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Abstract
Ad hoc concepts feature prominently in lexical pragmatics. A speaker can use a word
or phrase to communicate an ad hoc concept that is different from the lexically encoded
concept and the hearer can construct the intended ad hoc concept pragmatically during
utterance comprehension. I argue that some philosophical concepts have origins as
ad hoc concepts, and such concepts pose a challenge for experimental philosophy
regarding these concepts. To illustrate this, I consider philosophers’ ‘what-it’s-like’-
concepts and experimental philosophy of consciousness.

Keywords Ad hoc concepts · What it’s like · Lexical pragmatics · Consciousness ·
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1 Introduction

In this paper, I defend three claims:

(i) There are ad hoc concepts.
(ii) Some philosophical concepts find their origins as ad hoc concepts.
(iii) Philosophical concepts which find their origins as ad hoc concepts pose a chal-

lenge for experimental philosophy regarding these concepts.

Ad hoc concepts are concepts communicated by speakers that are different from
lexically encoded concepts and constructed pragmatically by hearers during utterance
comprehension. They feature prominently in relevance theory, a post-Gricean inferen-
tial approach to pragmatics (e.g. Sperber & Wilson, 1998; Wilson & Sperber, 2002),
especially in the work of Robyn Carston (2002, 2010a, 2010b, 2012, 2019, 2021; also
Wilson & Carston, 2007).

Ad hoc concept constructions are not only commonplace in comprehending ordi-
nary utterances, but also occur in philosophical discussions. Some philosophical
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concepts, as I argue, find their origins as ad hoc concepts, i.e. (ii). I illustrate this
using ‘what it’s like’-concepts, which are commonly used in philosophical discussion
on consciousness.

Philosophical concepts which find their origins as ad hoc concepts pose a chal-
lenge for corresponding experimental philosophy regarding these concepts, i.e. (iii).
Focusing on the X-Phi literature on consciousness as a case study, I problematise the
commonly-made moves from certain empirical data concerning laypeople’s judge-
ments to conclusions that laypeople do not have or grasp relevant philosophical
concepts, do not have philosophers’ intuitions featuring these concepts, or that philo-
sophical ideas relying on these concepts are problematic. While the paper focuses on
the case of consciousness, the argument here generalises. Such moves can be prob-
lematic when the relevant philosophical concept finds its origin as an ad hoc concept,
or when having the relevant intuition presupposes the acquisition of an ad hoc con-
cept. The challenge raised here is in line with the kind of ‘challenge from ordinary
language’ that drawing conclusions about philosophically significant concepts solely
on the basis of judgements elicited in experimental settings can easily be unjustified
(see Hansen, 2020; Baz, 2012, 2014, 2015).

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 focuses on (i) and clarifies what ad
hoc concepts are. Section 3 argues for (ii) by drawing on recent work on the semantics
of ‘what it’s like’, a phrase that philosophers routinely use to refer to phenomenal
properties of conscious states. Section 4 addresses (iii) and illustrates it with reference
to experimental philosophy of consciousness. Section 5 concludes the paper.

2 Ad hoc concepts

Carston (2002, p. 322) introduces ad hoc concepts as follows:

This term is used to refer to concepts that are constructed pragmatically by
a hearer in the process of utterance comprehension. The idea is that speakers
can use a lexically encoded concept to communicate a distinct non-lexicalized
(atomic1) concept, which resembles the encoded one in that it shares elements
of its logical and encyclopaedic entries, and that hearers can pragmatically infer
the intended concept on the basis of the encoded one. The description of such
concepts as ‘ad hoc’ reflects the fact that they are not linguistically given, but are
constructed online (on the fly) in response to specific expectations of relevance
raised in specific contexts.

The passage points out two important features of ad hoc concepts corresponding to
the two sides of communication. First, on the speaker’s side, a speaker can use a
word or phrase to communicate an ad hoc concept that is different from the lexically
encoded concept. Second, on the audience’s side, a hearer can construct the intended
ad hoc concept through pragmatic inference. I shall elaborate on these two features

1 Contra Carston, one need not commit to the idea that ad hoc concepts are atomic. Allott and Textor (2012)
argue that ad hoc concepts are clusters of information, which are distinct from concepts proper. For them,
the latter are memory addresses that give access to a body of information associated with an individual or
kind.
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in turn. The following exposition on ad hoc concepts shall remain brief since detailed
discussion can be found in the literature (see especially Carston, 2002; Allott & Textor,
2012).

2.1 Speaker-side

To illustrate the first feature, consider the following scenario:

(1) Meera andLuke arewatching John skilfully swinging on themonkey bars.Meera,
pointing at John, says to Luke: ‘John is such a gibbon.’

The word ‘gibbon’, according to its encoded meaning, denotes a type of non-human
primate. In uttering ‘John is such a gibbon’, Meera uses the lexically encoded concept
gibbon to communicate a non-lexicalised ad hoc concept gibbon*,2 conveying the
meaning that John is good at performing the locomotion of brachiating like a gibbon.
gibbon* is a non-lexicalised concept that is distinct from the lexicalised concept
gibbon.3

According to relevance theory, ad hoc concepts contribute to the truth-conditional
contents of utterances which express such concepts (seeWilson & Carston, 2007). An
ad hoc concept conveys a sense that is often either broader or narrower than the encoded
one.The former is knownas ‘semantic broadening’ and the latter ‘semantic narrowing’.
In the case of semantic broadening, the extensions denoted by the encoded sense form
a subset of those denoted by the ad hoc concept. In the case of (1), the extensions
of gibbon* form a category of entities—including both gibbons and humans—that
is broader than the category denoted by the lexically encoded meaning of ‘gibbon’,
which would only include gibbons. Consider also (2):

(2) The bathwater is boiling.

Used as a hyperbole, (2) expresses the ad hoc concept boiling*, denoting the property
of being very hot, which is more general than the property of boiling. In the case of
semantic narrowing, the ad hoc concept picks out a subset of the extensions denoted
by the encoded sense. Consider (3):

(3) He is more of a man than you will ever be.

In (3), the extensions denoted by the ad hoc concept man* forms a subset of the
extensions denoted by the encoded sense. The ad hoc concept refers to a specific
type of men, likely the type that embodies stereotypical features such as bravery and
honour.

2 Throughout the paper, I follow the convention of using ‘*’ to label ad hoc concepts.
3 Meera’s utterance in (1) is an instance of metaphor. While relevance theorists appeal to ad hoc concepts to
explain metaphor, other theorists who appeal to ad hoc concepts for explanatory purposes (e.g. explaining
loose use, polysemy, etc.) might not explain metaphor this way. Here, I am not committed to the relevance
theorists’ way of explaining metaphor. (1) is merely used as an example to make sense of the notion of ad
hoc concepts.
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2.2 Audience-side

Let us now turn to the audience-side of communication. A hearer can latch onto an ad
hoc concept in a conversational context through the process of pragmatic inference.
This process draws on the hearer’s knowledge of the encoded meaning of the word,
and its logical and encyclopaedic entries. The logical entry of a concept refers to ‘a
set of inference rules, or “meaning postulates”, which capture certain analytic impli-
cations of the concept’ (Carston, 2002, p. 321). For instance, the logical entry of the
lexically encoded concept gibbon contains an inference rule that renders the output
‘a type of non-human primate’. The encyclopaedic entry of a concept contains back-
ground knowledge associated with the concept, including commonsense knowledge,
scientific information, cultural beliefs and idiosyncratic experiences (op. cit.). The
encyclopaedic entry of gibbon may contain the scientific information that gibbons
are endangered and the commonsense knowledge that they have long arms, live in
rainforests, and are good at brachiating.

Consider scenario (1) again:

(1) Meera andLuke arewatching John skilfully swinging on themonkey bars.Meera,
pointing to John, says to Luke: ‘John is such a gibbon.’

The mention of ‘gibbon’ activates the logical entry of the word (e.g. a gibbon is
a type of non-human primate), as well as its encyclopaedic entry, which contains a
number of features, including:

(4) Encyclopaedic entry of gibbon

a. have long arms
b. very agile
c. good at swinging (from branch to branch)
d. live in rainforests in Southeast Asia.

(4) contains stereotypical properties associated with gibbons, e.g. (a), (b), and (c).
Such features are likely to be easily accessible when the word ‘gibbon’ is mentioned.
In the context of (1), the speaker (Meera) directs the attention of the hearer (Luke)
to the way John skilfully goes on the monkey bars. Assuming John does not have
particularly long arms, stereotypical features of gibbons pertaining to agility and arm-
based locomotion, e.g. (b), (c), are likely to receive high activation and thus be easily
accessible. Given the context, Meera’s utterance is likely to generate the following
contextual implications for Luke:

(5) a. John is very agile.
b. John is good at swinging (from bar to bar).

The derivation of (5) relies on (4b) and (4c). Note that the logical entry of ‘gibbon’
encodes the entailment that gibbons are a type of non-human primate. But John is
a human. Contextual implications in (5) are only derivable if the concept gibbon is
adjusted to the ad hoc concept gibbon* both to include certain stereotypical features
of gibbons and be broadened to refer to creatures with these features. In this way, our
hearer, Luke, arrives at the truth-conditional content ofMeera’s utterance, i.e. John is
such a gibbon*, and thereby successfully constructs the ad hoc concept gibbon*.
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So, the hearer starts with the encoded meaning of the speaker’s utterance ‘John is
such a gibbon’. Drawing on stereotypical features in the encyclopaedic entry of the
word ‘gibbon’, which are made accessible by the conversational context, the hearer
arrives at an interpretation of the speaker’s utterance which includes contextual impli-
cations like (5) and constructs the corresponding ad hoc concept gibbon*.

It is worth noting that once an ad hoc concept is conventionalised, processing
utterances involving it does not require the abovesaid pragmatic adjustment. Consider
(6):

(6) a. The policies are written in stone.
b. Starmer was an evangelist for the EU.

Ad hoc concepts, when conventionalised, give rise to polysemy or idioms (see
Carston, 2019, 2021). In (6a), the idiom ‘written in stone’ means ‘difficult to alter’.
This idiomatic meaning, which is conventionalised, has been broadened from the
constructed literal meaning. In (6b), the dominant and original sense of the word
‘evangelist’ denotes a person who preaches to others in the hope of converting them to
the Christian faith. Theword has another sense, as used in (6b), denoting someonewho
is a firm advocate of something. This sense of the word is conventionalised. In compre-
hending (6b), a hearer is likely to access this encoded sense directly without pragmatic
inference. However, it is important to note that a concept may be conventionalised for
some language userswhile remaining ad hoc for others. For instance, the relevant sense
of ‘evangelist’ in (6b) may be familiar for some speakers, but for others only the dom-
inant Christian sense alone may be familiar. In the latter case, in comprehending (6b),
the hearer would still need to latch onto the ad hoc concept—evangelist*—through
pragmatic inference from the dominant, lexically encoded sense of the word.

3 Consciousness and the semantics of ‘what it’s like’

On the assumption that ad hoc concepts are common, as suggested by Carston and
others (e.g. Bezuidenhout, 2001; Recanati, 2004, p. 75),4 I shall explore what follows
for philosophical concepts and X-Phi. In this section, I argue that some philosophical
concepts also find their origins as ad hoc concepts. This is the second thesis that I
wish to put forward, i.e. (ii). In supporting (ii), I show that philosophers’ ‘what it’s
like’-concepts, which are routinely used in philosophical discussion on conscious
experiences, are such concepts.

Phenomenal consciousness (which I shall refer to using the term ‘consciousness’)
is standardly introduced and defined using the Nagelian ‘what it’s like’-locution
(‘WIL-locution’ for short) and the related ‘there’s something it’s like’-locution (‘TSIL-
locution’ for short): a mental state is conscious if there is something it is like to have
that state (Nagel, 1974). Appealing to the recent literature on the semantics of WIL-
sentences (e.g. Stoljar, 2016; D’Ambrosio & Stoljar, 2022), in this section I show
that philosophers’ WIL-concepts, expressed by corresponding WIL-sentences in the

4 In explaining a wide range of literal and figurative uses of language, Carston (2002) appeals to ad hoc
concepts in her general theory of lexical pragmatics (see also Wilson & Carston, 2007).
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relevant philosophical discussion on consciousness, find their origins as ad hoc con-
cepts and are narrower than the encoded WIL-concepts used in ordinary English.
Call philosophers’ WIL-concepts ‘WILP-concepts’. There are many WILp-concepts,
e.g. the concept of what it is like to see something red in Jackson’s (1982) thought-
experiment about the super-scientist Mary; the concept of what it is like to be a bat
from the inside in Nagel’s (1974) seminal paper. WILP-concepts are specific concepts
that fall under the general philosophical concept consciousness. What it is like to
see something red and what it is like to be a bat from the inside are different ways of
being conscious. Here I shall primarily focus on WILP-concepts. I shall make brief
remarks about the general concept consciousness towards the end of the section.

The structure of this section is as follows. Section 3.1 makes preliminary clarifica-
tion onWIL-sentences as used in ordinaryEnglish. Section 3.2 explains Stoljar’s recent
affective account of the semantics of WIL-sentences. Section 3.3 clarifies philoso-
phers’ WILP-concepts. Section 3.4 argues that WILP-concepts are ad hoc concepts.
Section 3.5 turns to the related TSIL-locution, and the general concept conscious-
ness.

3.1 Preliminary clarification

In this section, I make five preliminary points about ordinary WIL-sentences.
First, WIL-sentences are commonly used in ordinary English and are non-technical

(Farrell, 2016; Hellie, 2004; Stoljar, 2016). Consider (7)-sentences:

(7) a. John knows what it is like to live in the forest.
b. The Chancellor has no idea what it is like being poor.
c. Juan tells the children what it was like when there were no computers.
d. What will it be like in the UK in the future?

The phrase ‘what it is like’ can be followed by an infinitive clause, e.g. (7a); a gerund,
e.g. (7b); a subordinate clause, e.g. (7c); or be embedded in a question, e.g. (7d).
Given WIL-sentences used in philosophical discussion on consciousness usually take
the syntactic form ‘what it is like to ϕ’ (e.g. ‘what it is like to see something red’)
where ‘ϕ’ refers to a conscious state (e.g. seeing something red),5 we will focus
on constructions like (7a) where ‘what it is like’ is followed by an infinitive clause
referring to an event or a state.

Examples from (7) bring out a second point about WIL-sentences, namely, that
they can have experiential uses and also non-experiential uses. SomeWIL-sentences,
given appropriate contexts, focus on the experiential or psychological effects that an
event has on an individual. For instance, in a context of talking about the tranquillity of
being in nature, (7a) may be understood to be about what the experience of living in the
forest is like; and in a context of discussing poverty-induced stress and anxiety, (7b)
alludes to what being poor feels like. In other cases,WIL-sentences are not understood
to be about experiences. Consider (7c). Onemight imagine Juan, in telling the children
about what the world was like before there were computers, to mention that writers

5 Note that Nagel (1974) was concerned with what it is like to be a certain organism rather than what it is
like to have a certain conscious state.
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used typewriters and that it was common to write letters. (7d), in the context of Brexit,
might elicit answers about the impact of Brexit on the economy, migration, and so on.
These are non-experiential uses of WIL-sentences.

The third and fourth points are about the meanings of two words in the phrase ‘what
it’s like’. It is usually thought that ‘like’ in ‘what it’s like’ does not mean ‘resemble’
(Nagel, 1974: fn6; Lewis, 1988, p. 282; Hellie, 2004; Stoljar, 2016).6 OED’s entry
for the word ‘like’ lists one of its meanings as ‘[u]sed in questions asked about the
characteristics or nature of someone or something’ as in (8a). The same sense is also
used in declarative sentences like (8b).

(8) a. What is Shanghai like?
b. You know what these politicians are like.

(8a) is intuitively interpreted as asking about salient properties or facts about Shang-
hai rather than what Shanghai resembles (see Hellie, 2004). In answering (8a), one
would most likely give a list of words denoting various properties that one might
associate with the city, e.g. ‘modern’, ‘busy’, ‘flashy’. One can of course compare
Shanghai with some other cities. For instance, one might answer that ‘it’s like Hong
Kong’, meaning that Shanghai is in some way similar to Hong Kong. But even in this
case, the comparative construction is used to bring out salient features of Shanghai, i.e.
the properties that it has in common with Hong Kong. Similarly, in hearing (8b), one
might expect the speaker to have in mind some specific properties of the politicians
being referred to, e.g. manipulative, mendacious, corrupt.

Fourth, the word ‘it’ in ‘what it’s like’ is an expletive pronoun and behaves as it does
in sentences like ‘it is awful to hear the news’. The latter is equivalent to ‘To hear the
news is awful’, or more naturally ‘Hearing the news is awful’. Similarly, (7a)—‘John
knows what it is like to live in the forest’—is equivalent to ‘John knows what living
in the forest is like’.

Finally, WIL-sentences like (7a) involve covert subjects. We can distinguish two
kinds of subjects—the subject of the ‘what it’s like’-clause (call it ‘x’) and the subject
of the action of ϕ-ing (call it ‘y’). In (7a), x is identical to y and the sentence is
understood to mean that ‘John knows what it is like for a person for that person to live
in the forest’. But the two subjects can come apart. Imagine that John has a son who
recently decided to turn away from civilisation and to live in the forest where he can
forage for food. In this case, we can ask what it is like for John for his son to live in
the forest, where John is the subject of the ‘what it’s like’-clause but not the infinitive
clause ‘to live in the forest’. Nevertheless, when the subjects are not explicitly stated,
as in (7a), they are understood as coincident. Below I follow Stoljar (2016) and focus
on the construction ‘what it is like to x for y’, using two different prepositions to
clearly distinguish the two covert subjects.

6 However, Gaskin (2019) argues for a resemblance account of WIL-sentences. D’Ambrasio and Stoljar
(forthcoming) distinguish two versions of the resemblance account—a relational version and a notional
version and contend that arguments against the resemblance account problematise the relational version not
the notional version. The latter version is compatible with other accounts in the literature, e.g. the affective
account (Stoljar, 2016), the property account (Hellie, 2004).
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3.2 The affective account

Stoljar’s (2016) recently proposed affective account ofWIL-sentences is said to accom-
modate the aforementioned features mentioned in Sect. 3.1 (see also D’Ambrosio &
Stoljar, 2022).7 According to this account, the locution ‘what it’s like to ϕ’ expresses
an affective relation between an individual and the event of ϕ-ing, and relatedly, the
locution of ‘what it’s like to x for y to ϕ’ expresses an affective relation between
individual x—the subject of the ‘what it’s like’ clause—and the event of y’s ϕ-ing. It
states a particular kind of way y’s ϕ-ing affects x, where a way ‘is a certain sort of
property something has’ (Stoljar, 2016, p. 1170, fn14). So, on this view:

(9) ‘S knows what it is like to x for y to ϕ’ is true in a context c if and only if there
is, in c, some way W such that S knows that y’s ϕ-ing affects x in way W.

Consider (10):

(10) Sally knows what it is like to healthcare workers for hospitals to be inundated
with patients.

On this account, (10) is analysed as the following:

(11) ‘Sally knows what it is like to healthcare workers for hospitals to be inundated
with patients’ is true in a context c if and only if there is, in c, some wayW such
that Sally knows that hospitals’ being inundated with patients affects healthcare
workers in way W.

Stoljar points out that WIL-sentences are context-sensitive, signalling a contextually
salient way that the event of ϕ-ing can affect an individual. Consider (7a)—‘John
knows what it is like to live in the forest’. In the context of discussing the benefits of
the natural environment, the sentence is naturally interpreted as expressing positive
effects that living in the forest has. In the context of discussing a housing crisis, the
effects at issue are likely to be negative.

Stoljar (2016, p. 1176) also points out that in stereotypical cases, the speaker has in
mind a particular kind of experiential way that the individual at issue is being affected
by an event (see also D’Ambrosio & Stoljar, 2021, forthcoming8):

(12) There are stereotypical contexts c such that ‘S knows what it is like to x for y to
ϕ’ is true in a context c if and only if there is, in c, some experiential way W*
such that S knows that y’s ϕ-ing affects x in way W*.

7 For other accounts of the semantics of WIL-sentences, see e.g. Snowdon (2010), Janzen (2011), and
Gaskin (2019). For criticism of these other accounts, see Stoljar (2016) and D’Ambrosio and Stoljar (2022).
8 D’Ambrosio and Stoljar (2021, forthcoming) note the pragmatic connection between ‘imagine what an
object is like’ and ‘imagine what it looks like’ where the latter specifies the sensory modality in which one
imagines the object. They (forthcoming) point out that such pragmatic connections, which are common,
form part of Horn’s (1984) ‘division of pragmatic labour’, where a general term contained in an utterance,
which can be specified in various ways, is standardly understood as conveying a stereotypical reading, e.g.
‘milk’ in ‘I am drinking a glass of milk’ is standardly understood to mean cow’s milk given the latter’s
prevalence. In a way, D’Ambrosio and Stoljar’s discussion serves as a precursor to the pragmatic account
advanced herewith respect to the connection betweenWIL-concepts as encoded by ordinaryWIL-sentences
and philosophers’ WILp-concepts which are tied to phenomenal consciousness.
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An event affects an individual S in an experiential way just in case there is some
way S feels as a result of the event, where the notion of ‘feeling’ is understood in a
broad sense and is not restricted to bodily sensations.9 For instance, we would usually
expect the utterer of (10) to have in mind some particular way that healthcare workers
experience hospitals’ being inundated with patients or how they feel as a result of
the latter event, e.g. exhausted, anxious. While (12) states that WIL-sentences are
associated with certain stereotypical contexts where the affective relation between the
individual and the event is an experiential one, it does not rule out contexts where the
relevant affective relation is non-experiential. For instance, the sentence—‘The leave
campaigners had no idea what it would be like for the UK to leave the EU’—expresses
some non-experiential way that the event of UK leaving the EU affects the country.

3.3 WILP-concepts

Given the affective account of WIL-sentences, let us turn to philosophers’ WILP-
concepts, which occur in the discussion on consciousness. To bring out philosophers’
WILP-concepts, I shall focus on Frank Jackson’s (1982) thought-experiment about
Mary.

Consider the super-scientist Mary, who knows all there is to know about vision
science in her black-and-white room. Jackson contends that when Mary leaves her
room and sees something red for the first time, it is intuitive to think that Mary learns
something new which she did not know in her black-and-white room, namely:

(13) Mary learns what it is like to see something red.

(13) involves aWILP-concept, i.e.what it’s like to see something red. Let
‘S’ be the subject of the conscious state of seeing something red. (13) is equivalent to
(14):

(14) Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red.

If we apply the affective account of WIL-sentences, we have the following analysis
of (14):

(15) ‘Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red’ is true in context c
if and only if there is, in c, some way W such that Mary learns that S’s seeing
something red affects S in way W.

Note that there are multiple different ways that seeing something red could affect the
subject. One might be affected in a neurological way, having a certain pattern of firing
in the brain. One might be affected in an idiosyncratic way such as having thoughts
about revolutionary politics. As it stands, (15) does not specify what kind of way S’s
seeing something red affects S.

Note also that Mary already knew about the neurological way seeing something red
can affect a subject in her black-and-white room. In the particular context involving
Mary, (14) is supposed to pick out an experiential way that seeing something red

9 For instance, in the broad sense of ‘feel’, we can say that Balzac’s Lost Illusions describes how it feels to
be a young provincial poet in early 19th-century France.
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affects the subject. Put differently, (14) draws on the aforementioned ‘stereotypical
contexts’ where the relevant affective relation between the individual and the event is
an experiential one (see Stoljar, 2016, p. 8119). On this interpretation, (14) is analysed
as (16):

(16) ‘Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red’ is true in context
c if and only if there is, in c, some experiential way W* such that Mary learns
that S’s seeing something red affects S in way W*.

Nevertheless, it is not just any experiential way that S’s seeing something red affects
S. For instance, one could be feeling slightly enraged as a result of seeing something
red. But such a contingent experiential way that seeing something red can affect the
subject is not the intended way that Mary supposedly learns from seeing something
red. The relevant experiential way is essential or constitutive of the conscious state of
seeing something red (Stoljar, 2016, p. 1190). So, we arrive at (17):

(17) ‘Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red’ is true in context c
if and only if there is, in c, some experiential way W** such that Mary learns
that S’s seeing something red affects S in way W** and W** is constitutive of
the conscious state of seeing something red.

This constitutive, experiential wayW**—call it ‘the phenomenal way’—iswhatMary
learns by being S, the subject of the conscious state of seeing something red. It is what
defines and individuates the type of conscious state of seeing something red and is
what makes the latter a conscious state. When philosophers use the locution ‘what it’s
like (to S for S) to ϕ’ in the context of discussing consciousness, they refer to this
particular phenomenal way that S is affected by ϕ-ing.

3.4 WILP-concepts as ad hoc concepts

I now argue that philosophers’WILP-concepts, i.e. concepts used in philosophical dis-
cussion on consciousness using WIL-sentences, are introduced as ad hoc concepts.10

I illustrate this using the WILP-concept what it’s like to see something red.
Recall from Sect. 2 the two crucial features of ad hoc concepts associated with

two sides of communication. Consider the first feature, i.e. a speaker can use a
word or phrase to communicate an ad hoc concept that is different from the lexi-
cally encoded concept. As we saw, philosophers’ WILP-concepts are distinct from
WIL-concepts encoded in ordinary WIL-sentences. Correspondingly, the encoded
meanings of ordinary WIL-sentences (see (15)) are distinct from the intended mean-
ings of philosophers’ WIL-sentences (see (17)). Philosophers’ WILP-concepts fall
under the category of semantic narrowing. The WILP-concept what it’s like to
see something red conveys a narrower sense than the encoded concept.We saw that
according to the affective account, the encoded meaning of a WIL-sentence expresses
some contextually salient way—experientially or non-experientially—that an indi-
vidual is affected by an event. (13), in the relevant philosophical context, expresses

10 To argue for this, I again rely on Stoljar’s affective account of WIL-sentences. While I think Stoljar’s
account fares better than alternative accounts, the general point being made here, namely, that WILP-
concepts are ad hoc concepts, does not depend on Stoljar’s specific semantic account of WIL-sentences.
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a specific way that an individual is experientially affected by having a phenomenal
state where such a way is also constitutive of the state. This phenomenal way is what
philosophers mean by WIL-sentences in the discussion on consciousness. So, in the
latter context, philosophers use a lexicalised encoded WIL-concept to convey an ad
hoc, non-lexicalised WILP-concept.

Now consider the second feature of ad hoc concepts, according to which a hearer
can latch onto an intended ad hoc concept through pragmatic inference. In Jackson’s
thought-experiment about Mary, the relevant ad hoc WILP-concept, i.e. what it’s
like to see something red, is constructed online in the context of engaging with
the thought-experiment. Jackson’s thought-experiment sets up a context contrasting
Mary’s before-release black-and-white room with her after-release colourful world.
When confronted with the question of whether Mary learns something new when
seeing something red for the first time, the addressee is likely to consider whether
Mary’s seeing something red for the first time affects her in a special way and reflect
on the potential radical change in Mary’s experience. Upon subsequently hearing
(13)—‘Mary learns what it is like to see something red’, experiential uses of the
WIL-locution are likely to receive high activation and are thus easily accessible. The
addressee is then likely to infer the following contextual implications from the utter-
ance (13):

(18) a. Mary learns an experiential way seeing something red affects the perceiver.
b. This experiential way is constitutive of the experience of seeing something
red.
c. Mary did not know this specific way when she was in her black-and-
white room.

(18) follows from (13) where the proposition expressed by the latter is understood to
include the relevant ad hoc concept what it’s like to see something red. In
this way, the addressee also constructs an interpretation of (13) akin to (17).

The point made with respect to the concept what it’s like to see something
red generalises and applies to other WILP-concepts. For instance, Nagel in his 1974
paper ‘What is it like to be a bat?’ gives various contextual clues to prompt the reader to
latch onto the relevant ad hoc concept what it’s like to be a bat. Immediately
after defining consciousness using the WIL-locution, Nagel (1974, p. 436) points out
that the ‘what-it’s-like’ character of subjective experience is not to be analysed in
functional or behavioural terms. Thus, his WIL-locution is not supposed to refer to
how being a bat affects a bat in certain non-experiential ways, e.g. hanging out in the
cave, hunting for insects. This narrows down the kinds of affective relations between
the subject of an experience and an event of undergoing that experience. Nagel then
considers a bat’s experience and its subjective point of view to help the reader to latch
onto the relevant sense of the intended WILP-concept.

Contextual information from imagined scenarios like Jackson’s and Nagel’s enable
philosophers to effectively introduce WILP-concepts to readers who are unfamiliar
with the relevant philosophical discussion, allowing them to latch onto the intended
interpretation of the WIL-locution. In philosophical discussion on consciousness,
philosophers nevertheless often directly use the WIL-locution to denote phenome-
nal properties of conscious states without contextual information, but rather with
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the tacit assumption that the reader (most likely a philosopher) is already familiar
with WILP-concepts. WILp-concepts may very well be routinised or even lexicalised
for philosophers of mind such that they can, upon encountering a WIL-sentence in
philosophical discussion, directly home in on the relevant sense without pragmatic
adjustment.

3.5 Consciousness and ‘there’s something it’s like’

Let us now turn to the relatedTSIL-locution. The latter is often used to define conscious
states:

(19) A mental state X is a conscious state if and only if there is something it is like
to be in X.

It is important to note that in ordinary English, TSIL-sentences are far less com-
mon than WIL-sentences. The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
renders 934 results for the word-string ‘what it is like’. In contrast, there are only 8
results for the word-string ‘there is something it is like’ and all of them are occur-
rences in philosophical texts on consciousness.11 It is plausible that TSIL-sentences
are predominantly used in philosophical discussion.

In the discussion on consciousness, TSIL-sentences are closely associated with
corresponding WIL-sentences. Consider (14) again:

(14) Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red.

(14), as we saw, is analysed as (17):

(17) ‘Mary learns what it is like to S for S to see something red’ is true in context c
if and only if there is, in c, some experiential way W** such that Mary learns
that S’s seeing something red affects S in way W** and W** is constitutive of
the conscious state of seeing something red.

Philosophers take (14) to entail (20):

(20) There is something it is like to S for S to see something red.

Given the analysis of (14) as (17), the word ‘something’ in (20) quantifies over the
relevant phenomenal way seeing something red affects S. (20) is thus analysed as (21):

(21) ‘There is something it is like to S for S to see something red’ is true in a
context c if and only if there is, in c, some experiential way W** such that
S’s seeing something red affects S in way W** and W** is constitutive of the
conscious state of seeing something red.

In latching onto the intended meaning of (20), the addressee would first need to
decode the encoded meaning of the sentence on the basis of the encoded meanings of
the individual words in the sentence plus rules of syntax. One then needs to narrow
down the range of extensions of the first occurrence of the word ‘something’ and
interpret it as only referring to an experiential way in which the subject is affected by

11 Data are collected from the following site: https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/.
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seeing something red andwhich is also constitutive of the state. Plausibly, an addressee
who can easily latch onto the intended meaning of (20) in the philosophical context is
already familiar with philosophers’ WIL-locution and has possessed or latched onto
the ad hoc WILP-concept featured in (14).

Using Stoljar’s recently proposed semantic account of WIL-sentences, in this
section I argued that WILP-concepts deployed in philosophical discussion about con-
sciousness are ad hoc concepts. Now, insofar as WIL-sentences understood in the
relevant senses, as well as corresponding TSIL-sentences, are standardly used to intro-
duce and define the general philosophical concept of consciousness (i.e. phenomenal
consciousness), the latter concept may well be ad hoc also, in which case it is not
encoded in the conventionalised meaning of the word ‘consciousness’ and requires
the listener to construct the ad hocmeaning online in the relevant context.Alternatively,
the term ‘consciousness’ may be polysemous in ordinary English with the phenomenal
sense being one of its stable senses. In this case, the what-it-is-like talk would be to
help the addressee to grasp that it is the phenomenal sense which the speaker intends
when discussing ‘consciousness’. Indeed, were the notion of phenomenal conscious-
ness uniquely encoded in the word ‘consciousness’ in ordinary parlance, philosophers
would not need to routinely appeal to WIL-talk and WILP-concepts when introduc-
ing the concept of phenomenal consciousness. While the philosophical concept of
consciousness may or may not be a conventionalised sense of the word ‘conscious-
ness’ for ordinary English speakers, it nevertheless is most likely conventionalised
and plausibly the dominant sense of the word for analytic philosophers of mind.

4 The challenge for X-Phi

In the previous two sections, I have argued for the following two theses:

(i) There are ad hoc concepts.
(ii) Some philosophical concepts find their origins as ad hoc concepts.

In this section, I argue for the third thesis I wish for put forward, i.e. (iii):

(iii) Philosophical concepts which find their origins as ad hoc concepts pose a chal-
lenge for experimental philosophy regarding these concepts.

The specific challenge ad hoc concepts pose is with respect to the moves that exper-
imental philosophers often make from certain empirical data concerning laypeople’s
judgements to the following types of conclusion:

(I) Laypeople do not have or grasp philosophers’ concept C.
(II) Laypeople do not have philosophers’ intuition X.
(III) Philosophical ideas based on C or X are problematic.

Either (I) or (II) is used to justify (III). Using X-Phi literature on consciousness as
a case study (Sect. 4.1), I argue that such moves are problematic (Sect. 4.2). The
argument here generalises: inferences from empirical data to conclusions (I)–(III) can
be problematic when the philosopher’s concept C finds its origin as an ad hoc concept
or when having the intuition of X presupposes the acquisition of an ad hoc concept. I
end the section by relating the criticism raised here against experimental philosophy
to the kind of challenge from ordinary language found in Hansen (2020).
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4.1 X-Phi on consciousness

In relation to the hard problem of consciousness, i.e. the problem of how physical
processes can give rise to consciousness, there are two strands of discussion within X-
Phi literature on consciousness. The first strand concerns whether laypeople have the
philosophical concept of consciousness, i.e. phenomenal consciousness (e.g. Knobe
& Prinz, 2008; Sytsma &Machery, 2009, 2010; Sytsma, 2009, 2010, 2016; Sytsma &
Ozedemir, 2019).Within this discussion, inferences fromempirical data to (I) aswell as
to (III) are frequentlymade. It is often thought that people’s judgements in experimental
settings are indicative of whether they possess the concept of consciousness, and the
latter is thought to have implications with respect to whether the hard problem of
consciousness is a genuine problem. Concerning themove from (I) to (III) with respect
to the concept of consciousness, the thought is that if the concept of consciousness turns
out to be a concept only possessed and grasped by philosophers, then consciousness
looks like a dubious phenomenon. The puzzle it poses for physicalism might then
seem much less interesting and pressing (see Stoljar, 2016, p. 1184). As a result, the
hard problem of consciousness at least appears to be less of a genuine problem.

In a number of places, Sytsma et al. appeal to empirical data to argue that laypeo-
ple lack the concept of phenomenal consciousness (Sytsma & Machery, 2009, 2010;
Sytsma, 2009, 2010, 2016; Sytsma &Ozedemir, 2019). Notably, in ‘Two Conceptions
of Subjective Experience’, Sytsma and Machery (2010) contend that if laypeople
possessed the concept of consciousness, they would treat paradigmatic cases of
phenomenal states (e.g. feeling pain, seeing red) in a similar way to philosophers
in tracking phenomenal consciousness. They presented participants with a vignette
describing a scenario where an agent manipulates a red object. The vignette varied
along two dimensions: the agent is either a human male or a simple robot, and the
scenario describes the agent as either performing a successful manipulation or getting
an electric shock. Participants—philosophers and non-philosophers—were asked to
rate, on a 7-point scale (where ‘1’ means ‘clearly no’, ‘4’ ‘not sure’ and ‘7’ ‘clearly
yes’), whether the agent ‘saw red’ or ‘felt pain’ given the relevant scenario. Their
results showed that philosophers treated ‘feeling pain’ and ‘seeing red’ similarly—they
attributed both to the human but neither to the robot; whereas non-philosophers treated
the two states differently—while they attributed both to the human, they were willing
to attribute ‘seeing red’ to the robot but not ‘feeling pain’. Sytsma and Machery take
the results to show that unlike philosophers, non-philosophers do not recognise the
phenomenality of prototypical phenomenal states and lack the concept of phenomenal
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consciousness.12 At this point, Sytsma and Machery (2010, p. 321) raise the question
of whether the hard problem of consciousness is a genuine problem:

At this juncture, it is important to ask why we should believe that there is really
a hard problem of consciousness. That is, why should we believe that there
are experiences, as defined, such that an aspect of them is expected to be left
unexplained even after we have thoroughly accounted for their functional roles?

Here, we see a clear instance of reasoning from (I) to (III): that laypeople lack the
concept of consciousness is used to cast doubt on the hard problem of consciousness
itself.

It is worth noting that whether or not there is a hard problem does not depend on
whether non-philosophers possess and utilise the concept of consciousness. Sytsma
and Machery (2010, p. 323) themselves raise the possibility that people may lack the
concept but be able to easily latch onto it. However, they dismiss this response on the
basis of their own experience that ‘ordinary people either don’t understand or don’t
take seriously the philosophical concept of phenomenal consciousness even after a
lengthy explanation’ (op. cit).

It is also worth noting that one can motivate the hard problem of consciousness
without relying on the general concept consciousness, but only on specific WILP-
concepts (see Chalmers, 2020, p. 240; Gregory et al., 2021). Just as one can have the
concepts of triangle, rhombus, and square without having the general concept
closed shape, one can have WILP-concepts of specific phenomenal properties, e.g.
what it is like to feel pain, what it is like to see something red,
without possessing the general concept consciousness. Indeed, the hard problem
is routinely introduced using WILP-concepts and specific phenomenal states (e.g.
Jackson, 1986; Chalmers, 1995; Kim, 2005, p. 13). The question then comes down to
whether laypeople have or can grasp WILP-concepts.

In a recent paper, Fischer and Sytsma (2021) appeal to empirical data to suggest that
laypeople lack WILP-concepts or at least have difficulties understanding the Nagelian
WIL-locution. They (2021: fn3,AppendixD) asked participants to rate a list of features
with respect to zombies (as standardly conceived in non-philosophical contexts) on a
7-point scale where ‘1’ means ‘very atypical’, ‘4’ means ‘neutral (neither typical nor
atypical)’, and ‘7’ means ‘very typical’, and the list included the following four items
that attribute phenomenal consciousness to the beings at issue:

(A) These beings are capable of having conscious experiences.

12 One key objection against Sytsma and Machery’s conclusion is that the phrase ‘see red’ is ambiguous
between a non-phenomenal reading, which onewould attribute to a robot, and a phenomenal reading, which
onewould attribute to a human but not a robot (Huebner 2010, p. 137; Chalmers 2018: fn7). It may be that the
phrase ‘see red’ tends to trigger the phenomenal reading in philosophers and the non-phenomenal reading in
non-philosophers. To avoid this objection, in a subsequent study Sytsma and Ozdemir (2019) replaced the
phrase ‘see red’ in the original vignette with ‘experience red’ and also ‘feel pain’ with ‘experience pain’.
Results nevertheless showed a similar pattern compared to the previous study though to a lesser extent.
Laypeople attributed ‘experiencing red’ to the robot but not ‘experiencing pain’ while they attributed both
to the human. However, it is worth noting that the verb ‘experience’ is polysemous. ‘Experience red’ can
mean undergoing a conscious experience of seeing something red or encountering the colour red. While it
is false to say that the robot ‘experiences red’ in the former sense, it is true to say that it ‘experiences red’
in the latter sense.
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(B) These beings have an inner mental life, including feelings and emotions.
(C) These beings are sentient and experience their surroundings and sensations.
(D) There is something it is like to be such a being.

The mean ratings were 2.93, 2.41, 3.06, and 3.61 respectively, suggesting (A)-(D)
are atypical features of zombies. However, more than half of participants (54.6%)
answered ‘4’ for (D), which was significantly higher than the corresponding propor-
tions for the neutral rating for the other three items. Since each of (A)–(C) is supposed
to capture the idea that the relevant beings have phenomenal consciousness, those
who disagreed with (A)–(C) ought to have disagreed with (D) on the Nagelian inter-
pretation. So, Fischer and Sytsma conclude that many participants did not latch onto
the intended Nagelian interpretation of (D). This result, as I shall expound later, can
be easily made sense of given our discussion on WIL- and TSIL-sentences in Sect.
3, and relatedly is no grounds for thinking that laypeople are unable to latch onto
WILP-concepts in other contexts.

The second strand inX-Phi literature on the hard problemof consciousness concerns
whether laypeople have so-called ‘problem intuitions’ about consciousness (Gottlieb
& Lombrozo, 2018; Fischer & Sytsma, 2021; Díaz, 2021; Gregory et al.’s 2021).
Problem intuitions include explanatory intuitions (e.g. that consciousness cannot be
explained in physical terms), metaphysical intuitions (e.g. that consciousness is non-
physical), knowledge intuitions (e.g. that knowledge about what it is like to see colours
is not exhausted by knowledge about colour science), and modal intuitions (e.g. that
we can conceive physical duplicates of us but lacking consciousness) (Chalmers,
2018, p. 12). Problem intuitions motivate the hard problem of consciousness and
underlie corresponding arguments against physicalism. Levine’s (1983) explanatory
gap argument is based on an explanatory intuition. Kripke’s (1980) argument against
physicalism in Naming and Necessity is underpinned by the metaphysical intuition
that the feeling of pain is distinct from C-fibre stimulation. Jackson’s (1982) knowl-
edge argument appeals to the knowledge intuition that Mary learns something new
after leaving her black-and-white room. Chalmers’ (1996) zombie argument is built
on a modal intuition about the conceivability of philosophical zombies.

While empirical literature on these intuitions suggests a mixed picture, a number
of theorists have presented studies to show that some of the problem intuitions are
not widespread.13 Such theorists then draw the conclusion that the hard problem of
consciousness does not exist (Díaz, 2021; Peressini, 2014), or that related philosophical
arguments based on the problem intuitions (e.g. zombie argument) do not get off the
ground (Fischer & Sytsma, 2021, p. 10). So, inferences from empirical data to (II) as
well as to (III) are frequently made within this discussion.

In a series of studies, Díaz (2021) tested both explanatory and metaphysical intu-
itions. For instance, he presented participants with versions of a vignette outlining the
close connections between the feeling of pain and neural activity in the DPI (the dorsal
posterior region of the insula), and then asked participants to rate two statements: ‘The
properties of pain are fully explained in terms of neural activity in the DPI’ (which

13 In terms of problem intuitions that are allegedly widespread, Gregory et. al.’s (2021) studies showed
that a large majority of respondents reported that colour blind Mary, who knows all physical information
about vision before her operation, does not know what it is like to see red, and that she will learn what it is
like to see red after her operation.
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tested the explanatory intuition), and ‘The feeling of pain is just neural activity in the
DPI’ (which tested the dualistic intuition). Results suggested that both the explanatory
intuition and the dualistic intuition were not widespread.14 In light of the empirical
evidence, Díaz questions whether the hard problem of consciousness exists at all.

Regarding modal intuitions, Peressini (2014, pp. 874–875) directly asked partici-
pantswhether the following two imagined scenarios are possible: ‘amedical procedure
that would remove your inner experience without affecting your brain, so from the
outside you would remain unchanged physically and behaviourally’ and ‘a person
physically and behaviourally identical to you in all ways but who had no inner expe-
rience at all’. A majority of the participants did not judge these imagined scenarios to
be possible.15 The conceivability of philosophical zombies was empirically studied
by Fischer and Sytsma (2021). They took their results to show that linguistic salience
bias contributed to the conceivability of philosophical zombies when the latter are
described as ‘zombies’, and for a majority of their participants philosophical zombies
were not conceivable when described as ‘duplicates’. Fischer and Sytsma took the
findings to problematise the conceivability premise of the zombie argument.

4.2 The challenge from ad hoc concepts

In the last section, we saw that empirical data regarding people’s judgements con-
cerning consciousness are used to infer (I)–(III) where ‘C’ stands for the concept of
consciousness or WILP-concepts and ‘X’ stands for a problem intuition:

(I) Laypeople do not have or grasp philosophers’ concept C.
(II) Laypeople do not have philosophers’ intuition X.
(III) Philosophical ideas based on C or X are problematic.

However, as I shall argue in this section, such inferences from empirical data can be
problematic when the concepts at issue find their origins as ad hoc concepts and that
the intuitions at issue rely on having latched onto relevant ad hoc concepts. I shall
primarily focus on problematising the inferences from certain empirical data to (I)
and (II). Insofar as the latter are used to support (III), the inference from relevant
empirical data to (III) is also problematic as a consequence of my arguments.16

14 With respect to explanatory intuitions, Gottlieb and Lombrozo provided evidence ‘that participants were
more likely to judge scientific explanations for psychological phenomena to be impossible or uncomfort-
able’ (2018, p. 121), when the relevant psychological phenomena have ‘introspective-phenomenology’,
i.e. involve ‘a subjective experience (a feeling of what it is like) that only the individual experiencing it
can know’ (2018, p. 123). In terms of other metaphysical intuitions, Liu (2021: fn5) provided preliminary
evidence supporting the existence of the intuition of revelation, that the essences of phenomenal properties
are revealed in phenomenal experiences. Data showed that fluent English speakers judge sentences like (a)
‘I know what an itch feels like, but I don’t know what the feeling of an itch really is’ as strange, but not
sentences like (b) ‘I know what gold looks like, but I don’t know what gold really is’. Liu argues, on an
armchair basis, that the oddness of (a) is best explained by the hypothesis that the thesis of revelation is
part of our ordinary conception of experience, which we tacitly appeal to in interpreting sentences like (a).
15 However, it is unclear that participants made clear distinctions between different kinds of possibility,
e.g. nomological, logical.
16 There may be other reasons to reject the inference from (I) or (II) to (III) even if we grant (I) and (II).
In this paper, I shall set these reasons aside.
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It is important to note that the goal here is not to argue against (I) and (II). For instance,
there may be good empirical grounds for doubting that laypeople share a particular
intuition widely held by philosophers. It is also worth noting that I am not questioning
wholesale the conclusions of the experimental studies from which the examples I
mention below are drawn.17 The goal here is to criticise certain uses of empirical
data as grounds for supporting (I) and (II). In doing so, I shall primarily focus on
experimental prompts that use WIL-sentences. But similar concerns may be raised
regarding other wordings that are aimed at capturing the relevant ad hoc concepts.

4.2.1 Ways to fail to construct an ad hoc concept

As we saw from Sect. 2, a speaker can use a word or phrase to communicate an ad hoc
concept that is different from the lexically encoded concept. The addressee can infer
the intended ad hoc concept through pragmatic inference in a given conversational
context. However, the addressee might fail to latch onto the speaker’s intended ad hoc
concept for various reasons. Below I consider four different ways that one might fail
to construct the intended ad hoc concept. I illustrate them with respect to the scenario
discussed in Sect. 2.1:

(1) Meera andLuke arewatching John skilfully swinging on themonkey bars.Meera,
pointing at John, says to Luke: ‘John is such a gibbon.’

(a)Ignorance on the Part of the Audience
Suppose that Luke does not know the encoded meaning of the word ‘gibbon’, or

possess the encyclopaedic knowledge that gibbons are agile and good at swinging
from branch to branch. In this case, it is unlikely that Luke would be able to latch onto
the ad hoc concept gibbon* and infer the relevant contextual implications that John
is agile and good at swinging.

(b)Unclarity on the Part of the Speaker
Now suppose Luke has a perfect grasp of the meaning of ‘gibbon’, but Meera is
the one not knowing that gibbons are stereotypically associated with being good at
swinging. Confused between gibbons and gorillas, Meera, instead of using the word
‘gibbon’, actually utters ‘John is such a gorilla’. Gorillas may be good at swinging, but
they are certainly not stereotypically associated with it. In this case, without further
clarification on Meera’s part, it would be impossible for Luke to correctly infer what
Meera meant. Luke might mistakenly interpret Meera as meaning that John is very
strong. In this case, our speaker is being unclear, which impedes the construction of
the intended meaning of her utterance on the side of the addressee.

(c)Lack of Contextual Information
Suppose instead of pointing at John who is skilfully swinging on the monkey bars,
we are imagining a scenario where Meera and Luke are merely talking on the phone
about John. Suppose Luke asks Meera how John is. Meera then replies ‘John is such a
gibbon these days’. It would be almost impossible for Luke to construct the intended
meaning ofMeera’s utterance without further contextual information to make sense of

17 For instance, I agree with Fischer and Sytsma’s (2021) conclusion that their results showed that linguistic
salience bias contributed to the conceivability of philosophical zombies when the latter are described as
‘zombies’.
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it, e.g. John has recently developed an interest in monkey bars. In this case, Luke fails
to latch onto the ad hoc concept gibbon* due to insufficient background or contextual
information.

(d) Lack of Conversational Feedback Mechanism
Now in scenario (c), Luke, who is talking to Meera on the phone, can easily ask
Meera to clarify what she meant by her utterance. Ordinary conversational settings
are endowed with feedback mechanisms between the speaker and the addressee—the
addressee can ask the speaker to clarify (e.g. asking Meera what the word ‘gibbon’
means or what she has in mind when using the word) and the speaker can offer
further information. Such feedback mechanisms facilitate successful communication
(see Schober & Clack, 1989; Hansen, 2020), including helping the addressee to latch
onto the intended ad hoc concept. But, suppose instead of speaking to Meera on the
phone in real time, Luke receives an email from Meera which contains the sentence
‘John is such a gibbon these days’ without further contextual information. In this case,
given that the linguistic context is an email exchange, Luke lacks an immediately
available feedback mechanism, which would otherwise enable him to promptly ask
Meera about what she meant in order to interpret her utterance and latch onto the ad
hoc concept gibbon*.

So, there are various ways that a hearer might fail to construct the intendedmeaning
of a speaker’s utterance and the intended ad hoc concept. Conditions like (a)–(d),which
contribute to a failure in latching onto the relevant ad hoc concept, can occur in ordinary
communicative contexts as well as experimental settings. These conditions could also
function simultaneously. This undercuts the inferences from certain empirical data to
(I) and (II), and consequently (III) insofar as (I) and (II) are used to justify (III).

4.2.2 Inferences to (I)

Recall Sytsma and Machery’s testimony from their own experience that ‘ordinary
people either don’t understand or don’t take seriously the philosophical concept of
phenomenal consciousness even after a lengthy explanation’. Now, if consciousness
and WILP-concepts are ad hoc concepts, then it is no surprise that hearers can easily
fail to latch onto these concepts, just as they can fail to construct other intended ad
hoc concepts. This by no means indicates that the concept of consciousness or related
WILP-concepts are illegitimate, or that laypeople would fail to grasp the concepts had
the latter been introduced under favourable conditions where there is an appropriate
feedback mechanism in place, adequate background information, and no confusion
on the part of the speaker or audience.

Consider also Fischer and Sytsma’s experiment testing atypical features of zombies,
which includes item (D) below:

(D) There is something it is like to be such a being.

Without adequate contextual information and conversational feedback mechanisms,
the reader can easily fail to latch onto the intended Nagelian interpretation in con-
structing the meaning of (D). For instance, the reader might take (D) to mean that
being a zombie affects the subject in some way, but unclear about which way the
speaker has in mind. Alternatively, the reader might take the polysemous word ‘like’
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to mean ‘resemble’ and subsequently interpret (D) to mean ‘there is something being
a zombie resembles’. While it is true that there is something being a zombie resem-
bles, e.g. being a normal human being, it is not true that there is something being a
zombie is like in the sense that there is some experiential way that the zombie feels
in virtue of being a zombie. So, (D) has many competing interpretations. It would not
be surprising if many participants did not latch onto the Nagelian interpretation. After
all, the TSIL-locution is not an ordinary locution and its comprehension, especially
with respect to the interpretation of ‘something’, requires that one is already familiar
with the ad hoc WILP-concept as used in philosophical discussion.

Since ordinary conversational contexts as well as experimental contexts can easily
fail to facilitate the communication of ad hoc concepts, we need to be careful draw-
ing conclusions concerning an ad hoc concept C from empirical data collected from
ordinary conversation or experimental setting to conclusion (I), that laypeople do not
have or grasp philosophers’ concept C. Since C is an ad hoc concept, laypeople may
not already have the concept C in the sense of routinely utilising C in thinking, but it
is far from clear that they do not grasp C when appropriate conditions for facilitating
the communication of C are in place.

4.2.3 Inferences to (II)

Relatedly, if having the philosophical intuition X relies on grasping a certain ad hoc
concept C, we need to be cautious in drawing the conclusion (II), that laypeople
lack intuition X, from purported empirical data concerning laypeople’s judgements
collected in experimental setting. Consider the statement that Díaz (2021, p. 68) used
in testing laypeople’s explanatory intuition: ‘Neural activity in the DPI cannot explain
what [it] is like to feel pain’. The locution ‘what it is like to feel pain’ on its owncan refer
to different ways that the experience of feeling pain affects the experiencer including
neurological ways.18 So even if many participants give low ratings of agreement to
the statement, it does not mean that they lack the explanatory intuition.19 Participants
might have simply constructed an ad hoc WIL-concept that is different from the
relevant WILP-concept used in philosophical discussion. Such results thus do not
demonstrate that laypeople lack the relevant problem intuition, i.e. the explanatory
intuition in this case. Nor can they be used to support the claim that the existence

18 It is worth noting that the statement that required rating was preceded by a vignette that opened with the
following sentences: ‘The feeling of pain is a subjective mental state; only the individual him- or herself
can feel it. Neural activity is an objective physical process; outside observers can measure it.’ It is unclear
that this description clearly conveys the ad hoc WILp-concept with respect to the feeling of pain. But even
if it does, it is unclear that the description, which does not contain an explicit WIL-locution, would on its
own direct participants to deploy the relevant ad hoc WILp-concept when considering the statement that
does contain the locution later on.
19 Díaz’s (2021, p. 65) primary concerns in his studies were to test laypeople’s explanatory intuitions and
metaphysical intuitions. For the former, he asked participants to rate the statement ‘the properties of pain
are fully explained in terms of neural activity in the DPI’, and for the latter ‘the feeling of pain is just neural
activity in the DPI’. However, words like ‘explain’ and ‘is’ are polysemous or at least indeterminate in their
meanings. There are different kinds of explanations—neural activity in the DPI may causally explain the
presence of the feeling of pain, but it is unclear that it reductively explains why the latter arises from the
former. The word ‘is’ is arguably ambiguous between an identity use (‘The morning star is Venus’) and a
predication use (e.g. ‘John is the embodiment of conservatism’).
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of the hard problem of consciousness, which can be motivated on the basis of the
explanatory intuition, is dubious.

More generally, for any philosophical intuition X, in order to establish whether
someone has X, we need to first establish that she has grasped the relevant concepts
needed to entertain X. If the relevant concepts are ad hoc concepts, then in order to test
judgements regarding X, one first needs to ensure that participants grasp the relevant
ad hoc concepts as part of the experimental setting. The latter requires appropriate
introduction of the concepts under circumstances which facilitate successful commu-
nication and ideally avoids features (a)-(d) discussed above, accompanied with pre-
or post-testing, or both, to ensure that participants have latched onto the relevant con-
cepts. This sets up a contrast to testing philosophical intuitions featuring only ordinary,
lexicalised concepts. In the latter case, experimenters can simply assume that partici-
pants possess the relevant concepts, and that they are able to retrieve and use them in
making the required judgments.

It is also worth noting why Jackson’s thought-experiment is particularly ade-
quate at providing the right conditions for the addressee to latch onto the intended
WILP-concept. A recent study from Gregory et al. (2021) confirms that the knowl-
edge intuition, as brought out by the Mary thought-experiment, is widespread. Recall
Jackson’s thought-experiment and consider it as a discourse between a speaker—the
philosopher who puts forward the thought-experiment—and an addressee, say, a non-
philosopher who engages with the thought-experiment. Our addressee is told by her
philosopher interlocutor that Mary is a super-scientist who has been trapped in a
black-and-white room since birth, but knows all there is to know about colour science
including what is going on in people’s brains when they see different colours. After
having elaborated onMary’s scientific knowledge in great detail, our philosopher asks
her non-philosopher interlocutor to imagine that one dayMary gets to leave her black-
and-white room and see the colourful world. She then poses the following question to
her addressee: ‘Will Mary learn something new when she sees, say, a red tomato for
the first time?’ The intuition is likely to be in the affirmative (see Gregory et al., 2021),
though our addressee might not put things in terms of a WIL-locution. Nevertheless,
once the WIL-sentence is introduced, i.e. ‘Mary learns what it is like to see something
red’, the addressee can immediately latch onto the intended meaning. In this case, it
is clear, given the context, that ‘what it is like to see something red’ does not refer to
physical-functional ways that the experience affects Mary, which she already knew in
her black-and-white room. It is also clear that theWIL-locution does not prompt some
idiosyncratic, experiential way that Mary is affected by seeing something red. The
most accessible interpretation is that the locution refers to a constitutive, experiential
way that seeing red affects the subject of the experience, and Mary gets to be such a
subject when she sees something red for the first time.

4.2.4 The challenge

The challenge that ad hoc concepts pose to experimental philosophy can be sum-
marised as below:
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1. Experimental data on laypeople’s judgements concerning certain philosophical
concepts and philosophical intuitions about these concepts are often used to draw
conclusions (I)–(III).

2. Some philosophical concepts find their origins as ad hoc concepts, and con-
texts—both ordinary and experimental—in which conditions such as (a)–(d) are
present may impede successful grasp of these concepts.

3. Drawing conclusions (I)–(III) on the basis of empirical data collected fromcontexts
in which conditions such as (a)–(d) are present is unjustified.

The challenge articulated here is in linewithHansen’s ‘revised challenge fromordinary
language’ to experimental philosophy. Hansen (2020), following Baz (2012, 2014),
argues that people’s responses to a philosophical question in one context do not tell
us about how they would respond to it in a different context. Hansen (2020,p. 2453)
points out that the application of a concept in an experimental context depends on
multiple factors, including whether there are ‘motivations that go beyond just want-
ing to perform the experimental task’, whether participants are aware that ‘they are
taking part in an experiment’, and whether the experimental task ‘involves active col-
laboration between speakers and addressees’. The last factor is particularly pertinent
to our discussion here. Active collaboration between speakers and addressees, as we
saw, enables addressees to interpret speakers’ utterances and latch onto relevant ad
hoc concepts. While Hansen’s challenge focuses on the fact that ordinary applications
of concepts are context-dependent and experimental settings which strip away such
pragmatic factors do not yield a clear picture of these concepts, the challenge raised
here, while being the same kind, points out that some philosophical concepts are ad
hoc in origin and that successful grasping of these concepts is context-dependent and
requires careful setup on the part of the speaker.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, I have defended the following three claims:

(i) There are ad hoc concepts.
(ii) Some philosophical concepts find their origins as ad hoc concepts.
(iii) Philosophical concepts which find their origins as ad hoc concepts pose a chal-

lenge for experimental philosophy regarding these concepts.

With respect to (i), I showed that ad hoc concepts, which are prevalent in ordinary
discourse, are concepts that speakers communicate by using encoded concepts and
are constructed pragmatically by hearers from encoded concepts during utterance
comprehension. With respect to (ii), I focused on the philosophical discussion on con-
sciousness and relatedWILP-concepts. Appealing to recent literature on the semantics
of WIL-sentences, I showed that WILP-concepts find their origins as ad hoc concepts.
With respect to (iii), I problematise frequently-made moves from empirical data con-
cerning laypeople’s judgements to claims that laypeople do not have or grasp relevant
philosophical concepts, do not have philosophical intuitions that feature these con-
cepts, or that philosophical ideas relying on these concepts are problematic.
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While I have focused on the case of consciousness and related X-Phi literature on
consciousness, the arguments made here also apply elsewhere. Many philosophical
concepts are initially introduced as ad hoc concepts and the relevant senses are even-
tually conventionalised for those who engage in the debate. Consider different notions
of possibility. A philosopher may pose the question ‘Is it possible to travel faster than
the speed of light?’ with the intention that the notion of possibility is understood in the
logical rather than the nomological sense. Someone who has the nomological notion
of possibility inmindmay very well answer ‘no’ to the question the philosopher poses.
But this does not reveal whether or not this person thinks that travelling faster than the
speed of light is logically possible. So, simply asking participants whether a certain
scenario is ‘possible’ (see Peressini, 2014) is inadequate for testing whether a philo-
sophical intuition is widely shared, since participants might not latch onto the relevant
sense of ‘possible’ that is pertinent to the philosophical intuition at issue.

Consider also different notions of explanation. C-fibres firing may causally explain
the presence of the feeling of pain such that one can explain the latter by merely
citing the correlation between the two. But it is far from clear that it explains the
latter in a more demanding sense that some philosophers of mind are interested in, i.e.
the notion of reductive explanation (see also fn19).20 Someone who judges C-fibres
firing to causally explain the presence of the feeling of pain does not necessarily think
that it reductively explains the latter. So, simply asking participants whether certain
physical features explain properties of pain (see Díaz’s, 2021) is inadequate for testing
the alleged explanatory intuition concerning phenomenal properties since there is no
indication that participants would latch onto the relevant sense of ‘explain’.

Successful communication of philosophical concepts that find their origins as ad hoc
concepts requires careful stage setting, careful articulation on the part of the speaker,
and adequate feedback mechanisms between the speaker and the addressee in order
to rule out any confusion on the part of the addressee. This by no means suggests
that such concepts cannot be communicated through experimental settings. But care
must be taken in setting up the experiments before drawing conclusions about whether
laypeople have or grasp certain philosophical concepts or have certain philosophical
intuitions, andwhether philosophical ideas based on the relevant concepts are dubious.
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