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A: Are there any aquatic animals besides fish?

B: No.

A: What about whales?

B: Whales are fish. They live in the ocean, so why wouldn’t they be
fish?

A: ‘Fish’ denotes a certain taxonomic class of organism; whales aren’t
part of that class because, for instance, they give birth to live young.

B: I know all that. And maybe everyone else uses ‘fish’ that way,
but I just use it as a synonym for ‘aquatic animal’. And there’s no
reason to prefer your meaning for ‘fish’ to mine. So, the answer to
your question is: ‘No.’

A: I know that there aren’t any aquatic animals that aren’t aquatic
animals! I was asking where there are any aquatic animals that aren’t
fish.

1 Moderate Realism in Metaontology

- A language has a semantics, which assigns meanings (or semantic
values) of one sort or another to the expressions of the language.

- A framework, as I use the term, is an element of a semantics for a
language; it assigns a semantic value to one expression.

- Existence questions are questions of the form ‘Are there (any) F s?’

- Most of the time such questions are perspicuous: they ask whether
a certain kind of thing exists while using the relevant expressions
in accordance with some framework that sufficiently constrains their
meaning.

- Sometimes the perspicuous mode breaks down and it seems that
something else is being asked.

- Parametric existence questions raise a question about language (not
about the world): What should we mean by a certain expression?

- Parametric existence questions ask about “a matter of practical de-
cision concerning the structure of our language” (Carnap 1950, 207).

- My view is a form of moderate realism in metaontology. Moderate
realism is an account of what is happening when a non-perspicuous
type of existence question is being asked: namely, that it is a para-
metric existence question.

- It is a kind of metaontological realism because I claim that existence
questions typically have objectively correct answers when asked in
either the perspicuous or parametric manners.

- By contrast, extraordinary realism in metaontology says that non-
perspicuous existence questions are speculative (more on what this
means later).
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2 The Constitutive Aim Argument

- Choosing between alternative frameworks is one aspect of choosing
how to engage in linguistic activity, which is any activity that
essentially involves language.

- Linguistic activity has a constitutive aim: any instance of the ac-
tivity must have that aim.

- Compare: the constitutive aim of belief is truth (Velleman 2000).

- For activities with a constitutive aim, reasons for performing that ac-
tivity in one way rather than another divide up into the “right kind”
and the “wrong kind” of reasons (Hieronymi 2005).

- Relative to any activity with a constitutive aim, the right kinds of
reasons are reasons related to the constitutive aim, that is: consti-
tutive reasons.∗

- The constitutive aim of linguistic activity is communication, so in
choosing between alternative frameworks, we ought to be guided by
considerations related to achieving successful communication.

The Constitutive Aim Argument

P1. Relative to an activity with a constitutive aim, one ought to
pursue that activity in the way with the strongest constitutive
reasons in its favor.

P2. One element of choosing how to engage in linguistic activity is
choosing among alternative frameworks.

C1. Therefore, relative to linguistic activity, one ought to choose
frameworks with the strongest constitutive reasons in their fa-
vor. (P1, P2)

P3. The constitutive aim of linguistic activity is communication.

C2. Therefore, relative to linguistic activity, one ought to choose
frameworks with the strongest reasons related to communica-
tion in their favor. (C1, P3)

3 Comparing Moderate and Extraordinary Realism

3.1 Moderate Realism

- My view is that the constitutive reasons for using one framework
rather than an alternative are reasons related to communication. So
these are the factors we take into consideration in answering a para-
metric existence question.

- But what enables or enhances communication depends on one’s in-
terlocutor, on one’s interests, and on other features of the context.

- We can understand A and B as disagreeing about whether they ought
to use ‘fish’ in a way that is consonant with biology or in a way that
is in line with non-scientific usage.

- If they are biology students studying for an exam, then presumably
they should stick to the classificatory practices of biology; B ought
to use ‘fish’ in the way A is doing (in that context).

3.2 Extraordinary Realism

- Sider (2011) has proposed that metaphysics is the study of the “struc-
ture” of the world. (See also Schaffer (2009) and Fine (2001), among
others.)

- Sider claims that taking the meaning of ‘F ’ to be one thing rather
than another is a matter of objectively succeeding or failing in one’s
characterization of the F -phenomena, even if one can state truths
about the phenomena using either framework (Sider 2011, 1–2).

∗ Nevertheless, it might turn out that those considerations are rightly overridden by other considerations all things considered. For example: if I am playing chess with
my 7-year-old cousin, then, although a certain move might be the best move considered as a chess move—the constitutive aim of chess is to (legally) win—it might
nevertheless be the case that I ought to make some other, worse move in order to let my cousin win.
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- That is, certain frameworks do better than others at “carving the
world at its joints.” (Let’s call these frameworks highly structural.)

- A speculative existence question asks the question using maximally
structural frameworks, without regard to whether those frameworks
enable communication.

- An extraordinary realist will say that high structurality is the right
kind of reason to prefer one way of engaging in linguistic activity
rather than another, including choosing to use one framework rather
than an alternative.† So in answering a speculative existence ques-
tion, we take into account just one factor in selecting a framework:
namely, structure.

- Structure is not sensitive to context, to the project one is engaged
in, to one’s interlocutor, or anything else. It is entirely determined
by the features of the world.

- So, an extraordinary realist will say that the issue between A and
B depends on whether the meaning that A attaches to ‘fish’ is more
structural than the meaning B attaches to it.‡

- This means that a moderate and extraordinary realist will agree that
B is wrong when she says there’s no reason to prefer one meaning to
another, and that A and B ought to employ the framework that A
is using.

- We disagree, however, about which sorts of reasons ought to guide
our choices among frameworks.

- Given the constitutive aim argument, reasons related to successfully
communicating, not considerations of structurality, ought to guide
framework choice.
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