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The Number of Moons Is Not a Number
Towards a Comprehensive Linguistic Approach

to Frege’s Commitment Puzzle*

Frege noticed a puzzle, afterwards called the Commitment Puzzle, which seems
to show that a paraphrase of a supposedly ontologically innocent sentence about un-
controversial, everyday things may require the existence of abstracts.1 To introduce
the problem, Frege (1884) considered the following two sentences:

(F1) Jupiter has four moons.

(F2) The number of moons of Jupiter is four.

It is intuitively correct to infer (F2) from (F1) or even to treat them as equivalent.
Yet the relationship between these sentences (when assumed) is unsettling on the lin-
guistic and metaphysical levels. Especially because:

(i) (F1) is prima facie about a planet and its satellites, whilst (F2) is prima facie
about a number. It is problematic because no reference to numbers is made in (F1),
whereas (F2) appears to involve a reference to a number.

                                                

* I would like to thank Katharina Felka, Steven Yablo, and Robert Schwartzkopff for helpful
discussions during the Hamburg Summer School 2015 that made me think about these issues, Ta-
deusz Ciecierski and Katarzyna Kuś for their insightful comments and assistance with revising the
paper, and Joanna Odrowąż-Sypniewska and Wojtek Rostworowski for their patient reading and
encouragement. The research was partly funded by the Institute of Philosophy, University of War-
saw, to which I am also grateful.

1 I accept Hofweber’s (2007: 1) understanding of innocent statement as “a simple everyday
statement that apparently has nothing to do with metaphysics”.
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(ii) (F1) and (F2) use the same words in different syntactic positions and thus as
different types of expressions: “four” in (F1) is a determiner, in (F2) it seems to be a
name for a number (Hofweber 2007: 8; 2014: 1, Felka 2014: 262). There is nothing
surprising in one word having two different meanings. But since (F2) seems to be
derivable from (F1), we would expect the words they use to be of the same semantic
kind. If number words really have two so different functions, then this fact should be
explained, since they are usually thought to be far from ambiguous (Brogaard 2007: 1).
This problem is sometimes referred to as Frege’s Other Puzzle (Hofweber 2005a,
Brogaard 2007: 18, Felka 2014: 262; the term was coined by Hofweber).

The most disturbing of them, however, is the metaphysical problem. As Schiffer
(1987: 51) put it: how can we get something from nothing with these trivial infer-
ences? How is it possible that for basic sentences like:

(1) Tommy is a soldier,
(2) I bought one bottle of milk,

we can instantaneously come up with a number of sentences that seem truth-
conditionally equivalent, like:

(3) Tommy has the property of being a soldier,
(4) That Tommy is a soldier is true,
(5) The number of bottles of milk I bought is one,
(6) A bottle of milk has the property of being bought by me,

even though they apparently concern entities of an entirely different kind and of a
much more controversial status? We call such sentences, oddly rich in unsuspected
metaphysical content, ontologically or metaphysically loaded counterparts
(Hofweber 2007: 1).

Even with substantial philosophical training, it is difficult to doubt that innocent
statements, like (F1), (1), and (2), are equivalent to their ontologically loaded coun-
terparts, in this case (F2), (3)-(4), and (5)-(6), respectively. In any normal context, if
(1) is true, then (3) is true as well. And if (3), then definitely (1). It would be really
challenging to imagine a world in which something is an x without having the prop-
erty of being that x, or a countable multitude without a number that could be associ-
ated with its cardinality, or the other way round.2 For most people validity of these
inferences in English is a fact, unquestionable to a competent speaker. The remaining
philosophical task is to describe the mechanisms that make it plausible as well as its
function in the world and communication.

                                                

2 “Having a property” is used here in its natural meaning, with no special ontological connota-
tions intended. For more on the possible function of such uses, see Hofweber (2007) and section 1
below.



The Number of Moons Is Not a Number 33

1. THE FOCUS-CONSTRUCTION APPROACH

1.1. Summary of Hofweber’s focus-construction approach

Thomas Hofweber (2005b, 2007) proposed a new, purely linguistic approach to
the Commitment Puzzle. He argued that nominalizations in the loaded counterparts
constitute constructions that exert focus effect on the nominalized part (Hofweber
2014: 1). The result is similar to putting phonetic stress on the relevant part of the
innocent statement. For instance, uttering:

(F1) Jupiter has FOUR moons.

(where capital letters represent phonetic stress) is like saying:

(F2) The number of moons of Jupiter is four.

This is a syntactic (or structural, and thus independent of pragmatics) way to
highlight one of possible uses of the sentence, which makes it easier to distinguish
familiar information from the new content appearing in a conversation (Hofweber
2007: 12-13). Focus constructions do not change the content of a sentence, thus they
do not bring new commitments. Instead, they let us say the same thing another way,
more appropriate in a conversation. Consider Hofweber’s own example:3

(7) Johan likes FOOTBALL.

(7) is equivalent to a cleft construction (cleft constructions provide syntactical focus
as well):

(8) It is football that Johan likes,

while:

(9) JOHAN likes football

is equivalent to

(10) It is Johan that likes football.

These pairs can be appropriate answers to different questions. For instance, (9) and
(10) would not be appropriate answers to a question about Johan’s hobby:

(11) What does Johan like?

However, they would fit perfectly as an answer to:

(12) Who likes football?

                                                

3 I slightly altered the example from (Hofweber 2007: 11).
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Hofweber (2007: 17) explains this difference by observing that focus gives spe-
cial status to a certain part of a sentence, thus contrasting this part with alternatives
of the relevant kind. For example, in the case of (11) and answers (7) and (8), we
might consider a variety of activities Johan enjoys, whereas in the case of (12) and
answers (9) and (10), we are concerned with the group of people who like football.
In fact, all the answers state the same thing but are appropriate in different contexts.
And this is why it is justified in the light of Grice’s maxims to have two or more dif-
ferent expressions for the same content. It guarantees conciseness and relevance of
utterances in the course of a conversation.4

Also, Hofweber (2005b: 1; 2007: 15-22) noted that the structural focus effect
does not occur in identity statements. The reason for this is that identity statements
are symmetrical in form, organised around some sort of declaration of equality. One
half of the identity might be pragmatically (e.g. phonetically) stressed for conversa-
tional convenience, and indeed it usually is (Hofweber 2007: 15). But structural fo-
cus of one part of an equation would simply make no sense. To support his claim,
Hofweber (2007: 28-29) considers the following example:

(13) Who is Tully?
(14) Who is Cicero?
(15) Cicero is Tully.

(15) can be uttered as an answer to both (13) and (14) as long as sentence stress is
properly altered.

(15a) CICERO is Tully.
(15b) Cicero is TULLY.

In Hofweber’s own words:

Examples like [(15)] suggest that what the topic and the focus is in an identity statement is sim-
ply a result of intonation. It seems that the term in pre-copula position as well as the one in the
post-copula position can be either one of these, with proper intonation. Thus the syntactic
structure of the sentence does not determine a particular focus, and thus there is no structural
focus effect (Hofweber 2007: 29-30).5

                                                

4 Interest in pragmatic relevance and Gricean maxims in Hofweber’s account serves also as a
powerful counterargument against standard pragmatic solutions based on the conviction that (F1)
says exactly the same thing and in the same way as (F2). Such a conviction violates the basic prag-
matic principle of maximum simplicity of an utterance. If there is no communicative difference be-
tween (F1) and (F2), why would anyone ever choose (F2), given that it is more complicated? Cf.
Hofweber 2007: 15-16 for more on this topic.

5 Hofweber says “intonation” but in fact he means “sentence stress”. I will use the latter term
instead.
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It is not entirely clear why Hofweber would not accept paraphrases of (15) contain-
ing structural focus to make congruent answers stressing one of the sides independ-
ently from sentence stress:

(16) It is Cicero that Tully is,
(17) It is Tully that Cicero is.

After all, (i) their asserted content is identical to (15), and (ii) the only thing that
changes is that one side has been given a special status by using the same mechanism
of substitution of phonetic stress by a cleft construction that was permitted in sen-
tences (7)-(12). Presumably, he would not treat (16) and (17) as identity statements at
all but rather as predicate attributions, as in the case of (Hofweber 2007: 31-32):

(18) Wagner is the composer of Tannhäuser,

and as opposed to (Hofweber 2007: 32):

(19) The composer of Tannhäuser is Wagner.

Hofweber believes (19) to be a genuine identity statement, not exerting any syn-
tactically generated focus. Imbalance of (19) that seems to point at the composer of
Tannhäuser, he says, happens because the pre-copula is simply very long and com-
plicated (Hofweber 2007: 31).

For a sentence to be a congruent answer to [Who is Wagner?], it has to have Wagner as its
topic, since Wagner is the topic of the question. Usually, in English at least, the topic is in sub-
ject position, but it does not have to be in that position. The topic can be in post-copula posi-
tion, as in the examples above, but for that to be possible it has to be phonetically marked as the
topic. But when the pre-copula material is long and complicated, as in [(19)], it is hard to get
the reading where Wagner is topic, since it is so late in the sentence, and thus we naturally take
the pre-copula term to be the topic (Hofweber 2007: 31, my emphasis).

Apparently, length and complexity of the pre-copular term are not, according to
Hofweber, structural features of the sentence, but purely contingent, if not pragmatic,
matters. This point was highly criticised in responses to his view.

Finally, how is it possible that there is a structural focus effect in (F2) if identity
statements cannot have them? Obviously, Hofweber concludes, (F2) is not an iden-
tity statement at all, and four is not a name. Instead, the number word serving its
natural role as a determiner has been moved and extracted from its canonical position
as part of the syntactic manipulation that generates the focus effect (Hofweber 2007,
2014). But it did not change its function in the course of the extraction. Thus Hofwe-
ber’s approach confirms that (F1) is truth-conditionally equivalent to (F2) (even
though not always congruent in the same conversational situations) and at the same
time denies that we get something from nothing or any extraordinary commitment at
all. We do not get anything new because all that the supposedly loaded counterpart
does is stressing part of the sentence by means of a syntactical construction. It does
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not introduce any additional content. (F2) is a trivial pleonastic paraphrase of (F1)
with slightly different communicative functions.

Hofweber’s view brings novelty into the investigations about the Commitment
Puzzle. It was the first approach that would focus on natural language and conversa-
tion, thus steering clear of ontological strategies of naive paraphrastic solutions
(Alston 1958). It concentrates on linguistic practice and employs specialized linguis-
tic methods to deconstruct sentences we find natural in order to account for them
when they appear in the Puzzle. Hofweber came up with a promising idea that the
loaded counterparts need not be identity statements and that number words in (F1)
and (F2) are not necessarily singular referring terms. These two topics have domi-
nated recent discussion in the field.

1.2. Brogaard’s remark

Berit Brogaard’s main doubt about Hofweber’s argument concerns copular sen-
tences. She points out that it is simply not true that copular sentences, including
identity statements, can never convey any structural focus effect (Brogaard 2005: 5).
A focus effect can be detected by comparing two sentences. If both of them commu-
nicate the same information but in a different way without extra phonetic stress, then
a structural focus effect occurs. We determine who is who thanks to our linguistic
competence. Now, let us take another look at (18) and (19).

(18) Wagner is the composer of Tannhäuser.
(19) The composer of Tannhäuser is Wagner.

(18) is definitely an identity statement in which the word is works like the equality
sign. So when we swap the pre- and post-copular expressions, the result will also be
an identity statement. Since identity statements are symmetrical, positions of the
compared elements have no influence on the meaning of the sentence. Therefore, the
new identity statement (19) communicates the same information as (18). And yet it
does so differently. This can be verified by testing the above sentences as answers in
question-and-answer contexts, as Hofweber does. Thus one of the sentences must
have a structural focus effect. Let us sum up Brogaard’s argument in points:

(P1) The copular sentence (18) conveys the same information as the copular
sentence (and identity statement) (19).

(P2) For some question Q, (18) is an appropriate answer to Q while (19) is
not, or vice versa.

(P3) From (P1) and (P2): (18) and (19) convey the same information in two
different ways.

(P4) No phonetic stress is put on any of the parts of (18) and (19).
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(C) From (P3) and (P4): (18) or (19) has structural focus effect.6

Hofweber (2007: sections 4.2-5.1) responds to this objection in a twofold man-
ner. First, the fact that there is a focus effect in an identity statement does not prove
that it is a structural focus effect. Hofweber himself agrees that an identity statement
can have focus, like one due to the sentence stress. Apparently, there is another non-
structural way to achieve this result. In the case of (19), the focus effect is caused by
the extraordinary length of the pre-copular term. According to Hofweber, there is
nothing structural about it.

The second argument is more spectacular. This time it is about (18). Hofweber
notes that question-and-answer contexts are very specific. Straightforward inferences
that lead to a conclusion about whether a sentence is an identity statement or not in a
question-and-answer context can be treacherous. Consider the following example
(Hofweber 2007: 20):

(20) What has Wagner ever done?

Hofweber agrees that (18) is a congruent answer, and (19) is not. But he also ob-
serves that this fact stands in need of further explanation. How could an identity
statement be an appropriate answer to a question about what someone did?

An identity statement seems to tell us who he is, but not what he did. In fact, this is where the
difference in the two answers lies. [(19)] is not a congruent answer since it is an identity state-
ment, and thus doesn’t address the question. But [(18)] is a proper answer in part because it is
in fact not an identity statement when used as an answer to the question (Hofweber 2007: 20).

What is it then? When used as an answer to (20), (18) seems to say something about
what Wagner did. So it is about an activity or a property he has. Since the property in
question is in a way tied to the activity of composing Tannhäuser, the answer is ap-
propriate. In fact, (18) is a subject-predicate sentence, not an identity statement. Thus
even if we reject the “too-long” explanation, we need not accept the conclusion that
identity statements may have structural focus effect. (F2) is therefore innocent.

Of course, this line of defence looks suspicious. Hofweber dismisses the onto-
logical commitment to numbers and abstracts just because part of a sentence is too
long — and if we do not like the idea, we are told to treat a sentence that is a pretty
straightforward identity statement as a predicate construction. The problem of identity
statements and their structural-focus capabilities is widely discussed by Hofweber’s
enthusiasts and critics in equal measure.

                                                

6 In fact, Brogaard (2007: 5) is convinced that it is (18) that has structural focus effect. She in-
fers this from the appropriateness of answers without further explanation.
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1.3. Balcerak Jackson’s criticism

Most of Brendan Balcerak Jackson’s objections come from a misunderstanding
about the nature of extraction used by Hofweber to move the determiner four to an
unnatural position in (F2) (Balcerak Jackson 2013: 451-454, Hofweber 2014). How-
ever, some of them do stand.

Balcerak Jackson notes a puzzling omission in Hofweber’s considerations about
the transition from (F1) to (F2). Apparently, the only problematic, potentially loaded
expression in (F2) that Hofweber tries to account for is the number word four. But
what about the definite description the number of moons of Jupiter? This nominali-
zation looks like a perfect candidate for generating metaphysical commitment. Bal-
cerak Jackson believes that according to Hofweber the above description just fills the
empty space left in (F2) after the extraction of the determiner four. And then he op-
poses that view with a couple of additional cases supposed to show that definite de-
scriptions thus generated would not always fit in the gap left by the extracted deter-
miner.

(21a) Jupiter most likely has four moons.
(21b) The most likely number of moons of Jupiter is four.
(22a) Jupiter is expected to have four moons.
(22b) The expected number of moons of Jupiter is four.
(23a) Jupiter has four moons in its orbit.
(23b) The number of moons in Jupiter’s orbit is four.

Balcerak Jackson notes that in the above cases the definite descriptions in (b)-
sentences were not created only by inserting the number of straightforwardly into the
post-extraction gap. If there is a process that accounts for that transition, it needs to
be described and argued for. What Hofweber provides us with, however, is a merely
metaphorical image of rearranging expressions (Balcerak Jackson 2014: 453). Fur-
thermore, it should be noticed that the noun phrase itself accommodates to the
meaning of the sentence, thus it is not a purely syntactic phenomenon that is at work
here.7

Again, we could paraphrase those extras away but because of Alston’s objection
to the paraphrastic solutions it would not account for the (a) to (b) transformations
anyway. Therefore, Hofweber should explain how it happens and what the actual
nature of extraction is. Otherwise, from a neutral perspective, it is more reasonable to
accept definite descriptions in (b)s and (F2) as referring terms. Consequently, (F1)
and (F2) would not be semantically equivalent. This is a problem that will remain
                                                

7 It has to be asked, though, why not move those suspicious parts out of the main sentence and
treat them as purely stylistically motivated ways of saying:

(21a') Most likely, Jupiter has four moons.
(21b') Most likely, the number of moons of Jupiter is four, etc.
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and make Felka (2014) conclude that there is in fact an ontological commitment, just
in a different spot than it is usually suspected.

There is another point Balcerak Jackson makes, far more controversial this time.
He claims that we should be able to see that (F1) and (F2) are not equivalent in terms
of truth conditions without all that syntactical talk whatsoever. In fact, it is so simply
because (F1) and (F2) say respectively:

(F1') Jupiter has at least four moons.

(F2') The number of moons of Jupiter is exactly four.

To support his claim, Balcerak Jackson (2013: 458) provides two examples of pair
sentences:

(24) Jupiter has four moons. In fact, it’s sixty-two.
(25) The number of moons of Jupiter is four. In fact, it’s sixty-two.

In (24) the second sentence is acceptable because it specifies how many more moons
above four Jupiter actually has. The same sentence, however, is incompatible with
(F2). At best, it could only be understood as a way to take back what was already
stated.

Still, this approach is highly counterintuitive. There is no reason to think that the
second sentence in (24) is not in fact a retraction, just as it is in (25). Actually, it is a
more natural reading of (24). Think about a tax collector asking how many sheep
you have. The more sheep, the higher the tax is. Now, if you reply:

(26) I have three sheep,

and further control detects that there are around ten times more wandering all over
your pastures, there is no way you evade jail with a declaration that you in fact never
lied. If you try saying:

(27) I have at least three sheep,

the tax collector immediately calls the police. Or just asks you to specify the number,
if she’s nice enough.

To make the initial sentence in (24) mean what Balcerak Jackson intends, we
would have to place some kind of stress on has to show that an alternative was con-
sidered in which Jupiter did not have at least four moons. For instance:

(28a) [Person A:] I’ve always known Jupiter does not even have four moons!
(28b) [Person B:] Jupiter HAS four moons, man. In fact, it’s sixty-two.

All of the above shows that our assumption that (F1) is truth-conditionally
equivalent to (F2) cannot be that easily discarded.

Still, Balcerak Jackson’s analysis uncovered the weak spot of Hofweber’s posi-
tion. Even though it is not as easy to prove as he thought, there are in fact some syn-
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tactic reasons to believe that (F2) is an ordinary identity statement that commits us
ontologically. To share the anti-Fregean view on numbers, Hofweber’s enthusiasts
have to deal with those objections first.

2. FELKA’S FIX

2.1. Copular sentences and focus constructions

In response to objections to the focus-construction approach, Katharina Felka
proposed another linguistic argument for “No Identity”, i.e. the thesis that (F2) is not
an identity statement. It goes as follows.

Felka (2014) starts with a linguistic classification of copular sentences. She dis-
tinguishes identity statements, predications, specificational sentences, and identifica-
tional sentences. There are some intuitive ways to tell them apart. Identity statements
are about functional equality of two names or descriptions. All that they say is that
we can have different names for the same thing. Predications are, roughly, about ob-
jects and their properties; they predicate a property of a person or thing. Specifica-
tional sentences specify what something is, they pick out a person or thing that satis-
fies a more detailed description. Finally, identificational sentences introduce names
for things or let us pick them out from among other objects. Felka (2014: 267-268)
gives the following examples:

(29) The evening star is the morning star.
(30) Otto Preminger is the director of Anatomy of Murder.
(31) The director of Anatomy of Murder is Otto Preminger.
(32) The man who helps us on Fridays is Otto.

(29) is an identity statement, (30) a predication, (31) a specificational sentence, and
(32) an identificational sentence.

Intuition and presupposed conversational roles of categories of copular sentences
are not the only way to tell them apart. Some of them also have their specific charac-
teristics. For instance, specificational sentences have structural focus. And as Felka
(2014: 269-270) shows in the course of several congruence tests, no other type of
copular sentences exhibits focus independent from sentence stress. This feature is
important for Hofweber’s considerations about focus constructions as a remedy against
the Fregean or deflationist views on the Commitment Puzzle. For, if it were true that
specificational sentences are the only ones to have a structural focus effect, and that
identity statements cannot be specificational sentences, then Hofweber’s view that
(F2) is not an identity statement would be correct. Obviously, whether those catego-
ries intersect or not remains debatable (cf. e.g. Mikkelsen 2011). This is why we
need a separate argument to support the view that no specificational sentence might
at the same time be an identity statement. And Felka came up with such an argument.
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2.2. Specificational sentences and identity statements

Traditionally, it was believed that specificational sentences show so-called con-
nectivity effects (e.g. cf. Higgins 1979). It means that specificational sentences in-
clude elements in either pre- or post-copular part that behave as if they were syntac-
tically bound by an element in the other part. For instance, take the sentence from
(Felka 2014: 271):

(33) John likes himself.

Himself seems syntactically bound by John. Now, according to the linguistic Binding
Theory, such effects may happen exclusively if the binding elements c-command
each other. This is how Felka explains the notion of c-commanding:

(C-command) A phrase α c-commands a phrase β if and only if the first branching node domi-
nating α also dominates β (and neither α nor β dominates the other) (Felka 2014: 271).

Those rules concern parts of a simplified syntactic tree of a sentence, e.g.:

S

John likes himself

John c-commands himself because they have the same parent and do not dominate
each other, i.e. they are on the same level of the graph. Specificational sentences
have the same effect as the non-copular sentence (33). Therefore, sentences like:

(34) What John likes is himself

have the same connectivity effects, and in (34) John binds himself just as well. How-
ever, if we regard (34) as an identity statement and not a specificational sentence, its
syntactic tree would have changed in a way that does not account for those effects,
namely:

S

John

is himself
T

What

likes

In this structure, John does not c-command himself.

Hence, if [sentences like (34)] were typical identity statements, then the expressions would not
stand in the correct syntactic relation for binding to take place. But since himself is a bound pro-
noun in [(34)], specificational sentences like [(34)] are not identity statements (Felka 2014: 272).
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Therefore, assuming that specificational sentences should be given a uniform
analysis, and provided that (F2) is a specificational sentence due to its structural fo-
cus effects (as tested by Felka 2014: 270), we can conclude that (F2) is not an iden-
tity statement — even though it does not show any connectivity effects, because it
has no pronouns. But does that mean Hofweber was right? Felka agrees with No
Identity, but not so much with the rest of his conclusions. Most notably, she does not
agree with Hofweber’s verdict about the ontological commitments. In order to arrive
at a conclusion about ontological commitments, Felka needs to reflect upon the role
and proper analysis of putative referring terms four and the number of moons of Ju-
piter. For that purpose, she employs another linguistic method for the analysis of
specificational sentences, the Question-In-Disguise theory.

2.3. Question-In-Disguise and ontological commitments

The Question-In-Disguise theory, or QID, says that specificational sentences are
in fact disguised question-answer pairs. The pre-copular term is a question squeezed
into the sentence indirectly, whereas the post-copula is an elliptical answer to that
question (Felka 2014: 273). For instance:

(35) How sharks kill is by tearing their victims apart

should be interpreted as follows:

(35*) [How sharks kill?] is [Sharks kill by tearing their victims apart].

Now, Felka’s idea is that (F2) is also a disguised question-answer pair of this kind. If
so, (F2) would look like this:

(F2*) [What the number of moons of Jupiter is?] is [Jupiter has four moons].

If this is the correct analysis of (F2), then Frege’s Other Puzzle is solved. Just as
Hofweber suspected, four is not a name for a number, but simply a determiner left
from the answer shortened to fit in the question-answer pair of a specificational sen-
tence. QID analysis even explains the focus effect of specificational sentences, since
answers deemed not congruent by Hofweber and Felka turn out to have wrong syn-
tactic structure to fit in the QID analysis (Felka 2014: 274).

However, Felka’s QID argument does not solve the difficulty raised by Brogaard,
i.e. what about the number of moons of Jupiter? Felka has no answer that would be
satisfactory to an anti-deflationist like Hofweber. She must conclude that even though
(F2) is not an identity statement and that four in (F2) is not a singular referring term,
the number of moons of Jupiter still commits us to numbers (Felka 2014: 280).
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2.4. Moltmann’s other QID

A promising solution has been developed by Friederike Moltmann (2013: 280).
She takes a broader version of QID, one that treats the indirect and elliptical charac-
ter of questions and answers in purely semantic terms. It means that questions and
answers relevant to a given specificational sentence can have a different syntactic
structure in a QID analysis than it seems based on mere observation of the analysed
sentence. What impact does it have on the Commitment Puzzle?

According to Moltmann, the QID analysis of (F2) should involve a different
question, since the one proposed by Felka is not direct enough. The actual question is
How many moons Jupiter has? So the appropriate QID form of (F2) is

(F2**) [How many moons Jupiter has?] is [Jupiter has four moons].

Moltmann’s view is tempting, since it would solve all our problems with onto-
logical commitments in the Puzzle with purely linguistic methods. The last suspi-
cious referring term would be eliminated. For the argument to be valid, however, we
would need a separate reason for the nominalization that takes place between the al-
legedly correct version (F2**) and the one employed in the original formulation of
the Puzzle. Also, as Felka (2014: 280) points out, Moltmann would have to account
for her broad vision of QID in a way that excludes Felka’s more conservative view.
Otherwise, if both views are acceptable, we get but Alston’s case of two possible
paraphrases for QID analysis. Without such an argument to exclude Felka’s QID,
ontological commitment stays anyway until other linguistic methods or, as Felka
suggests, metaphysics explain it.

3. BALCERAK JACKSON’S BRACKETING/INDIFFERENCE APPROACH

As we have seen, the purely linguistic focus-construction approach to the Com-
mitment Puzzle has difficulties in explaining away at least one referring term in (F2).
However, some philosophers suspect that there is no reason to delve into all those
syntactic considerations whatsoever. They believe there is another, simpler, purely
pragmatic way of accounting for unexpected reference in (F2). Now, I will take a
brief look at such a pragmatic approach to the Puzzle.

Balcerak Jackson’s pragmatic approach does not go far from his remark (which I
discussed in section 2.2) that (F1) and (F2) in fact have different truth conditions,
and thus are not semantically equivalent — which makes the Commitment Puzzle
disappear. He merely supports it with some more evidence against the focus-cons-
truction approach and argues that such a strictly linguistic approach is unnecessary.

Balcerak Jackson notes that Hofweber’s solution to the Puzzle is but the result of
incorrect reasoning that makes us infer from different communicative functions of
(F1) and (F2) that they have the same truth conditions.
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If we take for granted that [(F1)] and [(F2)] are semantically equivalent, then the syntactic dif-
ferences between them might well contribute to an explanation of the difference between them
in terms of question/answer congruence effects. But noting that there are such differences does
not lend any weight to the hypothesis that they are semantically equivalent sentences that
merely differ in syntactic structure. Thus the congruence data provides no grounds for the
[Hofweber’s focus-construction] view over the fictionalist view (Balcerak Jackson 2013: 456).

Moreover, congruence effects data do not allow us to decide whether supposedly
equivalent (F1) and (F2) have innocent or ontologically loaded truth conditions. All
that remains among the assumptions, not conclusions, of the focus-construction ap-
proach. So the question is: if they are so different, why do we treat those sentences as
equivalent anyway? To answer it, Balcerak Jackson offers a milder version of fic-
tionalism (meaning that his view explains numbers away as useful social or conver-
sational fictions8) based on bracketing.

Bracketing allows us to ignore some contexts of a sentence or circumstances that
it could entail. Whether sentences like (F1) and (F2) are strictly equivalent or not
might not matter to us in most cases. We treat them as closely enough equivalent and
that suffices in most ordinary conversational contexts. Furthermore, this process has
much to do with the phenomenon of the so-called indifference or non-commitment.
Balcerak Jackson quotes Matti Eklund in this regard:

with respect to much that we say or imply, we do not commit ourselves either to its literal truth
or to its truth in any fiction; we are, simply, non-committed (Eklund 2005: 558).9

Thus, when we assert something, we do not really rule out all alternatives that
might be present in the sentence. We only care about certain alternatives relevant to
the situation. For instance, someone making an observation in a conversation about
the extremely low percentage of Canadians in the room might say:

(36) The man drinking water is Canadian.

By saying so, she does not really care whether the liquid in the man’s glass is really
water. The only alternatives important for the conversation thus ruled out concern the
man not being Canadian. The speaker did not intend to make any remark about the
contents of the man’s glass. She did not commit herself to the reference of that de-
scription. Consequently, (F2) can be treated as an utterance that rules out alternative
numbers of moons of Jupiter — it denies that there are more or less than four moons
of Jupiter (and says nothing about the corresponding numbers themselves). There-
fore, even though (F2) contains referring terms, the speaker is by no means commit-
ted to anything apart from the moons she intends to talk about.

The bracketing/indifference approach, once accepted, succeeds at explaining
other versions of the Commitment Puzzle as well. It scales so nicely because it is in-

                                                

8 For more on contemporary fictionalism, cf. Yablo 2006.
9 This is also what Husserl (1973) called non-positing nominal acts (investigation 5).
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dependent of syntactical and semantical reflections about the role of referring terms
and determiners, types of copular sentences, etc. Also, it has a major advantage over
the fictionalist account: bracketing/indifference certainly occurs in ordinary conver-
sations. The question is whether in the case of ontological commitments it works the
way Balcerak Jackson envisaged it.

Unfortunately, this approach lacks methods and potential evidence to test its
statements, and thus cannot be definitively falsified. That makes it suspicious, since
personal preferences play major role in deciding whether to accept it or not. Linguis-
tic approaches, be it focus-construction or not, can be confronted with abundance of
available material. This testability makes them more convincing and reliable.

Finally, the indifference approach relies on context. It has to include conversa-
tional circumstances every single time bracketing is to be used. It means that in order
to accept his analysis of (F2) as universal, Balcerak Jackson has to agree that it is
true for all possible contexts. This is a very serious limitation since it requires unlim-
ited knowledge not just about the world but also about the past and future. A suc-
cessful bracketing theory would need to deal with these extensive requirements.

4. UNEXPECTED HELP FROM BIRO

Originally, John Biro’s considerations did not concern the Commitment Puzzle.
His paper (Biro 2010) is about Quine’s argument against modal contexts and why it
is not sound. However, his detailed analyses of the description the number of planets
and its behaviour perfectly address the problem left by the focus-construction ap-
proaches of Hofweber and Felka. Quine’s argument runs as follows:

(Q) (P1) Necessarily, 9 is greater than 7.
(P2) The number of planets = 9.
(C) Necessarily, the number of planets is greater than 7.

Since [(Q.C)] is obviously false (we do not think that the number of planets must be nine), we
must conclude that modal contexts are not well behaved in that they do not allow the substitu-
tion salva veritate of co-referring expressions. They are referentially opaque (and a symptom of
a suspect underlying metaphysics) (Biro 2010: 623).

Now, having mentioned different ways to oppose Quine’s argument, Biro
chooses to focus on the line of reasoning already well known to us. He will (i) de-
fend the position that (Q.P2) is not an identity statement, the number of planets is not
a definite description, and thus the inference is prevented, (ii) discuss a more tradi-
tional position in which (Q.P2) is an identity statement but the argument does not
succeed anyway.

First of all, when we utter sentences about numbers, we do not mean that two
things are identical. This is why the following statement sounds so odd:

(37) The number of moons of Jupiter is identical with four.
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It also explains why it is so easy to get rid of the assumed identity statement and re-
place it with an ordinary predication that says that being four in number is a property
of the moons of Jupiter.

(38) The moons of Jupiter are four in number.
(39) The moons of Jupiter number four.
(40) Four numbers the moons of Jupiter.

And that is the real logical form of (F2). As Biro (2010: 626) put it: being nine in
number is not the same thing as being the number nine. It is the very same process of
asserting that something has a property that happens in many everyday sentences,
(F1) included.

Second, Biro gives more evidence to show that treating the number of planets as
a singular referring noun phrase generates utter nonsense. Consider:

(41) The number of planets is of great interest to astronomers.
(42) The number of planets is still a matter of debate.
(43) The number of planets was, until recently, believed to be nine.

In any of those sentences, when the number of planets is regarded as a singular refer-
ring term, then we must accept sentences like:

(41*) Nine is of great interest to astronomers.
(42*) Nine is still a matter of debate.
(43*) Nine was, until recently, believed to be nine.

He also pinpoints some cases where the number of xs does not refer to any particular
number at all.

(44) The number of students at the University of Florida is about 45,000.
(45) The number of foreclosures grew by 50% last year.
(46) The number of divorces in the US far exceeds that in most other countries.

The alleged definite description seems to say simply how many or that many. This is
a most interesting feature, as it unexpectedly gives (F2) connectivity effects that
would let Felka claim that (F2) is not an identity statement directly, without the need
to resort to the notion of uniform explanation of specificational sentences.

Third, treating the number of planets as a referring expression makes number
nine’s meaning hazy. E.g. in a quiz situation, as shown by Biro:

Quiz-master: What is the number of planets?
Contestant #1: Eight!
Contestant #2: Nine!

What do those answers mean if the number of planets is really a number? We would
need to treat them as some kind of identity statements of those two numbers. So
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Contestant #1 should mean that 8=8 and Contestant #2 that 9=8. The first answer is
not absurd, just not very informative, but the second is just pure nonsense.

Biro admits there are circumstances in which the number of planets can indeed
be a definite description, e.g.:

(47) The number of planets is my favourite number.

But is not the case of (F2). Note that (47) may just as well be reformulated to:

(48) The number that is the number of planets is my favourite number.

So (i) it does not tell us anything about the number of planets and (ii) it can be re-
made as a mere predication again.

CONCLUSIONS

Thomas Hofweber introduced the idea that (F2) might not be an identity state-
ment. He suggested that (F2) shows structural focus effects, and so it conveys the
same content as (F1), just in a different way. Thus, (F2) would be merely a pleonastic
paraphrase of (F1) with identical truth conditions and the same syntactical roles for
its elements. Were it correct, it would solve both the Commitment Puzzle and Frege’s
Other Puzzle.

However, Hofweber’s account was contested. Berit Brogaard claims that there
are identity statements that show focus effects independent from sentence stress.
Hofweber responds that either (i) they are not in fact identity statements; they turn
into predications when used as answers to questions presented by Brogaard, or (ii) it
is not a structural focus effect: the stress is caused by the extraordinarily long pre-
copular term. Yet his evidence has not been too convincing.

Brendan Balcerak Jackson questioned the equivalence of (F1) and (F2) on the
grounds of intuitive meaning. Also, he pointed out that Hofweber’s focus-construction
approach does not address the problem of the other (than four) assumed referring
term, i.e. the number of moons of Jupiter.

Katharina Felka proposed her own explanation of focus effects in (F2). She
claimed that they could be accounted for within the specificational subclass of copu-
lar sentences. Then she argued that specificational sentences cannot at the same time
be identity statements, thus concluding that (F2) is not an identity statement. Further
on Felka used the Question-In-Disguise method to show that four is in fact part of an
elliptical answer to the disguised question about the number of moons of Jupiter,
providing evidence for the linguistic solution of Frege’s Other Puzzle. She concluded
by admitting that the linguistic approach cannot account for the other alleged singu-
lar referring term, namely the number of moons of Jupiter. Friederike Moltmann of-
fered an alternative interpretation of (F2) within a slightly different theory of QID.
However, her position needs further evidence in order to be functional.
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As an alternative to the focus-construction approach, Balcerak Jackson proposed
a purely pragmatic answer to the Commitment Puzzle. He claims that (F2) is an
identity statement, and so it contains two singular referring terms that in literal read-
ing seem to commit us to abstracts in a most unexpected way. However, in fact the
commitment does not occur. The referring expressions are used in a special non-
committing manner that serves as a background for the actual phenomenon of ruling
out alternatives in conversational contexts. His approach, interesting though it is, de-
pends on subjective assessment of evidence, and so it is not testable or as reliable as
the linguistic approaches. Furthermore, it requires assessment of the context for
every single occurrence of bracketing. Accordingly, a universal analysis of (F2)
would require unlimited knowledge about the world in the past and in the future.

Finally, I presented John Biro’s thoughts on the definite description the number
of planets and proposed to consider additional evidence against the claim that (F2) is
an identity statement and that the number of moons of Jupiter in (F2) is a referring
expression. Biro argued that it is more plausible to interpret (F2) as a numbering
predication than as an identity statement. Also, he pointed out that the number of
planets viewed as a referring expression leads to nonsensical results. I conclude by
pointing out that it is precisely the situation of the number of moons of Jupiter in (F2).

These findings patch the focus-construction approach exactly at the weak spots
detected by Brogaard, Balcerak Jackson, and Felka. The other supposed referring term,
the number of moons of Jupiter, has been accounted for. Its explanation gave (F2)
connectivity effects and thus confirmed Felka’s argumentation for No Identity. Biro’s
remarks have also undermined Brogaard’s objections to Hofweber’s claim that iden-
tity statements cannot show structural focus effects. This linguistic approach seems
to account for all the problems surrounding Frege’s biconditional. It explains away
the ontological commitment and dissolves Frege’s Other Puzzle.
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