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1 Introduction

- Here’s a (prima facie) plausible principle:

When determining what there is, we ought to be guided by what
the true sentences that we assert say (or require) that there is.

- But one problem with this plausible idea is that it seems to let in too
many objects. My concern here is with a certain class of cases that
we can call ad hoc objects.

- Suppose that I explained to you (an English-speaker) the meaning of
the word ‘incar’ using the following rule:

(I) For all x, apply ‘incar’ to x iff x is a car and x is in a garage.1

- Presumably you understand this expression and you also agree that
there are currently many cars in garages. So then you must affirm
that there are incars, right?

- Here is the reasoning: the truth-conditions of the sentence ‘There are
incars’ are just that there is a car in a garage; I assume you under-
stand these truth-conditions and agree that they are fulfilled. And if
the truth-conditions of a sentence are fulfilled, then that sentence is
true. So, since ‘There are incars’ is true, there are incars.

- Similar arguments could be run for many different kinds of expres-
sion whose truth-conditions “piggyback” on the truth-conditions of
other expressions. The result of accepting these arguments seems to
be ontological maximalism.2

- Some philosophers reject the plausible principle altogether, but many
more (at least recently) simply restrict its range of application, e.g. to
the true sentences of our best scientific theories (e.g. Quine 1960), or
to the true sentences stated in the maximally joint-carving language
(e.g. Sider 2011), or in some similar way (e.g. Fine 2001).

- One problem is that these restrictions often generate the result that
many ordinary things like tables and chairs don’t (really) exist (e.g.
Van Inwagen 1990; Merricks 2001).

- Another approach is to preserve the existence of ordinary things at
the cost of allowing ad hoc objects too: “I accept, and do not think
that common sense denies (or would deny) that there are [incars]”
(Thomasson 2007, 184–185).3

- So the choice seems to be: both cars and incars exist or neither do.
But there’s a better way: we can keep the plausible principle without
being forced to accept ontological maximalism.

2 The Consistency Dilemma

- The first question is how it can be so much as consistent to affirm
that there are cars in garages but deny that there are incars; next,
we will need to consider how such a move could be well-motivated.

- If I ask “Are there incars?”, there seem to be only two possible re-
sponses:

· If you say “Yes”, then it seems that you affirm that there are
incars. But this contradicts your belief that there are no incars.

1The example is derived from one in Hirsch (1976, 362). ‘Iff’ abbreviates ‘if and only if’.
2The term “ontological maximalism” comes from Eklund (2008, 2009), though he does not endorse it.
3I have used ‘incar’ in place of Thomasson’s example—‘gollyswoggle’ (Van Inwagen 1990, 126)—since the point is the same.
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· If you say “No”, then you seem to be saying “There aren’t (any)
incars”, which entails that the truth-conditions of ‘There are in-
cars’ are not satisfied. Hence, you are asserting something that
entails that there aren’t any cars in garages, but this contradicts
your belief that there are.

- But this is a false dilemma because there are (at least) three sorts of
responses that one can make. You can use affirmation by replying
“Yes”, or you can use descriptive negation by replying “No”, or you
can use “No” to employ metalinguistic negation.

- Metalinguistic negation is the conversational move of objecting to a
speech act for some reason other than its (assertoric) content (Horn
1985). Speakers often employ metalinguistic negation when objecting
to an implicature or to a presupposition, for instance in response to:
“Have you stopped beating your spouse?”

- Responding to “Are there incars?” using metalinguistic negation is
a bit like rejecting the question. You are objecting to the use of the
expression.

3 Accepting a Language

- So there is a consistent way of avoiding saying that there are incars,
even though one agrees that there are cars in garages. But is there a
well-motivated way of doing so, without simply being stubborn?

- Let’s use ‘E’ for English, and ‘E+I ’ for English plus ‘incar’. Then the
question becomes: Is there a principled basis upon which to accept
E but reject (i.e. not accept) E+I?

- You might simply say, “Well, look, English is just the language I
speak; I don’t speak E+I and I don’t have to.” Alright, but plenty
of new expressions are useful and one ought to accept them; think of

‘redaction’ or ‘ransomware’. So what principled reason can someone
give for accepting certain extensions to E and rejecting others?

- An initial proposal: we should reject non-conservative extensions of
English, such as ‘tonk’ (Prior 1960).4 Belnap (1962, 132) argues that
we ought only to accept conservative extensions, i.e. expressions that
do not make any new sentences (that don’t contain the new expres-
sion) deducible, just by adding the expression to the language.

- Dummett (1973, 453–455) concurs and provides the example of
‘Boche’ (an ethnic slur against Germans). Dummett says ‘Boche’
non-conservatively extends English (since it validates an inference
from ‘x is German’ to ‘x is cruel’), thus pointing out that such ex-
pressions can be objectionable for non-logical reasons as well.

- Conservativeness seems like a good criterion, for if I were to accept
non-conservative extensions to my language then I would be commit-
ted to certain sentences being true which may not accurately reflect
my beliefs. These new sentences might even contradict my beliefs.

- Accepting a non-conservative extension of English would violate the
principle that one is not obligated to accept a language that gener-
ates commitments to sentences being true that one does not believe.
In other words, one is not obliged to accept a language that misrep-
resents one’s beliefs. Notice that this means that one can understand
a language (or an expression) that one does not accept.5

- But unlike ‘tonk’, ‘incar’ is actually a conservative extension of E.
So the conservativeness criterion won’t help in this case.

- To make the comparison with ‘incar’ even clearer, let’s suppose (con-
tra Dummett’s suggestion) that ‘Boche’ just has the same content as
‘German (person)’, so that E+B is, like E+I , a conservative extension
of E.6 Intuitively, we are still not obliged to accept it; why not?

- It seems plausible to say that in this case, sentences involving ‘Boche’

4From ‘p’, one may infer ‘p tonk q’, and from ‘p tonk q’ one may infer ‘q’, so if one were to add ‘tonk’ to English, one would be able to derive any sentence from any
other sentence.

5This point is somewhat occluded in the case of ‘tonk’ because it’s not clear that ‘tonk’ does mean anything. But of course you can understand how to use its
introduction and elimination rules.

6Williamson (2009) claims that this is true as a matter of the actual semantics of the expression; I take no stand on that question.
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do not make problematic assertions; still, the expression implicates
(or conveys) that Germans are cruel (or at least that the speaker
believes this).7

- But then we can appeal to the same idea as above in explaining why
accepting the expression is not obligatory: although E+B is (given
the new account of the meaning of ‘Boche’) a conservative extension
of E, I am not obliged to accept such extensions if they even implicate
(or convey) beliefs that I do not have.

4 Back to Ad Hoc Objects

- So might it be that what is wrong with ‘incar’ is that it too has
some problematic implication, rather than that it non-conservatively
extends E?

- But what could the problematic implication be? It’s not morally of-
fensive, presumably. What’s so bad about imputing to someone the
belief that there are incars, if that’s just to ascribe to them the belief
that there are cars in garages?

- My proposal is that the problematic implication is that ‘incar’ is an
illuminating or explanatory category.

- Although one might think that it is an explanatory category (I sup-
pose), one is not obliged to, so speakers of E may reject the expression
for a good reason: namely, that it misrepresents their beliefs.

- To sum up, the proposal is that we can consistently deny that there
are incars while affirming that there are plenty of cars in garages, and
while understanding perfectly well what ‘incar’ means. Moreover, no
one is obliged to accept ‘incar’ (and thus, if the plausible principle
is true, to accept the existence of incars) for the reason that ‘incar’
carries a questionable implication, namely, that it is an explanatory
category.
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