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                    Abstract
When we use a directly referential expression to denote an object, do we incur an ontological commitment to that object, as Russell and Barcan Marcus held? Not according to Quine, whose regimented language has only variables as denoting expressions, but no constants to model direct reference. I make a case for a more liberal conception of ontological commitment—more wide-ranging than Quine’s—which allows for commitment to individuals, with an improved logical language of regimentation. The reason for Quine’s prohibition on commitment to individuals, I argue, is that his choice of regimented language is heavily informed by his holist epistemology, in which objects are introduced via a description of their explanatory role. But non-holists can coherently attempt to commit to individuals using directly referential expressions, modelled in a formal language as constants. While holding on to the insight that a logical language is a helpful medium for ontology, I propose instead a more permissive language of regimentation, one expanded to permit the use of constants to record attempts to commit to individuals, which allows us to make sense of non-holist theories with alternative name-based or name-and-variable-based criteria of ontological commitment as well as Quinean theories.
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                    Notes
	It is a little-known fact that Quine allows for some sense to be made of essence provided it is interpreted as relativised to a theoretical context. For more details and a modern development of this view, see (MacBride and Janssen-Lauret 2015, Sect. 4).


	For further details, and a defence of Quine’s method of regimentation against the claim that it is toothless and equivalent to anti-metaphysical pragmatism or deflationism, see Janssen-Lauret (2015), Sect. 3.3.


	An anonymous referee for this journal notes that a certain degree of realism must be presupposed for the project of regimentation to make sense, since it is unclear how Quine would treat theories that embrace a strong global anti-realism, or completely disavow the notions of truth or logical form. This is true but, for ontological purposes, not problematic. A theory must already embody some degree of realism, insofar as it must have a determinate logical form aimed at saying something true about some objects in the world, to aspire to an ontology in the first place.


	Alston and an anonymous referee for this journal object that translations should inherit ontological commitments because the translation relation is symmetric: a sentence and its translation share a meaning (Alston 1958, pp. 9–10). I reply that ordinary-language translation is symmetric, but translation into the regimented language is not. Since the regimented theory need not even be fully materially equivalent to the pre-regimented theory, a fortiori we should not expect to see all of its meaning fully preserved. Regimentation is guided by pragmatic concerns. Ontologists opt for the regimented theory over a natural-language theory, or for one regimented theory (without commitment to migrations) over another (with that commitment) because it performs better on their criteria of theory choice, e.g. explanatory capacity, simplicity, predictiveness, fecundity. The theory which performs best on these criteria, they take it, is the most likely to be true.


	For Quine and Barcan Marcus both, their choice of logic and regimented language is informed by their criterion of ontological commitment: Quine’s logic eschews constants, since he takes only variables to be committing; Barcan Marcus interprets quantification substitutionally because she thinks the only ontologically committing expressions are names. This contradicts Azzouni’s claim that choosing a criterion of commitment has ‘no significant effects whatsoever’ for the choice of logic (Azzouni 1998, p. 10).


	Though this is denied by Lewis and van Inwagen, both avowed Quineans about commitment. Lewis thinks fictional names refer to possibilia (Lewis 1983), van Inwagen thinks that fictional, or at least meta-fictional, statements carry ontological commitments to abstract objects (van Inwagen 2003).





References
	Alston, W. P. (1958). Ontological commitment. Philosophical Studies, 9(1), 8–17.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Azzouni, J. (1998). On ‘On what there is’. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 79(1), 1–18.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Azzouni, J. (2004). Deflating existential consequence: A case for nominalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1961). Modalities and intensional languages. Synthese, 13(4), 302–322.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1972). Quantification and ontology. Nous, 5(3), 187–202. (Reprinted in her Modalities).

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1978). Nominalism and the substitutional quantifier. Monist, 61(3), 351–362.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1990). A backward look at Quine’s animadversions on modalities. In R. Barrett & R. Gibson (Eds.), Perspectives on Quine (pp. 230–243). Oxford, MA: Blackwell. (Reprinted in her Modalities).

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1993a). Does the principle of substitutivity rest on a mistake? In Modalities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Barcan Marcus, R. (1993b). Modalities. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Boolos, G. (1984). To be is to be a value of a variable (or to be some values of some variables). The Journal of Philosophy, 81, 430–449.

	Cresswell, M. (1978). Semantics and logic. Theoretical Linguistics, 5, 19–30.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fine, K. (2009). The question of ontology. In D. J. Chalmers, D. Manley, & R. Wasserman (Eds.), Metametaphysics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Glanzberg, M. (2015). Logical consequence and natural language. In C. Caret & O. Hjortland (Eds.), Foundations of logical consequence. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Haack, S. (2000). A foundherentist theory of empirical justification. In E. Sosa & J. Kim (Eds.), Epistemology: An anthology (pp. 226–236). Oxford: Blackwell.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Hintikka, J. (1962). Cogito ergo sum: Inference or performance? The Philosophical Review, 71, 3–32.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Hochberg, H. (1957). On pegasizing. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 17(4), 551–554.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Janssen-Lauret, F. (2015). Meta-ontology, naturalism, and the Quine-Barcan Marcus debate. In F. Janssen-Lauret & G. Kemp (Eds.), Quine and his place in history. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kripke, S. (1976). Is there a problem about substitutional quantification? In G. Evans & J. McDowell (Eds.), Truth and meaning (pp. 325–419). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kripke, S. (1980). Naming and necessity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Lewis, D. (1983). Truth in fiction. In Philosophical papers 1. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Lewis, D. (1990). Noneism or allism. Mind, 99, 23–31. (Reprinted in his Papers in Metaphysics and Epistemology).

                    Google Scholar 
                

	MacBride, F., & Janssen-Lauret, F. (2015). Meta-ontology, epistemology and essence: On the empirical deduction of the categories. The Monist, 98(3).

	Maddy, P. (1980). Perception and mathematical intuition. The Philosophical Review, 89, 163–196.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Oliver, A., & Smiley, T. (2013). Plural logic. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1939). Designation and existence. The Journal of Philosophy, 39, 701–709.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1940). Mathematical logic. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1943). Ontological remarks on the propositional calculus. Mind, 43(172), 472–476.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1944). O Sentido da Nova Logica. Sao Paulo: Martins.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1947). On universals. The Journal of Symbolic Logic, 12(3), 74–84.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1948). On what there is. Review of Metaphysics, 2, 21–38.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1950). Identity, ostension and hypostasis. The Journal of Philosophy, 47(22), 621–633. (Reprinted in his From a Logical Point of View).
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1953a). Logic and the reification of universals. In From a logical point of view (pp. 102–129). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Quine, W. V. (1953b). Reference and modality. In From a logical point of view (pp. 139–159). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Quine, W. V. (1960). Word and object. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1961). Reply to professor Marcus. Synthese, 13, 343–347.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1966). The scope and language of science. In Ways of paradox. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Quine, W. V. (1969). Existence and quantification. In Ontological relativity and other essays. New York: Columbia University Press.

	Quine, W. V. (1970). Philosophy of logic (1st ed.). Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Quine, W. V. (1981). Worlds away. In Theories and things. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Quine, W. V. (1992). Pursuit of truth (revised ed.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Ramsey, F. (1931). The foundations of mathematics. In The foundations of mathematics and other logical essays. London: Kegan Paul.

	Russell, B. (1905). On denoting. Mind, 14, 479–493.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Russell, B. (1910). Knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 1910–11(11), 108–128.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Russell, B. (1919). On propositions. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volumes, 2, 1–43.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Russell, B. (1967). Mathematical logic as based on the theory of types. In J. van Heijenoort (Ed.), From Frege to Gödel. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Sainsbury, M. (1979). Russell. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Shapiro, S. (2000). Foundations without foundationalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	van Inwagen, P. (2003). Existence, ontological commitment, and fictional entities. In The Oxford handbook of metaphysics (pp. 472–506). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	van Inwagen, P. (2009). Being, existence, and ontological commitment. In D. J. Chalmers, D. Manley, & R. Wasserman (Eds.), Metametaphysics (pp. 472–506). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Yablo, S. (2000). A paradox of existence. In A. Everett & T. Hofweber (Eds.), Empty names, fiction, and the puzzles of non-existence (pp. 275–312). Stanford: CSLI Publications.

                    Google Scholar 
                


Download references




Acknowledgments
I am grateful to Peter Clark, Gary Ebbs, Jane Heal, Chris Hookway, Gary Kemp, Fraser MacBride, Peter Sullivan, and Alan Weir for discussion. Thanks are also due to audiences at the Universities of Campinas, Glasgow, McMaster, St Andrews, and Rome La Sapienza, and to the people who attended my postgraduate seminar Logical Form and Ontology at the University of Campinas in 2014. This research was supported by a Capes Postdoctoral Research Fellowship Grant.


Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Department of Philosophy, University of Campinas, Campinas, SP, 13083-859, Brazil
Frederique Janssen-Lauret


Authors	Frederique Janssen-LauretView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Frederique Janssen-Lauret.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Janssen-Lauret, F. Committing to an individual: ontological commitment, reference and epistemology.
                    Synthese 193, 583–604 (2016). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-015-0763-8
Download citation
	Received: 21 July 2014

	Accepted: 24 April 2015

	Published: 15 May 2015

	Issue Date: February 2016

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-015-0763-8


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Meta-ontology
	Ontological commitment
	Holism 
	Foundationalism
	Quine
	Barcan Marcus








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					3.94.180.229
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    