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�H[LVWLQJ�DQG�GH¿QH�GLIIHUHQW�FDWHJRULHV�RI�
thing” (Aquinas 1993, 53). Recently, Jason Turner (2010) sets forth this 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�DV�LI� WKLV� LV�D�QDWXUDO�SDWK�IRU�D�SOXUDOLVW� WR�JR��,Q�WKH�VDPH�
line, Kris McDaniel (2017, ch. 4) argues in detail that nothing undesirable 
DULVHV�LI�RQH�LGHQWL¿HV�RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�ZLWK�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�

Nevertheless, within the contemporary literature around ontological 
pluralism it is not clear why ontological categories should be GH¿QHG in 
terms of ontological pluralism. This issue is the purpose of this paper. 
We believe that the connection between ways of being and ontological 
categories is integrated with the notion of the generic way of being. Hence, 
in section 2, we prefer a version of ontological pluralism that admits to 
the generic way of being. In section 3, we raise an objection against this 
version of ontological pluralism that we dub ‘the collapse argument’.2 

1 Following the literature, we use being, existence and SDUWLFXODU�TXDQWL¿HU interchangeably.
2�7KHUH�LV�DQ�DUJXPHQW��ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�WLWOH��UDLVHG�DJDLQVW�TXDQWL¿HU�YDULDQFH��WKH�WKHVLV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�
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As noted in the literature, appealing to the notion of fundamentality can 
save the ontological pluralism from the collapse argument. At this stage, 
the issue of the connection between ontological categories and ways of 
being comes up. In section 4, based on a plausible account of ontological 
category, we show why and how ontological pluralism can resolve the 
collapse argument. Our closing remarks depict the tie between ways of 
being and ontological categories.

2. Ontological Pluralism and the generic Way of Being

Given that existence should be regimented by means of particular 
TXDQWL¿HU��HYHU\�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�ZLOO�KDYH�LWV�RZQ�SDUWLFXODU�TXDQWL¿HU��/HW¶V�
assume that there are only two ways of being: abstract and concrete.3 We 
will use �a for abstract existence and �c for concrete existence. Given that 
IRU�HYHU\�SDUWLFXODU�TXDQWL¿HU��RQH�FDQ�LQIHU�D�XQLYHUVDO�TXDQWL¿HU��׊x ׋[ 
Ł׌ ׽�x ׋׽[���FRQVHTXHQWO\��WKHUH�DUH�WZR�XQLYHUVDO�TXDQWL¿HUV���a ranges 
over abstract entities and �c ranges over concrete entities.

*LYHQ� WKH� V\PEROLVP�� RQWRORJLFDO� SOXUDOLVP� LV� GH¿QHG� DV� WKH� IROORZLQJ�
thesis:4

(1) For all x (�ay y=x � �cy y=x)

The problem, however, is that in this formulation “for all” can be replaced 
neither by �a nor by �c, because “for all” should range over both concreta 
and abstracta. The formulation requires a third generic�XQLYHUVDO�TXDQWL¿HU�
� that could range over both categories. By the bi-conditional ׋�]׊[�Ł׽� 
 there is a generic�SDUWLFXODU�TXDQWL¿HU�� that is the generic way of ,]׋׽ x׌
being.

In reaction, McDaniel (2017, 25-30) and Turner (2010, 32-34) suggest 
WKDW�WKH�JHQHULF�SDUWLFXODU�TXDQWL¿HU�FDQ�EH�GH¿QHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�VSHFL¿F�
ones, and therefore there may be no need for the generic way of being:

DOWHUQDWLYH�TXDQWL¿HUV�WKDW�UDQJH�RYHU�DEVROXWHO\�HYHU\WKLQJ��6LGHU��������,W�LV�ZRUWK�PHQWLRQLQJ�WKDW�
these two collapse arguments are not the same.
3 We stick with this example till the end of this paper.
4 The question of how to characterize the thesis of ontological pluralism is beyond the scope of this 
paper. This issue is discussed in the introduction of McDaniel (2017) and Turner (2021).
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]׋�]�c � ]׋�]df �a= ]׋�]� (2)

Nevertheless, (2) is not still satisfactory since applying ׋�]׊[�Ł׌ ׽�x ׋׽[ 
to (2) would result: 

(]׋ ׽ �cx � ]׋ ׽ �ax) ׽��Ł]׋ ׽ x׌ ׽��Ł]׋�]� (3)

Therefore, (1) is equivalent to:

[(�ay y=x � �cy y=x) ׽ �cx � (�ay y=x � �cy y=x) ׽ �ax] ׽ (4)

Indeed, (4) is a trivial truth that both monists and pluralists concede. 
Consequently, the thesis of ontological pluralism (i.e., (1) that is equivalent 
to (4)), turns out to be trivial. However, it is not a desirable outcome for 
pluralists to concede that the thesis of ontological pluralism is trivial. 
Turner (2010, 32-34) claims that this result is not as undesirable as it 
seems. However, it seems that triviality is, per se, an undesirable feature of 
any metaphysical thesis.5

Another approach, that Turner (2021, 191) in passing suggests, is that 
an ontological pluralist can accept the generic way of being as part of 
the naïve and ordinary linguistic activity.6 This suggestion makes sense, 
only if there is a precise distinction between the language of ontology 
(ontologese) and ordinary language, and ontological claims should be 
articulated in ontologese rather than in ordinary language. This is a non-
starter, however. If ontological pluralists advocate the distinction between 
ordinary language and ontologese, they have to formulate the thesis within 
ontologese; a language that, as they already accepted, cannot accommodate 
the generic way of being.

At this point, there is a dilemma: either pluralists must acknowledge that 
they cannot formulate ontological pluralism; or conceding the reduction 
RI� WKH�JHQHULF�ZD\�RI� EHLQJ� WR� WKH� VSHFL¿F�RQHV�� WKH\� VKRXOG� DGPLW� WKDW�
ontological pluralism is a trivial claim. A way out of the dilemma is to 
adopt the generic way of being.7

5 To follow the discussion, see Turner (2010; 2021), van Inwagen (2014) and Mericks (2019).
6 The same idea is implicitly assumed by McDaniel (2017, ch. 5), too.
7 This solution to the dilemma has been already developed by McDaniel (2017), Builes (2019), Rettler 
(2021) Simmons (2022), among others.
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3. The Collapse Argument and Fundamentality

The collapse argument is a serious concern that might undermine the 
intelligibility of ontological pluralism.8 It is customary to have predicates 
for abstract and concrete entities, A and C, respectively. Now one can 
GH¿QH�WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�JHQHULF�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�DQG�
the predicates A and C as follows (SD��IRU�6SHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�'H¿QHG��

(]׋ � Ax) x׌ df= ]׋�]a׌ (5)
(]׋ � Cx) x׌ df= ]׋ cx׌ (6)

Therefore, ontological pluralism collapses into ontological monism. Put 
GLIIHUHQWO\��D�VSHFL¿F�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�WXUQV�LQWR�WKH�JHQHULF�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�DQG�
its relevant category. For instance, one can get rid of the abstract way of 
being by adopting the genetic way of being and the category of abstracta. 
Consequently, ontological pluralism is ontological monism in disguise.

7R�DYRLG�WKLV�REMHFWLRQ��SOXUDOLVWV�PLJKW�KROG�WKDW�RQH�FDQ�GH¿QH�concreta 
and abstracta�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��DV�IROORZV��CD, for 
&DWHJRU\�'H¿QHG��

(7) Ax =df ׌ay (x=y)
(8) Cx =df ׌cy (x=y)

A new problem, however, arises: what is the criterion in virtue of which 
one could prefer SD over CD or vice versa? The issue is related to a similar 
question raised in the literature: what is the criterion in virtue of which 
RQH�FRXOG�GHFLGH�ZKLFK�RI�WKH�WKUHH�TXDQWL¿HUV���, �a and �c) is elite, i.e. 
metaphysically privileged?9

McDaniel (2017, ch.1) and Turner (2010) propose that appealing to the 
notion of naturalness can help.10�7KH\�DUJXH� WKDW� LI� WKH� VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�
EHLQJ� DUH�PRUH� QDWXUDO� WKDQ� WKH� JHQHULF�ZD\� RI� EHLQJ�� WKHQ� WKH� VSHFL¿F�
TXDQWL¿HUV� DUH� WKH� HOLWH� RQHV�� 6LPLODUO\�� D� PRLVW�� OLNH� 6LGHU� �������� FDQ�

8 Similar objections against ontological pluralism raised by Van Inwagen (2014) and Mericks (2019).
9�7KH�WHUP�µHOLWH�TXDQWL¿HU¶�LV�LQWURGXFHG�LQ�&DSODQ��������
10 The concept of naturalness for properties and objects is introduced by Lewis (1983) and then 
H[WHQGHG�E\�6LGHU��������WR�TXDQWL¿HUV�DV�ZHOO��0F'DQLHO�DQG�7XUQHU�HPSOR\�WKLV�H[WHQGHG�QRWLRQ�LQ�
the present case.
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coherently prefer the converse, holding that the generic way of being is 
PRUH�QDWXUDO�WKDQ�DOO�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��+HQFH��DSSHDOLQJ�WR�WKH�QRWLRQ�
RI� QDWXUDOQHVV� PLJKW� SURYLGH� D� FULWHULRQ� IRU� GHFLGLQJ� ZKLFK� TXDQWL¿HUV�
FRXOG�EH�HOLWH��KRZHYHU��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKLFK�TXDQWL¿HU�LV�DFWXDOO\�HOLWH�LV�
not the primary concern.

(YHQ� LI� QDWXUDOQHVV� SURYLGHV� D� FULWHULRQ� RI� HOLWH� TXDQWL¿HUV�� WKH� PDLQ�
problem still remains untouched. First, how can naturalness play a role 
in GH¿QLWLRQ? Remember that the original problem was which of CD or 
SD has to be preferred. It is worth noting in this context by GH¿QLWLRQ 
we mean metaphysical reduction. So, it should be explained what the 
role of naturalness in metaphysical reduction is. McDaniel can address 
WKLV� TXHVWLRQ�� VLQFH� KH� LGHQWL¿HV� OHYHOV� RI� QDWXUDOQHVV� ZLWK� OHYHOV� RI�
fundamentality (2017, ch. 8). As assumed in the literature of grounding, 
metaphysical reduction can be cashed out in term of grounding relation 
between levels of fundamentality (Fine 2001; Rosen 2010). Taking this 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ� IRU� JUDQWHG�� 0F'DQLHO� FRXOG� KROG� WKDW� WKH� OHVV� QDWXUDO� LV�
reduced to the more natural, since the less fundamental is grounded in 
WKH�PRUH� IXQGDPHQWDO�� 7KHUHIRUH�� QDWXUDOQHVV� SOD\V� D� UROH� LQ� GH¿QLWLRQ��
however, this role is mediated by fundamentality. 

If this is a legitimate way of using naturalness to deal with the problem, 
it seems that the preferred strategy is appealing to grounding and 
fundamentality, directly. The original problem is what would be the 
criterion in virtue of which one could prefer between the two sets of 
GH¿QLWLRQV��L�H���SD and CD. The solution, now, is to see which one is more 
IXQGDPHQWDO��WKH�JHQHULF�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�RU�WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��,I�WKH�
generic way of being is more fundamental, a version of monism is true; 
otherwise, a version of pluralism is more defensible.11

The second problem, however, is more pressing. Not only are SD and CD 
about ways of being, but also, they are tied to ontological categories, A and 
C. Now the question is what the relationship between ontological categories 
and their relevant ways of being could be. Appealing to the concept of elite 

11� ,QGHHG�� WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKLFK�GH¿QLWLRQ�LV�SUHIHUDEOH�FDQ�EH�DGGUHVVHG�E\�DSSHDOLQJ�WR�WKH�QRWLRQ�
of naturalness tout court�� DV� RQH�PLJKW� GH¿QH� less natural in terms of more natural. Although this 
approach is preferable by those who might not be comfortable with the notion of fundamentality, in 
this paper we offer the solution that is more congenial to the literature of fundamentality as this notion 
enables us to link GH¿QLWLRQ to metaphysical reduction. 
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TXDQWL¿HU��E\�LWVHOI��GRHV�QRW�DGGUHVV�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�VLQFH�WKH�PDLQ�LVVXH�LV�
ZK\�RQWRORJLFDO� FDWHJRULHV� VKRXOG�EH�GH¿QHG� LQ� WHUPV�RI�ZD\V�RI� EHLQJ�
rather than the other way around. As we noted at the outset, this is the 
question that remained unanswered by McDaniel and Turner, though they 
EHOLHYH�LQ�WKH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�DQG�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��,Q�
the next part, we attempt to provide an explanation to show why and how 
ontological categories metaphysically relate to ways of being. 

4. Ontological Category and Way of Being

An important metaphysical question, germane to the discussion in hand, 
is: what is it to be an ontological category? A straightforward answer to 
the question is that ontological categories are the most general partitioning 
of all entities.12� $OWKRXJK� JHQHUDOLW\� LV� QHFHVVDU\�� LW� LV� QRW� D� VXI¿FLHQW�
condition for the characterization of ontological category. If X and Y, for 
instance, are ontological categories, X�Y is more general than both X and 
Y. Therefore, based on the characterization, the disjunction is more eligible 
to be an ontological category. Hence, more conditions, besides generality, 
is needed to have an accurate characterization of ontological categories.

Jan Westerhoff (2005) suggests that appealing to the notion of 
fundamentality might help us here. Not only are ontological categories 
the most general partitioning of all entities, but also they are the most 
fundamental ones. In this way, the disjunction problem can be resolved, 
insofar as X and Y are supposedly more fundamental than X�Y; hence, 
X�Y is not an eligible candidate for being an ontological category 
(Westerhoff 2005, 27-28).13

$GRSWLQJ� IXQGDPHQWDOO\� �EHVLGHV� JHQHUDOLW\�� DV� WKH� VXI¿FLHQW� FRQGLWLRQ�
for the characterization of ontological categories,14 we can explain what 

12 There are alternative characterizations of ontological categories as well (see Westerhoff 2005).
13�:HVWHUKRII����������������DV�VXJJHVWHG�E\�1RUWRQ��������� WDNHV�XS�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�TXDOL¿FDWLRQ�� LQ�
addition to be the most general partitioning of all entities, ontological categories should be natural. The 
TXDOL¿FDWLRQ�VROYHV�WKH�GLVMXQFWLRQ�SUREOHP�VLQFH�;�Y is supposedly less natural that X and Y. Due 
to the argument presented in the previous section, naturalness plays a proxy role in this discussion. 
Hence, we prefer to merely employ fundamentality and remain neutral about the relationship between 
naturalness and fundamentality.
14 Although adding fundamentality to generality can resolve the disjunction problem, Westerhoff (2005, 
������� EHOLHYHV� WKDW� WKLV� FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ� RI� RQWRORJLFDO� FDWHJRULHV� VWLOO� VXIIHUV� IURP� D� GLI¿FXOW\�� LQ�
the hierarchy of levels of fundamentality, where is the cut-off that discriminates between ontological 
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relates ways of being to ontological categories. In the previous section, we 
argued that fundamentality gives us a plausible criterion for the preference 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�WKH�JHQHULF�DQG�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�LQ�WHUPV�
of each other. Here we state that fundamentality can play the crucial role in 
characterizing what an ontological category is. As a result, the key notion 
that links ontological categories with the ways of being is fundamentality. 
To illustrate this issue, let us turn into the concrete/abstract example.

Supposedly, concrete/abstract partitioning is categorical, that is to say this 
distinction is the most fundamental partitioning of all entities. In addition, 
WKHUH�DUH�WZR�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKHVH�WZR�FDWHJRULHV��
1RZ��WKH�LVVXH�LV�ZKHWKHU� WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�LV� OHVV�IXQGDPHQWDO�
than any other ways of being including the generic way of being. 
Obviously not. For instance, if Dave’s favorite things (which include colas, 
SRHPV�DQG�KLHUDUFKLFDO�VHWV��HQMR\�D�VSHFL¿F�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ��LW�LV�DEVXUG�WR�
say that this way of being is more fundamental than the concrete/abstract 
way of being. If fundamentality explains that abstract and concrete are 
ontological categories, then that very fundamentality must ensure that the 
ways that concreta and abstracta exist are the most fundamental ways to 
EH��+HQFH��ZH�JHQHUDOO\�FRQFOXGH�WKDW�LI�WKHUH�DUH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�
associated with ontological categories,15�WKHQ�WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�DUH�
more fundamental than the generic way of being, because of the fact that 
ontological categories are the most fundamental partitioning of all entities.
In virtue of the suggested connection between ontological categories and 
ways of being, we can overcome the collapse argument against ontological 
pluralism. Abstracta and concreta are ontological categories; thus, they are 
the most fundamental partitioning of all entities. The abstract and concrete 
ways of being, in effect, are more fundamental than the generic way of 
being. Hence, CD is legitimately and non-arbitrarily preferable to SD.

Objection: All said and done is that if ontological pluralism is true, 
admitting ontological categories can save ontological pluralism from 
the attack of the collapse argument. The objection is why one should be 
committed to both ontological categories and ways of being. Whereas 

categories and any other partitioning? We believe that this is not a problem for our conception of 
ontological category since we can coherently maintain that the most fundamentals are actually 
ontological categories. 
15 This is a return to the historical conception of ways of being as ways of being of ontological 
categories.
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monists, who believe in the generic way of being, are only committed to 
ontological categories. Thus, ontological monism is more parsimonious 
than ontological pluralism.

reply: Indeed, ontological parsimony is violated, only if pluralists take 
ways of being and ontological categories as fundamental. As explained 
DERYH��RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�DUH�GH¿QHG�LQ�YLUWXH�RI��L�H���PHWDSK\VLFDOO\�
UHGXFHG�WR��WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��6R��ERWK�WKH�JHQHULF�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�
DQG�RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�DUH�OHVV�IXQGDPHQWDO�WKDQ�WKH�VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�
being. In this way, contrary to the advertisement of monism, pluralism is 
a more virtuous theory. Monists have to take both ontological categories 
and the generic way of being as fundamental, while pluralists only take 
VSHFL¿F�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�DV�IXQGDPHQWDO��)XUWKHUPRUH��RQWRORJLFDO�SOXUDOLVP�
is more qualitatively parsimonious than ontological monism, since the 
latter presumes two kinds of fundamentals (i.e., ontological category and 
the generic way of being), whilst the former only requires one kind (i.e., 
way of being).16,17

Objection: One might object that McDaniel’s theory, on which ontological 
FDWHJRULHV�DUH�LGHQWL¿HG�ZLWK�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��0F'DQLHO�������FK������ZRXOG�
be more parsimonious than the theory proposed in this paper according 
to which ontological categories are grounded in ways of being. For 
illustration, McDaniel’s theory posits abstract way of being and LGHQWL¿HV 
the category of abstracta with the abstract way of being, while according 
to the theory proposed here abstract way of being is fundamental and the 
category of abstracta�LV�GH¿QHG�LQ�YLUWXH�RI�WKH�DEVWUDFW�ZD\�RI�EHLQJ�18 

reply: It is true that the theory proposed here holds that ontological 
categories should be GH¿QHG in terms of ways of being, and for us the 
concept of GH¿QLWLRQ is the same as metaphysical reduction. Indeed, one 
might explain GH¿QLWLRQ� (metaphysical reduction) as mere identity, while 

16 Considering how terms are used in ordinary language, Tegtmeier (2011) argues that it is a mistake 
to identify categories with ways of being. It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore this claim. 
However, even though the objection is in place, it does not affect our project since we already noted 
that we are not committed to the strict identity between ways of being and ontological categories.
17 Applying our thesis about the relation between way of being and ontological category to a one-
category ontology, like the version of trope theory defended by Keith Campbell (1990), entails that 
there is only one way to be, i.e., the generic way of being, as we argued that way of being grounds 
ontological category.
18 We are especially thankful to an anonymous referee for this objection. 
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someone else might appeal to the notion of metaphysical grounding to 
explain this issue. The question of how to interpret this concept, however, 
is not the main concern of this paper. What we attempted to do here is to 
show why and how ontological categories should be GH¿QHG in terms of 
ways of being, and either interpretation is compatible with our proposal. 
The fact that which interpretation is preferable depends on several factors 
including explanatory powers, theoretical virtues, etc. For instance, those 
who defend the mere identity relation between ontological categories and 
ways of being owe us an explanation about why there is a conceptual gap 
between ontological categories and ways of being, while if ontological 
categories are grounded in ways of being, it is more understandable why 
these two are still conceptually distinct. Therefore, based on parsimony 
alone, one cannot determine which interpretation is more plausible.

5. Concluding Remarks

According to the collapse argument, ontological pluralism would be 
ontological monism in disguise. We argued that the collapse argument 
does not refute ontological pluralism, if it is augmented by ontological 
categories. Consequently, there is an epistemological and methodological 
relationship between these two notions: adopting ontological categories 
makes ontological pluralism less objectionable. Moreover, throughout 
the paper, we tried to make a new metaphysical connection between these 
two concepts: ways of being ground ontological categories. The mutual 
interdependence may explain why these two notions have been integrated 
throughout the history of philosophy.
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