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Foreword
Stephen Schiffer

New York University

THE PAPERS IN this volume are article versions of selected talks given at the
third annual Inland Northwest Philosophy Conference, on Truth and Meaning,
held in Moscow, Idaho, and Pullman, Washington, March ‒, . This
was the first year the conference was funded to bring in participants from all
over the United States, and if, as I expect, future colloquia in the series meet the
same high standards, the annual INPC will occupy an important place in
American philosophical life. As a high-quality annual colloquium, it will quickly
gain the prestige and attention now held by only two other such philosophy col-
loquia in the United States, the one at Chapel Hill and the one at Oberlin.

I was honored by the invitation to be the keynote speaker at the collo-
quium, but I had little idea of what to expect from a philosophy of language
colloquium in Moscow, Idaho. Happily for me, it turned out to be one of the
best-run and most stimulating philosophy conferences I have ever attended in
any area of philosophy. The editors of this volume, Joseph Keim Campbell,
Michael O’Rourke, and David Shier, who must be thanked for conceiving the
series and actually getting it to happen, organized and ran the conference with
near-awesome skill. The Universities of Idaho and Washington State are to be
commended for their generous and wholehearted support, thereby making this
new philosophical institution possible, one that will bring to those universities
each year a level and excitement of philosophical activity enjoyed at very few
other universities.

The collection of papers published in this volume, aptly subsumed under
the wide-ranging rubric Meaning and Truth, covers most, if not all, of the top-
ics in the philosophy of language that are currently of most concern. The papers
by Lenny Clapp, Ro b e rt Cummins, Marian David, Kirk Ludwig, Mi c h a e l
McKinsey, Jonathan Sutton, and myself deal with foundational questions about
the nature of meaning, of meaning theories for particular languages, and the



analytical relations between meaning and truth. The papers by Emma Borg,
Herman Cappelen and Ernie Lepore, Robin Jeshion, and Nathan Salmon bring
specific questions about reference and quantification to bear on more general
questions about the nature of meaning. And the contributions by Kent Bach and
Anne Bezuidenhout concern the semantics/pragmatics distinction. (More de-
tailed introductory comments on these papers is provided in the editors’ intro-
duction.) I hope readers of these papers will be as stimulated and informed by
them as we, the participants of the conference, were by the talks on which they
were based.
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chapter 1

Investigations in Philosophical
Semantics: A Framework
Joseph Keim Campbell, Michael O’Rourke, and David Shier

Framing the Th eo ry of Meaning

The Big Picture
MEANING IS EVERYWHERE—in our thoughts, in our words, in our actions,
in the world. Wherever we turn, it is there. Each of us crafts a life around the
meaning we find, setting goals, acting and reacting according to what we take
this meaning to be. There is, of course, nothing new in this observation. It de-
scribes our experience in a way that collects together a varied set of features that
do not form a natural category. As such, it may motivate a theoretical investi-
gation into the nature of meaning, but it will not ground one. A ground for a
theory of meaning can only be recovered if this observation is focused. There are
a number of ways to do this. We might focus, for instance, on those aspects that
are regarded as generally meaningful, as opposed to those that have meaning for
specific individuals or select groups. Alternatively, we might focus on meaning-
ful human actions, attending to other appearances of meaningfulness only when
they are relevant to an understanding of action.

Still another way is to focus on those aspects of meaning that are grounded
in representation, or roughly, things that have the function of standing for or
signifying something beyond themselves. For instance, photographs, diagrams,
realistic drawings, sentences, discourses, and so on. Attempts at isolating these
for investigation reveal that other similar things do not count as representa-
tions—doodles, say, or random strings of letters. Thus, the first question that
arises for one who chooses this approach is What is the difference between repre-
sentations and similar things that are not representations? An answer to this ques-
tion should make clear the properties that distinguish representations from non-
representational objects.



The discipline of semantics, broadly construed, can be understood as de-
voted to the investigation of the representational character of things that have
these properties, or what is the same, to their significance as representations. The
focus in this volume is the semantics of language, or that branch of the broader
discipline that concerns linguistic representations—i.e., words, phrases, and sen-
tences that function as parts of language. These are recovered from auditory dis-
turbances and ink stains, noises and marks. As is generally true of representa-
tions, these noises and marks resemble other noises and marks that are not
linguistic representations. For instance, consider:

() Scalia is a textualist.
() cliasa si a xttlstiuae

Despite similar group size and similar letter distribution across groups, only ()
counts as a linguistic representation, while () is alphabet soup. The working hy-
pothesis behind the semantics of language is that () has certain properties that
underwrite its representational character, and () lacks them; further, these prop-
erties account for the place of () in a systematic language that people under-
stand and employ. The semantics of language is in the business of accounting
for these properties.

Dimensions of the Semantics of Language
The goal of the semantics of language is to construct a theory of the meanings
of linguistic representations. Theory construction in this domain is no different
than theory construction in other disciplines where the world contributes the
phenomena. We start with observations drawn from our experience with the
phenomena and then develop a conceptual model, under empirical pressure,
that subsumes the phenomena under systematic generalizations. Empirical and
conceptual elements interact synergistically—the empirical data initially inspire
conceptual construction and then force conceptual revision along the way to a
theory, while the conceptual structures that are built delimit what counts as em-
pirical data. Thus, investigations in the semantics of language must be respon-
sive to empirical evidence as well as conceptual considerations.

Relative to this characterization, we can identify two broad dimensions of
the resulting theory, viz., the conceptual dimension and the empirical dimension.
The former concerns the internal structure of the theoretical framework, com-
prising the concepts themselves and their interrelation, while the latter concerns
the relation between this structure and the world of our experience.

Along the conceptual dimension, we find considerations bearing on both
the nature of linguistic meaning and our knowledge of it. The first set of con-
siderations are metaphysical and can be classified with the help of two funda-
mental questions:
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What are linguistic representations?
What explains the fact that linguistic representations are meaningful?

The first question motivates us to re flect on the nature of language. Is it a set of ab-
stract entities, such as symbol types or utterance types, or is it rather a set of cog-
n i t i ve re p resentations, re a l i zed neurophysiologically? Mo re narrow l y, the first ques-
tion raises the issue of the semantic hierarchy of linguistic re p resentations. Sh o u l d
w o rds or sentences be re g a rded as the primary semantic building blocks, or should
we look to uses or utterances instead? A popular way to answer the second ques-
tion is in terms of meanings that are associated with linguistic re p resentations in
some complex fashion. These could be things that are already lying around, such
as objects in the world or ideas in the mind, although serious obstacles lie in the
way of this purely re f e rential approach. We might, instead, take these re p re s e n t a-
tions to be associated with abstract entities, such as functions or propositions, that
explain their significance as re p resentations. Or perhaps we combine these two pro-
posals in the classic Fregean style. A wholly different approach takes meaningf u l-
ness to be explained by the manner in which linguistic re p resentations are used.
He re the leading idea is that linguistic re p resentations are meaningful because of
the specific roles they play in the economy of human interaction. They have mean-
ing because of the roles they play, setting this approach apart from the first, which
holds that they can fill these roles because of their meanings.

The importance and value of language are anchored in its meaningfulness,
but only because we have knowing access to this meaningfulness. As with intel-
lectual investigations generally, inquiry into the nature of language throws light
on our knowledge of language while it illuminates its object. But in contrast
with many other inquiries, such as, say, astronomy, linguistic inquiry does not
obviously take as its object something that lies outside the mind of the knower.
Indeed, there are those who argue that we must direct the light of our inquiry
at this knowledge in order to illuminate language, since the language we speak
and our knowledge of it are inextricably bound up with one another. Whether
or not this is correct, it establishes epistemic considerations as central to the
study of language generally, and so to semantic theory in particular. The epis -
temic aspect of semantic theory can be isolated with the help of three questions:

In what does our knowledge of linguistic meanings consist?
How do we come to know linguistic meanings?
How do we use our semantic knowledge?

In answering the first, we must attend to the cognitive realization of the lan-
guage and the suite of abilities it underwrites, as it is through these that the re l-
e vant epistemic conditions are met. The second question directs us to consider
the circumstances in which we enrich our semantic knowledge, a ground rich
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with clues about the nature of linguistic meaning. The final question is re l a t e d
to perhaps the most fundamental aspect of our semantic knowledge—the in-
t e r p retation and production of significant utterances. Our semantic know l e d g e
accounts for our ability to participate in communicative exchanges as pro d u c-
ers and interpreters, and this is arguably the most important employment of
l a n g u a g e .

Conceptual labors shape the theoretical framework, but the tenability of the
theory is dependent on its relationship to empirical data extracted from obser-
vation of actual linguistic practice. The theory is about worldly phenomena, so
we must look to those phenomena to inspire and guide us through the judg-
ments they pass on our efforts. Hence the importance of the empirical dimen-
sion of semantic theory. We can look at two specific sources of data as especially
relevant to semantic theorizing, both of which influence much of what is done
in this volume. First, there are the facts about how natural languages are actu-
ally used by members of the relevant speech communities. It is in these obser-
vations that we find data, such as deferred demonstratives or nonsentential as-
s e rtions, that re q u i re treatment by the theories we build. Thus, this sourc e
supplies the pool of data to be explained by those theories. Second, there are the
semantic intuitions of those who speak the languages. Just as grammaticality in-
tuitions are an important touchstone for syntacticians, so too are semantic in-
tuitions a touchstone for semanticists. Although their importance is disputed, it
is certainly clear that these intuitions guide the theorist in a provisional way and
inspire theoretical judgments. These two sources supply facts about how we act
with language and how we react to it, facts that must be explained by any ade-
quate theory of linguistic meaning.

Modeling Linguistic Meaning
To carry out the task of explaining the epistemological and metaphysical facts
associated with the significance of language, semantic theory might be asked to
do either of two things. First, it might be asked to lay bare the central semantic
concepts and the interrelations between them. Second, there is the business of
yielding a meaning for each meaningful sentence of a language. Both are legiti-
mate goals, but they correspond to semantic theory at different levels of ab-
straction. Pursuit of the former generates a conceptual framework that supports
the assignment of meaning required by the latter, while pursuit of the latter en-
sures that this conceptual framework is connected to the data in a direct way. In
aiming to construct this hierarchy of theories, semantic theorists will typically
focus on some context or set of contexts in which meaningful language can be
studied. One such context is interpersonal communication. Communicative dis-
course is sustained by the subtle interplay of meanings, and so investigation of
it can shed light on both the crucial conceptual components of a theory of
meaning and on the data this theory must explain. Thus, communicative dis-
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course can serve as a source for both the conceptual and the empirical evidence
needed to construct such a theory.

With this in mind, we offer an analysis of a fairly typical episode of inter-
personal communication. By focusing on an exchange involving speaker, spoken
sentence, and listener, we identify elements that can be used to construct a
model of communicative discourse. This model is spare and provisional, requir-
ing modification in light of additional episodes, puzzles, pathological cases, and
so forth, but it serves us by highlighting relationships among concepts that in-
fluence the framing of semantic theory.

Consider, then, an episode in which two people are conversing, one in a
chair (S) and one by an open window (L). At some time t during the conversa-
tion, S utters the sentence, “I’m cold,” intending to cause L to shut the window.
Focus first on S, and in particular on her thoughts. At the time S utters the sen-
tence, she is in a certain overall cognitive state, determined in part by her beliefs
about herself, her listener, the conversation in which she has participated, her
desires regarding herself and the future of the conversation, and whatever in-
tentions she might have concerning her future contributions to the episode.
These cognitive representations are related in complicated ways to the world, be-
ing effects of worldly causes, causal factors of effects in the world, and repre-
sentations of the way the world is or might be. They structure the experience for
S, framing her contributions and her interpretations. Within this overall state,
there are specific representations that motivate S to utter the sentence, “I’m
cold.” These representations include her beliefs about her current comfort level
and her desire to warm up, and they causally influence in some complicated way
the utterance of the sentence. These particular representations trigger the utter-
ance. The speaker’s thoughts, then, causally influence her verbal performance in
two different but related ways. In addition, the sentence uttered can be seen as
expressing the content of certain thoughts that figure into the triggering cause of
the utterance. In some cases, the literal meaning of the sentence may exhaus-
tively express the content of these thoughts, but in many if not most cases, the
thought expressed outstrips the literal content of the sentence.

Second, consider the sentence uttered. This sentence, like the thoughts that
led to its production, stands in a complex relationship to the world. It borrows
from the world, taking both a referent (the person picked out by ‘I’) and a time.
It also purports to describe a state of affairs, viz., how things stand with the felt
temperature of S. Finally, it is produced by a speaker for a reason, and so is a
window of sorts on her thoughts. The overall meaning of the sentence as uttered
on this occasion is influenced by each of these relationships. Attending to them
aids us in making a few preliminary distinctions among aspects of linguistic
meaning. First, there is what we can call sentential meaning, or the conventional
linguistic meaning that is associated with the sentence type and so follows it
from utterance to utterance. This includes conventional meanings of nonindex-

i n ve s t i g ations in philosop hical semantics: a fra m e wo r k 5





While it is appropriate to say that Ralph and Doris’s beliefs differ in virtue
of having different types of content—singular and general propositions—by it-
self, this point about the metaphysical/semantic features of the belief content
sheds little light on the nature of the difference between de re and de dicto be-
lief. It leaves unexplained precisely what needs explaining: What is it to believe,
and what are the conditions on believing, a singular proposition? What is it to
believe, and what are the conditions on believing, a general proposition? What
is the psychological difference between these two types of beliefs? I will not here
be attempting to offer a full theory that answers these questions. But what I say
will, I hope, point us in the right direction.

Of course, characterizing the difference between de re and de dicto belief is
notoriously difficult. In particular, it is difficult to know how to extend past the
canonical cases for de re belief, cases in which agents stand in a direct perceptual
relation to the concrete object of thought. If, twenty years down the road, Ralph
thinks to himself that Bessie was a fine cow and my how she did suffer, yet he
has completely lost all memory-images of Bessie, does he have a de re belief of
Bessie? Many philosophers think the answer is yes, but it is not uncontroversial.2

As long as Ralph was once directly perceptually acquainted with Bessie and his
memory preserved information about her in the proper way, his belief can be de
re, despite the absence of Be s s i e - m e m o ry-images. If Ralph tells Rhoda that
Bessie is starving, yet Rhoda has never herself perceived Bessie, can Rhoda’s be-
lief, as manifest by her acceptance of (), be de re? This is much more contro-
versial. Still, here again, many think that the answer is yes—as long as Rhoda
receives the news about Bessie from a causal communication (or information)
chain that originates in someone who was directly perceptually acquainted with
the cow,3 for these beliefs seem to have the same sort of structure as the canon-
ical cases of de re belief. Ralph and Rhoda at least seem to be thinking of a par-
ticular object. Their way of taking Bessie does not seem to be conceptual. But
now theorizing becomes exceptionally tricky: in what sense are these beliefs
about or of the object? How can they be when the agents lack perceptual rep-
resentations of the object, and, in the case of Rhoda, never even had such a rep-
resentation? Problems multiply when we move away from concrete objects, and
consider the possibility of having de re beliefs about mathematical entities, fic-
tional characters and fictional works themselves, nonexistent objects of myth,
false scientific theory, and hallucination, and any other nonconcrete entity.

Despite these difficulties, there is widespread agreement about one issue (at
least for theorists who do not reduce de re to de dicto4): Acquaintance is a nec-
essary condition on de re belief about concrete objects. Kaplan () thinks we
need to be “en rapport” with the object. Bach (), Boer and Lycan (),
Burge (), and Recanati () all maintain that there needs to be a “real re-
lation” between the believer and the concrete object of thought. Ditto for Lewis
() and Evans (, ). Salmon (), Soames (), and Donnellan
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() embrace the necessity of acquaintance as well.5 It is rare to have such a
meeting of (these) minds.6

Now, the notion of acquaintance here is, like the notion of de re belief, a
term of art. And while I will not venture to explicate the notion, there are sev-
eral things we can say about it. First, acquaintance is one thing, causal connec-
tion another. If Rhoda fertilizes her tomato plant with droppings from Ralph’s
farm, she is, to be sure, causally connected to Bessie; but she is not thereby ac-
quainted with her. So causal connectedness is not sufficient for acquaintance. Is
it necessary? Can you be acquainted with something yet fail to be causally con-
nected with it? Perhaps. Perhaps we are acquainted with some mathematical ob-
jects yet are not causally connected with them. Or take Russell’s () favorite
objects of acquaintance: sense data, universals, and (possibly) ourselves. It seems
that only in a very extended sense can we say that we are causally connected with
such objects. In any event, we need to keep the two notions separate.

Second, there are different ways of being acquainted with an object. One
can be acquainted with it through a communication-chain, or through direct
perceptual contact, as in our canonical cases. If we are acquainted with mathe-
matical objects or universals, this must be a different way altogether.

Third, it seems that acquaintance comes in degrees. One can be more or
less well acquainted with an object, depending on the amount or variety of con-
tact one has had with it.

Fourth, being acquainted with an object is distinct from possessing knowl-
edge-who or knowledge-which with respect to that object. Knowledge-who and
knowledge-which are contextually sensitive.7 Within my reading group, I may
know who Jeanette Winterson is: I have read many of her novels and know she
is the author of them. But in the context in which I attend a party in her honor,
I lack such knowledge, for I do not know her from Adam (or Eve). Acquaintance
is not context sensitive in this way. I have acquaintance with Winterson through
her novel and communication-chains and, no matter what the context, my in-
ability to recognize her does not impinge upon that relation.

Within the literature, acquaintance is most often used as a catchall for a nec-
essary condition on de re belief. So, those who countenance communication-
based de re belief about concrete objects would maintain that we are, say, ac-
quainted with Matisse even though we ourselves lack a direct perceptual relation
(as in the canonical cases) with him. Restrictions on the range of objects of ac-
quaintance result in restrictions on the class of de re beliefs. Russell’s curious
views are a case in point. Because he thought the only objects of acquaintance
are sense data, universals, and (again, possibly) ourselves, they are, for him, the
only possible candidates for objects of de re beliefs.

Like most eve ryone, I do not follow Russell in these restrictions on ac-
quaintance. I shall be assuming a ve ry liberal notion of acquaintance: that we are
acquainted with some concrete objects, as in the canonical cases, and that we can
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be acquainted with such objects in other ways, including via memory- and com-
munication-chains. I shall be assuming (with many) that a minimal degree of
contact with the object suffices for acquaintance. Most important, I shall also be
assuming (with the masses) that if you and no one with whom you are memory -
or communication-chain–related to ever stood in a canonical (direct perc e p t u a l )
relation to a concrete object, you are n o t acquainted with that object.

Our question is: in this sense of acquaintance, is acquaintanceless de re be-
lief about concrete objects possible?

The answer that I shall propose is, in short, yes. Since this goes against the
dominant view, I have a lot of explaining to do. But let me hasten to add that
my story of how we can have acquaintanceless de re belief accounts for the fun-
damental importance of acquaintance to de re belief. My view is that the canon-
ical cases in which one is perceptually acquainted with the concrete object of
one’s belief are distinctive: one has a perceptually attained mental representation
of the object. But what is essential to their being de re is not the acquaintance
relation per se , or even the mental representation itself, but rather the role that
beliefs of this kind play in cognition. Some acquaintanceless cases are de re pre-
cisely because they too play this role in cognition. The key idea is that the ac-
quaintanceless cases are parasitic on the canonical acquaintance cases, and what
ties them together is the function of proper names in thought.

The Importance of Our Quest i o n
Before we get underway, it is worthwhile asking ourselves this: why should we
care about the possibility of acquaintanceless de re belief about concrete objects?
There are at least four in some ways overlapping reasons why we should be 
interested.

General Theory of De Re Belief
The first point is obvious. If we find that there is no reason to embrace a con-
dition of acquaintance, we will be forced to reexamine our best analyses of what
distinguishes de re and de dicto belief. Most theorists that embrace the necessity
of acquaintance also, in effect, work it into their characterization of, or into the
essential condition on having, de re belief.8 If my thesis is correct, such analyses
will have to be abandoned, and we will have to confront the hard but fascinat-
ing task of (re)analyzing the notion.

Nonconcrete Objects
Second, if we can understand how we can have de re beliefs about concrete ob-
jects with which we are unacquainted, we may learn something about our ca-
pacity to have de re beliefs about certain nonconcrete entities, like fictional char-
acters and mathematical objects. One might think that the possibility of de re
beliefs about nonconcrete object hinges on their existing, and hence on actually
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having bona fide ontological status as abstract entities. I will not go into the
metaphysical issue here (see notes , , .) For now, my point is just that there
is good reason for thinking that some of our beliefs about fictional characters
and numbers are de re. There seems to be an intuitive distinction between de re
and de dicto belief concerning fictional entities. An avid fan of the Holmes sto-
ries will accept the sentence

() Sherlock Holmes smokes a pipe.

There is a very strong pull to say that this individual’s belief, as manifest by ac-
cepting (), is different in kind from the belief of an individual that is manifest
by accepting the sentence

() The most famous fictional detective smokes a pipe

where we suppose that this individual has never read or heard a Conan Doyle
story, has never been in contact with anyone who has, and has no interest in
thinking about the most famous detective in fiction. All the detectives that this
person has had contact with smoke a pipe, and this leads her to generalize about
detectives, real and fictional, and so form a basis for her () belief. The differ-
ence between a () belief and a () belief seems to closely parallel the difference
between the ()/() beliefs of Ralph and Doris.

The distinction also seems apparent in our beliefs about numbers. One
might believe that

()  is prime.

Alternatively, one might believe that

() The seventh prime is prime

without in this case thinking of, or about, .9

The parallelism between these examples and our canonical examples is, I think,
solid prima facie—but certainly defeasible—grounds for thinking that the de re / d e
d i c t o distinction applies quite readily to our fictional and mathematical beliefs. In
my view, the analysis of the distinction ought to be general enough to apply to be-
liefs about both concrete and nonconcrete objects.1 0 An analysis of how it is possi-
ble to have de re beliefs about concrete objects with which we lack acquaintance
would, then, be most welcome because it may shed light on how we can have d e
re beliefs about these nonconcrete objects. I will not be presenting a theory ex-
plaining how we have de re beliefs about mathematical and fictional entities, but I
do think that what I say may at least suggest a fruitful line of inve s t i g a t i o n .
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Nonexistent Entities
Third, our investigation may help in coming to grips with (the possibility of)
de re beliefs about nonexistent entities. Consider the example of Vulcan. To ac-
count for irregularities in the orbit of Mercury, Babinet postulated the existence
of, and named, a planet that circled the sun within Mercury’s orbit. He called
this planet ‘Vulcan’ and, along with other astronomers of the day, including
Leverrier, attempted to discover it telescopically. We now know that no such
planet exists, but scientists of the time were committed to its existence. Such as-
tronomers’ beliefs would be manifest by their acceptance of sentences contain-
ing ‘Vulcan,’ as in

() Vulcan circles the sun.

Cases like this aggravate theorizing about de re belief. Our intuitions pull in two
directions. We have an intuition that the astronomers’ Vulcan beliefs have the
same form as other de re beliefs. The belief is not de dicto in that it is not fully
conceptualized. Furthermore, the nonexistence of the planet seems inessential to
the characterization of the subject’s psychological state; it seems that the psy-
chological state would be the same even if the planet existed. On the other hand,
since de re belief is supposed to be belief that is directly about or of an object, it
seems impossible to have a de re belief about something like Vulcan that does
not exist. No object, no de re belief.11 An explanation of how to have acquain-
tanceless de re belief about concrete objects may well assist us in demonstrating
the de re character of () beliefs while retaining the aboutness that seems essen-
tial to de re belief.12

Descriptive Reference-Fixing
Fo u rth, acquaintanceless de re belief is fundamentally connected to a pro b l e m
that was first raised by Kripke (   )—the so-called problem of the contin-
gent a priori. Recall the story of Leverrier and Neptune. No one in Leve r r i e r’s
time perc e i ved the planet we now call ‘Ne p t u n e’, but they did have scientific
evidence that a certain planet was causing perturbations in Ur a n u s’s orbit.
Armed with evidence of the existence of another planet, Leverrier intro d u c e d
the name ‘Ne p t u n e’ into the language by stipulating that the term is to re f e r
to the planet causing those perturbations. By hypothesis, Leverrier intends to
fix the re f e rence of the term, not necessarily to assign it a meaning. He is tre a t-
ing the introduced term like other proper names and, according to the theory,
and to much semantic theory since Kripke, ‘Ne p t u n e’ is then a rigid designa-
tor and consequently, in all counterfactual situations, it denotes the same en-
tity that it denotes in the actual world. Kripke claimed that Leverrier is now
in quite a re m a rkable position. He can have a priori k n owledge of the con-
tingent proposition expressed by the sentence, ‘If there is a planet causing the
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p e rturbations in Ur a n u s’s orbit, then Neptune is’. But it has seemed to many
that no one, stipulator included, can have a priori k n owledge of a contingent
p ro p o s i t i o n .

How is this problem of the contingent a priori related to our topic of ac-
quaintanceless de re belief? Getting clear on this requires getting clear on the
problem that Kripke set forth by examples. I have previously argued for a cer-
tain way of understanding the problem.13 I shall sketch these arguments just
enough to properly set the stage.

The problem Kripke presented is not essentially about the modal status of
the proposition allegedly known a priori. The basic reason for this is that there
are cases that raise the same perplexing issues, yet the proposition supposedly
known a priori by the stipulator is a necessary truth. Imagine that a scientist has
some general evidence for thinking that there is an element with atomic num-
ber  and stipulates that the name ‘Angelesium’ is to refer to the (as yet undis-
covered) element having atomic number . Then it seems that the scientist can
know a priori that Angelesium is the element with atomic number , if any-
thing has that atomic number. On the assumption that atomic numbers are
essence-determining properties, the proposition known a priori (allegedly) is
necessary, but the alleged a priori knowledge hardly seems kosher. The case raises
exactly the same issue as the Neptune case.

It is natural at this stage to think that what distinguishes these cases is that
the stipulator can have a priori knowledge of the proposition while nonstipula-
tors cannot. This move locates the problem in the a priority itself. But a prior-
ity, in and of itself, is not the heart of the problem. There are cases in which
stipulator and nonstipulator are on the same footing with respect to a priority ,
yet the problem remains. Imagine that a mathematician introduces a name ‘N’
to refer to the th prime. It seems that such an agent could know that if there
is a th prime, then N is the th prime. Both stipulator and nonstipulator
seem to have a priori knowledge. But we are still puzzled by the stipulator’s al-
leged knowledge.

I think that these points suggest that the fundamental philosophical prob-
lem pertains to the possible epistemological consequences of the act of stipula-
tive reference-fixing with a definite description. While Kripke introduced the
problem in a way that may presuppose Millian semantics, in my view, the prob-
lem can and should be stated completely independent of any semantic theory.
It is no more a problem for Millians than for neo-Fregeans. We have the fol-
lowing two theory-neutral claims about the cases:

Stipulative Descriptive Reference-Fixing (SDR): There appears to be a
particular possible, and possibly actual, linguistic phenomenon—
stipulative descriptive reference-fixing—in which an agent introduces a
name ‘N’ into the language by stipulating: ‘N’ is to refer to the F.
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Epistemic Privilege of Reference-Fixing (EPR): The act of descriptive
reference-fixing appears to put the stipulator in a position to be non-
inferentially a priori justified in believing the proposition expressed by
the sentence ‘N is the F, if there is a unique F’.

The problem before us is a challenge to any full theory of mind and language
to account for SDR and EPR. It is incumbent upon such theories to either
countenance them as genuine and explain how they are possible; or to maintain
they are not genuine and explain them away.

Now, the issue of acquaintanceless de re belief arises in connection to the
Millian’s attempts to account for SDR and EPR. Millians maintain that the sole
semantic content of a proper name is its referent. Names lack semantic descrip-
tive content. For many Millians, the proposition expressed by a sentence ‘N is
the F’ is a singular proposition <O, P>, where O is the object denoted by ‘N’
and P is the property denoted by ‘the F’.

It is a further thesis—but one that is upheld by the most pro m i n e n t
Millians—that the content of an agent’s belief that is manifest by the agent’s ac-
ceptance of the sentence ‘N is the F’ is just the singular proposition: <O, P>.
Such beliefs will be de re—for the object O itself is a constituent of the belief
content, such beliefs are directly about, or of, the individual O.14

Suppose S introduces ‘N’ into the language by fixing its reference with the
definite description ‘the F’. And suppose that there is a unique F. Then S al-
legedly has de re a priori knowledge of a particular object O to the effect that O
is the F, if anything is. Leverrier, for example, will have a de re belief about
Neptune that it is the planet causing the orbital perturbations, if anything is,
and will know this a priori.

This is thought to be impossible. How, after all, could anyone know that a
priori, when there is no constitutive or conceptual relation between Neptune
and the property of causing the orbital perturbations? And how, after all, could
Leverrier even come to have a singular belief about Neptune when he has had
no acquaintance with Neptune at all, and neither has anyone in his linguistic
community?

The connection between acquaintanceless de re belief and this pro b l e m
should be apparent. It is central to the problem raised by Kripke because the
most widespread Millian solution is to deny that the stipulator ever attains a de
re belief. That is, their solution to the problem is to countenance SDR as gen-
uine, and to claim that no de re belief is ever attained—for the stipulator (and
no one in his linguistic community) stands in a “real relation” to the object. Just
by stipulating that ‘N’ is to refer to the F, it is not possible for the stipulator to
thereby have a de re belief about the object O that it is the unique F. No ac-
quaintance, no de re belief.15

The standard line to explain away EPR is to claim that only metalinguistic
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k n owledge is achieved. Donnellan famously gave an argument for this position. I
think the argument does not work ,1 6 but the position itself is, neve rtheless, not im-
plausible. But I am not convinced that it is right. T h e re are roughly two re a s o n s .
At an intuitive level, the appeal to metalinguistic belief to explain away EPR is far
f rom convincing. It certainly seems that the stipulator’s belief is about nonlinguis-
tic entities, but this point is highly defeasible. The second is more significant. T h e
Millian who embraces the following theses runs into a theoretical diffic u l t y :

Possibility of Stipulative Descriptive Reference-Fixing: It is possible to
introduce a name ‘N’ into the public language by stipulating that its
reference is to be fixed by the definite description ‘the F’.

Purist Millianism about Proper Names: For all proper names, the sole
semantic content of a name ‘N’ is its referent O.

Skepticism about Descriptive Reference-Fixing Generated De Re Belief: Just
by stipulating that ‘N’ is to refer to the F, it is not possible for the
stipulator to thereby have a de re belief about the object O.

The difficulty is that cases of descriptive reference-fixing appear to mark out
counterexamples to a very natural thesis about linguistic understanding:

Accessibility of Content: For all expressions E in the language L, and all
sentences S in L expressing some proposition P, if an agent A has
semantical understanding of all the expressions E contained in S, then if
A were apprised of all the relevant contextual information, A could have
an attitude having P as its content.

The stipulator introduces the name ‘N’ into the language L, and hence, there
are sentences containing ‘N’ in the language expressing propositions that no
one, not even the stipulator, can grasp. Yet it seems that, given that names lack
semantic descriptive content, the stipulator has all the understanding needed to
grasp those propositions. The conditions for Accessibility of Content obtain in
our cases. That is, it seems that the following thesis holds:

Understanding Millian Names: In cases of descriptive reference-fixing, the
stipulator understands the sentence, ‘N is the F, if anything is,’ and is
aware of any features of the context relevant to the determination of the
content of that sentence.

These five theses are jointly incompatible. The Millian must give up at least one
of them.17

Because of these problems, it may be in the Millian’s best interest to con-
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sider a nonskeptical stance about descriptive reference-fixing generated de re be-
lief, even in cases in which there is no acquaintance relation between stipulator
and the object satisfying the description.

H ow to Have De Re Belief without Acq ua i n ta n c e
I want to argue that it is possible to have acquaintanceless de re belief and that
such beliefs are, in a certain sense, generated from the descriptive reference-
fixing act. This is, let me remind you, Kripke’s line. He says:

[Imagine that] a rigid designator ‘a’ is introduced with the ceremony, ‘Let
“a” (rigidly) denote the unique object that actually has the property F,
when talking about any situation, actual or counterfactual.’ It seemed
clear that if a speaker did introduce a designator into a language in this
way, then in virtue of his very linguistic act, he would be in a position to
say ‘I know that Fa’ , . . .18

While Kripke seems to think there is something significant about the linguistic
act, he does not offer us an account of why it contributes to making possible ac-
quaintanceless de re belief. That is my aim here.

My argument is in two parts. First, I shall argue that there are fairly strict
conditions on descriptive reference-fixing, and that only if these conditions are
met is the stipulator even a candidate for having a reference-fixing generated de
re belief about the object. This helps exclude certain cases where it is intuitively
implausible that the stipulator has a de re belief about the relevant object. It lo-
cates the difficulty in a failure to actually introduce a name into the language,
as opposed to a failure of the stipulator to have a de re belief. The analysis also
reveals that satisfying the conditions for such a stipulative act puts one in a pre-
ferred position for having a de re belief about the relevant object. Second, I shall
argue that if the conditions on descriptive reference-fixing are met, then the de-
scriptive reference-fixing act itself can alter the way in which we think of the ob-
ject. It can help shift thought from a de dicto belief to a de re belief.

Conditions on Stipulative Descriptive Reference-Fixing
Kripke () isolated ‘one meter’, ‘Neptune’, and ‘Jack the Ripper’ as names in
natural language whose references were fixed by descriptive reference-fixing. He
also introduced the mathematical example of π tentatively suggesting that ‘π’ is
a name of a real number whose reference was fixed by the description ‘the ratio
of the circumference to the diameter of a circle’.

In his classical paper on the subject, “Reference and Contingency,” Evans
() remarked: “Very few names which naturally occur in ordinary language
can be regarded as descriptive names.” He continues,

6 2 robin jeshion



Nevertheless, no matter how rare examples may be, it would appear
always to be open to create descriptive names by stipulation. For
example, we might stipulate:

Let us use ‘Julius’ to refer to whoever invented the zip,

and, governed by such a stipulation, ‘Julius’ would appear to have the
properties of a descriptive name.19

Evans, of course, took a Fregean line on the semantic content of descriptive
names.20 But the Julius case and cases like it involving “free” introduction of
names into the language inspire skepticism among Millians. After all, the ex-
amples suggest that we can create de re beliefs at will, simply by stipulating: ‘N’
is the F. Evans’s oft-quoted remark—“We do not get ourselves into new belief
states by ‘the stroke of a pen’” (in Grice’s [] phrase)—simply by introduc-
ing a name into the language—borders on being a platitude.21

If introducing a name into the language was executed simply by the stroke
of a pen, I would surely agree. And I do agree that, as described, there is no de
re belief generated in the Julius case. But my view on why no such belief was
generated is that no name has been introduced into the language. There has
been no act of descriptive reference-fixing. To be sure, we have the outward ap-
pearance of such reference-fixing, but there was no such act.22

In my view, within this debate, philosophers have tended to forget that all
acts of naming—ostensive and descriptive alike—are genuine performatives, of-
tentimes explicit performatives. Consequently there are conditions on success-
fully executing the act—what Austin () aptly called felicity conditions.23

There are numerous conditions that must be met for a speech act to con-
stitute an act of naming. I will not go into them all (some are the relatively bor-
ing conditions that naming shares with other speech acts; others are more in-
teresting—I am sure I do not have a full grip on these). But I want to draw your
attention to some distinctive conditions on felicitous naming that are relevant
to our concerns here, and that specifically concern the cognitive and commu-
nicative function of names.24

In a case in which an agent S aims to introduce a name ‘N’ into her idi-
olect by fixing its referent, S succeeds in doing so only if the following Sincerity
and Psychological Neutrality conditions obtain.25 (I give formulations for both os-
tensive and descriptive reference-fixing; though the key idea is the same for both
varieties of reference-fixing, the separate formulations are needed.)

Sincerity (Ostension): S intends for ‘N’ to name object O and to use ‘N’
as a name for O.

Sincerity (Description): S intends for ‘N’ to name the F, whatever object it
is, and to use ‘N’ as a name for it.
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Psychological Neutrality (Ostension): S introduces ‘N’ for object O because
S aims to think about and speak about O by mentally tokening ‘N’,
without necessarily thinking about O via any particular mode of
presentation.

Psychological Neutrality (Description): S introduces ‘N’ for the F because S
aims to think and speak about the object O that is the F by mentally
tokening ‘N’, without necessarily thinking about O via any particular
mode of presentation.

Notice that these are not two distinct conditions. Si n c e r i t y is weaker than
Ps ychological Ne u t ra l i t y, but Ps ychological Ne u t ra l i t y entails Si n c e r i t y. Tre a t i n g
them separately helps highlight Sincerity. (When I do not specify either osten-
sion or description, I intend both.)

Sincerity is, interestingly, a condition that Searle () denies. He claimed
that no special intention is needed for a felicitous act of naming. He lumps nam-
ing and greetings together as speech acts that lack sincerity conditions.26 But I
think that he was wrong on this score about naming. A parent who had no in-
tention whatsoever to use ‘N’ as a name for her child yet who utters or thinks
the words “I name you ‘N’”, would not, I think, be naming her child. The act
was hollow. No name enters her idiolect.

There are complications on this condition if you try to extend it to the non-
idiolect case of introducing a name into the public language. Imagine a context
in which I am forced, perhaps by religious leaders or the state, to participate in
a naming ceremony in which I am to publicly utter “I name this child Abraham
(or Napoleon, or Adolf).” Yet I do not want to name him ‘Abraham’ and have
no intention at all to use ‘Abraham’ as a name for him. Have I named my child
‘Abraham’ by making the utterance in the given context? This is not entirely
clear to me. The act seems to be in some way infelicitous, but maybe the nam-
ing takes place in any event. It may be that in virtue of the relevant uptake—
the fact that others in attendance regard my utterance as sincere—the naming
occurs. But one thing seems clear: if I lack the intention and the rest of the com-
munity is in the know about this, no naming occurs.

With regard to Psychological Neutrality, my claim is that to introduce a
name, agents must have a reason for doing so, one that accords with the func-
tion of names—as vehicles for thinking about objects in a way that requires no
particular mode of presentation of the referent. I do not, however, hold that the
namer must possess this intellectualized account of the function of names and
their psychological neutrality as her reasons for naming the object. A parent’s
own (internal) reason why she names her child might just be that people name
their children. But I think that nevertheless, this must be her reason for intro-
ducing the name, even if she never conceives it as such.

There are, I think, two other principles (not strict conditions) concerning
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naming. One is general, applying to both ostensive and descriptive reference-
fixing. The other governs descriptive reference-fixing only and concerns the pur-
pose of descriptive reference-fixing and the relative advantage of ostensive over
descriptive reference-fixing.

Single Tagging: Fix the reference of a term only if, so far as you know, the
named object is not already named.

Primacy of Ostension: Fix the reference of a term descriptively just in case,
so far as you know, you cannot do it ostensively.

Single Tagging is, no doubt, oversimplified, and there will be exceptions to
the rule—think of pet names, names used just for business, and pen names. But
I think Single Tagging, or some modification of it, must obtain in order to en-
able names to function as common ways of thinking of objects in a psychologi-
cally neutral way.27

Primacy of Ostension expresses the fact that reference-fixing via ostension has
a type of priority over reference-fixing via description. The psychological neu-
trality of naming is rooted in ostensive (demonstrative) reference-fixing. If you
name your pet ferret ‘Willaby’, your demonstrative identification of your ferret
is from a definite perspective (yours, at that time, in relation to your ferret). Yet
you do not think about your ferret as that object that stands in such-and-such-
perceptual relation to you. You think of him directly. The name ‘Willaby’ in-
herits that psychologically neutral means of thinking of Willaby. The psycho-
logical neutrality of names stems from ostensive reference-fixing. For this reason,
ostension is a first choice when we introduce names. By contrast, naming via de-
scription’s capacity to generate psychological neutrality is parasitic on naming
via ostension (more on this later). It is therefore a second choice, when psycho-
logical neutrality is desired, yet ostension is unavailable or will not suffice.28

In any event, I think that these points indicate that Evans’s Julius example
is highly suspect. With respect to Sincerity, I doubt that Evans himself had any
intention to use ‘Julius’ to speak about whoever invented the zip and I doubt
that any philosopher upon hearing the example took Evans as seriously intend-
ing to think of that individual. So ‘Julius’ never entered Evan’s idiolect or the
less-restricted language of the community of philosophers. Furthermore, with
respect to Psychological Neutrality, Evans had no legitimate reason for introduc-
ing ‘Julius’ into the language. This is shown by the fact that he had no real in-
terest in the inventor of the zip, whoever it is—no interest in discovering him
or communicating with others about him. He sought no communicative or cog-
nitive advantage by introducing the name, and consequently he lacked a real rea-
son for introducing a psychologically neutral way of thinking about the inven-
tor of the zip. The act was merely artifice, and consequently never gets off the
ground. These points are further reinforced by noticing that Single Tagging and
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Primacy of Ostension are also violated. Given that Evans had good reason to think
the zip inventor already had a name, if he really wanted to think about the zip
inventor in a psychologically neutral way, he should have been moved to inves-
tigation (and consequently to discover his name), not to descriptive reference-
fixing.29

What I have done at this stage is to rule out some cases in which it is in-
deed intuitively implausible that a de re belief is generated. But I have done so
by showing that in these cases, no reference-fixing occurs. We are not “free” to
introduce names into the language in the sense that we are constrained by our
intentions,30 which are, in turn constrained by our cognitive and communica-
tive goals.31 Things must be right with the agent (and context) for a name to se-
cure a reference.

Generating De Re Belief from Descriptive Reference-Fixing
I have not, as yet, said how it is that descriptive reference-fixing enables the stip-
ulator to in fact have de re beliefs about the object satisfying the description.
This leads me to the second point in the argument: the descriptive reference-
fixing act itself can foster a shift in thought from de dicto to de re, and thereby
enable the stipulator to get into a different belief state.

My claim is that if the Sincerity and Psychological Neutrality conditions are
met (as they must be in our cases), descriptive reference-fixing can contribute to
altering the stipulator’s beliefs: if the stipulator’s beliefs initially have as their
content general propositions, they can be transformed to singular propositions
via the act of descriptive reference-fixing. The agent who intends to use ‘N’ as a
name for the F and who does so because she aims to think of that object in a
psychologically neutral way will have her psychology altered by descriptive ref-
erence-fixing.

The argument runs as follows: By Sincerity and Psychological Neutrality, our
stipulator aims to think about the object that is the F by mentally tokening ‘N’.
So, once the reference-fixing occurs, the stipulator’s subsequent uses of ‘N’ are
mental tokens of the name. These mental tokens of ‘N’ function as de re modes
of presentation of the object O. They do so because of the interplay between the
way in which the name-type ‘N’’s reference has been fixed, the stipulator’s in-
tentions, and the way in which our thought is tied to logical/semantic form and
its symbolic representations: The reference of ‘N’ is determined not by its mean-
ing (by hypothesis, it has none), but rather by the name’s having had its refer-
ence fixed. ‘N’ refers to that object that is the F. The stipulator knows both of
these points and her thought is responsive to them.32 By mentally tokenning
‘N’, the stipulator uses ‘N’ just as she would any name whose reference was fixed
(by ostension), as standing for—as a symbolic de re representation for—its ref-
erent. And the mental tokens of the name in fact function in the same way as
mental tokens of a name whose reference was fixed by ostension—as symbolic
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de re representations for ‘N’’s referent. Their capacity to do so is parasitic on the
capacity of ordinary names (whose reference is fixed by ostension) to do so.
Though they will not be causally tied to any initial perceptual representations
of the referent, as they usually do in ostensive reference-fixing, they nevertheless
function as de re modes of presentation. Thenceforth, the stipulator does not,
and need not, think of the object descriptively (satisfactionally) as the F. Her
mental tokens of the name suffice for her to think of the object dire c t l y.
C o n s e q u e n t l y, the stipulator’s belief content is the singular proposition <O,
P>.33

The key idea here is that using names instead of descriptions can alter one’s
psychology. It alters the form, or structure, of the stipulator’s thoughts and be-
liefs about the object. The Grice-Evans point that we do not produce new be-
liefs simply by the stroke of a pen (i.e., by introducing names into the language)
is rhetorically potent, but an overstatement. To be sure, descriptive reference-
fixing generates no new information about the object, but this does not entail
that the introduction of the name fails to bring about a psychological change.
Imagine that agents A1 and A2 receive the same perceptual experiences and hear
the same reports of information. Informationally, they are twins. Suppose that,
initially, both have only de dicto beliefs about the object that is the unique F.
Later, with respect to a certain name ‘N’ and the definite description ‘the F’, A1
satisfies Sincerity (Description) and Psychological Neutrality (Description), and that
A2 does not. Suppose also that A2 does not intend to use any demonstrative or
pronoun to refer to the F, does not intend to think of the F in a psychologically
neutral way at all. I maintain that in virtue of A1’s fixing the reference of ‘N’,
A1’s belief about the referent of ‘N’ is de re while A2’s is merely de dicto. In this
way, the possibility of having a de re thought is independent of one’s informa-
tional state.

It is worthwhile reflecting on the metaphorical but still suggestive model of
the mental file folder.34 Initially, a stipulator has a single (or a series) of de dicto
beliefs about the object, which are unorganized or ununited in cognition. By in-
troducing the name into the language, the stipulator opens and labels a new
mental file folder as a repository of information about the object. No new in-
formation is thereby deposited. But the creation of the file itself is nevertheless
a significant change in the stipulator’s cognitive architecture. For now her beliefs
about the object have the same form or role in cognition as many of her other
beliefs that are canonical instances of de re b e l i e f. What distinguishes de re
thought is its structural or organizational role in thought; acquaintance, and any
evidential or epistemic relation, is inessential.35

I want to bolster these points by arguing that if we can have de re beliefs via
a communication-chain, then we can have them in the more controversial ac -
quaintanceless cases. It is specially directed to Millians (such as Salmon, Soames,
and Donnellan) who want to allow the former while denying the possibility of
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the latter. My argument employs Kent Bach’s () analysis of the mechanism
for generating de re beliefs via communication chains.36 Though Bach is not
himself a Millian, his analysis of the mechanism should be congenial to Millians,
and it is, in my view, the most developed account in the literature. Perhaps some
of its details are incorrect. But I think that something very much like it must 
be correct if there is a tenable Millian account of how to have de re beliefs by
communication-chains.

We start off with an individual who stands in a direct perceptual acquain-
tance relation to a particular concrete object and thereby comes to have a de re
belief about it—like Ralph’s belief about Bessie in our canonical case. Ralph has
a perceptual de re mode of presentation of Bessie. How does Rhoda, who never
perceives Bessie, come to have her de re belief that Bessie is starving? Ralph uses
a name in communicating his thoughts about Bessie. When he thinks of Bessie,
he does so via mentally tokening the name ‘Bessie’. When he communicates to
Rhoda about Bessie, he does so by uttering a physical token of the name. Rhoda
in turn hears the name token and can consequently think thoughts about Bessie
by herself mentally tokening the name. The pivotal idea as to why she is able to
have de re attitudes toward Bessie is this: mental tokens of names are vehicles for
de re thought and physical tokens of names are vehicles for transferring de re
thought.

Notice that Rhoda’s ( ) de re belief is specifically about Bessie because she
mentally tokens a name that she received from a communication-chain whose
starting node is a reference-fixing of ‘Bessie’ to Bessie. To be sure, in this in-
stance, ‘Bessie’ had its reference fixed ostensively. And, to be sure, Ralph had a
de re mode of presentation of Bessie. But these facts about the ostension itself
and Ralph’s de re mode of presentation contributes nothing essential to the ex-
planation why Rhoda’s thought is de re. It would contribute something essential
only if Ralph somehow passed along his de re perceptual mode of presentation
to her. But, of course, he does not, and cannot. Perceptual modes of presenta-
tion are not transferable. Ralph cannot pass on to Rhoda his de re perceptual
mode of presentation of Bessie by communicating about it. One can describe
the content of one’s perception of a cow, but one cannot pass it along. What the
recipient receives is a description of a subjective perception, not the perception
itself. Ralph also cannot pass on to Rhoda his perceptual mode of presentation
of Bessie by using a name for Bessie. Names do not function as vehicles for pass-
ing along perceptual de re modes of presentation. Lacking semantic descriptive
content and representational content, names cannot carry the information con-
tained in perceptual de re modes of presentation. Rhoda has no perceptual rep-
resentation of Bessie. What makes her thought de re and about Bessie in partic-
ular is simply that she thinks thoughts by mentally tokening the name ‘Bessie.’

The upshot is that the account of communication-based de re belief makes
essential use of only those facts that are needed for an individual to have de-
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scriptive reference-fixing generated acquaintanceless de re belief. The individual
needs to mentally token a name. What allows the individual to have de re
thoughts about the named object is that mental tokens of the name serve in cog-
nition as de re modes of presentation of the named object. So if one counte-
nances the possibility of de re belief through communication chains (at least on
a model that looks something like Bach’s), then one ought to countenance the
possibility of descriptive reference-fixing generated de re belief.

O b j ections and Repl i e s
I will consider five objections to the thesis and arguments for it.

Information Objection
In order to have a de re belief about an object with which one is unacquainted,
one must have a substantial amount of information about it. If one has only an
extremely limited amount of information about the object, one will necessarily
think of that object “satisfactionally,” as whatever satisfies the conjunction of the
descriptions that express one’s set of information. Thought about that object
cannot be structurally similar to canonical instances of de re belief.

While I see the force of this point, I disagree. True, when we reflect on
canonical instances of de re belief, we think, correctly, that our perception of the
object (or our memory of the perception) provides us with an exceptionally rich
stock of information about the object. This is so even if we have but a fleeting
glance at the object. The richness stems from the “pictorial” or “photographic”
quality of our perceptual representation. Acquaintanceless de re belief generated
from descriptive reference-fixing will be, by comparison, informationally emaci-
ated. But, it is far from clear that what is essential to de re thought is the rich-
ness of information about the object. For one, not all of our de re belief is in-
formationally rich in the way in which our canonical cases are rich. Cases
involving acquaintance via communication-chains militate against this idea. If I
hear you say, “My dog Elmer is the sweetest dog,” and I have never met Elmer,
all that I know about Elmer is that he’s a dog and that you think he’s the sweet-
est. My causal relation to Elmer does not help enrich my stock of information.
Neither does the fact that you have a lot of information about him. My psy-
chological state is not altered simply by the existence of yours plus my causal re-
lation to you. If a host of information is demanded, much communication-
based belief cannot be de re. Of course, the proponent of this objection may
think that I cannot have a de re belief in the Elmer scenario.37 But the example
is not needed to make the point. The idea I have suggested is that acquain-
tanceless cases can be structurally similar to the canonical cases in virtue of play-
ing the same role in cognition—roughly speaking, by the fact that the subject
has a mental file folder for the object. The fact that the information on the ob-
ject is extremely limited does not count against the possibility of opening a new
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mental file by mentally tokening a name and so does not entail that the subject
must think of the object “satisfactionally.” My point is that another mechanism
makes the thought de re—mentally tokening a name—and its capacity to do so
does not depend upon the extent of the subject’s information about the object.

Causal Connection Objection
One of the primary cases discussed—the Neptune case—does not seem to be an
acquaintanceless case at all. After all, Leverrier has some causal contact with
Neptune, and this is enough to secure a weak notion of acquaintance, and so
enough for Leverrier to have a de re belief prior to his act of naming. One needs
to establish a point for cases in which no causal relation obtains between sub-
ject and object of belief.38

My reply is that there is nothing about causal contact per se that suffices 
for acquaintance or de re belief. It is not the case that all causal connections give
rise to the perceptual representation that are supposed to capture “aboutness.”
Although our canonical cases do, Leverrier did not obtain any perceptual repre-
sentation or nondescriptive mode of presentation of Neptune as a result of his
causal relation to Neptune. Furthermore, the fact that he recognized that there
exists a causal relation between himself and the planet causing the perturbation
in the orbits of Uranus also does not itself suffice. All that that offers is some
causal description, which would itself do nothing more than provide a canoni-
cal de dicto way of thinking of the object. I do not doubt that Leverrier might
already have had a de re belief about Neptune prior to his linguistic act. (See
Irrelevance of Naming Objection on page ). But, if so, his belief is obtained
from his having consolidated information about the planet, i.e., he opened a
new mental file folder for it. Yet his capacity to do this is not essentially tied to
any acquaintance or causal contact with Neptune.

Basicness of Acquaintance Objection
Surely acquaintance is necessary for characterizing de re belief, and for marking
out the de re/de dicto distinction. It is, after all, from the notion of acquaintance
that we have the idea of a belief being directly about (relationally about) an ob-
ject as opposed to being about it only indirectly (satisfactionally).

Although I have argued that acquaintance is not necessary for de re belief,
I have not argued that acquaintance is not in some way significant to an un-
derstanding of de re belief. De re beliefs via acquaintance are developmentally
primary. Also, I would hypothesize that acquaintanceless de re belief is impossi-
ble without de re belief with acquaintance. And, no doubt, it is (direct) ac-
quaintance that suggests the idea of a belief being directly about an object. But
acquaintance itself is sometimes not needed for de re belief. We can use proper
names to generate beliefs that have the same structure and role in cognition as
the canonical instances of de re belief. Though such beliefs are not accompanied
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by perceptual representations, they are not thereby only indirectly about the ob-
jects of thought. The possibility of de re belief without acquaintance is parasitic
on de re belief with acquaintance. Our analysis frees de re belief from the neces-
sity of acquaintance while making sense of the fact that so many others have
deemed it necessary.

Irrelevance of Naming Objection
Assuming one is right about the conditions on introducing a name into the lan-
guage, and assuming one maintains that one can have de re belief about objects
one has no name for, then there is no de re-belief generating role for descriptive
reference-fixing to play. If one is in position to introduce a name for an object
O, one will already have a de re belief about O, and hence, the act of naming
will be otiose vis-à-vis generating de re belief. Alternatively put, descriptive ref-
erence-fixing is merely a symptom, not a cause, of the stipulator’s de re belief.39

Let me start off by addressing this important objection by stating that, yes,
of course, I think that one can have a de re belief about objects for which one
lacks a name. Also, I agree that there are many cases in which a stipulator in-
troduces a name for an object he or she already has a de re belief about. So there
will be cases in which descriptive reference-fixing will be a symptom, not a
cause, of a de re belief. The introduction of ‘Jack the Ripper’ is probably a case
of this type. Detectives that had reason to think that a single individual was re-
sponsible for a particular series of murders no doubt had de re beliefs about this
individual prior to coining the name. This is, of course, consistent with the po-
sition I advocate. I maintain that mentally tokening a name for an individual is
a sufficient, not a necessary, condition on having a de re thought.

Now, I will, in the end, attempt to turn back this objection. But I initially
wish to assume it is right and explore the consequences. If this objection is co-
gent, then my discussion of descriptive reference-fixing as generating de re belief
is wrong. However, since the objection assumes as correct my account of the
conditions on introducing names into the language, it presupposes that agents
who do so via descriptive reference-fixing already have de re beliefs about the ob-
ject satisfying the description. Thus, if names are in fact introduced into the lan-
guage or idiolect in cases in which the stipulator lacks an acquaintance relation
with the object (e.g., ‘Neptune’), we still need an explanation of how those ac-
quaintanceless de re beliefs came about. This simply points us in the direction
of further research.40 I do not pretend to have exhausted or even explored all av-
enues for generating acquaintanceless de re beliefs. So if the objection is right, it
does not establish that acquaintanceless de re belief is impossible. Indeed, it
seems to put pressure on us to show how it is possible.

The objection is a concern that all cases of descriptive reference-fixing are,
necessarily, merely indicative of the prior presence of a de re belief. The linguis-
tic act contributes nothing. If this is so, my argument that the descriptive refer-
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ence-fixing act can help generate de re belief is unsound. The line of thinking
bolstering the objection runs as follows: if one could have different intentions—
say, de re intentions about an object one does not intend to name—and these
intentions are also enough to set up a mental file folder, then naming the object
cannot play any role in generating de re belief. But surely this does not follow.
The intentions involving names characterized in Sincerity (De s c r i p t i o n ) a n d
Psychological Neutrality (Description) can contribute to generating the de re be-
lief. This invalid inference is tempting to those who think that satisfaction of
Sincerity (Description) and Psychological Neutrality (Description) is one thing, and
descriptive reference-fixing another. This is a mistake. The fact that an agent sat-
isfies Sincerity (Description) and Psychological Neutrality (Description) is not nor-
mally something that is independent of the generation of de re belief via the de-
scriptive reference-fixing act. By having the intentions in Sincerity (Description)
and Psychological Neutrality (Description) , the agent has in effect done everything
she needs to do to fix the reference of a name, short of actually using the name.
It is not as if, in addition, the she needs to say, “Let ‘N’ refer to the F,” and this
saying is the reference-fixing. In fact, the satisfaction of Sincerity (Description)
and Psychological Neutrality (Description) effectively sets up a mental file folder
with the name as label.

But perhaps this objection stems only from a conviction that reference-
fixing is, necessarily, psychologically insignificant. If so, I find it less than com-
pelling. I described a case in another paper41 in which a contest is being held:
the child with the best project for celebrating the millennium will be the win-
ner. A girl decides it would be neat to discover, and then honor, the first person
born in the twentieth century. To get her project underway, she engages in the
following act. She fixes the reference of the term ‘Oldman ’ as first person born
in the twentieth century,42 and then sets out to identify this individual. She
thinks about what she will say to Oldman  when first introduced, how she will
honor Oldman , and so on. She initiates thought and plans involving this in-
dividual, actions that do not get underway at all until she names the individual.
Of course, I cannot prove the point that the reference-fixing itself contributes
to generating the de re belief, but I think that the case, as described, is possible,
and now leave it as incumbent on the opposition to establish otherwise.

Existence Objection
Without an acquaintance condition, nothing precludes the possibility of having
a de re belief about a nonexistent object. But there can be no de re belief if the
object of belief does not exist. So we cannot give up acquaintance as a necessary
condition for de re belief.

The issue about the (im)possibility of de re belief and its relationship to
empty names needs extensive, separate treatment, but I will comment briefly on
the supposed reductio. The second premise may be doubted. To be sure, it is pe-
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culiar to speak about having a de re belief about nothing. Nevertheless, I am in-
clined to think that we can still preserve the fundamental intuitive understand-
ing of de re belief as belief about something in particular, while admitting the
possibility of de re belief about nothing (paradoxical as it may sound!). The cen-
tral idea is a variant on the one employed here: de re beliefs about nonexistent
objects are initiated by a subject’s opening a mental file; this essential structural
feature is what makes such beliefs de re. In this view, de re beliefs about nonex-
istent objects are parasitic on the more basic de re belief about existent objects.
This enables us to simultaneously deny and explain the common assumption
that de re belief requires for its content an existent object.43

N ot e s
I first presented this paper in a colloquium at the University of Michigan in February . A
month later I presented a somewhat altered version at the Inland No rt h west Ph i l o s o p h y
Conference on Meaning and Truth, with Leora Weitzman commenting. Thanks to Michael
O’Rourke for inviting me to that terrific conference, and for his very helpful comments. I also
wish to thank Kent Bach, David Chalmers, Thomas Hofweber, David Hunter, Jim Pryor, Marga
Reimer, Nathan Salmon, Jonathan Sutton, Ken Taylor, David Velleman and Gideon Yaffe for
stimulating conversations and correspondence about these ideas. Two people really helped push
this research forward—Michael Nelson, for his heels-in-the-ground resistance to the central
thesis; and Leora Weitzman, for her thoughtful ideas on how to make the thesis work. I am
grateful to them both.

. To have a de re thought, it is not, I think, necessary for a singular proposition to be the
content of the thought. I believe that there may be exceptions in instances in which an agent
thinks with an empty name. If there is no object that is the object of the de re thought, then
the agent cannot have a singular proposition as the thought content. (I am not sure whether
“g a p p y” singular propositions will do.) I will not deal with this problem in this paper, but
do so in “Fa rewell Acquaintance.” T h e re I attempt to argue that we ought to abandon not
only acquaintance, but also the traditional existence condition on de re t h o u g h t .

. Bach (, –) explicitly considers cases of this type and offers a theory as to why such
beliefs are de re. This position might be embraced by Boer and Lycan (), Burge (),
and Perry (), as it is consistent with the principles on de re belief they advocate, but
they do not spell out an account of why such a belief would be de r e. Evans () and
Recanati () would probably object on the grounds that the subject can no longer
individuate the object.

. Bach (, –) and Boer and Lycan (, –) examine cases of this kind and claim
they are de re.

. See Sosa  for contemporary expression of the view that all belief is ultimately de dicto.
The view has roots in Frege .

. Although Lewis () reduces all de re belief to de se, he does uphold a de re/de dicto
distinction. He maintains that acquaintance relations ground and distinguish, and hence
are necessary for, de re beliefs about concrete objects. Boer and Lycan () regard de re
belief as a special case of de dicto belief, yet uphold a distinction that is rooted in grades of
acquaintance relations.

. Kaplan (a) abandons an acquaintance relation.
. Boer and Lycan (, ) present a highly developed theory of knowledge-who. They also

present convincing cases for thinking one could have a de re belief without knowing who.
. Consider, for example, Bach’s influential (,  ) where he characterizes de re belief as,

essentially, belief whose object is determined relationally. For him, this comes down to
some variety of acquaintance. For Bach, de dicto (or descriptive) belief is belief whose
object is determined satisfactionally. While I think that Bach’s characterization is, in the
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end, wrong, I think it is a clear and useful heuristic for getting at the distinction. Recanati
also embraces this basic distinction: “a de re mode of presentation invo l ves a cert a i n
relation to the reference” ( ,  ). Burge (, ) holds a similar thesis though his
characterization is problematic: “A de re belief is a belief whose correct ascription places the
b e l i e ver in an appropriate nonconceptual, contextual relation to objects the belief is
about.” This analysis unfortunately glosses together de re belief with de re belief ascriptions.
Also, appeal to a contextual relation makes it hard to fathom how to apply it to de re
mathematical beliefs.

. Charles Parsons (, ) has developed the view that many of our beliefs about
numbers are de re, and are attained by a kind of Kantian intuition. I find many aspects of
his account quite persuasive.

. There is a pervasive tendency in the literature to restrict discussion to de re belief about
concrete objects, laying aside or ignoring belief about nonconcrete objects, cf. Bach ,

; Burge ,  ; Recanati , . I think this failure to confront de re belief about
nonconcrete entities contributes to the prevalence of an acquaintance condition.

. The trend in the literature has been to deny the possibility of de re belief of nonexistent
objects, while attempting to explain away our intuitions about Vulcan-like cases. Some
theorists maintain that Vulcan is, in fact, existent; it is a mythical object that exists as an
abstract entity. Our astronomers may have de re belief about Vulcan, but the possibility is
s e c u red at the expense of a pleasing metaphysics. Salmon (, ) favors this
approach. The main problem as I see it is not with the abstract entities per se , but rather
with the fact that mind-dependent abstract entities are brought into existence without any
individual’s intention to do so. An alternative route is to deny that our astronomers have
any de re belief. Without an existent object, the subject has no thought, or has, at best, a
de dicto belief. Cf. McDowell ,  for the no-thought approach, Evans , Burge
, Alston  for the de dicto approach. The problem with these lines is that they
regard our intuition about psychological states as trumped by a theory of the de re, without
offering a convincing explanation why this should be so. It is at least intuitive l y
implausible that astronomers of the nineteenth century had no thought at all, or just de
dicto thought, corresponding to their acceptance of ().

. In “Farewell Acquaintance,” I attempt to offer a solution to the problem of belief about
nonexistent object. I suggest that such beliefs can be de re, and that the metaphysical
standing of such objects (whether one takes them to be nonexistent, to be abstract entities,
or to have some kind of Meinongian standing) is of little significance to this issue.

. Ideally, this chapter should be read as a companion to Jeshion , a. In “ Ways of
Taking a Meter,” I focus on the epistemological issue of how the stipulator attains a priori
justification for her belief. In “Donnellan on Neptune,” I criticize Donnellan’s argument
for the metalinguistic position about what the stipulator knows, and I attempt to set up a
dilemma for one who adheres to the metalinguistic view.

. Cf. Salmon , Soames .
. The locus classicus is Donnellan . Cf., also Salmon .
. The full argument against Donnellan’s argument is in § and § of Jeshion a. Here’s

a thumbnail sketch. Donnellan attempted to establish that no de re belief was attained by
Leverrier, but do so without advancing necessary and sufficient conditions for having a de
re belief. Instead he advanced a loose principle governing de re thought. Call it the De Re
Principle: If one has a name ‘N’ for an individual, and there is a belief that one would
express by saying “N is the F”, then if one subsequently meets the individual it will be true
to say to that individual “I believed that you are the F” (or, if the individual is not a person,
pointing, “I believed that that is the F”). He claimed that the Leverrier case appears to
strain this principle. At an intuitive level, it seems that Leverrier would speak falsely if he
said, pointing to Neptune, “I believed that that is the cause of the orbital perturbations.”
Donnellan claimed that in the absence of an alternative explanation, this is a sign that the
subject never had a de re belief in the first place. He claimed that there was no alternative.
I argued that there is an alternative explanation. The strain on the De Re Principle may be

7 4 robin jeshion



due solely to the Frege’s Puzzle structure of the case, i.e., to the fact that Leverrier has two
different ways of taking Neptune, one involving acquaintance, the other generated from
stipulative descriptive reference-fixing.

. In Jeshion a, I discuss reasons for thinking that the Millian should not give up the
theses of Possibility of St i p u l a t i ve De s c r i p t i ve Re f e re n c e - Fixing, Purist Mi l l i a n i s m ,
Accessibility of Content, and Understanding Millian Names. Salmon () suggests that
Understanding Millian Names is false. Soames (   , f n ) seems to suggest that
Accessibility of Content must be qualified. Kim () denies the Possibility of Stipulative
Descriptive Reference-Fixing, as does Russell ().

. Kripke , , , my emphasis. It is not clear to me whether Kripke intends for the
linguistic act to be capable of generating both a de re belief and its justification or just the
justification of a prior de re belief. My view here is like his only if he intended the former.
Kaplan (a, especially , ) advances a similar line, though Kaplan seems to reject
the idea that there are strict conditions on descriptive reference-fixing.

. Evans , .
. That is, he held that ‘Julius’ is synonymous with the definite description with which its

reference was fixed. To secure the contingency of the sentence, “N is the F, if anything is”,
the definite description must be the rigidified description ‘the actual inventor of the zip’.
A Millian who adopts this position would be rejecting our thesis of Purist Millianism.

. Evans , ; Grice ; Recanati , ; Sutton .
. In addition to Evans, Plantinga (   ), Kaplan (   a), Salmon (, ), and

Donnellan () all seem to think that one can always introduce a name into the language
simply by uttering “Let ‘N’ denote the F”. Like Evans’s Julius, Kaplan’s Newman, Salmon’s
Nappy and Curly- examples fail to satisfy our conditions and hence no such names are
introduced into the language.

. Austin . On naming as a performative, see also Searle  and Bach and Harnish
.

. There are some related ideas on the utility of names in Strawson , –. Thanks to
Gil Harman for drawing my attention to Strawson’s discussion.

. The notion of sincerity conditions goes back to Austin. The idea that names have an
essential “psychological neutrality” runs through the writings of many Millians and some
contemporary neo-Fregeans. I borrow the term from Recanati , though I must not be
understood as adopting his view on the meaning of or conditions for thinking with names.

. Searle , . By contrast, Alston (   ) classifies names and greetings in differe n t
categories, as what he calls exercitives, and expressives, respectively.

. Re flection on exceptions actually helps bolster Single Ta g g i n g. Many pet names (e.g.,
‘Emmie’ for ‘Emily’) are, not insignificantly, phonologically similar to the nonpet name.
This mitigates the extent to which they count against the role of names as devices for
interpersonal communication and psychologically neutral thought about individuals. Pen
names are normally introduced to conceal the identity of the writer; their capacity to do
so depends essentially upon the presence of a normative principle like Single Tagging.
Notice that there is something not just semantically nonstandard, but semantically deviant
about multiple aliases.

. Acquaintanceless cases (Neptune, π) are typical instances in which we desire psychological
n e u t r a l i t y, yet ostension is unavailable. Even if acquaintance is present, sometimes
descriptive reference-fixing is needed. Take the meter stick scenario in which the stipulator
is standing before a particular stick and so is acquainted with its length. Ostension will not
suffice. If one says: “ that is one meter,” pointing to the stick, one will ordinarily be taken
to be naming the stick, not its length. Description here is needed to supplement ostension.

. If you are not already convinced that there are—and must be—conditions on naming,
read this remarkable passage by Plantinga (, ): “Is there really any reason why I can’t
name all the real numbers, or, indeed, everything whatsoever in one vast, all-embracing
baptism ceremony? I can’t see any such reason, and I hereby name everything ‘Charley’.”

. This is not to deny another sort of ‘freedom’: any object is, arguably, a candidate for a
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name, for any (or just about any) object is a possible object of our interest. He n c e ,
provided we have the right intentions, intentions that are responsive to rules on naming,
we are free to name any object.

. So I reject a wholesale voluntarism about belief; we do not have that sort of control on our
cognitive lives. I simply assume this point.

. In saying that the stipulator knows that the reference of ‘N’ is determined by reference-,
not meaning-fixing, I do not presuppose any capacity to articulate or perhaps even fully
conceptualize the distinction. I only assume that such a stipulator has a well-grounded
awareness of the difference between giving a name a meaning and tagging a name with a
re f e rence, an awareness that will be possessed by rational agents that engage in the
sophisticated practice of reference-fixing via definite description.

. The skeleton of this idea is, I think, found in Harman (), who claims that for an
individual to have a thought about object O, it is enough if that individual uses a “mental
n a m e” as a name for that individual, and such mental names can be intro d u c e d
descriptively. Though he does not claim that such thought will be de re, much in his
discussion suggests that it should be.

. The notion of a mental file folder or a mental dossier is popular in some of the current
literature on de re thought. For a nice development of the idea, cf. especially Perry ().
It is not clear to me whether Perry would be sympathetic to the line being pushed here.
Recanati () uses a similar notion of a mental file folder but claims that de re thought
is impossible without non-descriptive identifying information. The notion of the mental
dossier goes back to Grice ().

. I am inclined to think that what is essential to de re thought, and what distinguishes it
from de dicto thought, is something like the presence of a mental file folder that classifies
information about the object. Ps ychological neutrality is probably a concomitant of
mental dossiers. The relation between de re thought, names, mental files, and psychological
neutrality deserve much more attention that I can give them here, and the remarks in this
paragraph are intended only to give a sketch of my view; they are not intended as an
argument. Thanks to Leora Weitzman for her probing questions about these matters.

. Bach , –.
. For example, anyone who buys an individuation requirement (like Evans and Recanati)

will think that I have only a de dicto belief about Elmer.
. Nathan Salmon advanced this point (in conversation).
. Kent Bach and Leora Weitzman pressed this point.
. Maybe the act of introducing a name is separable from introducing a mental file folder,

and the latter is primary. I am dubious about separating the two, but this is an issue that
requires much more attention than I can give it here.

. The Oldman 1 case is in Jeshion a. In that case, the stipulator is in fact acquainted
with the object satisfying the description used to fix the reference of the introduced name,
yet she is not aware that this is so. She thinks she is unacquainted with him. But these
matters do not concern us here. The intuitive pull of the case for our purposes does not
depend on whether the stipulator is acquainted (under a different guise) with the first-born
of the twentieth century.

. It is true that this act violates Single Tagging. But I think that the violation, in this
instance, is one of those exceptions that makes the rule. Our subject introduces the name
so that she has a psychologically neutral way of thinking of the individual while engaged
in her project to identify him.

 . I would conjecture that the standard existence assumption stems not only from the
i n t u i t i ve characterization of de re b e l i e f, but also from the substitutivity pro p e rt i e s
(existential generalization in particular) ascribed to de re readings of belief sentences, cf. ,
Quine    . In short, there is a carryover of a key assumption from the tradition that
understood the de re/de dicto distinction by exploring the semantics of belief sentences.
We need to more fully liberate our understanding of de re belief from this Qu i n e a n
t r a d i t i o n .
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chapter 5

Meanings
Stephen Schiffer

New York University

DO THERE EXISTsuch entities as the things we mean? If such things do exist,
they are also the things we believe and assert, and thereby the things in terms of
which we must understand what our words and sentences mean. This question
about the existence of things we mean and believe is the Þrst question in the
theory of linguistic and mental content, for its answer sets the agenda for the
theory of content. If, for example, the answer is yes, then the next question is:
What is the nature of those things that are the things we mean and believe?

In this chapter I assume, as a working hypothesis, that there are such things
as the things we mean and believe; my goal is an account of their nature. The
things we mean and believe are typically ascribed as contents via that-clauses,
such as Ôthat Australia is next to GermanyÕ in ÔHarold believes that Australia is
next to GermanyÕ, and my focus will be on belief reports of the form

(1) A believes that S,

since this is the most familiar exemplar in discussions of content, and what ap-
plies to them applies, mutatis mutandis, to every other that-clause-containing as-
cription of content.

To make things even easier for myself, I also assume, as a second working
hypothesis, (a) that ÔbelievesÕ in (1) stands for a two-place relationÑthe belief re-
lationÑthat holds between believers and the things they believe,1 and (b) that
the that-clause that results from a substituend for ÔSÕ refers to that which A is
being said to believe.2

Belief Co n t e n t s as Pr o p o s i t i o n s
Consider

(2) Ralph believes that lobsters are Þsh.



If, as I am assuming, there exist such things as things believed, then one of those
things is the reference of the that-clause in (2), Ôthat lobsters are ÞshÕ, and our
question is about the nature of that thing. It happens we can say a fair amount
about it right off the bat. ÔThat lobsters are ÞshÕ plainly refers to that lobsters are
Þsh, and the following seems straightforwardly true of this thing, that lobsters are
Þsh, which is the reference of the that-clause:

¥ That lobsters are Þshis abstract: it has no spatial location or any other
physical properties.

¥ It is mind- and language-independentin two senses. First, its existence is
independent of the existence of thinkers or speakers. That lobsters are
Þsh, which can be believed by different people speaking different
languages, didnÕt spring into existence the Þrst time, or each time,
someone believed or asserted it; itwasnÕt brought into existence by
anything anyone said or thought. Second, that lobsters are Þshcan be
expressed by a sentence of just about any natural language but itself
belongs to no language.

¥ It has a truth condition: itÕs true iff lobsters are Þsh.
¥ It has its truth condition essentially; it is a necessary truththat that

lobsters are Þshis true iff lobsters are Þsh. The contrast here is with
sentences. The sentenceÔLobsters are ÞshÕ is also true iff lobsters are Þsh,
but that is a contingenttruth that would have been otherwise had
English speakers used ÔlobsterÕ the way they now use ÔßounderÕ.

¥ It has its truth condition absolutely, i.e., without relativization to
anything. The contrast is again with sentences. The sentence ÔLobsters
are ÞshÕ has its truth condition only in Englishor among us. There might
be another language or population of speakers in which it means that
camels snore; but that lobsters are Þshhas its truth condition everywhere
and everywhen.

From all this we may conclude, by an obvious generalization, that things be-
lieved are what philosophers call propositions: abstract, mind- and language-in-
dependent entities that have truth conditions, and have their truth conditions
both essentially and absolutely.

Some Dividing Issues
This still leaves plenty of room for philosophers to disagree about the further
nature of the propositions we believe. The Þrst big issue is whether these propo-
sitions arestructuredor unstructured. ÔStructuredÕ here is a term of art whose use
may be explained in the following way.

Propositions are structured if (nearly enough for now) they stand in a one-
to-one correspondence with ordered n-tuples whose basic components are things
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that are not themselves propositions, otherwise unstructured. Structured propo-
sitions are said to be composed of the constituents of the n-tuples to which they
stand in one-to-one correspondence, and the basic components of those con-
stituents are called “p ropositional building blocks,” the entities from which
propositions are built up via certain recursive rules. Parties to the debate about
whether that-clauses refer to structured or to unstructured propositions gener-
ally share a certain presupposition that frames the terms of their debate. This
shared presupposition, which I will call the Compositionality Hypothesis (CH)
and which is very widely held, states that the reference of a that-clause is a func-
tion of the references of its primary expressions.3 If CH is correct, it is both pos-
sible and useful to construe the arguments of the proposition-yielding function
to be ordered pairs of the form

() <<x
1
, …, x

n
>, Xn>

where the values of the variables are the references the primary expressions in
that-clauses have in those that-clauses. The theorist of structured propositions
claims that the function is bijective, i.e., that it determines a one-to-one corre-
spondence, so that no two instances of () can determine the same proposition.
Consequently, for the structuralist, two that-clauses can refer to the same propo-
sitions only if their primary expressions have the same references. The theorist
of unstructured propositions who accepts CH agrees that the propositions to
which that-clauses refer are a function of instances of (), but he denies that this
function yields a one-to-one correspondence, and thus holds that two that-
clauses may refer to the same proposition even though their corresponding pri-
mary expressions do not share the same references.

There is reason to doubt that both CH is true and that-clauses refer to un-
structured propositions. For it would seem that the only way of individuating
unstructured propositions given CH is via the possible worlds in which they are
true, which entails that there is only one necessarily true proposition and that,
consequently, Livonia knows every mathematical truth just by virtue of know-
ing that every dog is a dog. Robert Stalnaker, an ingenious defender of un-
structured propositions, has gone to some lengths to explain away the counter-
intuitiveness of such consequences (see, e.g., Stalnaker ). There is some
question whether he succeeds. It must be emphasized, however, that Stalnaker’s
counterintuitive result requires holding both that that-clauses refer to unstruc-
tured propositions and that CH is true. There are two ways to endorse un-
structured propositions: relative to CH, and relative to the denial of CH. It is
only the theorist of unstructured propositions who accepts CH [and must there-
fore hold that the propositions to which that-clauses refer are a function of or-
dered pairs of form []) who must individuate propositions by their possible-
worlds truth conditions. A theorist who denies that the reference of a that-clause
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is a function of the references of its primary expressions can individuate propo-
sitions as finely as anyone, if not more finely. There will be more on this later.

Most propositionalists accept CH and reject unstru c t u red pro p o s i t i o n s .
Among theorists of structured propositions the big debate is about the references
of expressions in that-clauses, and therewith about the building blocks of struc-
tured propositions. It is useful to begin with a distinction that yields an exclu-
sive but not exhaustive partitioning of logical space, a distinction between what
I will call the strong Russellian position and the strong Fregean position.4 Both
positions presuppose CH.

The strong Russellian holds that the references expressions have in that-
clauses are the objects and properties our beliefs are about, and that therefore
the re f e rences of that-clauses are always Russellian pro p o s i t i o n s— p ro p o s i t i o n s
whose basic constituents are the objects and properties our beliefs are about.
According to this theorist, the references of the expressions in the that-clause in

() Ralph believes that Bill loves Chelsea.

determine the ordered pair

() <<Bill, Chelsea>, the love relation>,

which in turn determines, by a one-to-one correspondence, the Ru s s e l l i a n
p roposition to which the that-clause refers. The basic components of the
Russellian proposition are the same as the ones in the ordered pair that deter-
mines the proposition. In fact, Russellians typically identify their propositions
with ordered pairs like (), although a more cautious theorist may want to say
that although structured propositions stand in one-to-one correspondence with
ordered pairs, the propositions themselves are sui generis abstract entities not
identifiable with any set-theoretic constructions. Still, there can be no harm in
representing Russellian propositions by the ordered pairs that determine them.5

The Russellian proposition () represents will be true in a possible world w iff
<Bill, Chelsea> instantiates the love relation in w, false in w otherwise.

The strong Fregean holds that the references expressions have in that-clauses
are never the objects and properties our beliefs are about but are rather things
she calls concepts, or modes of presentation (guises, ways of thinking), of the objects
and properties our beliefs purport to be about. (Henceforth, I drop ‘mode of
presentation’, which was Frege’s own metaphor, and use ‘concept’, even though
this use of ‘concept’ differs from Frege’s technical use.) Fregean propositions,
then, are structured entities whose basic building blocks are concepts of the ob-
jects and properties our beliefs purport to be about. This theorist will want to
say that there are concepts cb, cc, and CL of Bill, Chelsea, and the love relation,
respectively, such that in () ‘Bill’ refers to cb, ‘Chelsea’ to cc, and ‘loves’ to CL,
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and that, therefore, the Fregean proposition to which the that-clause refers may
be represented by

(6) <<cb, cc>, CL>6

which is true just in case

$xyR[(x falls under cb & y falls under cc & Rfalls under CL) & (<x, y>
instantiates R)];

false if <x, y> does not instantiates R; and where it is left as a matter of possible
disagreement among Fregeans whether to say that (6) is false or neither true nor
false if nothing falls under one of its three concepts.

There is, we should notice at this point, an important asymmetry between
the Russellian position and the generic Fregean position just describedÑnamely,
that the Russellian conception is fully speciÞed in a way the Fregean conception
is not. The Russellian conception is fully speciÞed because we know what the
components of Russellian propositions are, and thus know what those proposi-
tions are. Not so for the Fregean conception. There is the illusionthat we know
what the components of Fregean propositions are because the Fregean has bor-
rowed familiar termsÑÔconceptÕ, Ômode of presentationÕ, Ôway of thinkingÕ, and
so onÑto stand for those components; but it is an illusion because in the con-
text of her theory these terms are technical terms meaning little more than the
basic components of propositions, assuming those components are not the objects and
properties our beliefs are about. To be sure, the Fregean chooses terms like Ôcon-
ceptÕ and Ômode of presentationÕ because of the suggestiveness of their pretheo-
retic meanings, but no one of those many pretheoretic meanings does all the
technical work the Fregean requires. And if we do not know what Fregean con-
cepts are, then we do not yet know what Fregean propositions are. The generic
Fregean theory, in other words, does not say what concepts, the components of
Fregean propositions, are, and this is an issue on which Fregeans may differ
among themselves. There will be more on this presently.

Although the distinction between strong Russellianism and stro n g
Fregeanism is not an exhaustive classiÞcation of theories of stru c t u red pro p o s i-
tions, it does yield an exhaustive and exc l u s i ve distinction concerning the re f e r-
ence of a given expression in a given that-clause: trivially, given the generic
Fre g e a nÕs use of Ôc o n c e p tÕ, this re f e rence will either be an object or pro p e rty or else
a concept of one. This in turn yields the following partitioning of theories of stru c-
t u red propositions, which is exhaustive as re g a rds stru c t u red pro p o s i t i o n s :

¥ The reference of a that-clause is always/sometimes a Russellian
proposition (strong/weak Russellianism).
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• The reference of a that-clause is always/sometimes a Fregean proposition
(strong/weak Fregeanism).

• The reference of a that-clause is sometimes a Fressellian proposition (if I
may), such as the proposition represented by

• <<Bill, cc>, CL>,
which could result from the reference of ‘Bill’ in () being Bill, while the

other terms have Fregean references (the Fressellian position).7

Each of these positions has problems.
One famous problem with strong Russellianism is the problem of “empty

names.” Intuitively,

() Reggie believes that George Eliot was a woman, but in fact there was no
such person; a committee wrote all the novels

might well be true if there were no such person as George Eliot. But, on the face
of it, the strong Russellian must hold that () would have no truth-value if
George Eliot did not exist, as in that case its that-clause would fail to refer.8

Another famous problem comes to light with an example such as

() Ralph believes that George Eliot adored groundhogs but does not believe
that Mary Ann Evans adored woodchucks.

It seems obvious that () might well be true, notwithstanding that George Eliot
= Mary Ann Evans and the property of being a groundhog = the property of be-
ing a woodchuck. But if the two that-clauses in () refer to Russellian proposi-
tions, then they refer to the same Russellian proposition and—given the work-
ing hypothesis that belief reports of form () (‘A believes that S’) say that A
stands in the two-place belief relation to the reference of ‘that S’—it therefore
follows that () is not only false, but necessarily false.9 It is true that Nathan
Salmon and others have shown that the strong Russellian is not without so-
phisticated resources for trying to explain away the intuition to which I just ap-
pealed, but my own view, which I cannot now defend, is that it is problematic
whether those resources can do the job (see, e.g., Salmon  and , and
Schiffer b).

A third problem is actually just a variant of the second, except that it in-
volves utterances of the same that-clause. Thus, Lois Lane may say

() I believe that he flies, but I don’t believe that he flies

where the first utterance of ‘he’ is accompanied by her pointing to a photo of a
man in a caped spandex outfit and the second utterance of it is accompanied by
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her pointing to a photo of a bespectacled man wearing a suit and tie. Intuitively,
her utterance of (9) may be true even when both utterances of ÔheÕ refer to the
same person. Or, to take an example made famous by Saul Kripke (Kripke 1979),
two simultaneous utterances of

Herbert believes that Paderewski was musical.

may have different truth-values even though both occurrences of ÔPaderewskiÕ
refer to the same person. This could happen when Herbert mistakenly believes
there were two famous Poles named ÔPaderewskiÕ, one a statesman, the other a
pianist, and when what matters in the conversational context of the Þrst utter-
ance is HerbertÕs willingness to say ÔIÕve no idea whether Paderewski was the
slightest bit musicalÕ, while what matters in the other conversational context is
HerbertÕs willingness to say ÔPaderewski was astoundingly musicalÕ. The strong
Russellian is committed to denying the intuitive data, since for her both utter-
ances of the belief sentence must have the same truth-value, given the working
hypothesis about the logical form of belief reports (together, to be sure, with her
views about the references of names).

There is another possible problem IÕll discuss later, since if it is a problem
for the strong Russellian, then it is equally a problem for every theorist of struc-
tured propositions.

Weak Russellianism, according to which only some that-clauses have
Russellian propositions as their re f e rences, is also problematic. Consider the
p roblem raised for the strong Russellian by Lois LaneÕs utterance (9). If the
s t rong Russellian sticks to her guns (unre a s o n a b l y, I should think) and denies
that (9) can be true, then there is no reason for her not to take the same hard
line, mutatis mutandis, re g a rding the other prima faciec o u n t e rexamples to her
t h e o ry. But if she allows that (9) may be true, and that there f o re one of its
two occurrences of Ôthat he fliesÕ does not have a Russellian proposition as its
re f e rence, then where will she find a that-clause whose re f e rence is a
Russellian proposition? The problem to which I am alluding may be elabo-
rated in the following way. When t appears to enjoy a Russellian re f e rence in
the true utterance

A believes that S(t)10

it will always be possible that there should be another utterance

A believes that S(t*)

where t* may or may not be the same as t, such that, Þrst, the two utterances
h a ve different tru t h - values, and, second, t* also appears to enjoy the same

m e a n i n g s 8 5



Russellian reference as t. For example, after an accident that caused her to suf-
fer amnesia, Claudia Schiffer (no relation) may say both

I don’t believe that I am German

and

I believe that Claudia Schiffer is German

where, intuitively, both reports are true. A theorist who claims that one but not
the other of the two that-clauses has a Russellian proposition as its reference will
find it impossible to say which one enjoys that reference; whatever she says about
the reference of the one that-clause, she will be equally constrained to say about
the other. One might protest that this creates an impossible situation for me: it
is trivially analytic that the reference of a term in a that-clause is either Russellian
or Fregean; yet, the protest continues, the reference surely cannot be Fregean,
since in the examples under discussion the terms in question refer to ordinary
objects—the superhero with two names, Claudia Schiffer—rather than to con-
cepts of them. Presently we shall see that the Fregean may have a way of deny-
ing that the reference “surely can’t be Fregean.”

If the weak Russellian position fails for the reason just indicated, then the
Fressellian position fails for the same reason. The Fressellian is, as it were, a the-
orist who begins as a strong Fregean but feels the need to revise her position be-
cause terms in that-clauses often refer to things our beliefs are about. But re-
course to Fressellian propositions is a well-motivated response only if the weak
Russellian account of the reference of the expressions in question is adequate,
and I have just suggested that it is not.

I realize, of course, that there is more to be said for and against the forego-
ing three positions, but a definitive discussion is not the purpose of my brief
critical survey. Nevertheless, I would like to register my belief that neither strong
Russellianism, weak Russellianism, nor Fressellianism can survive the full treat-
ment. If that-clauses refer to stru c t u red propositions, those propositions are
Fregean; that is to say, given CH, strong Fregeanism is correct.

At the same time, strong Fregeanism is not without its problems. One prob-
lem is that, as noted, all we know from the generic Fregean about concepts is
hardly more than that they are the references expressions have in that-clauses,
assuming those references are not Russellian references. So the generic Fregean
has yet to tell us what the building blocks of his propositions are, and so has yet
to tell us what Fregean propositions are. I call this a problem, as opposed to a
mere further task, because it is arguable that no Fregean has so far succeeded in
giving an adequate account of Fregean concepts.

A second problem is one to which I have already alluded. The stro n g
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Fregean holds that the reference of a term in a true belief report’s that-clause is
a concept of an object or property the belief purports to be about, yet it is ob-
vious that terms in such that-clauses often refer to things that are not concepts
but are the very things the belief is about. When your husband’s brother says to
you

I believe that I’m falling in love with you,

isn’t it obvious that both utterances of ‘I’ refer to him and that his utterance of
‘you’ refers to you? To this problem the Fregean may have a reply that I believe
was first clearly articulated by Gareth Evans (), but it is a reply that makes
a solution to the first problem even more urgent. Inspired by Evans, the Fregean
may say that the problematic referring expressions have as their references ob-
ject-dependent concepts, concepts that are individuated partly in terms of the ob-
jects of which they are concepts, and would not exist if those objects did not ex-
ist. The Fregean can then distinguish between (i) x’s being the reference of t and
(ii) t’s merely referring to x. The idea would be that t refers to x if x is the refer-
ence of t, but not necessarily conversely. An object may be so transparently con-
tained (so to say) in an object-dependent concept of it that one cannot refer to
the concept without thereby indirectly referring to the object. Moreover, object-
dependent propositions will have the objects contained in object-dependent
concepts entering rigidly into the possible-worlds truth conditions of those
propositions. In this way, the Fregean may say, the that-clauses in Claudia’s two
utterances may refer to distinct object-dependent propositions about her that
have the same possible-worlds truth condition: each is true in a possible world
w just in case Claudia herself exists and is German in w. But the Fregean who
takes this line still owes an account of the nature of object-dependent (not to
mention object-independent) concepts.

A third problem is that it is apt to seem that, whatever concepts turn out
to be, there are cases where it is implausible to think anything worth calling ref-
erence to a concept is going on. An example of such a case is the belief report

Just about everyone who visits New York City believes that it’s noisy,

which is both true and easily understood, even though, it would appear, noth-
ing worth calling a concept would be understood to be the reference of ‘it’.
Similarly, you may believe what I tell you when I say ‘Hilda believes that that
guy is on his way there from Paris’, but would you thereby know the concepts
under which Hilda, who is not party to the utterance, is thinking about Jacques
Derrida, the x-is-on-the-way-to-y-from-z relation, the University of Idaho, and
Paris?

Finally, there is an argument—due to Adam Pautz, an NYU graduate stu-
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dentÑagainst the Fregean position in either its strong or weak form that I think
is worth stating. Frankly, the argument surprises me. On the one hand, I am not
aware of having encountered it before I heard it from Pautz in a seminar I gave
in the fall of 1999, while, on the other hand, no one has succeeded in telling me
what exactly is wrong with it. The argument may be put thus:

(1) If the Fregean theory is true, then [*] the reference of ÔFidoÕ in ÔRalph
believes that Fido is a dogÕ is a concept of Fido.11

(2) If [*], then the following inference is valid when ÔxÕ is taken to range over
concepts:

Ralph believes that Fido is a dog
\ $ x (Ralph believes that x is a dog)

(3) But the inference is not valid in the intended sense: a concept can be the
value of ÔxÕ that makes the conclusion true only in the unlikely event that
Ralph mistakes it for a dog.

(4) \ The Fregean theory isnÕt true.

Pretty clearly, if this argument is not sound, it is because (2) is false. The
problem is that (2) is based on an evidently well-established logico-semantical
principal: if o is the reference of t in the true sentence S(t) [and, thinking of
ÔGiorgione was so-called because of his sizeÕ, t makes no other contribution to
the truth-value of S(t)], then o makes true the existential generalization $xS(x).
And please donÕt remind me that the Fregean theory precludes substitution salva
veritateof Ôthe concept of FidoÕ for ÔFidoÕ in the that-clause, since when en-
sconced in the that-clause, Ôthe concept of FidoÕ would refer not to the concept
of Fido but to the concept of the concept of Fido. The argument proceeds in
full awareness of that aspect of FregeÕs theory and is not intended to challenge
it; the force of the argument turns only on the fact that, if the Fregean theory
is right, a concept is the reference of ÔFidoÕ in the that-clause. In this connection,
it may be helpful to keep in mind that for the Fregean, the position of the that-
clause is entirely referential and transparent, so that if the that-clause refers to
the Fregean proposition <cf, Cd>, then from ÔRalph believes that Fido is a dogÕ
we can get, salva veritate, ÔRalph believes <cf, Cd>Õ [which unproblematically en-
tails Ô$x(Ralph believes <x, Cd>)Õ]. This is why inferences such as

Louise believes that existence precedes essence
That existence precedes essence = Jean-PaulÕs theory
\ Louise believes Jean-PaulÕs theory

are valid. IÕm not saying that the substitutivity business is not relevant to the fal-
sity of (2), if (2) is false; I am just saying that an explanation would be needed
to show that, and how, it is relevant. To say that it is merely a quirk of English
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(and, presumably, of every other language!) that exportation fails for expressions
in that-clauses, even though they occur there as singular referring expressions, is
no explanation at all. Now, one might feel that there mustbe an explanation of
why the inference example in (2) is not valid in the way in question, since if it
were valid one would then have to choose between two unpalatable alternatives:
that the reference of ÔFidoÕ in the that-clause was Fido, or that the that-clause
did not refer to something Ralph is being said to believe. But, as we are about
to see, there is another option: deny the Compositionality Hypothesis (CH), ac-
cording to which the reference of a that-clause is a function of the references its
primary expressions have in the that-clause. Then we could take the that-clause
to refer to a Þnely individuated unstructuredproposition, and we would not have
to say the problematic inference was valid in the sense in question. To this one
might reply that CH is required by the hypothesis that every natural language
has a compositional truth theory, which is itself required to explain certain fea-
tures of natural languages. But, as I have tried to show elsewhere (see especially
Schiffer 1987a, ch. 7, and Schiffer 1994), the features in need of explanation can
be explained without recourse to either a compositional truth theory or a com-
positional meaning theory (given the relevant technical meanings of those la-
bels).

There is also an inference argument whose soundness would refute every
theory of structured propositions:

(1) If any theory of structured propositions is true, then [#] Ôis a dogÕ12

functions in ÔRalph believes that Fido is a dogÕ as a singular term whose
reference is either the property of being a dog or else a concept of that
property.

(2) If [#], then the following inference is valid:
Ralph believes that Fido is a dog
\ $ x (Ralph believes that Fido x).

(3) But not only isnÕt this valid, itÕs not even coherent.
(4) \ No theory of structured propositions is true.

Curiously, when confronted with this argument, philosophers immediately chal-
lenge (1) and do not even mention (2). There is much to justify (1); Ôis a dogÕ on
theories of structured propositions certainly is not functioning as any kind of
predicate; its function is on all fours with ÔdoghoodÕ/Ôthe concept of doghoodÕ
in Ô<. . . , doghood/the concept of doghood>Õ, viz., to introduce the property
or concept into the structured proposition to which the singular referring ex-
pression containing it (Ôthat Fido is a dogÕ, Ô<Fido/the concept of Fido, dog-
hood/the concept of doghood>Õ) refers. I will postpone further discussion for
another occasion. I present the objection here merely as food for thought.
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So where do we go from here? To a better understanding of the nature of
propositions, for which I now set the stage.

P l eo n astic Entities
This is my label for entities whose existence is typically secured by what I call a
s o m e t h i n g - f ro m - n o t h i n gt ra n s f o rm a t i o n. We have a something-fro m - n o t h i n g
transformation when from a statement involving no reference to an F we can
deduce a statement that does refer to an F. The property of being a dog is a
pleonastic entity. From the statement

(10) Lassie is a dog,

whose only singular term is ÔLassieÕ, we can validly infer its pleonastic equiva-
lent

(11) Lassie has the property of being a dog,

which contains the new singular term Ôthe property of being dogÕ, whose refer-
ence is the property of being a dog.

There are many other kinds of pleonastic entities, including propositions,
but before turning to the objects of our immediate concern, let me continue to
set the stage for them by staying a little with the example of properties.

How are pleonastic properties possible? That is, what explains the some-
thing-from-nothing transformations by which they are introduced into our con-
ceptual scheme? How can(10) entail (11), thereby entailing that the property of
being a dog exists? We can thicken the plot by Þrst taking on a seemingly un-
related question: How are we able to have knowledge about properties, mind-
and language-independent abstract entities that are wholly incapable of causally
interacting with us? This question is made more vivid in the following way.
Suppose there is a possible world exactly like ours except that our counterparts
in that world do not have any property-hypostatizing linguistic or conceptual
practices, and hence have no concept of a property. These people can think that
Lassie is a dog, but they cannot infer from this that Lassie has the property of
being a dog, even though in that world, as in every world in which Lassie ex-
ists, it is necessarily true that if Lassie is a dog, then Lassie has the property of
being a dog. Lacking the concept of a property, these people are entirely igno-
rant of properties, even though they live in a world as rich in properties as the
actual world. What would it take to bring these people up to epistemological
snuff with us?

What it would take, and all that it would take, would be for them to en-
gage in a certain manner of speaking, a certain language gameÑnamely, our
property-hypostatizing practices, in particular our property-yielding something-
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from-nothing transformations. But how can this be? They certainly could not
discover the existence of volcanoesby engaging in any language game. How can
merely engaging in a linguistic, or conceptual, practice give one knowledge of
things that exist independently of that practice? The answer to this question also
answers our question about the something-from-nothing transformation, about
how (10) can entail (11).

The fact that Lassie is a dog entails that Lassie has the property of being a
dog. Jones knows that Lassie is a dog but does not know that Lassie has the
property of being a dog. This is because he lacks that concept of a property that
comes (nearly enough) with the practice of making the something-from-noth-
ing inference from the fact that Lassie is a dog to the fact that Lassie has the
property of being dog. Once Jones has the concept of a property, it will be a con-
ceptual truth for him that every dog has the property of being a dog.

Maybe you feel like reading Kant to me. Kant, in response to the ontolog-
ical argument for the existence of God, famously held that Òexistence isnÕt a
predicate,Ó where by this he meant that no mere concept, however deÞned, can
secure that there exist things that fall under the concept. Hartry Field, endors-
ing KantÕs point, has succinctly restated it thus:

An investigation of conceptual linkages can reveal conditions that things
must satisfy if they are to fall under our concepts; but it canÕt yield that
there are things that satisfy those concepts (as Kant pointed out in his
critique of the ontological argument for the existence of God). (Field
1989, 5)

Consider the concept of a wishdate:

x is a wishdate = df x is a person whose existence supervenes on someoneÕs
wishing for a date, every such wish bringing into existence a person to
date.

The point that Kant and Field are making implies that while this is a perfectly
kosher deÞnition, it does not result in its being true that there are any wishdates,
no matter who wishes for a date. All that follows from the stipulative deÞnition
of a wishdate is that if (per impossibile) wishdates exist, thentheir existence su-
pervenes on the mere wish for a date.

There is, however, a relevant difference between the concept of a wishdate
and the concept of a property, and this difference allows us to see that, and how,
properties are an exception to the Kantian dictum. The intuitive idea that will
need precisiÞcation is that the existence of properties, but not the existence of
wishdates, would make no causal difference. Here is one way we can try to pre-
cisify this intuitive idea. As a pre l i m i n a ry, let me remind you that a theory T* i s
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aconservative extension of a theoryT with respect to statements of kind Kprovided
that T* contains T and whatever K statements are entailed by T * are also en-
tailed by T. We may then explain the relevant difference between the concept
of a property and that of a wishdate via the following claim:

The concept of an F can secure the existence of Fsonly if when we add
the statement ÔIf T, then Fs existÕ to any true theory T that doesnÕt itself
employ the notion of an F, we get a new theory thatÕs a conservative
extension of T with respect to statements (i) that donÕt formally entail the
existence of Fs and (ii) whose truth would have causal consequences.13

The concept of a wishdate fails this test, but the concept of a pro p e rty passes
it, and this accounts for the crucial difference between the two concepts. Kant was
right about the concept of a wishdate, wrong about the concept of a pro p e rt y. T h e
d i s p l a yed criterion is stated as a necessary condition, but when it is elevated into
a sufÞcient condition as well, we may take the notion of a pleonastic entity to be
d e Þned by its satisfying the criterion. I am being cautious about sufÞciency be-
cause presumably something would have to be added to rule out concepts whose
instantiations we re physically impossible independently of the way they contain
the notion of existence, such as the way the concept of an impotent wishdate, a
wishdate with no causal powers, is physically impossible just by virtue of re q u i r-
ing there to be a person who has no causal powers. Maybe other qualiÞc a t i o n s
would be needed; I will not now try to state a sufÞcient condition. In the mean-
time, I submit that we are in a position to appreciate that, p a c eKant, it is a c o n-
ceptual tru t hthat if Lassie is a dog, then Lassie has the pro p e rty of being a dog.

We can also see (nearly enough) how engaging in the relevant property-
hypostatizing linguistic or conceptual practices is necessary and sufÞcient for
having knowledge of the existence of properties.14 First, if you engage in the
practice, you have the concept of a property, and to have any concept is to en-
gage in certain conceptual (and thereby, under certain assumptions, linguistic)
practices. Second, if you have the concept of a property, then you know a pri-
ori the conceptual truth that, e.g., every dog has the property of being a dog,
and thereby know that the property exists. We also see how we can explain the
something-from-nothing transformation that takes one from (10) (ÔLassie is a
dogÕ) to (11) (ÔLassie has the property of being a dogÕ). That is simply a direct
and obvious consequence of its being a conceptual truth that if Lassie is a dog,
then Lassie has the property of being a dog.

P l eo n astic P r o p o s i t i o n s
Propositions, too, are introduced into our conceptual scheme via something-
from-nothing transformations. From (10) (ÔLassie is a dogÕ) we can validly infer
another of its pleonastic equivalents, viz.,
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That Lassie is a dog is true

or, more colloquially,

It’s true that Lassie is a dog,

which contains the new singular term ‘that Lassie is a dog’, whose re f e rence is the
p roposition that Lassie is a dog. Of course, the language game we play with that-
clauses is not limited to these something-from-nothing transformations, or eve n
to what is indirectly implied by them. Cru c i a l l y, there is also the use of that-clauses
in ascriptions of meaning, speech acts, and psychological states like belief. T h e s e
practices presuppose the validity (subject to certain qualific a t i o n s1 5) of the some-
t h i n g - f rom-nothing transformation that yields the truth schema for pro p o s i t i o n s ,

The proposition that S is true iff S

but the role of that-clauses in propositional-attitude discourse is not deducible
from the something-from-nothing practice and is essential to completing the ac-
count of pleonastic propositions. The relation between that-clauses and the propo-
sitions to which they refer is quite unlike the usual relation between singular terms
and their references.

Typically, if t is a referential singular term in an utterance of the sentence
S(t), then in order to evaluate the statement made by the utterance we must first
identify the reference of t and then determine whether that reference has the
property expressed by S(x). The reference of t, once itself determined, partially
determines the criteria for evaluating the statement made by the utterance of
S(t): we fix the reference of t, and thereby fix, or partially fix, the criteria for
truth-evaluating the utterance of S(t). A consequence of this is that the reference
of t is guaranteed to have an identity and individuation that is entirely inde-
pendent of the criteria of evaluation which that reference helps to determine.
These points are illustrated by the pair of statements

(a) Bill loves Chelsea.
(b) Bill loves Hillary.

In order to evaluate the statement made in (a), we must first identify the ref-
erences of ‘Bill’ and ‘Chelsea’; likewise, mutatis mutandis, for (b). It would be
outrageous to suppose that we first fix the criteria of evaluation and then use
those criteria to determine the references. We evaluate the statements made in
(a,b) by glomming onto the references of ‘Bill’, ‘Chelsea’, and ‘Hillary’ and
then determining whether the first stands in the love relation to the other two.
Accordingly, the identity and individuation of Bill, Chelsea, and Hillary owe
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nothing at all to the criteria of evaluation they help to determine. It is because
Chelsea and Hillary each have an identity and individuation that is entirely in-
dependent of the criteria for evaluating the statements about them that we im-
mediately see the absurdity of supposing that we know that Chelsea ¹ Hillary
because we know that the statements made in (12a) and (12b) may differ in
truth-value. On the contrary, of course: we know that the two statements may
differ in truth-value because we know that Chelsea ¹ Hillary.

Matters are just the opposite when we turn to that-clausesand their refer-
ences. In a belief report, weÞrst have contextually determined criteria of evalu-
ation and thenimplicitly use those criteria to determine boththe proposition to
which the that-clause refers andthe individuation of that proposition. These cri-
teria of evaluation are in part determined by contextual factors pertaining to the
communicative interests of speakers and their audiences, even after disambigua-
tion and obvious reference-Þxing has taken place.16 Two literal utterances of

(13) Ralph believes that George Eliot was a man

may have different truth-values, because in one conversational context but not
the other the truth of the utterance requires thinking of George Eliot as a fa-
mous author. Given our on-going assumption about logical formÑthat ÔA be-
lieves that SÕ says that A stands in the two-place belief relation to the reference
of Ôthat SÕÑit follows that the two utterances of Ôthat George Eliot was a manÕ
refer to different propositions, albeit, no doubt, to propositions with the same
possible-worlds truth condition: each is true in a possible world w just in case
George EliotÑthe woman who actuallybears that nameÑexists and is a man
in w. The same applies to two utterances of

(14) Ralph believes that she wrote Ivanhoe

when both occurrences of ÔsheÕ refer to George Eliot. If we were evaluating an
utterance of ÔRalph admires herÕ we would Þrst determine the reference of ÔherÕ
and that would in turn complete the determination of the criteria for evaluat-
ing the statement. In evaluating the statement made in the utterance of (14),
however, we Þrst implicitly Þx the criteria for evaluating the statement, and that
is what Þxes the reference of the that-clause. This is not to deny that the se-
mantic properties of expressions in a that-clause are not crucial to the determi-
nation of the that-clauseÕs reference; in order to Þx the criteria of evaluation for
the utterances of (13) and (14) we must Þrst know to whom the utterances of
ÔGeorge EliotÕ and ÔsheÕ refer. My point is that these semantic properties on their
own do not determine the re f e rences of that-clauses; rather, those semantic
properties help to determine the criteria of evaluation for belief reports, which
criteria in turn Þx the references of that-clauses.

9 4 stephen schiffer





A l m o g’s account is straightforw a rd. Consider the relational reading of (1): A
sloop is such that Ralph specifically wants it. W h e reas ‘a sloop’ may be used
d i re c t e d l y, there is nothing to pre vent the speaker from instead using the in-
definite phrase undire c t e d l y, and to mean by (1), understood re l a t i o n a l l y, that
R a l p h’s desire is focused on some sloop or other: T h e re is a ve ry part i c u l a r
sloop—which sloop is not here specified—that Ralph has his heart set on. (I
maintain that this accords with the literal meaning of (1), read re l a t i o n a l l y, re-
g a rdless of whether the indefinite is used directedly or undire c t e d l y, where a s
the specific thought that Ralph wants that sloop I have in mindp rovides more
information than is semantically encoded into the relational reading.) Ex a c t l y
similarly for (3): T h e re is a ve ry particular spy—which spy is not here speci-
fied—to whom Ralph’s finger of blame is pointed in a most de re, accusatory
w a y. In neither case does an undirected use preclude the relational re a d i n g ;
read re l a t i o n a l l y, the indefinite may be used either directedly or undire c t e d l y.

Ironically, an undirected use in fact evidently precludes the notional read-
ing. If (1) is read notionally, the description ‘a sloop’ functions not to expressthe
generalized concept of some sloop or other, but to refer toit, in order for (1) to
e x p ress that Ralph stands to this ve ry concept in the specified re l a t i o n .6

Analogously, on the notional reading of (3), the complement clause functions
not to express the proposition that some spy or other has stolen Ralph’s docu-
ments but to refer to the proposition, enabling the sentence to express that
Ralph believes it. As Frege noted, in such cases the indefinite phrase does not
have its customary content or reference, i.e., its customary Sinn or Bedeutung.
Instead it is in ungerade(“oblique”) mode. Insofar as the phrase is used to refer
to a generalized concept, it is naturally used directedly for that very concept. The
notional reading is thus generally accompanied by a directed use by the speaker
(albeit an ungeradeuse), not an undirected one. Here again, Almog’s account has
matters exactly reversed with the facts.7

Taking (2) as a model for the notional reading of (1) inevitably yields ex-
actly the wrong results. In effect, Almog attempts to capture the relational/
notional distinction by contrasting directed and undirected uses of the relational
reading, missing the notional reading altogether. The failure of the
directed/undirected distinction as an analysis of the notional/relational is con-
firmed by Russell’s insight that the latter distinction replicates itself in increas-
ingly complex constructions. This is Russell’s notion of scope. Thus the sentence

Quine doubts that Ralph wants a sloop

yields not merely two, but three distinct readings: There is a sloop that Quine
specifically doubts Ralph wants (wide scope); Quine doubts that there is any
sloop that Ralph wants (intermediate); Quine doubts that Ralph seeks relief from
slooplessness (narrow). The intermediate-scope reading is notional with respect
to Quine and relational with respect to Ralph; the narrow-scope reading is dou-
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bly notional. The intermediate- and narrow-scope readings report QuineÕs doubt
of the relational and notional readings, respectively, of (1). The wide-scope read-
ing is the next generation of readings. PreÞxing further operators introduces
s u c c e s s i ve generations (ÒYou understand that Salmon re p o rts that Qu i n e
doubts. . .Ó). By contrast, the directed/undirected distinction does not repro-
duce with operators. The distinction naturally arises in the wide-scope reading,
which is neutral between a directed and an undirected use of Ôa sloopÕ. Each is
permissible. (ÒA sloop [that sloop I have in mindvs. some sloop or other] is such
that Quine speciÞcally doubts that Ralph wants it.Ó) In both the intermediate-
and narrow-scope readings, Ôa sloopÕ is in ungerademode, and hence, insofar as
it is used directedly or undirectedly, is presumably directed.8

G e achÕs Puzzle

THE NOTIONAL /RELATIONAL DISTINCTION may be tested by anaphoric
links to a descriptive phrase. Consider:

Ralph wants a sloop, but it is a lemon
Ralph believes a female spy has stolen his documents; she also tampered

with the computer.

These sentences strongly favor a relational reading. Appropriately understood,
each evidently entails the relational reading of its Þrst conjunct, even if the Þrst
conjunct itself is (somewhat perversely) read notionally. If, as alleged, it is a
lemon, then there must be an it that is a lemon, and that it must be a sloop that
Ralph wants. Similarly, if she tampered with the computer, then there must be
a shewho is a spy and whom Ralph suspects of the theft.

The notional/relational distinction comes under seve re strain, howe ve r,
when confronted with Peter T. GeachÕs (1967) ingenious Hob/Nob sentence:

(5) Hob thinks a witch has blighted BobÕs mare, and Nob wonders whether
she (the same witch) killed CobÕs sow.9

This puzzling sentence seems to resist both a relational and a notional reading.
If there is a shewhom Nob wonders about, then that she, it would appear, must
be a witch whom Hob suspects of mare blighting. But the sincere utterer of (5)
i n t u i t i vely does not seem committed in this way to the reality of witches.
Barring the existence of witches, though (5) may be true, there is no actual witch
about whom Hob suspects and Nob wonders. Any account of the notional/re-
lational that depicts (5) as requiring the existence of a witch is ipso factowrong.
There is a natural reading of (5) that carries an ontological commitment to
witches, viz., the straightforward relational reading. The point is that the in-
tended reading does not.
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A tempting response construes (5) as fully notional, along the lines of

(5n) (i) Hob thinks: a witch has blighted BobÕs mare; and (ii) Nob wonders
whether: the witch that (Hob thinks) blighted BobÕs mare also killed
CobÕs sow.

Yet this will not do; (5) may be neutral concerning whether Nob has a true be-
lief about, let alone shares, HobÕs suspicion. NobÕs wondering need not take the
form ÒDid the same witch that (Hob thinks) blighted BobÕs mare also kill CobÕs
sow?Ó It may be that HobÕs thought takes the form ÒMaggoty Meg has blighted
BobÕs mareÓ while NobÕs takes the form ÒDid Maggoty Meg kill CobÕs sow?Ó If
so, (5) would be true, but no fully notional reading forthcoming.

Worse, HobÕs and NobÕs thoughts need not involve the same manner of
speciÞcation. It may be that HobÕs thought takes the form ÒMaggoty Meg has
blighted BobÕs mareÓ while NobÕs wondering takes the form ÒDid the Wicked
Witch of the West kill CobÕs sow?Ó This appears to preclude a neo-Fregean
analysis along the lines of the following:

(F) ($a)[a corepresentsfor both Hob and Nob & Hob notionally-thinks
éa is a witch who has blighted BobÕs mareù & Nob notionally-thinks éa
is a witchù and Nob notionally-wonders éDid a kill CobÕs sow?ù].10

Geach himself argues (1967, pp. 148Ð149) that since (5) does not commit its
author to the existence of witches, it must have some purely notional reading or
other. He suggests an alternative neo-Fregean analysis, evidently along the lines
of the following:

(G) ($a)($b)[a is a witch-representation & b is a witch-representation & a
and b corepresentfor both Hob and Nob & Hob notionally-thinks éa
has blighted BobÕs mareù & Nob notionally-wonderséDid b kill CobÕs
sow?ù].11

This proposal faces certain serious difÞculties, some of which are also problems
for (F): The relevant notion of a witch-representationmust be explained in such
a way as to allow that an individual representation a (e.g., an individual con-
cept) may be a witch-representation without representing any actual witch, and
for that matter, without representing anything at all. More important, the rele-
vant notion of corepresentationneeds to be explained so as to allow the follow-
ing: that a pair of individual representations a and b may co-represent for two
thinkers without representing anything at all for either thinker. Geach does not
explicitly employ the notion of corepresentation. I have included it on his be-
half because it, or something like it, is crucial to the proposed analysis. Any
analysis, if it is correct, must capture the idea that HobÕs and NobÕs thoughts
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have a common focus. Though there is no witch, Hob and Nob are, in some
sense, thinking about the samewitch. It is on this point that notional analyses
generally fail. Even something as strong as (5n)—already too strong—misses this
essential feature of (5). On the other hand, however the notion of vacuously
corepresenting witch-representations is ultimately explained, by contrast with
(G), (5) evidently commits its author no more to corepresenting witch-repre-
sentations than to witches. More generally, any analysis along the lines of (F) or
(G) cannot forever avoid facing the well-known difficulties with neo-Fregean,
notional analyses of relational constructions generally (e.g., the Twin Earth con-
siderations).12

An alternative approach accepts the imposingly apparent relational charac-
ter of (5) at face value, and construes it along the lines of the following:

(6) There is someone whom: (i) Hob thinks a witch that has blighted Bob’s
mare; (ii ) Nob also thinks is a witch; and (iii ) Nob wonders whether she
killed Cob’s sow.

This happily avoids commitment to witches. But it does not provide a solution.
Hob’s and Nob’s thoughts need not concern any real person. Maggoty Meg is
not a real person, and there may be no one whom either Hob or Nob believe to
be the wicked strega herself.

Some proposed solutions to Geach’s puzzle make the unpalatable claim that
Hob’s and Nob’s musings concern a Meinongian Object—a particular witch
who is both indeterminate and nonexistent.13 Many proposed solutions instead
reinterpret relational attributions of attitude so that they are not really relational,
i.e., they do not make genuine reference to the individuals apparently men-
tioned therein by name or pronoun. These responses inevitably make equally
unpalatable claims involving relational constructions—for example, that Nob’s
wondering literally concerns the very same witch/person as Hob’s belief yet nei -
ther concerns anyone (or anything) whatsoever, or that relational constructions
mention or generalize over speech-act tokens and/or connections among speech-
act tokens.14 It would be more sensible to deny that (5) can be literally true on
the relevant reading, given that there are no actual witches.15 The problem with
this denial is that its proponent is clearly in denial. As intended, (5) can clearly
be true (assuming Hob and Nob are real) even in the absence of witches.
Numerous postmodern solutions jump through technical hoops to allow a pro-
noun (‘she’) to be a variable bound by a quantifier within a belief context (‘a
witch’) despite standing outside the belief context, hence also outside the quan-
tifier’s scope, and despite standing within an entirely separate belief context.
These “solutions” do not satisfy the inquiring mind as much as boggle it. It is
one thing to construct an elaborate system on which (5) may be deemed true
without ‘There is a witch’. It is quite another to provide a satisfying explanation
of the content of No b’s attitude, one for which the constructed system is
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appropriate. How can Nob wonder about a witch, and a particular witch at
thatÑthe very one Hob suspectsÑwhen there is no witch and, therefore, no
particular witch about whom he is wondering? This is the puzzle in a nutshell.
It combines elements of intensionality puzzles with puzzles concerning non-
existence and puzzles concerning identity, and has been deemed likely
intractable.16

My t h s

THE SOLUTION I SHALL URGE takes (5) at face value, and takes seriously
the idea that false theories that have been mistakenly believedÑwhat I call
mythsÑgive rise to fabricated but genuine entities.17 These entities include such
oddities as: Vulcan, the hypothetical planet proposed by Babinet and which Le
Verrier believed caused perturbations in MercuryÕs solar orbit; the ether, once
thought to be the physical medium through which light waves propagate; phlo-
giston, once thought to be the element (material substance) that causes com-
bustion; the Loch Ness Monster; Santa Claus; and Me i n o n gÕs Go l d e n
Mountain. Such mythical objectsare real things, though they are neither mater-
ial objects nor mental objects (ÒideasÓ). They come into being with the belief in
the myth. Indeed, they are created by the mistaken theoryÕs inventor, albeit with-
out the theoristÕs knowledge. But they do not exist in physical space, and are, in
that sense, abstract entities. They are an unavoidable by-product of human fal-
libility.

Vulcan is a mythical planet. This is not to say, as one might be tempted to
take it, that Vulcan is a planet but one of a rather funny sort, e.g., a Meinongian
Object that exists in myth but not in reality.18 On the contrary, Vulcan exists in
reality, just as robustly as you the reader. But a mythical planet is no more a
planet than a toy duck is a duck or a magician is someone who performs feats
of magic. A mythical object is an imposter, a pretender, a stage prop. Vulcan is
not a real planet, though it is a very real objectÑnot concrete, not in physical
space, but real. One might say that the planet Mercury is also a Òmythical ob-
ject,Ó in that it too Þgures in the Vulcan myth, wrongly depicted as being grav-
itationally inßuenced by Vulcan. If we choose to speak this way, then it must be
said that some Òmythical planetsÓ are real planets, though not really as depicted
in the myth. Vulcan, by contrast with the ÒmythicalÓ Mercury, is a wholly myth-
ical object, not a real planet but an abstract entity inadvertently fabricated by
the inventor of the myth. I shall continue to use the simple word ÔmythicalÕ as
a shorthand for the notion of something wholly mythical.19

The existence of Þctional objects, in something close to this sense, has been
persuasively urged by Peter van Inwagen (1977) and Saul Kripke (1973) as an on-
tological commitment of our ordinary discourse about Þction.20 Their account,
however, is signiÞcantly different from the one I propose. Kripke contends that
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a mythical-object name like ‘Vulcan’ is ambiguous between two uses, one of
which is parasitic on the other. It would be less deceptive to replace the am-
biguous name with two univocal names, ‘Vulcan1’ and ‘ Vulcan2’. The name on
its primary use, ‘Vulcan1’, was introduced into the language, sanssubscript, by
Babinet as a name for an intra-Mercurial planet. Le Verrier used the name in
this way in theorizing about Mercury’s perihelion. In this use, the name names
nothing; ‘Vulcan1’ is entirely vacuous. Giving the name this use, we may say
such things as that Le Verrier believed that Vulcan1 affected Mercury’s perihe-
lion. Le Verrier’s theory is a myth concerning Vulcan1. The name on its sec-
ondary use, ‘Vulcan2’, is introduced into the language (again sanssubscript) at
a later stage, when the myth has finally been exposed, as a name for the myth-
ical planet erroneously postulated, and there by inadve rtently created, by
Babinet. Perhaps it would be better to say that a new useof the name ‘Vulcan’
is introduced into the language. ‘Vulcan2’ is fully referential. Using the name in
this way, we say such things as that Vulcan2 was a mythical intra-Mercurial
planet hypothesized by Babinet. The difference between Vulcan1 and Vulcan2
could not be more stark. The mistaken astronomical theory believed by Babinet
and Le Verrier concerns Vulcan1, which does not exist. Vulcan2, which does ex-
ist, arises from the mistaken theory itself. Vulcan2 is recognized through reflec-
tion not on events in the far-off astronomical heavens but on the more local
story of man’s intellectual triumphs and defeats, particularly on the history of
science.

Kripke’s account is vulnerable to a familiar family of thorny problems: the
classical problem of true negative existentials and the more general problem of
the content and truth value of sentences involving vacuous names. Vulcan1 does
not exist. This sentence is true, and seems to say about something (viz., Vulcan1)
that it fails to exist. Yet the sentence entails that there is nothing for it to at-
tribute nonexistence to. Furthermore, on Kripke’s account, Le Verrier believed
that Vulcan1 has an impact on Mercury’s perihelion. What can the content of
Le Verrier’s belief be if there is no such thing as Vulcan1? Furthermore, is the be-
lief content simply false? If so, then it may be said that Vulcan1 has no impact
on Mercury’s perihelion. Yet this claim too seems to attribute something to
Vulcan1, and thus seems equally wrong, and for exactly the same reason, with
the claim that Vulcan1 does have such an impact. Kripke is aware of these prob-
lems but offers no viable solution.

I submit that Kripke’s alleged primary use of a mythical-object name is it-
self a myth. To be sure, Babinet believed himself to be naming a real planet in
introducing a use of ‘Vulcan’ into the language, and other users like Le Verrier
believed themselves to be referring to a real planet. But this linguistic theory of
the name ‘Vulcan’ is mistaken, and is in this respect exactly like the astronomi-
cal theory that Vulcan is a real planet. The two theories complement each other,
and fall together hand in hand. The situation should be viewed instead as fol-
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lows: Babinet invented the theory—erroneous, as it turns out—that there is an
intra-Mercurial planet. In doing this, he inadvertently created Vulcan. Indeed,
Babinet even introduced a name for this mythical planet. The name was in-
tended for a real planet, and Babinet believed the name thus referred to a real
planet (notionally, not relationally!). But here again, he was simply mistaken.
Other astronomers, most notably Le Verrier, became convinced of Babinet’s the-
ory, both as it concerns Vulcan (that it is a very real intra-Mercurial planet) and
as it concerns ‘Vulcan’ (that it names the intra-Mercurial planet). Babinet and
Le Verrier both believed, correctly, that the name ‘Vulcan’, on the relevant use,
refers to Vulcan. But they also both believed, mistakenly, that Vulcan is a real
planet. They might have expressed the latter belief by means of the French ver-
sion of the English sentence ‘Vulcan is a planet’, or other shared beliefs by means
of sentences like ‘Vulcan’s orbit lies closer to the Sun than Mercury’s’. These be-
liefs are mistakes, and the sentences (whether English or French) are false.

Im p o rt a n t l y, there is no re l e vant use of the name ‘Vu l c a n’ by Babinet and Le
Verrier that is vacuous. So used, the name refers to Vulcan, the mythical planet.
Le Verrier did n o tb e l i e ve that Vu l c a n1 is an intra-Me rcurial planet—or, to put the
point less misleadingly, there is no real use marked by the subscript on ‘Vu l c a n’ on
which the string of words ‘Vu l c a n1 is an intra-Me rcurial planet’ expresses anything
for Le Verrier to have believed, disbelieved, or suspended judgment about. To put
the matter in terms of Kripke’s account, what Le Verrier believed was that Vu l c a n2
is a real intra-Me rcurial planet. Le Ve r r i e r’s belief concerns the mythical planet, a
ve ry real object that had been inadve rtently created, then named ‘Vu l c a n’, by
Babinet. Their theory about Vulcan was completely wrong. Vulcan is in fact an
abstract object, one that is depicted in myth as a massive physical object.

A common reaction is to charge my proposal with miscasting mythical ob-
jects as the objects with which myths are concerned. On the contrary, it is ob-
jected, if they exist at all, mythical objects enter the intellectual landscape only
at a later stage, not in the myth itself but in the subsequent historical account
of the myth. A robust sense of reality demands that the myth itself be not about
these abstract objects but about nothing, or at most about representations of
nothing. No one expresses this sentiment more forcefully than Russell (1919):

[Many] logicians have been driven to the conclusion that there are unreal
objects . . . In such theories, it seems to me, there is a failure of that
feeling for reality which ought to be preserved even in the most abstract
studies. Logic, I should maintain, must no more admit a unicorn than
zoology can; for logic is concerned with the real world just as truly as
zoology, though with its more abstract and general features. To say that
unicorns have an existence in heraldry, or in literature, or in imagination,
is a most pitiful and paltry evasion. What exists in heraldry is not an
animal, made of flesh and blood, moving and breathing of its own
initiative. What exists is a picture, or a description in words. . . . A
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robust sense of reality is very necessary in framing a correct analysis of
propositions about unicorns . . . and other such pseudo-objects.21

I heartily applaud Ru s s e l l’s eloquent plea for philosophical sobriety. But his
attitude tow a rd “u n re a l” objects is fundamentally confused. To repeat, a mythi-
cal planet is not a massive physical object but an abstract entity, the product of
c re a t i ve astronomizing. Likewise, a mythical unicorn or a mythical winged horse
is not a living cre a t u re but a fabricated entity, the likely product of blurred or
fuzzy vision, just as mermaids are the likely product of a deprived and ove r a c t i ve
imagination under the influence of liquor—cre a t u res not really made of flesh and
blood and fur or scales, not really moving and breathing of their own initiative ,
but depicted as such in myth, legend, hallucination, or drunken stupor.

It is frequently objected even by those who countenance mythical objects
that the Vulcan theory, for example, is merely the theory that there is an intra-
Me rcurial planet, not the bizarre hypothesis that the re l e vant abstract entity is
that planet. Babinet and Le Ve r r i e r, it is observed, did not believe that an abstract
entity is a massive heavenly object. Quite right, but only if meant notionally.
Understood relationally—as the claim that, even if there is such an abstract en-
tity as the mythical object that is Vulcan, Babinet and Le Verrier did not believe
it to be an intra-Me rcurial planet—it turns mythical objects into a philosophical
black box. What role are these abstract entities supposed to play, and how exactly
a re their myth-believers supposed to be related to them in virtue of believing the
myth? In fact, this issue provides yet another reason to prefer my account ove r
K r i p k e’s. On my account, in sharp contrast, the role of mythical objects is
s t r a i g h t f o rw a rd: They are the things depicted as such-and-such in myth, the fab-
rications erroneously believed by wayward believers to be planets or the medium
of light-wave propagation or ghosts, the objects the mistaken theory is about
when the theory is not about any real planet or any real medium or any re a l
ghost. It is not merely that being depicted as such-and-such is an essential pro p-
e rty of a mythical object, a feature the object could not exist without. Rather, be-
ing so depicted is the metaphysical function of the mythical object; that is w h a t
it is, its raison dÕ • t re. To countenance the existence of Vulcan as a mythical planet
while at the same time denying that Babinet and Le Verrier had beliefs about this
mythical object, is in a ve ry real sense to miss the point of recognizing Vu l c a n’s
existence. It is precisely the astro n o m e r s’ false beliefs about the mythical planet
that makes it a mythical planet; if no one had believed it to be a planet, it would
not b ea mythical planet. Come to that, it would not even exist.2 2

Another important point: I am not postulatingmythical objects. For exam-
ple, I am not postulating Vulcan. Even if I wanted to, Babinet beat me to it—
though he postulated Vulcan as a real planet, not a mythical one.23 Mythical ob-
jects would exist even if I and eve ryone else had never countenanced or
recognized them, or admitted them into our ontology. Rather, I see myself as
uncovering some evidence for their independent and continued existence, in
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something like the manner of the paleontologist who infers dinosaurs from their
fossil remains, rather than the theoretical physicist who postulates a new cate-
gory of physical entity in order to make better sense of things (even if what I
am actually doing is in important respects more like the latter).24

Perhaps the most important evidence in favor of this theory of mythical ob-
jects is its logical entailment by our thoughts and beliefs concerning myths. We
are sometimes led to say and think such things as, “An intra-Mercurial planet,
Vulcan, was hypothesized by Babinet and believed by Le Verrier to affect
Mercury’s perihelion, but there has never been a hypothetical planet whose or-
bit was supposed to lie between Mercury and Venus” and “Some hypothetical
species have been hypothesized as linking the evolution of birds from dinosaurs,
but no hypothetical species have been postulated to link the evolution of mam-
mals from birds.” The distinctions drawn cannot be made without a commit-
ment to mythical objects, i.e., without attributing existence, in some manner, to
mythical objects. No less significant, beliefs are imputed about the mentioned
mythical objects, to the effect that they are not mythical. Being wrongly believed
not to be mythical is just what it is to be mythical. Furthermore, beliefs are im-
puted to distinct believers concerning the very same mythical object.25

Further evidence—in fact, evidence of precisely the same sort—is provided
by the Hob/Nob sentence. The puzzle is solved by construing (5) on its princi-
pal reading, or at least in one of its principal readings, as fully relational, not in
the manner of (6) but along the lines of:

(7) There is a mythical witch such that (i) Hob thinks: she has blighted Bob’s
mare; and (ii ) Nob wonders whether: she killed Cob’s sow.26

This has the distinct advantage over (6) that it does not re q u i re that both Ho b
and Nob believe someone to be the witch in question. In fact, it allows that there
be no one in particular whom either Hob or Nob believes to be a witch. It does re-
q u i re something not unrelated to this, but no more than is actually re q u i red by (5) :
that there be something that both Hob and Nob believe to be a witch—somet h i n g,
not someo n e, not a witch or a person, certainly not an indeterminate Me i n o n g i a n
Object, but a ve ry real entity that Nob thinks a real witch who has blighted Bob’s
m a re. Nob also believes this same mythical witch to be a real witch and wonders
about “her” (really: about i t) whether she killed Cob’s sow. In effect, the pro p o s a l
substitutes ontological commitment to mythical witches for the ontological com-
mitment to real witches intrinsic to the straightforw a rd relational reading of (5) (ob-
tained from (7) by deleting the word ‘m y t h i c a l’). T h e re are other witch-free re a d-
ings for (5), but I submit that any intended reading is a variant of (7) that equally
commits the author to the existence of a (real or) mythical witch, such as:

(i) Hob thinks: some witch or other has blighted Bob’s mare; and ( ii ) the
(same) mythical witch that Hob thinks has blighted Bob’s mare is such
that Nob wonders whether: she killed Cob’s sow.27
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SigniÞcantly, one who accepts KripkeÕs account may not avail him/herself
of this solution to GeachÕs puzzle. On KripkeÕs account it may be observed that

(i) Hob thinks: Meg1 has blighted BobÕs mare; and (ii ) Nob wonders
whether: Meg1 killed CobÕs sow.

The Hob/Nob sentence (5) is not obtainable by existential generalization on
ÔMeg1Õ, since by KripkeÕs lights, this name is supposed to be vacuous and to oc-
cur in nonextensional (Òre f e rentially opaque,Ó u n g e ra d e) position. Nor on
KripkeÕs account can ÔMeg2Õ be correctly substituted for ÔMeg1Õ; HobÕs and NobÕs
theories are supposed to concern the nonexistent witch Meg1 and not the myth-
ical witch Meg2. Kripke might instead accept the following, as a later-stage ob-
servation about the Meg1 theory:

Meg2 is the mythical witch corresponding to Meg1.

Here the relevant notion of correspondenceplaces ÔMeg2Õ in extensional po-
sition. While ÔMeg2Õ is thus open to existential generalization, ÔMeg1Õ suppos-
edly remains in a nonextensional position where it is not subject to quantiÞca-
tion. It is impossible to deduce (5) from any of this. GeachÕs puzzle does not
support KripkeÕs account. On the contrary, the puzzle poses a serious threat to
that account, with its denial that HobÕs and NobÕs thoughts are, respectively, a
suspicion and a wondering regarding Meg2.

On my alternative account, we may instead observe that

Maggoty Meg is a mythical witch. Hob thinks she has blighted BobÕs mare.
Nob wonders whether she killed CobÕs sow.

We may then conjoin and EG to obtain (7). In the end, what makes (7) a plau-
sible analysis is that it (or some variant) spells out in more precise language what
(5) literally says to begin with. Babinet and Le Verrier provide a real-life case in
which the thoughts of different thinkers converge on a single mythical object:
Babinet thought he had seen an intra-Mercurial planet, and Le Verrier believed
that it (the same ÒplanetÓ) impacted MercuryÕs perihelion. The primary lesson
of GeachÕs puzzle is that when theoretical mistakes are made mythical creatures
are conceived, and in acknowledging that misbelievers are sometimes related as
Nob to Hob, or as Le Verrier to Babinet, we commit ourselves to their illegiti-
mate progeny.28

N ot e s
This paper was presented at various venues before and after the turn of the millenium. I am
grateful to Mark Fiocco, Steven Humphry, Genoveva Marti, Michael McGlone, and Teresa
Robertson for discussion, as well as my audiences and the participants in my UCSB seminar
during Spring 2000.
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1. Russell would extend his primary/secondary occurrence distinction to (1) by rewriting it
in sentential-operator form, for example, as éRalph desires that (2)ù.

2. DonnellanÕs referential/attributive distinction for deÞnite descriptions is a special case of
the directed/undirected distinction, which also covers indeÞnite descriptions. A use of
Ôsome atheistÕ in uttering ÔSome atheist is a spyÕ may be undirected even if the speaker is
regarded as thereby designating a higher-order entity relevantly connected to that same use
(for example, the function from functions-from-individuals-to-truth-values that assigns
truth to any function assigning truth to at least one atheist and otherwise assigns falsity).

3. See Kripke 1977.
4. Others who also maintain that the directed/undirected distinction is semantically relevant

include Barbara Partee (1972, Almog follows Partee in confusing relational/notional with
directed/undirected), Jon Barwise and John Perry (1983), and Howard Wettstein (1981,
1983). I challenge WettsteinÕs account in Salmon (1991).

5. Almog explains the notional reading of ÒMadonna seeks a manÓ (misidentiÞed with its
undirected use) by saying that it is true if and only if Madonna seeks at least one instance
of the kind Man(1998, 57, 80). This is at best a tortured expression of MadonnaÕs objective
(ÒMankind, schmankind. IÕm just looking for a man.Ó). Worse, the formulation leaves the
notional/relational ambiguity unresolved. In seeking at least one instance of mankind, is
there anyone in particular who is the object of MadonnaÕs desire, or is she merely seeking
relief from her unbearable loneliness? Almog disambiguates in exactly the wrong direction,
saying: (i) ÒÔMadonna met a manÕ .. . is true on this parsing [its undirected use] .. . iff
Madonna met at least one manÓ; furt h e r m o re, (i i ) Òno special treatment accru e s
intensional verbs. Thus to get the truth conditions of the [notional] reading of ÔMadonna
seeks a manÕ, simply substitute ÔseekÕ [in (i)]Ó (1998, 80). Substitution of seekingfor having
metin MadonnaÕs having met at least one man (or in MadonnaÕs standing to mankind in
the relative product, x met at least one instance of y) directly results in a targeted search by
the diva.

Almog denies (1998, 53Ð54) that (2) logically entails (2«) ÔThere is a sloop that Ralph
ownsÕ, on the grounds that (1), which has the same logical form as (2), can be true without
(1«) ÔThere is a sloop that Ralph wantsÕÑwhile conceding that it is nevertheless necessary
and knowable a priorithat if Ralph owns a sloop then there is a sloop that he owns. This
argument carries no conviction. Logic can no more tolerate a divergence in truth value
between ÔRalph owns at least one sloopÕ and ÔAt least one sloop is such that Ralph owns itÕ
than it can between ÔThe number of planets is such as to be not evenÕ and ÔIt is not the
case that: the number of planets is evenÕ. The second pair are equivalent despite the fact
that substitution of ÔpossiblyÕ for ÔnotÕ yields a falsehood and a truth, respectively. There is
a reading of (1) on which it evidently entails (1«)Ñviz., the relational reading. In any event,
on this reading (1) yields (1«) with the same sort of modality as between (2) and (2«)Ñ
whether the connection is deemed logical or only necessary, a priori, intuitive, conceptual,
t rue by virtue of meaning, and whatever else (knowable by reason alone?). T h e
relational/notional distinction may even be deÞned or characterized by contrasting the
reading of (1) on which it is yields (1«) via the same sort of modality as between (2) and
(2«), with that on which it instead attributes a desire for slooplessness relief compatible
with (1«)Õs denial. Owning and Þnding provide a template for wanting and seeking, but
only for wanting and seeking in the relational senses. The desire for mere relief from
slooplessness provides a new paradigm (familiarity of grammatical form notwithstanding).

6. This is not to say that Ralph wants to own a concept. There is no sloop or concept that
Ralph speciÞcally wants in virtue of wanting relief from slooplessness. Rather, Ralph
stands in a certain relation to the generalized concept, some sloop or other. The relation is
expressed in some English constructions by ÔwantsÕ. To say that Ralph notionally wants a
concept is to assert that this same relation obtains between Ralph and a concept of a
concept. Cf. Alonzo Church (1956, 8n20).

7. Almog depicts (2) on an undirected use as expressing (or at least as true exactly on the
condition) that Ralph stands to the kind Sloopin the relative product, x owns at least one
instance of y. This would suggest that, in such a use, the word ÔsloopÕ refers to, and is
directed toward, the kind Sloopwhile the words Ôowns aÕ express the relative product (1998,
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79). Similarly for the analogous use of (1), yielding its relational reading (directly contrary
to AlmogÕs stated purpose; see note 5above). The phrase Ôa sloopÕ (as opposed to the word
ÔsloopÕ occurring therein) on such a use would refer neither to the kind nor to the relative
product, nor to anything else. In effect, it is contextually deÞned away. (Alternatively,
it might be taken as referring to a higher-order entity, e.g., (l F)[($z)(z is an instance of
the kind Sloop& Fz)]; cf. note 2 above. But Almog eschews such entities in his semantic
analysis.) By contrast, Ôa sloopÕ on the notional reading of (1) refers to, and its use is
directed toward, the concept, some sloop or other(or if one prefers, at least one instance of
Sloop).

8. The various considerations demonstrating the failure of the directed/undirected analysis of
relational/notional are well known in connection with deÞnite descriptions. Cf. Kripke
(1977, 9Ð10). Analogous considerations are at least as forceful with regard to indeÞnite
descriptions. In responding to KripkeÕs arguments against the alleged semantic signiÞcance
of the directed/undirected distinction, Almog (1998, 91Ð98) barely acknowledges these
m o re decisiveÑand more fundamentalÑconsiderations against his proposal. AlmogÕs
defense of the semantic-signiÞcance thesis suffers furthermore from the confusions limned
above, including, for example, the false premise that the notional reading of (1) asserts that
one sloop or other has the property of being wanted by Ralph (something in fact entailed
by the relational reading). Michael McGlone has pointed out (in conversation) that Almog
might restrict his directed/undirected account of relational/notional to constructions like
(1), not extending it to (3). (Cf. Almog 1998, 104n20.) Such a restriction would be both ad
hocand irrelevant. (The scope considerations apply equally to ÔDiogenes wants to seek an
honest manÕ.) The account fails for both sorts of cases, and for the same basic reason: The
analogue for (1)/(3) of an undirected use of (2)/(4) is a straightforwardly relational reading,
and hence fails as an analysis of the notional reading.

Perhaps Almog will recant and concede that verbs like ÔwantÕ and ÔseekÕ do after all
require special treatment to capture the elusive notional readings. On its notional reading,
(1) is true iff Ralph is related to the kind Sloopby notionally wanting at least one instance
of the latter, as opposed to relationally wanting one, as entailed by the discredited account.
( See notes 5 and 7 a b ove.) This of itself leaves the former condition unexplained. In
particular, appealing to an alleged undirected use of Ôa sloopÕ by the reporter yields the
w rong reading. But Almog also explicitly rejects the Fre g e - i n s p i red analysis (which I
b e l i e ve is essentially correct): that certain expressions including Ôs e e kÕ and Ôw a n tÕ (not
including ÔÞndÕ and ÔownÕ) areungeradeoperators, which induce Ôa sloopÕ to refer to rather
than to express the concept some sloop or other, eliciting a directed use by the speaker. (The
relational reading of (1) is explicable on this analysis as a matter of wide scope/primary
occurrence.)

A case can be made that the relational reading of (1) goes hand in hand with a
directed use of Ôa sloopÕ, or a propensity toward a directed use, on the part of Ralphrather
than the speaker, and the notional reading correspondingly with an undirected use, or a
propensity thereto, by Ralph. A logico-semantic account of relational/notional along these
lines, although not as conspicuously ßawed as AlmogÕs, is also signiÞcantly wide of the
mark. (Suppose Ralph speaks no English. Consider also the Church-Langford translation
test.) Almog anyway explicitly rejects the idea (1998, 56).

9. Though the puzzle has generated a considerable literature, its general importance to the
philosophy of logic and language remains insufÞciently appreciated. (As will emerge, I
b e l i e ve Ge a c hÕs moniker for the puzzle as one of Òintentional identityÓ is a likely
misnomer.)

10. Cf. David Kaplan (1969, 225Ð31). Contrary to Daniel C. Dennett (1968), the intelligibility
(indeed the fact) of HobÕs and NobÕs thoughts having a common focus, somehow on the
same unreal witch, does not require that they agree on every possible issue regarding the
witch in questionÑwhich would in any case entail their agreeing on every possible issue.

11. Geach 1976, 314Ð18.
12. Stephen Neale (1990, 221), proposes analyzing the relevant reading of (5) along the lines of:

(i) Hob thinks: a witch has blighted BobÕs mare; and (ii ) Nob wonders whether: the such-
and-suchwitch killed CobÕs sow, where Ôthe such-and-suchwitchÕ is ßeshed out by the
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context, e.g., as Òthe local witchÕ. But (5) evidently does not attribute to Nob the particular
thought ÔDid the local witchkill CobÕs sow?Õ nor any similarly descriptive thought. Worse,
NealeÕs proposal fails to capture the crucial feature of (5) that NobÕs wondering allegedly
regards the very witch that Hob suspects. Michael McKinsey (1986) argues that the only
readings of (5) that do not commit its author to the existence of a witch (or to there being
some real person whom Hob and Nob relationally suspect of witchcraft) are given by (5n)
(which he regards as ambiguous). Dennett (1968) apparently holds that the only such
readings of (5) are either those given by (5n) or else something similar to the less speciÞc
(F). PaceGeach, Dennett, McKinsey, and Neale, (5) is evidently relational yet free of
commitment to witches (or to anyone who is a suspect). (Contrary to Dennett, the
speakerÕs basis or justiÞcation for uttering (5) is mostly irrelevant.)

13. Cf. Esa Saarinen (1978). A variant of this approach imputes thoughts to Hob and Nob
concerning a particular possible and fully determinate but nonexistent witch. T h i s
p roposal cannot be summarily dismissed on the ground of an alleged ontological
commitment to merely possibles. The proposed analysis may be understood instead as
follows: There might have existed(even if there does not exist) a witch such that actually:
(i) Hob thinks she has blighted BobÕs mare; and (ii ) Nob wonders whether she killed CobÕs
s ow. W h e reas this is in some sense committed to merely possible witches, it avo i d s
commitment to their actual existence. The more serious difÞculty is that neither Hob nor
Nob (assuming they are real) is connected to any particular possible witch, to the exclusion
of other possible witches, in such a manner as to have relational thoughts about her. How
could they be? Witches do not exist. Cf. Kripke (1972, 158) Ò.. . one cannot say of any
possible person that he would have beenSherlock Holmes, had he existed. Several distinct
possible people, and even actual ones such as Darwin or Jack the Ripper, might have
performed the exploits of Holmes, but there is none of whom we can say that he would
havebeenHolmes had he performed these exploits. For if so, which one?Ó

14. The Hob/Nob sentence (5) is logically consistent with neither Hob nor Nob articulating
his musings, explicitly or implicitly. Tyler Bu r g eÕs (1983, 94Ð9 8) analysis seems to be
roughly the following:

Hob believesæ($x)(x is a witch who has blighted BobÕs mare)ö& \ Hob believes
æ(the13 x)(x is a witch who has blighted BobÕs mare) existsö& Nob wondersæy13 killed
CobÕs sowö.

Burge stipulates that the recurring subscript Òm a rks the anaphoric or quasi-anaphoric
connection between the termsÓ (1983, 97), where Òa more explicit way of capturing the
point of the subscriptsÓ would explicitly generalize over communication chains, including
both HobÕs application of Ôthe13Õ and NobÕs application of Ôy13Õ (1983, 98).

Bu r g eÕs apparatus is not explained sufficiently for this to qualify as a pro p o s e d
solution to the problem. Aside from questions raised by the connective adjoining the Þrst
two conjuncts (how does a single statement contain an argument?), the analysis is
inadequate on its most natural interpretations. An immediate problem is that (5), as
intended, does not entail that Hob notionally thinks only one witch has blighted BobÕs
mare; the argument of the Þrst two conjuncts is invalid. More problematic, if the special
quotation marks indicate ordinary quotation (as seems to conform with BurgeÕs intended
i n t e r p retation), the analysis miscasts relational constructions as re p o rting dispositions
toward sentences (e.g., purported utterances or implicit utterances) rather than the content
of the attitudes there by expressed and their relation to objects. Assuming instead
(apparently contrary to BurgeÕs intent) that the occurrence of Ôy13Õ is in bindable position,
the variable remains free even assuming that the deÞnite-descriptions operator Ôthe13Õ is
variable binding. BurgeÕs stipulation suggests the variable is to have a value assigned to it
via HobÕs alleged description Ôthe witch who has blighted BobÕs mareÕ, thus recasting the
third conjunct into ÔNob wonders whether sheÑthe witch who has blighted BobÕs mareÑ
killed CobÕs sowÕ. (Otherwise, the Ôy13Õ evidently remains both free and value-less, leaving
(5) without propositional content, hence untrue.) This, however, is evidently ambiguous
between a reading on which the value-Þxing is affected on the part of the author of (5)Ñ
call it primary occurrenceÑand a secondary-occurrencereading on which the value-Þxing is
allegedly affected on the part of Nob. (The terminology is intended to recall RussellÕs
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distinction. The ambiguity corresponds even more closely to two competing
i n t e r p retations of David KaplanÕs rigidifying operator Ôd t h a tÕ.) On the secondary -
occurrence reading, the value-Þxing description plays a representational role on NobÕs
behalf. On the primary-occurrence reading, the value-Þxing is shielded from the shift-
from-customary-mode function of the quotation marks, leaving the pronoun to carry the
weight of representing for Nob. The analysans on the secondary-occurrence reading, like
(5n), commits not only Hob but also Nob to the existence of a witch who has blighted
BobÕs mare. Worse, the more likely primary-occurrence reading commits (5)Õs author to the
existence of such a witch. Neither is correct.

A further problem with the proposal is that the truth of (5) does not require that Nob
make any pronominal application that is anaphoric on an application by Hob. The two
might never communicate. Burge there f o re offers something like the following as an
alternative analysis (1983, 96):

The community b e l i e ve sæ($x) (x is a witch wreaking havo c )ö & \ the community
believesæ(the13 x)(x is a witch who is wreaking havoc) existsö & Hob thinks æy13 has
blighted BobÕs mareö& Nob wondersæz13 killed CobÕs sowö.

This is subject to some of the same difÞculties as the previous analysis and more besides,
including some of the same defects as NealeÕs proposal (see note 12)Ñas well as some of
the defects of the Fregean analyses that Burge eschews. By contrast, for example, (5) makes
no claim re g a rding community-held beliefs, let alone re g a rding a specific alleged
community belief that there is only one witch wreaking havoc.

15. The account in Almog (1998, 68, 75Ð76, and passim), extended to propositional-attitude
attributions, apparently depicts (5) as modally equivalent on its intended reading to ÔHob
thinks Maggoty Meg has blighted BobÕs mare, and Nob wonders whether she killed CobÕs
sowÕ, and depicts the latter as expressing a necessary falsehood in virtue of the failure of
ÔMaggoty MegÕ to refer.

16. Michael Clark (1975, 124).
17. Cf. Salmon 1998, 304Ð5; especially 317n50.
18. Geach (1967b) misconstrues the claim in just this way.
19. Sachin Pai asks whether there is in addition to Mercury a wholly mythical planet that

astronomers like Le Verrier wrongly believed to be Mercury. I leave this as a topic requiring
further investigation.

20. Kripke does not himself ofÞcially either accept or reject an ontology of mythical objects.
My interpretation is based partly on notes I took at KripkeÕs seminars on the topic of
reference and Þction at Princeton University during MarchÐApril 1981and on recordings
of his seminars at the University of California, Riverside, in January 1983. KripkeÕs account
of Þctional and mythical objects is explicated and criticized, and my alternative theory
defended, in Salmon 1998, 293Ð305.

21. Bertrand Russell, Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy, chap. 16, 169Ð70.
22. Mythical objects are of the same metaphysical/ontological category as Þctional characters,

and it is an essential property of any such entity that it be of this category. Perhaps a
mythical object might instead have been a fictional character, or vice versa, but no
mythical or Þctional object could have been, say, an even integer. Some philosophers who
accept the reality of Þctional characters nevertheless reject mythical objects. The usual
motivation is the feeling that whereas Sherlock Holmes is a real object, a character created
by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the Vulcan theory was wrong precisely because Vulcan simply
does not exist. This ignores the nearly perfect similarity between fiction and myth.
Whatever good reason there is for acknowledging the real existence of Holmes extends to
Vulcan. The Vulcan theory is wrong not because there is no such thing as Vulcan, but
because there is no such planetas Vulcan as it is depicted. Or better put, Vulcan is no such
planet. (Likewise, there was no such detective as Holmes, who is a Þctional detective and
not a real one.) Myths and Þctions are both made up. The principal difference between
mythical and Þctional objects is that the myth is believed while the Þction is only make-
believe. This difference does nothing to obliterate the reality of either Þctional or mythical
objects.

23. Cf. Salmon 1998, 315n38.
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24. I am aware some philosophers see no signiÞcant difference between the paleontologist and
the theoretical physicist. But they are asleep, or blind.

2 5. Linguistic evidence tends to support the general claim that if someone believes there is an
F that is such-and-such when in fact there is no such thing, then there is a mythical F
t h e re by believed to be such-and-such. It does not follow that whenever someone notionally
b e l i e ves an F is such-and-such, there is always something or someone (either an F or a
mythical F) relationally believed to be such-and-such. That the latter is false is demonstrated
by the believer who notionally believes some spy is shorter than all others. (Thanks to Ja m e s
Pryor and Ro b e rt Stalnaker for pressing me on this point.) If two believers notionally
b e l i e ve there is an F that is such-and-such when in fact there is no such thing, they may or
may not believe in the same mythical F, depending on their interconnections. (This may
help explain why it is more difÞcult to form beliefs about the shortest spy than about a
mythical planet: Le Verrier and we are all de reconnected to Vu l c a n . )

Mark Richard (1998, 262Ð64, 278Ð79n16) criticizes my account of mythical objects
while defending a version of KripkeÕs. Richard objects (1998, 279) to the examples given
here on the ground that, for example, the Þrst quoted sentence is in fact untrue and is
easily confused with a true variant that avoids attributing to Babinet and Le Verrier any
ontological commitment to, or beliefs concerning, the mythical planet: ÔIt was
h y p o t h e s i zed by Babinet that there is an intra-Me rcurial planet, Vu l c a n1, and it was
believed by Le Verrier that Vulcan1 affects MercuryÕs perihelion, but it has never been
hypothesized that there is a planet whose orbit lies between Mercury and VenusÕ. (Richard
denies, with Kripke, that Babinet and Le Verrier have beliefs concerning Vulcan2.) Richard
explains the alleged confusion as the product of an exportation inference from éa believes
that b is an F that is Gù to éb is an F that a believes is a Gù, where b is a proper name.
Richard says this inference pattern is valid if, but only if, the name b, as used by the
re f e rent of a (e.g., ÔVu l c a nÕ as used by Babinet and Le Verrier), has a re f e rent. T h i s
explanation is dubious. For one thing, the particular export a t i o n - i n f e rence pattern is
invalid regardless of the logico-grammatical status of b. Moreover, it does not yield the
quoted sentence. As will be seen short l y, Ge a c hÕs puzzle demonstrates that RichardÕs
substitute sentence does not do justice to the data. Ba b i n e tÕs and Le Ve r r i e rÕs beliefs
concern something; indeed they each concern the samething.

26. Quasi-formally:

($x)(x is a mythical-witch & Hob thinks ^x has blighted BobÕs mare^ & Nob wonders
^x killed CobÕs sow^),

where Ô^Õ serves as a content-quotation mark. Note the quantiÞcation into both ungerade
contexts. (Cf. note 1 3a b ove re g a rding the error of replacing Ôm y t h i c a lÕ with Ôm e re l y
possibleÕ.)

27. This may better capture GeachÕs intent. The Þrst conjunct is notional. The second is
relational, and entails that there is exactly one mythical witch whom Hob relationally
thinks has blighted BobÕs mare. Quasi-formally:

Hob thinks ^($x)(x is a witch & x has blighted BobÕs mare)^ & (l y)[Nob wonders
^y killed CobÕs sow^]( x)(x is a mythical-witch & Hob thinks ^x has blighted BobÕs
mare^).

The principally intended reading of (5) is perhaps best captured by an equiva l e n t
formulation:

Hob t h i n k s ^ ($x)(x is a witch & x has blighted BobÕs mare)^ & Nob w o n d e r s
^dthat[([( x)(x is a mythical-witch & Hob thinks ^x has blighted BobÕs mare^)] killed
CobÕs sow^,

i n t e r p reting Ôd t h a tÕ-terms so that their content is their re f e rent (cf. note 1 4a b ove ) .
Elizabeth Harman has suggested (in conversation) a neutral reading on behalf of the
speaker who remains cautiously agnostic on the question of witchcraft: replace Ôx is a
mythical-witchÕ with the disjunction, Ôx is a witch Ú x is a mythical-witchÕ.

28. It can happen that Hob misidentiÞes Maggoty Meg with, say, her mythical sister. Hob
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might thus notionally think that only one witch has blighted BobÕs mare even though there
are two mythical witches each of whom Hob relationally thinks has blighted BobÕs mare.

One further note: The present analysis entails that (5) is committed to mythical
witches. The analysis is not itself thus committed, and is consistent with the thesis that (5)
is untrue precisely because of this commitment. Disbelief in mythical objects is insufÞcient
ground for rejecting the analysis. It is a basis for rejecting the present solution to GeachÕs
puzzle (which takes it that (5), so analyzed, can be true in the absence of witches, assuming
Hob and Nob are real), but carries with it the burden of explaining the intuition that (5)
can be true sanswitchesÑa challenge that might be met by providing a plausible rendering
of (5), as intended, that is free of mythical objects. (Good luck.)
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chapter 7

Truth and Identity
Marian David

University of Notre Dame

AC C O R D I N G TO A classical c o r re s p o n d e n c et h e o ryof truth, a proposition is tru e
iff it corresponds to a fact. The approach has its competitors. One of them, the
identity theoryof truth, pushes for a surprising simplification. It says that tru e
p ropositions do not correspond to facts, they a re facts. Some find this view too
b i z a r re to be taken seriously. Some are attracted to it because they worry that the
c o r respondence theory opens a gap between our thoughts and reality—a gap that,
once opened, will turn out to be unbridgeable, thus making it impossible for our
thoughts to come into contact with reality and for us to attain knowledge. T h e y
think the identity theory will avoid these nasty consequences because it does not
open the gapto begin with. The no-gap theme will play a role in the backgro u n d
of this chapter. It will surface at times, but the chapter is more concerned with a
d i f f e rent theme, the collapse-charge. Opponents of the correspondence theory
sometimes charge that the theory is unstable, that it must collapse into the iden-
tity theory because there is not enough play between true propositions and facts
to leave room for a genuine relation to hold between them. Those who re g a rd the
identity theory as absurd might see this a re d u c t i oof the correspondence theory.
Others might see it as an argument for the identity theory. After some exploration
of the identity theory, I will present one form of the collapse-charge, then I will
discuss what a correspondence theorist has to offer by way of a re s p o n s e .

AT THE BEGINNING of the twentieth century, G.E. Moore contributed an ar-
ticle on truth to Baldwin’s Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology. In this arti-
cle, he claimed that there is no room between truth and reality for any relation
other than identity:

It is commonly supposed that the truth of a proposition consists in some
relation which it bears to reality; and falsehood in the absence of this



relation. The relation in question is generally called a ‘correspondence’ or
‘agreement’, and it seems to be generally conceived as one of partial
similarity; but it is to be noted . . . that it is essential to the theory that a
truth should differ in some specific way from the reality, in relation to
which its truth is to consist . . . It is the impossibility of finding any such
difference between a truth and the reality to which it is supposed to
correspond which refutes the theory . . . Once it is definitely recognized
that the proposition is to denote, not a belief or form of words, but an
object of belief, it seems plain that a truth differs in no respect from the
reality with which it was supposed merely to correspond . . . .1

Moore does not mention facts, he talks about reality instead. However, since
facts are the (bits of) reality that true propositions are typically supposed to cor-
respond to (by correspondence theorists), I take the central claim of the iden-
tity theory to be that true propositions are (identical with) facts. But this claim
offers only a necessary condition for a proposition’s being true. Other theories
of truth typically provide sufficient conditions as well. Since the identity theory
seems intended as an alternative, or rather a competitor, to other truth theories
(especially to the correspondence theory), we should strengthen it into an equiv-
alence claim, so that it is formally on a par with its peers. We could try the fol-
lowing as a first-shot formulation:

(IT*) For every x, x is a true proposition iff x is a fact.

Advocates of the identity theory often express their view in terms of the weaker
claim that covers only the left-to-right direction of (IT*).2 This is convenient be-
cause the weaker claim is easier to put into ordinary words and is already strong
enough to bring out the intended contrast with the correspondence theory.

(IT*) does not actually mention the concept of identity. Why, then, refer to
it as the identity theory? One could of course expand its right-hand side so that
it says ‘x is identical with a fact’. But then again, one could expand the right-
hand side of the correspondence theory so that it says ‘x is identical with some-
thing that corresponds to a fact’—and this would not make us think that the
correspondence theory is really an identity theory. The point of referring to the
identity theory as the identity theory is not so much to emphasize the presence
of the concept of identity, which can be inserted into every predication anyway,
it is rather to emphasize the absenceof the concept of correspondence. This ab-
sence marks the contrast with the correspondence theory. The contrast, inci-
dentally, can be described in two ways. If one holds that the meaning of ‘corre-
sponds’ already entails the nonidentity of the corresponding items, then the
identity theory is incompatible with the claim that a proposition is true iff 
it corresponds to a fact. If, on the other hand, one holds that the meaning of
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‘c o r re s p o n d s’ does not by itself entail the nonidentity of the corre s p o n d i n g
items, then the identity theory is not incompatible with the claim that a propo-
sition is true iff it corresponds to a fact. There is still disagreement though, for
the identity theory implies that identity is the only correspondence relation that
can fill the bill, which goes very much against what the correspondence theorist
wanted to say. The latter way of describing the contrast fits better with the
charge that correspondence must collapse into identity. The former way is sug-
gested by Moore in the passage quoted above. As far as I can see, it does not
matter much which way we choose.

Our formulation of the identity theory is not quite satisfying: it does not
cover falsehood. At first, one might think that falsehood is handled easily by sim-
ply negating the right-hand side of (IT*): For every x, x is a false proposition iff
x is not a fact. But no—combined with (IT*), this would entail, absurdly, that
everything there is is a proposition. Some might be tempted to “go Meinongian”
and to say that a false proposition is identical with a fact that does not exist(and
a true one is identical with a fact that does exist). But there are no facts that do
not exist. To handle falsehood, the identity theorist has to say that a proposition
is false iff it is identical, not with any old thing that is not a fact, but with a
propositionthat is not a fact. This avoids the unwelcome consequence that any-
thing there is is a proposition. It also suggests that we should make a parallel ad-
justment in the clause for truth, so that the complete formulation now says: For
every x, x is a true proposition iff x is a proposition that is a fact, and x is a false
proposition iff x is a proposition that is not a fact; or equivalently

(IT) For every proposition x, x is true iff x is a fact; 
For every proposition x, x is false iff x is not a fact.

One might wonder whether (IT) is properly called a ‘t h e o ry’. Is n’t this a
rather grand-sounding label for what is little more than a one-liner? It is, but the
label comes in handy, and minitheories of this sort are already familiar to philoso-
phers. Mo re ove r, one can think of (IT) as a core - t h e o ry that can be enriched in
various ways by saying more about propositions and facts. One may also wonder
whether (IT) is intended as a definition, or as an axiom, or as a principle gov-
erning truth and falsehood for propositions. My inclination is to set such issues
aside: if the correspondence theory collapses into (IT), then the corre s p o n d e n c e
t h e o ry is in tro u b l e — n e ver mind whether (IT) is intended as a definition, or an
axiom, or a principle, or whateve r. Some will subscribe to the clauses under (IT)
m e rely because they use ‘f a c t’ as a handy label for true propositions. Should they
count as (genuine) advocates of the identity theory? I think they are better re-
g a rded as advocating an identity theory of f a c t srather than truth; for they want
to emphasize that facts are true propositions, whereas the identity theorist wants
to emphasize that true propositions are facts. Or better, they hold that calling
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something a ‘f a c t’ amounts to saying that it is a true proposition, whereas the
identity theorist holds (if her view is to be put into meta-linguistic terms at all)
that calling a proposition ‘t ru e’ amounts to saying that it is a fact. The identity
t h e o ry is supposed to be a novel theory about truth, not a novel theory about
facts and not a stipulation concerning the usage of the term ‘f a c t’. Mo o re seems
to express a similar sentiment in the passage quoted earlier. His words suggest
that the identity theorist starts with some rough antecedent fix on the reality to
which a truth is s u p p o s e dto correspond (by the correspondence theorist) and that
she then goes on to claim that a truth does not differ from this ve ry reality to
which it was antecedently supposed merely to corre s p o n d .3

Although it is not really my intention to defend the identity theory, I want
to discuss some more worries and/or objections one might have. This should
help bring the theory into sharper focus. Moreover, the question whether the
theory is tenable is interestingly related to the collapse-theme: if it is tenable,
and correspondence collapses into identity, then that is not good for the corre-
spondence theorist; if it is untenable, and correspondence collapses into iden-
tity, then that is even worse for the correspondence theorist.

First, a rather general worry concerning propositions. The identity theory,
as I understand it here, takes propositions seriously. It has no qualms quantify-
ing objectually over propositions; and it is not one of those views that help
themselves to proposition-talk while maintaining that they do not incur any on-
tological commitments to propositions. The worry is that propositions are prob-
lematic: their existence is contentious; they are said to be creatures of darkness;
their identity conditions are said to be obscure; and so on. Indeed, if there are
no propositions then the identity theory, as I understand it, is a theory without
a subject matter; however, it still would not be false, for (IT) does not affirm the
existence of propositions. The same, by the way, goes for the correspondence
theory of truth for propositions, which is the brand of correspondence theory
that is primarily relevant to our discussion.4 But what are propositions? Well,
the identity theory, as I understand it, is committed to the traditional proposi-
tional analysis (PA) of belief. The PA characterizes propositions. It does not ac-
tually tell us what propositions are; at least, it does not tell us what proposition
are made of. Rather, it characterizes propositions in terms of the role they are
supposed to play. The characterization is fairly familiar, so I will be brief.

The PA: (i) If you believe that flies are insects, then what you believe is the
proposition that ßies are insects. Your belief state is a relational state; it involves
a relation to a proposition. The proposition is the objectof the belief relation
and the contentof the belief state: propositions are “content-objects.” Moreover,
propositions can be shared. If you and I both believe that flies are insects, then
we believe the same proposition. In general, the same proposition can be be-
lieved by the same person at different times and by different persons at the same
time. The PA extends to many other states and acts; here I will usually talk about
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beliefs and thoughts. (ii) Propositions are primary bearers of truth and false-
hood. That is, truth and falsehood as applied to beliefs (thoughts, statements,
etc.) are parasitic on truth and falsehood as applied to propositions: a true be-
lief is a belief that has a true proposition as its content; a false belief is a belief
that has a false proposition as its content. This is the point where theories of
truth for propositions connect with larger issues concerning belief and thought.
Propositions are also bearers of broadly logical properties and relations, for these
are all tied up with truth and falsehood. (iii) The ‘that’-clause in ‘John believes
that ßies are insects’ refers to the proposition expressed by its embedded sentence.
It is a special “perspicuous” name of the proposition, for it allows us to specify
the proposition referred to while referring to it. Unlike a proper name, or a la-
bel, or a description (like ‘Frege’s favorite proposition’), the ‘that’-clause tells us
which proposition it is that is being referred to. ‘That’-clauses are often abbre-
viated schematically, as in ‘John believes that p’, where the dummy-letter ‘p’ can
be replaced by any arbitrary declarative sentence that makes sense.

These are some of the salient features by which the PA characterizes propo-
sitions in terms of their role. One can then have different views about the na-
ture of propositions, i.e., about what sort of thing, ontologically speaking, can
play that role (and one can have the view that nothing can play the role, which
would take us back to the worry that there might not be any propositions).
Taken by itself, (IT) does not imply much about the nature of propositions; and
the question how the PA constrains possible views about their nature is a noto-
riously tricky one. Similarly, taken by itself, (IT) does not imply much about the
identity conditions for propositions; and the question how the PA constrains
possible views about their identity conditions is again a notoriously tricky one.
Of course, one would hope that a more fully worked out version of the identity
theory will have something to say on these subjects. (All this holds equally for
the correspondence theory.) However, even our rather undeveloped identity the-
ory does imply a little bit about identity conditions. For example, one might
wonder whether, according to (IT), the true proposition that Rome is south of
Vienna might be identical with the fact that the capital of Austria is north of
the capital of Italy (cf. Cartwright 1987, 74). (IT) does at least give a conditional
answer. It says that the proposition is identical with that fact, only if that fact is
identical with the fact that Rome is south of Vienna; that much, at least, fol-
lows from (IT). By implication (IT) also offers some conditionals about iden-
tity conditions for propositions: x and y are the same/different propositions if
and only if x and y are the same/different facts.

Objection. Assume the proposition that p is contingently true. The propo-
sition exists whether it be true or false. But the factthat p would not have ex-
isted, if the proposition had been false. Hence, the proposition that p is not
identical with the fact that p—reductio. This might seem devastating at first, but
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it assumes that ‘the fact that p’ functions like a rigid designator. The identity the-
orist will and must respond that, on the contrary, ‘the fact that p’ is not rigid,
i.e., it refers to the proposition that p only in those worlds in which the propo-
sition is true. According to the identity theorist, to say of a contingently true
proposition that it is identical with a fact is to say that the proposition is (nec-
essarily) identical with something, namely itself, that happens to be a fact—it is
a bit like saying that Aristotle is identical with the author of the Metaphysics.5 I
remark in passing that most advocates of the PA will hold that expressions of
the form ‘the proposition that p’ arerigid (although I do not remember anyone
mentioning this explicitly). They will think that there is no reading under which
“the proposition that p might have failed to be the proposition that p” comes
out true. This is because a ‘that’-clause is usually supposed to specify the essen-
tial nature of the proposition it refers to.6

Objection. The identity theory is committed to the claim that facts are true,
which is absurd. The identity theorist will have to take this in stride. She will
have to say that “facts are true” is literally true; it merely sounds odd because it
amounts to the redundant claim that true propositions are true.

The identity theory is committed to the principle of bivalencefor proposi-
tions (every proposition is either true or false). But bivalence is problematic. On
the face of it, it seems to fail for vague propositions (maybe also for propositions
that are referentially indeterminate and for propositions that suffer from com-
plete reference failure). Bivalence is a tricky issue. I can do little more here than
to register that its failure will create serious difficulties for the identity theory
(but also for various other theories of truth, including some correspondence the-
ories). It is sometimes asserted, flatly, that all propositions are either true or
false—the idea being that, while bivalence does fail for declarative sentences, it
never fails for propositions. Note that this move does not sit at all well with the
PA, for it seems that we do have, say, vague beliefs and that we typically utter
our vague sentences to express our vague beliefs. Since the PA introduces propo-
sitions as possible contents of our beliefs and thoughts, it suggests that there are
vague propositions after all. There may be arguments to the effect that, contrary
to appearances, bivalence never fails (neither for propositions nor for meaning-
ful declaratives); but such arguments have to go far beyond mere assertion. An
identity theorist might want to get around the problem by simply restricting
(IT) to those propositions that are bivalent. But this is not satisfying either.
Consider the first clause of (IT); it is equivalent to: For every x, x is a true propo-
sition iff x is a proposition that is a fact. If we replace ‘proposition’ with ‘propo-
sition that is either true or false’, the result will be explicitly circular.

I want to close this section with some remarks about the no-gap motif that
is so close to the heart of some identity theorists. A friend of facts will hold with
Wittgenstein (1921) that the worldis the totality of facts. Of course, facts have
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further constituents, viz., things and properties and relations; but, in the first in-
stance, the world divides into facts. Now, combined with the PA, the identity
theory tells us that, when you think what is true, then what you think, the con-
tent of your thought, isa fact—not some stand-in or representative of a fact, but
a part of the world itself. So, when you think what is false but might have been
true, then what you think is not a fact, but it may well have been a fact. False
thoughts, according to the PA, have the same kind of content as true thoughts
(namely, propositions). So, if the contents of true thoughts are facts, then the
contents of false thoughts must be made from the same kind of worldly stuff
that facts are made of; they must be just like facts, only notfacts—unfacts. It is
helpful to talk of states of affairsin this context. Unlike facts, states of affairs are
“bipolar”; i.e., they can obtain or fail to obtain. The ones that obtain are facts.
The ones that fail to obtain still exist of course (paceMeinong); they just are not
facts. We could reformulate the identity theory as suggested by Chisholm (1976,
c h a p. 4): true propositions are states of affairs that obtain (facts); and false
propositions are states of affairs that do not obtain (unfacts). Propositions are
states of affairs—it is just that, when we think of them as contents of beliefs and
thoughts, we tend to call them ‘propositions’, whereas when we think of them
as facts or unfacts, then we tend to call them ‘states of affairs’.7

The upshot of this is that we have to distinguish between the world, i.e., the
totality of facts, and the big-wide world, i.e., the totality of states of affairs. (The
term ‘reality’ could be used to refer to either one: to the world, on the grounds
that reality should be everything that occurs or obtains; or to the big-wide
world, on the grounds that reality should be everything there is.) One may now
ask: What is the point of the no-gap motif ? The answer to this question is not
easy to discern. Although there is no gap between thought in general and the
big-wide world (states of affairs), and no-gap between true thought in particu-
lar and the world (facts), there is ample space for talk about a gap between false
thought and the world. Take the big-wide world and divide it into the world
and the remainder: behold the gap. Unfortunately, many of our thoughts are on
the wrong side of this gap, namely, the ones whose contents are false proposi-
tions.8 And what philosophical Angstmight be assuaged by the two no-gap the-
ses (no gap between thought in general and the big-wide world; no gap between
true thought and the world)? It is hard to tell. Surely, they do not assuage the
fear that, for all we know, many of our beliefs might be false.9

IF THE CORRESPONDENCE THEORY for propositions were to collapse into
the identity theory, Would that be bad? Well, on the face of it, the identity the-
ory does seem a bit bizarre. Combined with the PA, it evokes the picture of the
mind stepping out of the head and into the world—the mind seems oddly ex-
ternalized.
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What the identity theory amounts to will depend ve ry much on the under-
lying view of the nature of propositions and facts. Let us look at facts first. T h e
facts, taken together, make up the world. Facts themselves are naturally thought
of as composed of worldly objects, pro p e rties, and relations. But this must be
q u a l i fied right away. Facts cannot be “c o m p o s e d” of their constituents in the same
sense in which the world is composed of facts. The world is just the facts taken
together; it is just the sum of facts. But a fact is more than its constituents taken
t o g e t h e r. John, Ma ry, and the relation of loving can enter into two facts at the
same time: the fact that John loves Ma ry and the fact that Ma ry loves Jo h n .
C o n s e q u e n t l y, each fact must be more than the sum of its constituents. Facts are
c o m p l e xes that are not reducible to their constituents: they enjoy a nonmere o-
logical mode of composition from objects, pro p e rties, and re l a t i o n s .

What about propositions? I will set aside Lew i s’s (1 9 8 6) view that pro p o s i-
tions are sets of possible worlds—given a natural view of facts, Lew i s - p ro p o s i-
tions do not go with the identity theory, but they do not go well with the cor-
respondence theory either.1 0 Instead, let us think of propositions as having
internal stru c t u re. Like facts, they will be composed in some nonmere o l o g i c a l
m a n n e r. But what are their constituents? What are propositions made of?1 1 L e t
us look at some options and see what emerges when we combine them with
the identity theory. If propositions are ord i n a ry sentences, then, on the iden-
tity theory, the world is a text. If propositions are sentences in the mind/brain,
then, on the identity theory, the world is in our heads. If propositions are (se-
quences of ) immaterial ideas à la De s c a rtes, then, on the identity theory, the
world is a modification of our souls. Each one of these options yields a quick
re d u c t i oof the identity theory.12 Ac t u a l l y, propositions as sentences in the
mind/brain or as Cartesian ideas are not even options according to the PA .
They are private and cannot be shared, but the PA re q u i res that different per-
sons can believe one and the same proposition. Malebranche had an answer to
this “p r i vacy problem.” The contents of our thoughts, he held, are Go d’s
thoughts. Propositions are divine ideas, and we think all things in Go d .
Combine the identity theory with this and you get the view that the world is
made of divine ideas, namely, the ones God assents to (as opposed to the ones
He merely considers, which would comprise the big-wide world). Ma l e b r a n c h e ,
I take it, would have rejected this as pantheistic here s y. The positions of He g e l
and Br a d l e y, howe ve r, appear to be of this general sort. They advocated an iden-
tity theory but replaced God with the Ab s o l u t e: propositions are the ideas of the
Absolute and, since truth is identical with fact, the world is made of the
Absolute. (But this neglects the existence of falsehoods. The Absolute ought to
be the big-wide world. The world had better be made of something like “t h e
p o s i t i ve aspect” of the Absolute—I am unable to tell how the absolute idealists
wanted to handle falsehood).
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Frege (1892) and Moore (1899) addressed the privacy problem in a slightly
different manner. They held that propositions are composed of concepts—where
a concept is construed as an objective way of conceiving of things and proper-
ties.13 Frege-Moore concepts are rather similar to typesof Cartesian ideas: dif-
ferent persons can have different token ideas of the same type. Since idea-types,
or concepts, are neither mental nor physical, are not easily localized in space or
in time, and exist independently of individual thinkers, concept-propositions are
often called ‘abstract’. With a view such as this, one can hardly object to the
identity theory on the grounds that it makes the contents of our thoughts ex-
ternalto our heads. Abstract concept-propositions (much like, incidentally, the
immaterial idea-propositions of Descartes and Malebranche) are surely not in
our heads. Still, if the identity theory is combined with this view, the result is a
peculiar conception of facts and the world. Facts will be composed of objective
concepts of objects and properties rather than being composed of the objects
and properties themselves. There will be as many facts surrounding an object
(property) as there are different ways of conceiving of the object (property).
Concept-propositions à la Frege and Moore are individuated along the lines
drawn by our patterns of thinking: different ways of thinking, different propo-
sitions. Combined with the identity theory, it follows that there cannot be dif-
ferent ways of thinking of the same scene, different perspectives, that are both
accurate: different accurate perspectives already are different scenes. Intuitively,
this is a far too mind-infected way of individuating facts, playing into the hands
of the common complaint that philosophers tend to read the features of thought
and language back into the world.

Unlike the Fre g e - Mo o re view, a Kripke-Putnam-Kaplan inspired view
makes thought contents dependent on the objects and properties in the thinker’s
spatio-temporal environment.14 On this view—let us call it “strong externalism”
(though it isn’t entirely clear how it is stronger than Frege-Moore externalism)—
propositions can be composed of objects and properties themselves, rather than
concepts of objects and properties. Strong externalism seems made to order for
the identity theory of truth. Strongly external propositions that are true must be
facts (states of affairs that obtain); and strongly external propositions that are
false must be states of affairs that do not obtain. The idea that Mount Everest
with all its snow-fields, as well as Aristotle, fleas, avocados, and the like, are in
some sense constituents of the contents of our thoughts may initially appear
bizarre—still, there it is, vindicated by powerful arguments in the theory of con-
tent. But not so fast. Externalist arguments do not fully vindicate the identity
theory, not by a long shot. Colin McGinn has reminded us that the arguments
supporting strong externalism apply only to those propositional constituents
that correspond to proper names, natural-kind terms, and indexicals. They do
not work for artifact-concepts and other functional concepts; nor do they work
for phenomenological and qualitative concepts. They do not even work for com-
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plexconcepts of natural kinds.15 In short, the arguments for strong externalism
work only for some types of contents. They provide only a very partial vindica-
tion of the identity theory, which says, after all, that every true proposition is a
fact (and every false proposition is made of worldly fact-stuff). The limited reach
of externalist arguments leaves two options in the theory of content. (i) Hold
that strong externalism applies to contents of all types, even though for most
types it is not supported by externalist arguments. (ii) Hold that strong exter-
nalism applies only as far as externalist arguments reach; where they do not
reach, contents ought to be individuated in the traditional manner, i.e., along
the lines of Frege-Moore concept-propositions. The first option goes well with
the identity theory, but it requires advocating a surprising view about content
that remains largely unsupported. The second, and by my lights more plausible,
option offers a mixed view of content, but for many types of contents it does
not go well with the identity theory.16

It looks like the identity theory will have unpalatable consequences no mat-
ter what theory of content is in play. The correspondence theory had better not
collapse into the identity theory. But what is the nature of the threat anyway? I
think, it is this.

The identity theory emerges quite naturally from the way in which truth-
talk and fact-talk interact with the use of ‘that’-clauses—it emerges quite natu-
rally, that is, provided one has embraced the PA. According to the PA, ‘that’-
clauses occupy re f e rential position(subject position) even in contexts where
surface grammar does not make this intuitively obvious, viz., ‘S believes that p’
and ‘it is true that p’. According to the PA, we should take surface grammar to
be misleading here, for we want to capture valid inferences involving such con-
texts by quantifying into ‘that’-clause positions: “She believes that p; It is true
that p; therefore: She believes something that is true, i.e., for some x, she be-
lieves x and x is true”—where the objectual variable ‘x’ ranges over propositions.
So the form ‘it is true that p’ gets recast into subject-predicate form, ‘x is true’,
which allows quantifying over propositions. Once this treatment of ‘that’-clauses
is in place, there is a smooth transition from the use of ‘that’-clauses in truth-
and-fact-talk to the identity theory:

(a) it is true that p iff it is a fact that p,
(b) that p is true iff that p is a fact,
(c) x is true iff x is a fact,
(IT) for every proposition x, x is true iff x is a fact.

I do not want to maintain that one will find this derivation actually laid out
somewhere. But I do want to maintain that it makes explicit the natural pro-
gression of thought that underlies the collapse-charge and leads to the identity
theory of truth.17
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Our “derivation” of the identity theory assumes that the ‘that’-clauses in (b)
stably refer to propositions. More precisely, the step from (b) to (c) assumes that
in each substitution instance of schema (b) both ‘that’-clauses refer to the same
thing. The step from (c) to (IT) assumes that the thing in question is a propo-
sition. The assumption is a natural one to make for subscribers to the PA—they
may even find themselves embracing the more general principle that all ‘that’-
clauses refer to propositions (provided their embedded sentences make sense).
However, it seems the correspondence theorist has to reject the stability as-
sumption if she is to avoid seeing her theory collapse into the identity theory;
she ought to argue that, in substitution instances of (b), the ‘that’-clauses shift
reference from propositions to facts.

To see how this might go, compare expressions of the form ‘the proposition
that p’ and ‘the fact that p’ with expressions like ‘the planet Jupiter’ and ‘the god
Jupiter’ (and ‘the man Descartes’ and ‘the town Descartes’, etc.). The latter are
definite descriptions, but they are not quite like ordinary definite descriptions.
The ordinary description ‘the planet beyond Jupiter’ refers to a thing otherthan
Jupiter by relating it to what the embedded name ‘Jupiter’ refers to. But ‘the
planet Jupiter’ refers to the very samething as the embedded name ‘Jupiter’ refers
to (in the embedding context). The embedded name is referentially ambiguous
and the description serves to disambiguate it: ‘the planet . . . ’ and ‘the god . . . ’
tell us how to take the ambiguous name ‘Jupiter’. Let us call such descriptions
disambiguating descriptions. They have a second interesting feature. Unlike ordi-
nary descriptions, they can be turned into subject-predicate sentences without
much ado. Simply take the embedded name and use it as the subject: ‘the planet
Jupiter’ turns directly into ‘Jupiter is a planet’, in which the predicate serves to
disambiguate the name retroactively. Now, expression of the form ‘the proposi-
tion that p’ and ‘the fact that p’ can be understood as disambiguating descrip-
tions of this sort.18 The ‘that’-clause, ‘that p’, is ambiguous; it refers to one type
of thing when preceded by ‘the proposition’, namely to a proposition, and to an-
other type of thing when preceded by ‘the fact’, namely to a fact. ‘The proposi-
tion that p’ refers to the proposition expressed by the sentence embedded in the
‘that’-clause. ‘The fact that p’ refers to whatever fact is the truthmaker for the
proposition expressed by the sentence embedded in the ‘that’-clause. Since ‘the
fact that p’ is a disambiguating description, the embedded ambiguous ‘that’-
clause refers to the very same thing, if any, as the whole description, namely to
the fact that p. Remember that disambiguating descriptions can be turned into
subject-predicate sentences in which the predicate has to do the disambiguating
work retroactively. Our two descriptions are readily transformed into ‘that p is
a proposition’ and ‘that p is a fact’, in which ‘that’-clauses refer to different
things. This is the form in which they appear in schema (b). Since the ‘that-
clause in ‘that p is a fact’ refers to a fact iff its embedded sentence expresses a

1 3 4 marian dav i d



true proposition, ‘that p is a fact’ is equivalent to ‘that p is a true proposition’.
This takes care of schema (b).

So the correspondence theorist can give an account of why and how ‘that’-
clauses can switch referents from propositions to facts. This blocks the deriva-
tion of the identity theory: the step from (b) to (c) fails because it relies on the
mistaken assumption that the ‘t h a t’-clauses occurring in tru t h - a n d - f a c t - t a l k
must have stable reference to propositions.

So far, this is primarily a defensive move. It would be nice if we had some
idea of how the correspondence theorist might go on from here. She might sub-
scribe to the atomisticprogram, first proposed by Wittgenstein (1921) and Russell
(1918), and later modified and developed by David Armstrong (1997) and oth-
ers. Let me try to give a very condensed sketch. First, uphold what Armstrong
calls the truthmaker principle: for every truth there must be something in the
world that makes it true, i.e., every true truthbearer must have a truthmaker.19

Second, reject the tempting idea that correspondence is a one-one relation be-
tween truthbearers and truthmakers. Adopt a sparsetheory of truthmakers in-
stead. For example, a disjunctive proposition is true iff either one, or both, of
its disjuncts are true; different disjunctive propositions can be made true by the
same truthmaker: no need for disjunctive facts. Ideally, all molecular (logically
complex) propositions should be handled in some such manner, so that there is
no need for any facts but atomicfacts (and aggregates of atomic facts). Third,
reject the tempting idea that there is a one-one correspondence between pred-
icative concepts and genuine universals. Adopt a sparsetheory of universals in-
stead. Most predicates we use express concepts rather than genuine universals.
Genuine universals (properties and relations) are objective features of the world
that ground the objective resemblances among particulars and explain their
causal powers. What universals there are will have to be decided on the basis of
total science. It is not to be decided by looking at what concepts there are: uni-
versals are not concepts. Fourth, atomic facts, the truthmakers, are composed of
fundamental particulars and genuine universals.20 Working out the atomist pro-
gram is nontrivial and concessions may have to be made along the way. In par-
t i c u l a r, negative and/or universal truths cause difficulties. Atomists may be
forced to count some negative and/or universal facts among the truthmakers. In
general, they will try to keep things as sparse as possible—see Armstrong (1997)
for a recent defense of atomism.

An atomist can subscribe to the PA view about ‘that’-clauses, but with a
rider. ‘That’-clauses are perspicuous names of propositions, provided they are
used in believe, truth, and proposition contexts. When used in fact contexts, say,
‘that p is a fact’ and ‘the fact that p’, they are typically all but perspicuous. In
such contexts, ‘that’-clauses will often have messy reference, referring to what-
ever atomic facts make true the proposition that p. Only when the proposition
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that p is elementary will the ‘that’-clause in ‘the fact that p’ have a nicely per-
spicuous reference to the atomic fact in question. In this case, ‘that p’ in ‘the fact
that p’ will refer to the fact that p (remember that ‘Jupiter’ in ‘the planet Jupiter’
refers to Jupiter.)

If some types of contents are strongly externalist, then propositions may be
a varied lot. One may have to distinguish between three different types: (i) Pure
strongly externalist propositions, composed entirely of particulars and genuine
universals; e.g., the proposition that Fido is a dog, and maybe the proposition
that there is water on Mars. (ii) Pure concept-propositions, composed entirely
of Frege-Moore concepts; e.g., the proposition that beverages are usually kept in
containers, the proposition that doorknobs are cheaper than carburetors, the
proposition that the tallest spy is a university professor. (iii) Mixed propositions,
e.g., the proposition that water is a beverage, the proposition that Aristotle is a
famous philosopher. Now, assuming there really are thought contents that are
pure cases of strongly externalist propositions, the atomistic correspondence the-
ory must make a concession to the identity theory. After all, pure strongly ex-
ternalist propositions that are truemust be facts (at least the ones that are taken
to be elementary must be facts). So, in this case, correspondence must shrivel to
identity, which is not a genuine relation (relational universal) according to a
sparse theory of universals. Once more the correspondence theory turns out to
be a somewhat messy affair. The relational concept x corresponds to ymust be a
generic concept that refers to (or is realized by?) a number of different setups.
In some cases, namely, when x is a pure and true externalist proposition, all 
it takes for x to correspond to a fact y is for x to exist, for in such cases x is 
identical with y. In other cases, namely, when x is a pure and true concept-
proposition, correspondence is a genuine relation between wholly distinct items.
In yet other cases, namely, when x is a true mixed proposition, correspondence
is in part identity and in part a relation between distinct items; for, when x is a
true mixed proposition, it shares at least one constituent with the fact that makes
it true. As far as I can see, the “messiness” of correspondence does not provide
ammunition for an objection. It does make life difficult for the correspondence
theorist; but life is difficult.

There are two basic forms of correspondence-to-fact theories for proposi-
tions. Let x range over propositions:

(CF) x is true iff x corresponds to a fact;
x is false iff x does not correspond to any fact.

(CS) x is true iff x corresponds to a state of affairs that obtains;
x is false iff x corresponds to a state of affairs that does not obtain.

An advocate of (CS) will hold that a fact is just a state of affairs that obtains
(and a state of affairs that does not obtain is an unfact). So, like the identity the-
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orist, he will distinguish between the world, i.e., the totality of states of affairs
that obtain, and the big-wide world, i.e., the totality of states of affairs. But, un-
like the identity theorist, the CSist will be an atomist about states of affairs, or
at least, he will try to advocate as sparse a theory of states of affairs as possible.
(CF) could be intended, and maybe sometimes is, as a condensed version of
(CS). Howe ve r, a significant number of correspondence theorists (including
Russell and Armstrong) would want to be “genuine” CFists, embracing (CF)
while rejecting (CS). They would hold that false propositions do not correspond
to anything, especially not to nonobtaining states of affairs.21

(CS) tends to be regarded with a fair amount of suspicion. It is criticized
because it invokes a new primitive, the concept of obtaining, which must be as
fundamental to states of affairs as instantiation is to universals.22 It is also criti-
cized on the grounds that nonobtaining states of affairs do not go at all well with
a “vivid sense of reality” (Russell 1918, 223), that they are not worldly enough,
too abstract.23 (CF) may have advantages over (CS), but it also has some disad-
vantages. Like the identity theory, it is committed to bivalence, whereas (CS) is
not: propositions that do not correspond to any state of affairs are neither true
nor false. Also, (CF) tends to have difficulties finding atomic truthmakers for
negative propositions; nonobtaining states of affairs might help with this. Also,
we have seen earlier that for pure externalist propositions, correspondence will
reduce to identity. We have seen that the identity theory has to identify false
propositions with states of affairs that do not obtain. So it looks like any corre-
spondence theory has to accept nonobtaining states of affairs anyway, provided
it acknowledges pure externalist propositions.

A question can be raised about the response to the collapse-charge. I want
to close with a brief discussion of how the two versions of the correspondence
theory handle this question. Remember, I said that a correspondence theorist
ought to block the derivation of (IT), and hence the collapse-charge, at the step
from(b) to (c). The idea was that the ‘that’-clauses in schema

(b) that p is true iff that p is a fact

do not refer to the same thing: the one on the left refers to a proposition, while
the one on the right refers to a fact. Now, assume that the proposition that p is
false. Does it not follow, on this account, that the ‘that’-clause on the right-hand
side suffers from reference failure? If so, would that not mean that the corre-
spondence theorist cannot really account for (b)? After all, it seems he cannot
evaluate it as true, since its left-hand side is false while its right-hand side comes
out as neither true nor false.24

I think both types of correspondence theorists should respond that, if the
proposition that p is false, then (b) is true because its right-hand side is false too.
The CSist has virtually no explaining to do here. He already reads (b) as equiv-
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alent to Ôthat p is true iff that p is a state of affairs that obtainsÕ, where the ÔthatÕ-
clause on the left refers to a proposition and the one on the right to a state of
affairs. The problem does not even arise hereÑalthough the CSist ought to
rephrase our earlier account of how the derivation of (IT) is to be blocked in
terms of states of affairs and obtaining. The CFist has a bit of explaining to do.
He should say that, when the proposition that p is false, the right-hand side of
(b) is false too, because it implies a false existence claim. I pointed out earlier
that the disambiguating description Ôthe fact that pÕ turns easily into the subject-
predicate sentence Ôthat p is a factÕ. Based on this, the CFist could hold that the
ÔthatÕ-clauses in (b) are truncated descriptions, so that (b) is a variant of Ôthe
proposition that p is true iff the fact that p is a factÕ, where the right-hand side
is false if there is no such fact. Alternatively, he could read (b) as a variant of Ôthe
proposition that p is true iff the fact that p existsÕ, where the ÔexistsÕ could be ab-
sorbed into the description in the usual manner. This account seems workable,
although it is rather less smooth than the one available for (CS).

I do not know how to decide between the two versions of the correspon-
dence theory. For the moment I would be satisÞed to have shown how both can
respond to the charge that the correspondence theory will collapse into the iden-
tity theory.

N ot e s
Precursors of this paper were presented at the Third Inland Northwest Philosophy Conference
at Washington State University, and at the Fifth Metaphysical Mayhem conference at Syracuse
Un i ve r s i t y. Thanks to George Be a l e r, Joe Campbell, Andrew Cortens, Tom Cr i s p, Ro b
Cummins, Delia Graff, and Timothy Williamson, for helpful comments.

1. Moore1901Ð02, 20Ð21. The real father of the identity theory may have been Hegel (1830,
¤213): ÒTruth in the deeper sense consists in the identity between objectivity and the
notion.Ó Compare also: Bradley 1893, 150Ð52, and 1907, 110Ð13; Moore 1899, 4Ð5; Russell
1904, 74Ð76; Meinong 1910, chap. 3; Frege 1918, 74, 60Ð61; Ducasse 1940; and Chisholm
1976, chap. 4. For more recent discussions, see Candlish 1989, which introduces the label
Òidentity theoryÓ; Baldwin 1991; McDowell 1994, 27; and Hornsby 1997.

2. C o m p a re, for instance, Ho r n s by 1997, 2: ÒThe identity theory is encapsulated in the
statement that true thinkables are the same as facts.Ó

3. Thanks to Andrew Cortens for reminding me of the view that subscribes to the clauses
under (IT) because it wants to advocate an identity theory of facts. Note that Frege sounds
more like an identity theorist about facts rather than an identity theorist about truth:
ÒÔFacts, facts, factsÕ cries the scientist if he wants to bring home the necessity of a Þrm
foundation for science. What is a fact? A fact is a thought that is trueÓ (Frege 1918, 74).

4. I should note that it is misleading to speak of thecorrespondence theory.There is no such
thing. Instead, there are various groups of such theories for different categories of
truthbearers: e.g., sentences, utterances, statements, beliefs, thoughts, propositions. When
I talk of t h ec o r respondence theory, I should be taken to mean one that applies to
p ropositions. The danger of collapse exists first and foremost for this brand of
correspondence theory because the identity theory is a theory of truth for proposition.

5. The objection is raised by Moore (1953, 308) and repeated by Kit Fine (1982, 46Ð47). The
response is due to Richard Cartwright, see his 1987, 76Ð78.

6. What might a view look like on which Ôthe proposition that pÕ is not rigid? Well, someone
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might hold, for instance, the following: the that-clause in ‘S believes that p’ refers to a
brain sentence that has the content that p, and brain sentences do not have their contents
essentially. This would allow him to say that the proposition that p (i.e., the brain sentence
with the content that p) might have failed to be the proposition that p (i.e., might have
failed to have the content that p). Most advocates of the PA will think that this view uses
‘proposition’ very oddly and that the term would have been used more appropriately to
refer to the content that p rather than to the brain sentence that happens to have the
content that p.

7. Terminology varies. Chisholm and many others, including myself, use ‘state of affairs’ to
refer to bipolar entities for which nonobtaining, or nonoccurring, does not coincide with
nonexistence. Wittgenstein (1921) and Armstrong (1997) use ‘state of affairs’ to refer to facts
which are of course “unipolar”; so for their states of affairs nonobtaining does coincide
with nonexistence. (Actually, in the Tractatusthings are a bit more confusing because there
are indications that Wittgenstein had Meinongian inclinations at times, cf. 1921, 4.25.)

8. McDowell says: “When one thinks truly, what one thinks is what is the case. So . . . there
is no gap between thought, as such, and the world” (1994, 27). He does concede right away
that thought can be “distanced from the world by being false.” Still, the initial no-gap
conclusion seems to rely on a fallacious inference from what holds only for truethought,
as such, to thought as such. When one thinks falsely, what one thinks is what is not the
case; so there is a gap between thought (false thought as such) and the world after all.

9. Note also that the identity theory does not imply that it is somehow easy to attain
knowledge. Say, S believes that p, and it is a fact that p. This does not even begin to suggest
that S knows that p—to think otherwise would be to confuse knowledge with true belief.

10. Given a natural view of facts, Lewis-propositions yield a reductioof the identity theory. A
Lewis-proposition is a set of possible worlds. It is true at our world (i.e., true) iff our world
(i.e., the world) is a member of the set. Since a fact is a part of our world, the identity
theory would end up identifying a set with a part of one of its members.

11. Remember that the PA does not tell us anything about the inner makeup of propositions.
It only provides us with relational properties of propositions: they, or at least very many of
them, must be possible contents of belief states.

12. If propositions are “abstractions” from mental states, à la conceptualism, then the identity
theory says, absurdly, that the world is an abstraction from the mind.

13. Frege would have talked of “modes of presentation” or of the “senses of words” instead; he
used ‘concept’ (Begriff) in a different and somewhat strange way.

14. Cf. Kripke 1972; Putnam 1975; and Kaplan 1976.
15. If they have Hydrogen and Oxygen on Twin-Earth, and if they can do some rudimentary

mental chemistry, then they can makethoughts about water even before they make water;
see McGinn’s discussion of externalism (1989, chap. 1) from which I have borrowed the
term ‘strong externalism’.

16. Thanks to Delia Graff for pointing out that there are indeed two options. Maybe I should
be less dismissive of the first one. But note that even Twin-Earth arguments seem to
p resuppose that qualitative thoughts are individuated along traditional lines. T h e
Earthling’s and Twin-Earthling’s qualitative thoughts are the same because they conceive
of (experience) water/XYZ in the same way; their qualitative thoughts would have been
different if they had conceived of (experienced) water/XYZ in different ways.

17. Those who take the identity theory to be absurd might use this progression of thought in
the course of a reductioof the correspondence theory.

18. But are they definite descriptions at all? ‘The proposition that p is F’ does not seem to
dissolve neatly, in Russellian manner, into ‘there is exactly one proposition x such that x is
aproposition that p and x is F’. The paraphrase is odd because it’s unclear what to do with
‘x is a proposition that p’; surely, we don’t want it to read ‘x is theproposition that p’.
Timothy Williams reminded me that we get a similar situation with ‘the tallest spy is F’,
which seems to turn into ‘there is exactly one x such that x is a/thetallest spy and x is F’.
I think the comparison suggests the solution. In case of the tallest spy, one uses an analysis
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of tallestness: ÔThere is exactly one spy x such that x is taller than every other spy and x is
FÕ. So we could use the PA to help us with our case: ÔThere is exactly one proposition x
such that for every S, Sthinks that p iff Sthinks x, and x is FÕ.

19. Cf. Armstrong 1997, chap. 8. In what follows I will often use ArmstrongÕs terminology;
however, where he talks of states of affairsI talk of factsÑI use Ôstate of affairsÕ to refer to
bipolar entities.

20. Note that the fact corresponding to a proposition abouta concept might contain that
concept as its object-component, but only if concepts turn out to belong to the ultimate
constituents of the world.

21. Concerning Ôthe fact that pÕ, I think the genuine CFist should hold that such descriptions
are rigid: the fact that p could not have failed to be the fact that p. The CSist, on the other
hand, must hold that such descriptions are non-rigid whenever the state of affairs in
question is contingent: the fact that p (i.e., the obtaining state of affairs that p) could have
failed to be the fact that p (i.e., could have failed to obtain).

22. Note that (CF)-facts and (CS)-states are made of very different types of Òglue.Ó Applying
(CF)-glue to an object a and the universal being-F entails that it is true that a is F.
Applying (CS)-glue does not; it merely results in the existence of the state of affairs that a
is F. Obtaining, although fundamental to (CS), is not an ingredient of (CS)-glue.

23. Then again, it seems that facts, containing universals, are not all that concrete in any case.
The CFist might say that his atomic facts, at least the ones involving physical objects, have
spatial location: the fact that a is F is wherea is (and the fact that a-R-b is wherea and b
are). Could the CSist maintain that the state of affairs that a is F is wherea is, even if the
state does not obtain?

24. The question was raised by Timothy Williams.
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chapter 8

What Is the Role of a Truth Theory 
in a Meaning Theory?
Kirk Ludwig

University of Florida

I n t r o d u c t i o n
WE AREPREEMINENTLY linguistic beings. An understanding of our linguis-
tic abilities is central to understanding our powers of thought and forms of so-
cial organization. One part of the project of understanding our linguistic abili-
ties, has to do with the combinatorial structure of natural languages, which
enables a Þnite supply of primitive terms to have inÞnite expressive powers, in
the sense of grounding our ability to mean and understand an inÞnity of non-
synonymous expressions. We gain an understanding of this feature of natural
languages by providing a compositional meaning theory for them: a theory that,
from a speciÞcation of meanings for a Þnite vocabulary and a Þnite set of rules,
speciÞes the meaning of every sentence of the language.

Restricting our attention for the moment to a context insensitive language
L, we can think of such a theory as aiming to meet the following two condi-
tions. The Þrst is that it prove true meaning theorems of the form (M) (hence-
forth M-theorems),

(M) j means inL that p,

where what replaces ÔpÕ translates in the language of the theory (the metalan-
guage) the sentence in L (the object language) denoted by what replaces j . The
second is that it does so from axioms in some sense specifying or giving the
meanings of primitive expressions in L, in a way that exhibits how our under-
standing of the sentence depends on our understanding of its signiÞcant parts
and their mode of combination. Such a theory would give us insight into the
structure of our practical ability to speak and understand the languages we have
mastered,1 and how their inÞnite expressive powers rest on a Þnite base.





riety can enter into cognitive explanations: As triggersfor procedures, as cuesfor
stored knowledge, and as constituentsof complex representations.

The point can be brought out by a simple example. You are asked to go
milk the cow. You make a plan to carry out this request. Among your early sub-
goals is the subgoal to find the cow. You decide to look in the barn. When you
get to the barn, you walk around inside looking for the cow. You look in a stall,
and token a |cow|—a mental symbol that refers to cows. But just how did this
cow recognition work? To recognize cows, you need to know something about
them. You need, at least, to know how they look. A mental symbol does not
contain any information about how cows look, and so it is not what psycholo-
gists would call a concept. You need to deploy your knowledge of cows in order
to recognize a cow. It is your knowledge of cows, including tacit knowledge
about the sort of retinal projections they tend to produce, that makes it possi-
ble for you to token a |cow| when you encounter a cow. So the Mentalese |cow|
did no work for the object recognition system, its just signaled its output.

But that is not all. Having tokened a |cow|, where do you stand in the great
scheme of things? The |cow| tokening triggersthe next step in the plan. Now
that you have located the cow and are on the spot, you need to locate the ud-
der. Here, something like a picture of a cow, an image, say, would be very help-
ful, whereas a mental word is totally useless unless it happens to function as a
retrieval cuefor some stored knowledge about cows. Faced with actually having
to deal with a cow, the burden therefore shifts again from the symbol to your
stored knowledge, because the symbol, being arbitrary, tells you nothing about
cows. So it turns out that it is not because you have a Mentalese term for cows
that you get the milking done, it is because you have a route—activated by a
cue—to something else, some stored knowledge about cows. Mentalese |cow|s
could play a role in stored knowledge about cows only as pointers to it, or as
constituents of complex representations—|cows have udders between their back
legs|, for example—that are, on the Mentalese story, implicated in the posses-
sion of stored knowledge about cows.

I do not think this should come as any real surprise to LOTers, for I think
the view is widespread among them that it is really stored knowledge that does
the explanatory work anyway. But it is worth emphasizing that there is a big dif-
ference between appealing to the fact that one has a primitive mental symbol re-
ferring to cows, and appealing to the fact that one has a lot of knowledge about
cows. LOT commits one to the view that representations of cows don’t tell you
anything about cows.

Perhaps it is not so bad that LOT entails that the representations that are
satisfied by cows have only an indirect role in the explanation of cow cognition,
for there are always mental sentences to tell us about cows. But let us just be
clear about what LOT is committed to here: The view we have arrived at is that
cognition is essentially the application of a linguistically expressed theory. All the
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serious work gets done by sets of sentences that are internal tacit theories (ITTs)
about whatever objects of cognition there happen to be. As far as cognizing cows
goes, your |cow|s really don’t matter; it is your ITT of cows that does the work.

But, of course, ITTs are not subject to Tarskian combinatorics. Indeed, it is
pretty obvious that no psychological structure can play the roles characteristic of
both a Tarskian term and concept. Concepts, for example, subserve object recog-
nition. A concept of a fish (a FISH) is what enables one to recognize fish. To
recognize fish, you need to know something about fish––you need a theory of
fish, in short. Having a Mentalese term is of no use at all; you have to learn to
token that term in response to fish, and that is just what knowing something
about fish allows you to do, and what you cannot hope to do if you don’t know
anything about fish. Similarly, to understand the word ‘fish’, you need to know
something about fish. Having a mental term, by itself, would be no help at all,
since having a mental term referring to something is not the same thing as
knowing anything about it. You cannot understand ‘fish’ if you do not have a
FISH, and your understanding of ‘fish’ is exactly as good as your FISH.

Mental terms in a language of thought, if there is such a thing, have satis-
faction conditions: something counts as a |fish| just in case it is satisfied by fish.
Consequently, mental terms in a LOT would be subject to semantic combina-
tion: you can combine a |striped| and a |fish| and get a |striped fish|. But hav-
ing a |fish| at your disposal does not, by itself, endow you with any knowledge
of fish, and hence does not enable you to recognize fish, or understand the word,
or reason about fish. Expressions in a LOT might have the same truth-condi-
tional meanings as the expressions of a natural language, but activating (token-
ing) a LOT expression that is truth-conditionally equivalent to an expression in
a natural language could not possibly constitute understandingthat natural lan-
guage expression. To repeat, the story has to be that the Mentalese terms cue the
corresponding theories.

M e n tal Merging
I have been urging that communicative meanings are rather like theories. Since
theories are not candidates for relevant sort of Tarskian combinatorics, it follows
that a Tarskian truth theory cannot be a theory of communicative meaning. As
I pointed out earlier, this does not refute Davidson’s Conjecture, but it strips
Davidson’s Conjecture of most of its relevance to Cognitive Science. Even if a
natural language could be fitted with a truth-conditional semantics, that would
not help explain how it is learned or understood. Since natural language is a bi-
ological adaptation whose function is enabling communication—a fact philoso-
phers of language sometimes forget and almost always neglect—the interest in
such a semantics would be largely or completely orthogonal to the problem of
understanding how we understand a language.

But if concepts do not have a Tarskian semantics, how do we combine our
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understanding of ‘brown’ and ‘horse’ to get an understanding of ‘brown horse’?
Theories do not simply merge, and the denial of a theory of horses is not a the-
ory of nonhorses. Davidson’s Conjecture, and its implications for language un-
derstanding, gave us a story to tell about how our understanding of complex ex-
pressions could be constructed from our understanding of their constituents.
What shall we put in its place?

This problem would need facing even if you believed in a language of
thought with a truth-conditional semantics. For suppose you have uttered, ‘The
man holding the brown shoe is my brother,’ and my language understanding
system has constructed a truth-condition for it. What it has, in effect, is a
Mentalese translation of your sentence, containing Mentalese terms like |man|,
|brown|, |shoe|, and |holding|. We can assume, for the sake of argument, that
each of these activates the corresponding concepts, |man|s cuing MANs,
|brown|s cuing BROWNs, and so on. But this is a far cry from having a con-
ception of the state of affairs expressed by your sentence. How does one build
up that conception from MANs, BROWNs, SHOEs, and so on, together with
the truth-conditional combinatorics? Building a |brown shoe| from a |brown|
and a |shoe| does not automatically give you a BROWN SHOE.

It is glaringly obvious, once the question is raised, that symbolically repre-
sented theories are not subject to Tarskian combinatorics. Tru t h - c o n d i t i o n a l
combinatorics, therefore, allows you to explain how the truth-conditional mean-
ing for a complex expression can be built up from the truth-conditional mean-
ings of its components and its syntax, but it leaves untouched how the com-
m u n i c a t i ve meanings of complex expressions could be built up from the
communicative meanings of their components. A truth-condition for a complex
expression provides no clue as to how one might build up the conception of the
situation that expression so readily conveys to the mind of a mature speaker. We
are thus led to ask whether there is some other way of representing the relevant
knowledge—some nonlinguistic way of representing the knowledge involved in
BROWNs and SHOEs, for example—which does allow the kind of relatively
straightforward concept-merging that real-time language understanding so ob-
viously requires.

In connectionist networks, long-term knowledge is stored in the connection
weights. Whatever such a system knows about shoes and brown resides some-
how in the pattern of connectivity and the associated weights. 8 It is, in the pres-
ent state of play, a mystery how we should “re a d” a pattern of connection
weights. No one knows how to take a verbally expressed body of knowledge and
express it as a pattern of connection weights. Indeed, if John Haugeland (1990)
is right, and I think he is, this is impossible. According to Haugeland, different
genera of representational schemes allow for the expression of characteristically
different contents. Pictures and sentences are intertranslatable only in the very
roughest way. We should expect the same for sentences and patterns of connec-
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tion weights. However, this message of incomensurability between verbal and
connectionist representation is a hopefulmessage in the present context, because
we know that the problem facing us has no ready solution—perhaps no solu-
tion at all—in its verbal form: logically combining verbally expressed theories,
to repeat, has no hope of giving us what we want. This, perhaps, is enough to
justify a bit of wild speculation in spite of our ignorance of the semantics of
weight matrices.

Think, then, of a weight matrix as an encoding (doubtless idiosyncratic) of
a kind of know-how. It might be knowledge of how to retrieve an item from
memory given a cue of some sort. This is what we have in the famous Jets and
Sharks network of McClelland and Rumelhart (1988). Or it might be knowledge
of how to pronounce English text, as in Sejnowski and Rosenberg’s NetTalk.
Know-how, it seems, is naturally captured in a weight matrix. Can we think of
concepts as know-how? Certainly. To possess the concept of a shoe is, to a first
approximation, to know how to recognize one, to know how they are worn, and,
if one is a linguistic creature, to know how to describe one. Knowing how to
describe a shoe is, of course, know-how like any other. In particular, we should
not assume that knowing how to describe a shoe requires a sort of “declarative
memory,” where this is conceived as a stored Mentalese description. The stored-
description account has many failings, not the least of which is that we do not
always describe the same thing in the same way. We get a more realistic account
if we imagine a network that generates descriptions as outputs, with the de-
scription generated depending on the details of the input and the current state
of activation—set, as it used to be called in psychology. In a similar vein, hav-
ing a conception of the color brown is being able to recognize it, being able to
give instances of brown things, being able to relate brown to other colors (e.g.,
darker than yellow and lighter than black), and so on.

Can we assemble the connectionist know-how that goes with SHOE and
the connectionist know-how that goes with BROWN into the know-how that
goes with BROWN SHOE? Notice that this is not a question in semantics at
all, but a question about the mechanics of network building. We need a design
that exploits the presence of a BROWN network and a SHOE network and gen-
erates, on the fly, and temporarily, a structure that exhibits the kind of know-
how characteristic of BROWN SHOE possession.

It must be confessed that we are nowhere near to understanding how this
might be done. But we do, I think, have a pretty good beginning on how the
problem should be posed.

We start with a brief consideration of representation in connectionist net-
works, beginning with simple three-layer feed forward cases. Following Paul
Churchland (1998), consider a network that learns to discriminate hillbilly fam-
ilies in terms of facial resemblance. Figure 10.2 depicts a simplified version of
such a network, with the activation space at the hidden layer contracted to al-
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tion as mere indicators in detection. Unlike the representations posited by LOT
theories, these representations are plausible candidates for concepts.

They are not, as yet, however, plausible candidates for the sort of ßeeting
merges that seem to underlie language understanding. No cross-network associ-
ations between, e.g., a color network and a shape network, will Þll the bill here
because, Þrst, associations have to be learned, and, second, because they have to
be unlearned to go away. A reference to yellow dogs early in your discourse
makes it easier to understand talk of brown dogs later, not more difÞcult. There
are powerful connectionist techniques for representing hierarchical bindings of
the sort found in parse trees (Smolensky et al. 1992). It is tempting to suppose
that vectors representing a parse could somehow be used to orchestrate the kind
of conceptual liaisons we are after, but I think it is fair to say that no one cur-
rently knows how to do this.

The Co m m u n i cat i v e Function of Langua g e
A novel conception of the function of language emerges from the foregoing dis-
cussion. DavidsonÕs Conjecture implies that language is a medium for the ex-
pression of propositions and their constituents. It serves its communicative func-
tion when the hearer Þgures out what proposition the speaker expressed (or
perhaps which proposition the speaker intended to express). The approach I
have been urging implies that language is primarily in the communication busi-
ness, and only secondarily, if at all, in the expression business. Sentences, on this
view, are like recipes for assembling chunks of know-how into a know-howish
conception of the speakerÕs communicative intention, and of the situation as the
speaker conceives it. Sentences, in effect, tell you how to cook up a thought,
where the thoughts thus cooked up are as different from words as are the cakes
and pies from the recipes that tell you how to cook themup.

Viewed this way, it is possibleÑindeed, likelyÑthat language can be used
to communicate things it cannot begin to express, something poets and good
novelists have always known. You can begin to get a sense of this by looking at
the provision that language makes for Òplug-ins.Ó A plug-in, as eve ry we b
browser knows, is an independent routine that your browser can ÒcallÓ when
needed, e.g., to decompress a downloaded Þle. Language uses demonstratives to
construct docking places for these devices, as illustrated in Þgure10.5.

In your head, though, it is all plug-ins, a fact that has, I think, been ob-
scured by the exaptation of language, especially written language, for expressive
purposes quite foreign to its original biological function of facilitating commu-
nication in the service of social coordination. The expressive power of language
is impressive, but hardly universal. It is, I think, much better at communicating
thoughts than it is at expressing them. Failure to notice the distinction has led
to the view that the only thoughts that can be communicated are the ones that
can be expressed. When we put this together with DavidsonÕs Conjecture, we
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get the result that the only thoughts that can be communicated are those that
have truth-conditional contents—propositions, in short. It is a short step from
this position to the widespread view that the only thoughts we can have are the
propositional attitudes, and hence that there is no thought or mental represen-
tation whose content language cannot adequately express. In our hearts we all
know this is wrong, but recent philosophical tradition has taught us to live with
it or suffer professional extinction.

It is nearly universally assumed that the communicative meanings of lin-
guistic utterances are the same as their representational meanings. The idea goes
like this: I have the thought that p that I wish to communicate to you. I con-
struct a sentence that means (representationally) that p, and you decode it—i.e.,
you figure out what its representational meaning is, and conclude that that is
what I meant to tell you. This story could be right. But it is important that we
not just assume it. To see that it isn’t inevitable, imagine a communicative sys-
tem that works like this: There are instructions that tell you how to assemble
nonlinguistic representations—pictures, say—from elements—pixels—you have
available. In this system, the instructions and the messages communicated need
have no meanings in common. Language mightwork like that. Sentences might
be recipes for assembling thoughts, or even images, in the heads of others. If so,
then the truth-conditions of my sentences, if they have any, will tell us nothing
about what I communicate. This is because I can communicate an accurate pic-
ture to you without saying anything true about the scene pictured. The truth-
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conditions of my sentences yields the limelight to the accuracy of the thoughts
or other cognitive states they help to assemble.

To get a clearer view of the sort of possibility I have in mind here, consider
the following communication system. You have a set of numbered storage bins.
In these are little model houses, trees, ponds, lawns, roadways, signs, stre e t
lights, etc. You also have a table with a grid marked on it, with rows numbered
and columns lettered. You get instructions like this:

¥ Put an item from bin 23on 7A
¥ Center an item from bin 14on 8C
¥ Put an item from bin 12on 8DÐ8H

The result will be a model village. You assemble this representation on the basis
of instructions that are built from a vocabulary that is utterly incapable of ex-
pressing any of the things represented by the model. The signal system and the
representations it helps to assemble are representationally disjoint.

This sort of example demonstrates the possibility of a communication sys-
tem in which the meanings the communicative symbols communicate are not
the meanings they have. Could this be true of natural language? We are, I think,
already in a position to see that it very likely is true of natural language. The
words ÔhouseÕ, ÔtreeÕ, ÔpondÕ, and so on, do not express the knowledge that con-
stitutes your understanding of houses, trees, and ponds. They are signals that ac-
tivate that knowledge, bring it on line, and, somehow, orchestrate its assembly
into a more or less uniÞed conception.

B eyond the Propositional A t t i t u d e s
I used to think (Cummins 1 9 9 6) that nonlinguistic schemes could expre s s
propositions. For example, I thought we could take pictures to express proposi-
tions by following Stalnaker (1984) in thinking of a proposition as a set of pos-
sible worlds. Since a picture will ÒholdÓ in some possible worlds and not others,
it partitions the set of possible worlds, and hence expresses a proposition. I now
think, however, that Haugeland (1990) was right: sentences and propositions
were made for each other, and so we must look elsewhere for the contents of
nonlinguistic representations.

The striking thing about maps, diagrams, partitioned activations spaces,
pictures, graphs, and other nonlinguistic representations is that they are not true
or false, but more or less accurate. A sentence either hits its propositional target,
or it fails. Nonpropositional representations, however, are better evaluated in
terms of a graded notion of accuracy. Moreover, such representations are typi-
cally multidimensional. Pictures, for example, represent (relative) size, shape,
color, and (relative) location simultaneously. The possibility thus arises that two
pictures might be incomparable in overall accuracy, since one might do better
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on some dimensionsÑsize and shape, sayÑwhile the other does better on oth-
ersÑcolor and location.9 The concepts of truth and falsehood, and the Tarskian
combinatorial semantics we have come to associate with them, will be no help
at all in understanding how these nonpropositional representations Þt or fail to
Þt their targets. Representational meaning for nonpropositional representations
will have to be understood in different terms, as will their semantic structures.

A consequence of the graded and multidimensional nature of many non-
linguistic representations is that they do not partition up the set of possible
worlds in any neat way. What we get instead is a kind of shading along a num-
ber of interdependent dimensions. Since I cannot think of a more catholic no-
tion of propositions than the one Stalnaker endorses, I have to conclude that
most, perhaps all, nonlinguistic representations do not express propositions and
are not true or false.10 But they evidently do represent. They represent how their
targets are, with greater or less accuracy, along various dimensions. If we really
want to understand meaning, we need to understand not only the representa-
tion of propositions, but the graded and multidimensional representation of
nonpropositional contents as well. And if we want to understand the kind of
meaning that is involved in mental representation, and hence in language un-
derstanding, we had best understand the kind of representation effected by the
sort of dynamic partitioning of neuronal activation spaces that our synapses
learn to effect. It would amaze me if truth-conditional semantics had anything
signiÞcant to offer to this crucial research problem.

N ot e s
1. There is a missing step here: Gricean stories provide only propositional contents, hence

p rovide meanings for nothing smaller than a sentence. The Tarskian combinatorics,
however, require satisfaction conditions for terms. See Cummins 1996for a proposal about
how to get the Tarskian combinatorics into a Gricean picture.

2. I am going to use ÔunderstandingÕ as short hand for Ômeaning and understandingÕ or Ôusing
and understanding.ÕThe idea is to have a single word for whatever you need to be either
partyÑspeaker or hearerÑin successful linguistic communication. Passive mastery and
active mastery of language differ, with the former outrunning the latter, especially in young
children, and this suggests that there is more to speaking the language than there is to
understanding it. Still, you have to understand it to speak it, and it is at least plausible that
whatever you have to add to understanding (passive mastery) to get active mastery, it isnÕt
moresemantics.

3. It ought to be darkly suspicious, too, since it is a license to do experimental cognitive
p s ychology from the armchair. We begin by asking after the truth-conditions of
propositional attitude sentences, and wind up with conclusions about the structure and
contents of psychological states. For more on this theme, see Cummins 1991.

4. This need not be the case for artiÞcial languages, I suppose, since these need not be
primarily in the communication business. They may be primarily in the business of
e x p ressing truths, and rely for whatever communicative efficacy they have on their
connections with natural languages.

5. For the picky: Of course, you need to be awake, and to be smarter than a post. What we
want is what you have to add to the mind to enable understanding of some particular
expression not previously understood.

6. IÕm not sure what the referent of a theory would be. If you thought a theory was a set of
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sentences, which I do not, then, perhaps, the referent of a theory would be a proposition,
viz., the proposition expressed by a conjunction of sentences used to express the theory.

7. Psychologists, of course, have suggested a number of theories about the form our concepts
take. (The classic review is Smith and Medin 1981. For a recent review of the literature, see
Gelman 1996.) They all have in common, however, the idea that a concept of X is stored
knowledge about X that mediates recognition of and reasoning about Xs. The dispute is
over how that knowledge is stored and deployed, e.g., as a prototype or exemplar that is
compared to instances in recognition and used to generate premises in inference, or as a
frame, script, or semantic net. What you do notÞnd in the psychological literature is the
idea that concepts are terms in Mentalese that are satisÞed by the instances of the concept
in question. You do not Þnd this because it wouldnÕt work, as we will see.

8. Ma t h e m a t i c a l l y, we could reduce this to weights alone, dealing with connectivity by
setting the weights between disconnected nodes to zero. But it is more intuitive to think
in terms of what is connected to what, and how those connections are weighted. This
allows us to think of a number of more or less independent nets that are only sparsely
connected to each other.

9. It seems likely that high accuracy on one dimension will often have to be paid for in lower
accuracy in others, given limited re s o u rces. The eye, for example, gains considerable
resolution and color information via foveation, but loses light sensitivity in the process. A
map that shows all the streets of London on one page will be either too big to use in the
car, or viewable only with magniÞcation.

10. Vagueness in language introduces problems that appear similar on the surface. Whether
they are genuinely related to the kind of multidimensionality and gradedness we Þnd in
pictures, models, and graphs is not at all clear.
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The speaker thinks these pick out one and the same car, and neither one of
them was more prominent in her mind at the time of utterance. If asked, she
would consider them equally good answers to the question, ‘What do you mean
by ‘the car’? Which car?’ According to Wettstein, it is “implausible in the ex-
treme” to assume that either the speaker’s intention or the context of utterance
could select one of these as the correct completion.

The same sort of indeterminacy can be found in connection with uses of
(7). When asked “What do you mean by ‘every computer’?” the speaker might
consider (7a)–(7c) equally good answers, and, again, appealing to the speaker’s
intentions (or other relevant aspects of the context of utterance) will not pro-
vide a unique completion.

(7a) Every computer in Professor Smith’s office
(7b) Every computer owned by the philosophy department
(7c) Every computer in the office to the left of the speaker’s father’s office

In general terms, Wettstein’s Observation (WO) is this:

(WO) Appeal to speaker’s intentions and other aspects of the context of
utterance will typically not suffice to yield a unique completion of an
incomplete quantifier; there are typically equally good alternatives (some
of which are not even co-extensional).10

It is fascinating to see how proponents of various versions of CSS attempt
to deal with this issue. Stanley and Szabo (2000) serve as an illustration in this
respect. Stanley and Szabo use an argument by elimination in favor of their ver-
sion of CSS. They first argue that what they call the syntactic ellipsis theory and
the pragmatic theory fail to account for the data. This, they claim, leaves their
theory as the only tenable alternative. For the purposes of this illustration, the
crucial point is that their only serious argument against the ellipsis theory is
what they call the under-determination problem(and what we call the indeter-
minacy problem). The ellipsis theory is the view that a sentence such as (7) is el-
liptical for a sentence of the form,

(7) Every computer which is F was stolen,

where ‘F’ is some unarticulated predicate, determined in context. Their central
objection to this view goes as follows:

If context has to provide a specific predicate whose extension will
contribute to the determination of the domain, a solution to the
foundational problem involves specifying the relevant features of the
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context which selects the predicate F among other candidates. And it is
exceedingly hard to see what feature of the context could do that.11

(Stanley and Szabo 2000, 37)

That is, WO provides the basis for their objection to the syntactic ellipsis
account. Since they argue by elimination, it is also a central argument for their
own positive view. The fascinating part is this: According to their view, the log-
ical form of (7) is (and we simplify slightly) (7**),

(7**) [Every x: x is a computer & x is in i](x was stolen)

where the value of ‘i’ is a property, and the domain is restricted to the intersec-
tion of computerand i . Since the under-determination problem blows the syn-
tactic ellipsis account out of the water, one should expect that Stanely and Szabo
would tell us how their theory deals with it. If it is “exceedingly hard” to see
how context can choose among different completing predicates, isn’t it at a bit
difÞcult to see how contexts can choose among different completing properties
(especially since these, as we have seen, do not even need to be coextensive)?

The surprising part is that this issue is not even addressed in their paper.
This illustrates the attitude many proponents of CSS have toward the indeter-
minacy problem. They consider it a serious objection to certain versions of CSS,
but fail to tell us how it can be solved with respect to their preferred version.12

We realize that this kind of ad hominemargument does not show that pro-
ponents of CSS cannotdeal with WO. We will briefly outline why we think the
p rospects are bleak. A proponent of CSS has two options. She can deny
Wettstein’s Observation and claim that there is something about the context that
singles out a unique domain restriction. Call this view “Unique Comple-
tionism.” The alternative strategy is to say that there is no need to choose be-
tween different domain restrictions. They all get expressed. Call this strategy
“Multiple Completionism.”

Both of these options are problematic. The problem with Un i q u e
Completionism is that no one has a clue as to how a unique completion can be
selected. Even those who have suggestions, such as Soames, recognize that they
fail in general.13 Inevitably, proponents of Unique Completionism just leave
open exactly how to respond to WO. In effect, there is not one single sugges-
tion in the entire literature on this subject for how to find a unique completion.
For that reason, we refuse to discuss that option further until someone says
something useful about this indeterminacy problem. We recommend others fol-
low our lead.

Schiffer presents (but does not ultimately defend) a version of Multiple
Completionism. He says:
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You did not deÞnitely mean any general proposition in uttering Ôthe guy
is drunkÕ but you sort of meant, or vaguely meant, several general
propositions, one for each deÞnite description that could be used to
sharpen what you vaguely meant. And your indeterminate statement
might reasonably be held to be true just in case it is true under every
admissible sharpening of what you meant, false, just in case it is false
under every such admissible sharpening, and neither true nor false if it is
true under some admissible sharpenings while false under others.
(Schiffer 1995, 377)

Here is a counterexample to this suggestion. Consider SchifferÕs examples of
a clearly intoxicated speaker approaching the podium. A member of the audi-
ence says:

(15) IÕll be damned! The guy is drunk.

According to Schiffer, (15.1)Ð(15.4) are all equally good completions of the un-
derspeciÞed quantiÞer Ôthe guyÕ.

(15.1) The author of Smells and Tickles
(15.2) The only man within sight wearing a yellow jacket and red golf pants
(15.3) The man we are waiting to hear
(15.4) The man now staggering up to the podium

On the Multiple Completionism approach, an utterance of (15) is true only
if every sentence in which Ôthe guyÕ is completed by (15.1)Ð(15.4) is true. But, ask
yourself whether the utterance (15) would lack a truth value just because it
turned out that the man, famous as the author of Smells and Tickles, actually
stole the manuscript from an unknown German, von Trickles. The fact that the
speaker had a false belief about the man does not imply that he did not assert
something true. It does not imply that there is no true report of the form ÔHe
asserted that p and p is trueÕ. So, truth of all acceptable completions (where the
core of these are determined by what the speaker would accept as completions)
is not required for the speaker to have asserted something true.

How Indeterminacy Is Predicted by CIS
So WO is a problem for CSS. Both solutions suggested in the literature are
problematic. No one has a clue as to how to develop Unique Completionism,
and there are limitless counterexamples to Multiple Completionism. These are
all reasons for not endorsing CSS.

CIS, on the other hand, has no difficulty at all dealing with WO. No t
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only does CIS not have a problem dealing with WO, it predicts WO. Ou r
practice of indirect re p o rting is, as pointed out above, not restricted to re-
p o rting on the semantic content of utterances. Re p o rts of what a speaker as-
s e rted/is committed to/said are sensitive to pragmatic aspects of the original
utterance and to various aspects of the context of the re p o rt itself. As a re s u l t ,
t h e re is typically not just one true re p o rt of the form ÔS asserted/said that . . . Õ
of a particular utterance. So in any particular context, we should expect that
s e veral re p o rts will be equally correct. It should not be surprising, for exam-
ple, that in some particular context, all of (7.1) Ð (7.3) are correct re p o rts of an
utterance of (7) by A.

(7.1) A said that every computer in Professor SmithÕs ofÞce was stolen.
(7.2) A said that every computer owned by the philosophy department was

stolen.
(7.3) A said that every computer in the ofÞce to the left of the speakerÕs

fatherÕs ofÞce was stolen.

This feature of indirect reporting is the source of WO.

N ot e s
1. In the context of this paper we will ignore questions about tense.
2. Throughout this paper, we assume that descriptions are quantiÞers, in accordance with

RussellÕs theory (Russell 1905,1919).
3. See also Stanley and Szabo 2000and Westerstahl 1985.
4. For a more developed defense of this charge, see Lepore 1999and Cappelen and Lepore

1997.
5. In the same way, CSS predicts necessarily false propositions where none are forthcoming.
6. See Montague 1974, Kaplan 1989, and Lewis 1970.
7. Though we will not argue for it here, it is easy to see that we can use a description

attributively to report someone who used it referentially, and vice versa.
8. Notice that if Rudy loves New Jersey but not New Yo rk, then, though the original

utterance is false, at least one report of it attributes a truthÑnamely, Rudy said that he
loves New Jersey.

9. For further discussion of this point, see M. Richard 1998, and Cappelen and Lepore1998.
10. Salmon (1991, 88Ð89) seems to endorse a similar view, though his use of Ôliterally sayingÕ

vs. Ôthe loose or popular sense [of ÔsayÕ]Õ is incompatible with the facts. There is nothing
loose about reporting what was said by an utterance of (1) as described above; indeed, each
may be a literal report. Furthermore, in correctly reporting an utterance with complement
that does not express the proposition expressed, Salmon arbitrarily constrains what is
acceptable, suggesting, wrongly we believe, that such departures are disguised de rereports
(see p. 88). See also Cappelen and Lepore1997.

11. That the alternatives do not need to be extensional should be obvious. The speaker might
believe that all FÕs are the same as all GÕs, and hence be indifferent between the two
completions, even though some GÕs are not FÕs.

12. For further illustrations, see Soames 1986, 309n7; Neale 1990, n55;and Reimer 1992, 62.
13. See Soames 1986, 279, and then the retraction (1998, 301n7). For more illustrations, see the

other references in note 12.
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chapter 12

Deferred Demonstratives
Emma Borg

University of Reading

A BRIEF SURVEY of utterances containing demonstrative expressions in natural
language reveals a perhaps surprising range of acceptable cases. For instance,

(1) “That’s mine” said while pointing at a toy.
(2) “You can have that one, I’ll have this one” said indicating first one bed,

then another.
(3) “This is a great composer” said while holding up a recording of

Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata.
(4) “That’s a bear” said while indicating a paw print.

Howe ve r, when philosophers think about demonstrative utterances, they tend to fo-
cus immediately on cases like (1 Ð 2)—which I will call ‘p e rc e p t u a l’ cases—where an
object is currently seen (or otherwise perc e i ved) by all interlocutors, pointed at (or
o t h e rwise demonstrated by the speaker), and there by becomes the subject of the ut-
terance. Those working in the tradition of truth-conditional semantics and con-
centrating on perceptual cases often dismiss other types of occurrences, like (3 Ð 4)
(which I will group together under the heading of ‘d e f e r re d’ expressions) as in some
way deviant or parasitic on the chosen use of the re f e rential expressions in (1 Ð 2) .1
For instance, Kaplan talks of them as ‘contextually appropriate, though deviant’ uses
of demonstratives; while Evans, considering a case like (4), is clear that they do not
meet his standards for Russellian referring terms, as perceptual demonstratives do.2

In this chapter I explore the phenomenon of deferred demonstratives, exam-
ining the apparent difference between these and perceptual occurrences, and see-
ing how such a difference might best be accommodated within a semantic theory
for these expressions. The first and, I will suggest, most immediately appealing
m ove is to see some kind of parallel between deferred expressions and descriptions;
what is said by an utterance like (3) is thought to be in some way synonymous



with an utterance like ‘The composer of this (piece of music) is gre a t’. This intu-
i t i ve idea will be later spelled out in two different ways; howe ve r, both these ac-
counts will be seen to face difficulties. Fu rt h e r, I suggest that these problems in-
dicate a deeper mistake, for, contrary to our initial hypothesis, deferred expre s s i o n s
do n o tb e h a ve in a way at all similar to descriptive phrases; rather, in all the re l e-
vant contexts, they behave just as ord i n a ry referring terms do. In the final discus-
sion I sketch an account of these expressions that handles them as semantically
akin to ord i n a ry, perceptual demonstratives and suggest that this understanding of
d e f e r red expressions sheds some light on the kinds of features that should be taken
as constitutive of re f e rential status for expressions in natural language.

Deferred Demonst rat i ves: Ex ploring the Phenomenon
In deferred cases, although there is an ostensive gesture, what seems to matter is
not primarily the indicated object but some further object lying in a conven-
tionally recognized relation to this first object. That is to say, in deferred cases
we seem to be picking out an object to be talked about just in case it lies in some
appropriate relation, or satisfies an appropriate relational predicate, one place of
which is filled by the object being pointed at. This can be seen more clearly by
looking at an example. For instance, consider the following scenario: you and I
are walking around the Hermitage testing our knowledge of famous painters.
Rounding a corner and seeing a large seascape painting entitled ‘Harbour View’,
I point to it and say authoritatively, “That’s Turner”; but you, with a greater
knowledge of classical French painters, correct me by saying, “No, that’s Claude
Lorrain”. Now clearly, what neither of us wants to claim is that the painting be-
ing pointed at isthe named individual; rather it seems that we intend to be taken
as claiming that the person who painted that pictureis the named individual.3 We
seem to be picking someone out by description. Furthermore, it seems that we
need know very little about this further person in order to talk about them us-
ing a deferred demonstrative. For instance, I might reply to you: “Well, that’s a
great artist, whoever it is”; yet the possible inclusion of this kind of interpola-
tion (i.e., ‘who/which-ever’), and the lack of any need for perceptual or ‘ac-
quaintance’ knowledge of the object talked about, have often been taken as char-
acteristic of quantificational, as opposed to referential, expressions.4

It seems an intuitively appealing move, then, to treat these deferred occur-
rences of demonstratives as in some way akin to descriptive phrases. And indeed
we can find theorists in the literature apparently adopting this kind of proposal,
at least for what we might call ‘deferred indexicals’. For instance, with respect to
a similar case to (4) above, save that it involves the use of a pronoun rather than
a demonstrative, Schiffer (1995, 123) writes,

Indexicals arguably do have attributive uses. For example, upon
encountering a huge footprint in the sand, you might exclaim, “He must
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be a giant!”, and arguably what you would mean is that the man whose
foot made the print, whoever he is, must be a giant.

Recanati (1993, 230) also endorses the intuitive force of the move to treat
deferred expressions as in some way akin to descriptions.5 However, as is well
known from the literature on definite descriptions, there are divergent ways to
take this kind of suggestion, for it may be thought to recognize a semantic or a
pragmatic level phenomenon. That is to say, if we think that demonstratives
have an attributive (i.e., descriptive) occurrence, then we might take this as a
semantic feature or merely an aspect of their use. If it is a semantic phenome-
non, then the literal meaning of (3) would be a descriptive phrase such as:

(3') The composer of this (piece of music) is great.

If it is a pragmatic phenomenon, however, we might retain an ordinary (ref-
erential) semantic interpretation for the demonstrative, but maintain that some
alternative, descriptive proposition is also conveyed in the deferred cases.

The implications of adopting the first, semantic level, Descriptivist ap-
proach to deferred demonstratives should not, however, be underestimated, for
if it were to prove correct, we would then be forced to relinquish a background
assumption about the way in which semantic categories and surface forms hook
up (at least as far as object words are concerned), which many theorists have
seemed keen to pre s e rve. The assumption is that, given some ‘s u b - N P ’
(sub–noun phrase) category, such as definite description or demonstrative ,
which can be recognized on the basis of quite superficial (say orthographic or
phonetic) features alone, this category will map as a whole to a given semantic
category. Of course, such an assumption is most familiar from the debate about
definite descriptions where it is often held correct to treat all expressions of the
form ‘the F’ as members of a single semantic category (although, of course,
whichsingle semantic category this is to be remains contentious).6 However, if
we now embrace an account that treats some occurrences of ‘this’ and ‘that’ as
referring terms and some as disguised descriptive (and hence quantified) phrases,
then this would clearly undermine the general assumption that we can map from
such sub-NP categories as a whole to semantic kinds. If it turns out that we have
to treat demonstratives as semantically ambiguous in this way, one might well
be led to expect a similar approach for other sub-NP categories, like definite de-
scriptions. On this approach deferred demonstratives belong with other occur-
rences of expressions that lend support to the idea that surface form is a merely
defeasible guide to semantic category, e.g., ‘re f e re n t i a l’ and ‘incomplete’ de-
scriptions, and anaphoric demonstratives. Thus the repercussions of adopting a
semantically Descriptive approach to deferred demonstratives resonates beyond
merely our understanding of ‘this’ and ‘that’.

Yet accommodating the Descriptive approach to deferred cases at a seman-
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tic level is, as noted above, just one option here. Alternatively we might retain
an ordinary referential semantic analysis for deferred utterances, but hold that a
descriptive proposition like (3') is the one pragmaticallyconveyed by such utter-
ances (perhaps because the literal proposition flouts some Gricean principle of
good communication). On this approach, although the speaker uses an expres-
sion which is understood to be semantically referential, whenever communica-
tion is successful she alwaysconveys an alternative, descriptive proposition as the
one meant. The pragmatic approach is clearly the weaker of the two proposals
as it does not have the same implications for any background assumption about
how surface forms and semantic kinds might tie up; yet it does still accommo-
date our initial assumption that deferred demonstratives are in some way akin
to descriptions. So let us now turn to consider each of these proposals in more
detail and see if either of them offer a satisfactory understanding of deferred
expressions.

Deferred Demonst rat i ves Are Se m a n t i ca l ly Akin to
D e s c r i pt i o n s
Initially, the idea is that deferred demonstratives should be taken to literally go
proxy for some descriptive expression: when a speaker utters ‘this’ or ‘that’ in-
tending to speak not about the indicated object but about some related object,
then we should understand her as having said something semantically descrip-
tive.7 However, it seems that this semantic level proposal quickly runs into dif-
ficulties. The problem is that there are multiple, semantically nonequivalent de-
scriptions that couldplay the role of the deferred demonstrative in any context,
and we need to know which onethe deferred expression is supposed to mean.
Yet the advocate of the semantically descriptive view can give us no answer to
this question. For instance, in (3) both ‘the composer of this piece of music’ and
‘the person who wrote this sonata’ might be plausible replacements for the
demonstrative, and so too might be ‘the musician responsible for this’ or ‘the in-
dividual who composed this beautiful melody’; but how we are to choose the
onesuch description that gives the literal, semantic value of the demonstrative
seems quite unclear.8 Furthermore, it seems, on this proposal, that the meaning
of ‘that’ must become ‘contextually shifty’: on one occasion, the semantic value
of the expression-type will be given by one description, while on another exactly
the same expression-type will mean something completely different, i.e., have its
semantic value be given by a quite different description. Yet this kind of con-
textual shiftiness seems to be something we want to avoid.9

This problem of selecting among the plethora of fitting descriptions also be-
comes pressing once we realize (as was evident in the above quote from Schiffer)
that the same kind of phenomenon occurs with pronouns, e.g., ‘He has big feet’
said while pointing to a pair of boots. Here, since there is even less descriptive
material vocalized than in (3) and (4), the question of with which description
we choose to replace the deferred expression seems even more underdetermined;
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fault inference that one draws when one hears ()? Levinson (, –)
writes: 

The construction X’s Y merely indicates that some relation holds between
the two noun phrases, and we resolve the relation by pragmatic inference.
Thus the phrases Jupiter’s moons, John’s ideas, Anne’s address, the building’s
condition, the encyclopedia’s editor, the year’s end, are each understood to
involve different relations (gravitational capture, ideational authorship,
postal access, etc.). Note that all these phrases seem to have a default
interpretation: John’s pens will naturally be taken to means the pens
belonging to John, unless the context (e.g. talk between pen-designers)
warrants another less stereotypical interpretation.

It is true that it is hard to think of contexts in which ‘Jupiter’s moons’ means
anything other than moons in orbit around Jupiter. So, frequency of use might
result in moons in orbit around Jupiter becoming the default, or at any rate a
dominant, enrichment of ‘Jupiter’s moons’.3 But why should one of the possi-
ble enrichments suggested in () be the default interpretation of ‘John’s book’?
And which one would it be? Books per se are not things that are stereotypically
owned or bought or borrowed or read or written, and so on. Perhaps library
books are stereotypically owned, and books on the shelf in a bookstore are
stereotypically bought, and books listed on someone’s CV are stereotypically au-
thored, and books listed in a bibliography are stereotypically read. This suggests
that it is only in the context of some activity that it makes sense to talk of what
a book stereotypically is.

In his most recent work Levinson suggests that the phrase John’s book has
two stereotypical readings, namely ‘the book John is reading’ and ‘the book John
authored’. Consider the following sentence:

() John admires the book he’s reading, but John’s book is in fact better.

In reference to this example Levinson writes that we “tend to assume that the
relation between John and the book in John’s book is the other stereotypical per-
son-to-book relation, namely authorship” (Levinson , ). However, for
the reasons already given, it is problematic to talk of what is stereotypical about
the relation between people and books unless we know more about what sort of
situation we are dealing with. For instance, if I know that John in example ()
is one of the students in my beginning logic class it will not enter my head to
assume that he has authored a book. So I will search in context for some other
interpretation for ‘John’s book’, perhaps coming up with something like ‘the
book John recommended as a good read’.

In the quotation from Levinson above, he says that a less stere o t y p i c a l
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interpretation of ‘John’s pen’ might be warranted in a conversation among pen
designers. But of course, for pen designers, the interpretation pen designed by John
for the phrase ‘John’s pen’ may be highly accessible, and so for them might count
as the default interpretation. Similar sorts of remarks could be made with re-
spect to ‘John’s book’. What the most accessible interpretation is may vary from
person to person, and for a single person from one context to the next. What is
stereotypical about books will be different for a librarian and for a sales clerk at
a bookstore, and will be different for a librarian at work and a librarian when in
some other situation.

It is not clear how Levinson thinks these defaults get set up. If it is famil-
iarity due to past usage, or high accessibility due to background circumstances,
then it looks as though there will be many defaults, each relative to a different
set of background circumstances. But then why call these default interpretations,
as opposed simply to easily accessible interpretations?

A similar point about the great variety of enrichments that are possible
can be made with respect to conjunctions. Example ( ) above (‘Susan turned
the key and the engine start e d’) gave three possibilities for conjunction-
b u t t ressing that Levinson considers possible, namely the temporal, causal and
teleological interpretations (Levinson    ,  ,   ). But these do not exhaust
the possibilities. T h e re are many sorts of relations that can be understood to
hold between the events or states described in the two conjuncts of a con-
junction. This is a point that has been made forcefully by Carston (   ,    ,
   ,    a,    b). Other than the enrichments in which the first event is un-
derstood to be the cause of the second, and in which the first event is under-
stood to be temporally prior to the second, we have at least the following other
p o s s i b i l i t i e s :

() The second event is understood to be temporally contained in first. For
example, ‘He went to London and he saw the Queen’.

() The two events are understood to be contemporaneous. For example,
‘She likes to ride her bike and to listen to her Walkman’.4

() The first event is understood to enable but not to directly cause the
second. For example, ‘I forgot to hide the cake and the kids ate it’.

() The second event is understood to come into being as the first unfolds.
For example, ‘I talked to Susan and found I liked her’.

() The first event is the reason for the second. For example, ‘His calculator
gave the answer “” and he wrote down “” as his answer’.

Once again, this great variety of causal, temporal, and justificatory understand-
ings cannot all be default interpretations, in the sense that all these possible en-
richments are simultaneously accessed whenever a hearer processes a conjunc-
tion. That would defeat the idea of a default interpretation, which presumably
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is meant to make processing easier, not to add to the processing load. So if
Levinson is committed to the idea of default interpretations, he owes us an ac-
count of which of these possible enrichments counts as the default interpreta-
tion and why it is the default.

Levinson does at one point suggest that it is the temporal sequence GCI
that is the default. He claims that cross-linguistically, and when there are no spe-
cial prosodic or other markings, this is the favored interpretation. He does grant
that “occasionally the very search for some rich connectedness may require the
rejection of the ‘and then’ interpretation in favor of a re versed sequence
(prosodic clues being important here)” (Levinson , ). He gives the fol-
lowing example:

() He got a Ph.D. and he only did a month’s work.

It is unclear whether in () the temporal sequence implicature is derived and
then cancelled or whether it is not even considered in the first place. The talk
of the “rejection” of the ‘and then’ interpretation suggests that it is derived and
then canceled. But then Levinson is committed to a processing account accord-
ing to which the hearer is led down an interpretive dead end. So the system of
default reasoning, far from speeding up processing, actually slows it down. On
the other hand, if the temporal sequence implicature is not even considered, be-
cause the “search for rich connectedness” yields a better interpretation, then
Levinson is once again on a slippery slope. It is going to be hard to draw a prin-
cipled boundary between those cases in which contextual considerations ought
to be weighted more heavily and those in which the system of defaults is going
to be allowed to operate.5

The enrichment processes triggered by the I-principle appear to be highly
context dependent. This speaks against there being any single default enrich-
ment associated with a particular utterance type. With the I-Principle one is not
forced to a particular interpretation for a particular utterance type. What may
be true is that one is forced to engage in pragmatic narrowing/informational en-
richment. But there is no one direction in which one is forced to enrich.6 For
example, consider cases of bridging inferences, in which the contents of refer-
ential expressions must be enriched by connecting them to other items in the
wider discourse context. An expression such as ‘the steering wheel’ could mean
‘the steering wheel of the old car Harold bought’ as it does in example () above,
but in another context it might mean ‘the steering wheel of the truck that
crashed on I- last night’ and so on indefinitely. Similar remarks could be made
about ‘John’s book’, though the options for enrichment may be somewhat more
constrained, and somewhat more constrained again for the connective ‘and’. In
the latter two cases one might even hope to list all the possible enrichments, or
at least to categorize them in some useful way.
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Flexible Prag m atic Pr o c e s s i n g
Levinson at one point calls his theory of GCIs a “g e n e r a t i ve theory of id-
i o m a t i c i t y”(Levinson    ,  ). Idioms are usually thought to be chunks of
meaning that are stored as wholes in the lexicon. So they can be retrieved with-
out being compositionally generated from their parts. Thus the notion of a gen-
erative theory of idiomaticity seems somewhat paradoxical. However, I think
that the main point Levinson is trying to get across is that his theory of GCIs
speeds processing in the same way that the retrieval of ready-made chunks of
meaning from the lexicon would. If there is a default interpretation available,
this is something like a ready-made chunk of meaning that can be easily re-
trieved, thereby lightening the hearer/reader’s processing load.

I argued in the previous section that it is far from clear that Levinson’s ac-
count has the desirable features that he thinks it has. He faces a trilemma. If
there are many possible GCIs for a given sentence-type, this will make process-
ing more difficult rather than alleviating the bottleneck in processing. But if
which GCI is communicated varies from context to context, then it is not clear
that we can talk about a system of default inferences. And if Levinson insists that
one of the many possible GCIs is the default, then he achieves his goal of hav-
ing a ready-made chunk of meaning available, but it is unclear that this sort lack
of flexibility in pragmatic processing is ultimately a good thing. It may speed up
processing in some cases, but it could substantially hinder processing in other
cases. In every situation in which something other than the default is intended,
the default will have to be cancelled/overridden/suppressed. This will require
processing resources, thus increasing the hearer/reader’s processing load.

An alternative account, along the lines of the one offered by relevance the-
orists such as Sperber and Wilson (, ) and Carston (, b) would
avoid the problems that I have been discussing. First, I argue that the same sort
of pragmatic reasoning is involved in the recovery of GCIs as is used to arrive
at PCIs. Given that this is so, it is not an embarrassment to discover that GCIs
may depend for their recovery on information made accessible by expressions
outside the boundaries of the sentence uttered, and even on information made
accessible by nonlinguistic means. Second, although there is a role for mental
scripts and schemas and other bits of stereotypical information in relevance the-
o ry (RT), the theory also re c o g n i zes that nonstereotypical information can
sometimes be salient or highly accessible. So RT can account for those cases in
which pragmatic enrichment occurs even in the absence of stereotypical infor-
mation, and for enrichments that go in a direction incompatible with known
stereotypes. Third, the theory does not rely on there being default interpreta-
tions, and thus the theory predicts that hearers will not have to recover from in-
terpretive errors as frequently as Levinson’s account predicts. This third issue is
admittedly one that can only be settled experimentally. I am currently engaged
in an experimental project to determine whether default interpretations play a
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role in utterance interpretation. Bezuidenhout and Cutting (forthcoming) re-
ports some initial findings in this area.

In what follows I offer a sketch of an alternative view of the pragmatic pro-
cessing of the sorts of sentences that Levinson claims give rise to GCIs. This al-
ternative account is supposed to be a performance model, but it emphasizes the
comprehension side of pragmatic processing, rather than the production side.
Here as elsewhere in the paper, when I talk of speakers I mean to include writ-
ers and others language producers, and when I talk of hearers, I mean to include
readers and other language consumers.

Carston (, b) has argued that the literal meaning of a sentence un-
derdetermines the proposition expressed by the utterance of that sentence in
some conversational context.7 By a process of decoding, the hearer’s language
system arrives at a representation of the logical form of the speaker’s utterance.
The lexical concepts that are constituents of the logical form of an utterance
then have to be pragmatically processed, undergoing such processes as enrich-
ment (narrowing) or loosening (broadening). These are “local” processes, in the
sense that they begin operating before a whole sentence has been processed.
Despite the fact that these processes operate over subsentential expressions, they
are inferential processes. Lexical concepts in combination with other concepts
accessible in the context are used to draw conclusions about the intended inter-
pretations of underspecified forms. That is, the underspecified lexical meanings
are used as one clue along with other contextually available information, in-
cluding nonlinguistic information, to arrive at informationally enriched or loos-
ened interpretations. An example of enrichment is the derivation of exactly three
from ‘three’. An example of loosening is the derivation of roughly hexagonal from
‘hexagonal’. The results of such local pragmatic processing are ad hoc concepts,
which become constituents of an overall representation of the proposition ex-
pressed by that utterance. This propositional content can then be used in fur-
ther pragmatic processing to arrive at further, indirectly communicated contents
(classical Gricean particularized conversational implicatures). All this pragmatic
processing is driven by the search for an interpretation that is optimally relevant,
in Sperber and Wilson’s sense.

For Sperber and Wilson (), the relevance of an utterance is a matter of
the balance between the cognitive effects that are generated by processing that
utterance and the cognitive effort it takes to process that utterance. According
to the Communicative Principle of Relevance, every utterance communicates a
presumption of its own optimal relevance. According to the presumption of op-
timal relevance, an utterance communicates () that it is relevant enough to be
worth the hearer’s effort to process it, and () that it is the most relevant utter-
ance compatible with the speaker’s abilities and pre f e rences. (Sperber and
Wilson , ). As Carston (, –) explains, the first clause of this de-
finition sets a lower limit on the cognitive effects the hearer can hope for, namely

co n ve r s ational impl i c atu res a nd defau lt prag m atic infere n c e s 2 7 5



sufficient contextual effects. The second clause sets an upper limit on effects.
Although an utterance may achieve more than mere adequacy, this is limited by
the speaker’s abilities (e.g., how much she knows) and by her preferences (e.g.,
how helpful she wants to be). Similar remarks can be made for the effort side of
the effort/effects equation. The first clause guarantees that the hearer will expend
no excessive effort, while the second clause promises the least possible effort
commensurate with the speaker’s abilities (e.g., vocabulary limitations) and her
preferences (e.g., her dislike for directness). The comprehension strategy that is
warranted by this presumption of relevance, as Carston (a, ) makes clear,
is that the hearer should consider possible interpretations in their order of ac-
cessibility. The hearer should stop processing when the expected level of rele-
vance—viz., the level compatible with the speaker’s abilities and preferences—is
achieved or appears unachievable.

What I propose is that the contents that Levinson calls GCIs are in fact
pragmatic developments of underspecified forms, and hence are arrived at by lo-
cal pragmatic processes of the sort just described. Here I am going considerably
beyond what relevance theorists have been prepared to claim. Carston (b)
and in personal communication has made it clear that she thinks only some of
what Levinson calls GCIs can be handled in this way. In this chapter I have not
systematically investigated many of the implicatures that Levinson includes un-
der the heading of GCIs. I have not discussed clausal implicatures, M-implica-
tures, and some I-implicatures, such as those arising from negative and condi-
tional strengthening. Thus my sweeping reductive claim is best interpreted as
gesturing to a direction for future investigation. What my view requires is that
all the forms of expression that Levinson claims give rise to GCIs are semanti-
cally underspecified. Although they would not necessarily support the claims be-
ing made here, others such as Atlas () and Ruhl () have argued for the
pervasive nature of semantic underspecification or semantic generality.

Those who are attracted by Levinson’s views ought to find the idea of se-
mantic underspecification unproblematic for cases falling under Levinson’s I-
Principle, since those are cases in which minimal forms call for pragmatic nar-
rowing in the light of stereotypical information that is invoked in the context.
The difference of course is that Levinson would say that the pragmatic narrow-
ings are default interpretations, whereas I would deny that they are, for the rea-
sons given above (pp. –). On my view, the narrowings are simply contex-
tually salient or accessible interpretations.

The greatest difference between my account and Levinson’s arises with re-
spect to cases falling under Levinson’s Q-Principle. Levinson would claim that
expressions that fall under this principle have specific meanings that contrast
with other expressions with specific meanings that belong to the same semantic
field or domain. The use of one of these contrasting meanings implicates the de-
nial of the other meaning(s). The alternative view I am advocating claims in-
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stead that such expressions are semantically underdetermined. They must be
specified in context and how they are specified depends on the operation of the
sorts of local pragmatic processes described above.

Take, for instance, a cardinal sentence such as:

() Jane has three children.

Levinson accepts an ‘at least’ semantics for cardinals. So, according to him, what
is said by () is:

() Jane has at least three children.

The Q-Principle will be triggered by the cardinal expression, thereby yielding
the GCI:

() Jane has at most three children.

What is said together with the GCI entail that:

() Jane has exactly three children.

This process would be Levinson’s explanation for why in many contexts people
understand () in the ‘exactly’ sense. The alternative account argues that () is
semantically underdetermined. A pragmatic process will take the semantically
underspecified concept three children , and yield a contextually appropriate en-
richment. Depending on the assumptions accessible in the context, the propo-
sition expressed could be (), (), or (). In particular, to understand the
speaker to have been communicating (), the hearer will not need to go through
a process whereby () and () are retrieved as well.

One argument in favor of this rival account is that it can deal with cases in
which the intended meaning of a cardinal expression appears to be the ‘at most’
interpretation. Consider:

() Sally can eat  calories without gaining weight.

In () the speaker should be understood to mean that Sally can eat at most
 calories without putting on weight. The underdetermination view claims
that the expression ‘ calories’ is semantically underdetermined, and that a
relevance-driven local process of pragmatic narrowing will yield the interpreta-
tion at most 2000calories. Levinson has to say that ‘ calories’ means at least
2000calories and that this implicates at most 2000calories. But then by combin-
ing what is said with what is implicated there will be no way to block the
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inference to exactly 2000calories. The only way to get the at most understanding
would be to cancel what is said, but this is not something that Levinson indi-
cates he would be willing to sanction. () would have to be treated as a case of
nonliteral speech, which intuitively it is not.

There are cases that might appear to support Levinson’s theory of default
GCIs over the semantic underdetermination view. Consider the following:

() In the game of soccer, if each side gets three goals, the game is a draw.
() In the ancient Toltec sacred ball game, if each side got three goals, the

game was a draw.

In both these cases it is natural to interpret ‘three goals’ as exactly three goals. In
the case of () the underdetermination view can claim that the hearer appeals
to background knowledge about the rules of the game of soccer in order to in-
formationally enrich ‘three goals’ to yield exactly three goals. But in the case of
() no such explanation is possible. There is no background knowledge of the
rules of Toltec sacred games that the hearer can appeal to. For all the hearer
knows, the aim of the Toltec game could have been “to stop the other side get-
ting three goals, after which goals were no longer determinative of victory”
(Levinson , ). Levinson’s theory of default GCIs on the other hand can
claim that in both cases the Q-Principle is triggered by the use of a scalar item,
yielding the interpretation three and no more goals, which incorporates the Q-
implicature no more than three.

However, the proponent of the underdetermination view could say that in
the case of () the hearer will rely on background knowledge of games with
which he is familiar (like soccer) and what it means for a game to be a draw in
these cases. The hearer will use this information to enrich the expression ‘three
goals’ to arrive at the interpretation exactly three goals. Of course, this strategy
will lead to the wrong interpretation if the Toltec sacred ball game was played
as Levinson imagines it was. But the strategy of relying on Levinson’s Q-
Principle also leads to the wrong interpretation. Thus it does not seem that
Levinson’s account has an edge in this particular case.

Just as my account of the interpretation of cardinal expressions differs from
Levinson’s account, so does my account of the interpretation of quantificational
sentences differ from Levinson’s. Consider:

() I ate some of the cookies.

According to Levinson what is said by the utterance of () is that the speaker
(Anne, let us suppose) ate at least some of the cookies. This has the scalar im-
plicature that Anne did not eat all of the cookies. The alternative account says
that the sentence is semantically underdetermined. In some contexts the hearer
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will understand the speaker of () to have directly expressed the proposition
Anne ate some but not all of the cookies, whereas in others the hearer will under-
stand the speaker to have expressed the proposition Anne ate at least some and
possibly all of the cookies. Carston (, a) has done a good deal of work to
defend this view. Horn () has a response along Gricean lines to some of
Carston’s arguments.

One other difference between my semantic underdetermination account
and Levinson’s theory of GCIs is that my view takes in more under the heading
of pragmatic developments of underspecified forms than is included under the
heading of GCIs. In particular, my account would include quantifier domain re-
strictions as cases of pragmatic developments of underspecified forms. Consider:

() Everyone is a vegetarian.
() There is nothing to eat in the house.
() Not many children scored an advanced pass.

In each one of these cases the hearer must restrict the quantifier domain in some
way in order to understand what proposition the speaker has expressed. For ex-
ample, in ( ) the domain might be understood as restricted to all the guests in-
vited to a particular dinner part y. In ( ) it might be understood that there is
nothing to eat in the house that is appropriate for dinner, so that it would be tru e
e ven if there happened to be a box of cereal in the house. Si m i l a r l y, the speaker
of ( ) might be understood to be talking about all the elementary school chil-
d ren in a certain school district. Mo re ove r, in each case many different pragmatic
restrictions of the domain are possible, depending on the wider context. For in-
stance, ( ) could be used to talk about all the people living in a certain com-
mune, or all the members of a certain family, and so on indefin i t e l y. Si m i l a r l y,
( ) and ( ) can be given multiple interpretations, by va rying the wider context.

This makes quantifier domain restriction seem very similar to the cases of
informational enrichment that Levinson includes under his I-Principle, such as
conjunction buttressing, pragmatic narrowing of possessives, bridging infer-
ences, and so on. Thus it seems arbitrary to exclude quantifier domain restric-
tion from the theory of GCIs. On the other hand, if it is included in the the-
ory under the I-Principle, this only strengthens the points made above (pp.
–). Domain restriction depends on stereotypical, or at least accessible, in-
formation that is utterance-independent. This suggests that the interpretation
that is generated is itself utterance-independent. So the claim that GCIs belong
to a special level of utterance-type meaning would be compromised. And as
there is no single domain restriction that is associated with a quantifier phrase-
type such as ‘every person’ or ‘many children’, this would undermine the claim
that the operation of the I-principle gives rise to default interpretations.

Thus the semantic underdetermination account seems preferable, as it clas-
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sifies cases together that seem intuitively to belong together. Stanley and Szabo
() have argued that quantifier domain restriction should not be thought of
as the pragmatic narrowing of an underspecified form, but rather as a case of
contextually specifying the value of a hidden indexical. They posit a hidden in-
dexical element associated with the nominal in a quantifier phrase. If Levinson
accepted that quantifier domain restriction fell under the heading of indexical
semantics, then he might have a principled reason for treating this case differ-
ently from the cases that fall under his I-Principle. However, it is unclear that
this is a direction that Levinson would be willing to go in. He is generally sym-
pathetic to the Radical Pragmatics program, which attempts to reduce the num-
ber of phenomena needing to be explained by appeal to semantic principles and
attempts instead to account for such phenomena by pragmatic means.

I have suggested that the sorts of processes that Levinson thinks are involved
in pragmatic narrowing by means of the I-Principle are no different from those
used in cases of quantifier domain restriction. This in turn suggests that the
processes whereby GCIs are derived are very similar to those used in the deriva-
tion of particularized conversational implicatures (PCIs). From the point of view
of an account of language understanding and production, the difference be-
tween GCIs and PCIs is not that great—the same sorts of relevance driven in-
ferential processes may be involved in both. What differentiates between GCIs
and PCIs is that GCIs are pragmatic developments of semantically encoded
meaning, whereas PCIs are independent in some sense from encoded content.
Exactly what this sense of independence amounts to is an issue that has been
much discussed. I favor the notion of functional independence articulated by
Carston (). Recanati () criticizes this functional independence criterion,
and Vicente () defends it against the sorts of alleged counterexamples that
Recanati proposes. I would argue along with Vicente that the prospects for re-
viving the functional independence criterion are better than some, including
Levinson (, ), have argued.

Levinson’s criterion for separating out the GCIs from the PCIs is that the
former are interpretations that have a default character and that belong to a spe-
cial level of utterance-type meaning. Levinson says: “I shall presume that we
want to define the types of content by the processes that yield them and the im-
portant semantical properties they have (e.g., default presumption, defeasability
under distinct conditions)” (Levinson    ,   ). But the arguments give n
above should make it seem less secure that GCIs have the property of being de-
fault presumptions. So Levinson’s criterion for separating GCIs from PCIs seems
no more secure than the functional independence criterion.

Co n c luding Remarks
My main aim in examining Levinson’s theory of GCIs and in sketching the al-
ternative semantic underdetermination account was to set up some clear hy-
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potheses about the pragmatic processing of utterances that could be experimen-
tally tested. As Levinson (, ) notes: “There is very little psycholinguis-
tic work directly addressed to implicature, and still less of this concerns online
processing.” Much more could be done to elaborate on and defend the alterna-
tive semantic underdetermination view that I have outlined in the above section.
My account is not nearly as well worked out as Levinson’s theory of GCIs.
However, enough detail has been given to generate rival processing predictions
that can be tested in on-line reading experiments of the sort that are familiar in
psycholinguistics.

For example, one could set up contexts in which a sentence of the relevant
sort (i.e., one that Levinson claims is associated with a default GCI) is followed
by information that leads to one or another of its possible pragmatic enrich-
ments. If the contextual bias goes against what Levinson would treat as the de-
fault GCI, Levinson’s theory predicts that the default interpretation will be ac-
cessed and then will have to be canceled. The sort of processing difficulty
predicted here is akin to the processing difficulties generated by so-called gar-
den-path sentences, where the parser comes up with a syntactic analysis that
later has to be rejected in favor of a different analysis. The underdetermination
view on the other hand predicts no such garden-pathing in pragmatic process-
ing. Since the target sentence is semantically underspecified and the contextual
information needed to specify the interpretation only becomes available down-
stream in the processing, the processor will hold off on a definite interpretation
until the needed information becomes available. The processor does not have to
recover from an interpretive error.

Another area in which conflicting predictions can be tested is in regards to
the processing of scalar predicates. For instance, as was mentioned in the previ-
ous section, the two accounts are associated with rival claims about what infor-
mation must be accessed in order to interpret cardinal sentences. Levinson’s ac-
count is committed to the view that the exactly three X interpretation of ‘three
X’ requires accessing both the literal meaning (which he believes is specified as
at least three X) and the GCI at most three X. The underdetermination view on
the other hand agues that the exactly three X interpretation is directly generated,
without the need to generate the contents at least three X and at most three X.

Although Levinson adduces many reasons to favor his theory of GCIs, the
semantic underdetermination view seems able to account for much of same data
by different means. Obviously not both accounts can be correct, so one way of
deciding between the two views is to subject them to experimental tests of the
sort gestured at above. I hope in this chapter to have taken one small step in the
direction of devising such experiments. Any experimental work must be pre-
ceded by an attempt to articulate as clearly as possible what the options are. This
critical examination of Levinson’s views and the brief sketch of an alternative
represent a first attempt to articulate these options.
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N ot e s
. Levinson (, ) says that an entailment scale is an ordered n-tuple of expression

alternates <x1, x2, …., xn> such that where S is “an arbitrary simplex sentence-frame” and
xi > xj, S(xi) unilaterally entails S(xj).

. Levinson (, –) discusses a very similar example and talks about a clash between
the (first) Maxim of Quantity and what he there calls the Principle of Informativeness.

. It is always possible to indulge in science fiction. One can imagine some other celestial
body capturing one of Jupiter’s moons. In such a situation ‘Jupiter’s moon’ might mean
moon that was captured from Jupiter’s orbit. Barker () distinguishes between lexical
possessives, such as ‘John’s child’ and ‘John’s purchase’, and extrinsic possessives, such as
‘John’s cat’ and ‘John’s gift’. According to Barker only the latter sort are open to multiple
interpretations that must be pragmatically derived. The interpretation of possessives of the
former sort is grammatically constrained. A sign that a possessive is a lexical possessive it
that the possessee nominal in such cases is relational, for it entails the existence of another
thing.

. The reduced form contributes to the ease with which this interpretation is retrieved. ‘She
likes to ride her bike and she likes to listen to her Wa l k m a n’ does not suggest this
interpretation as readily.

. Levinson also admits that there are cases where “local conversational goals” can force an
i n t e r p retation of a conjunction according to which it is just a list. In such cases the
inferences to order and teleology are “not firm” (Levinson , –). For instance, if
I ask you what you did today and you reply ‘I went downtown and dealt with some bills’,
I might interpret this as just a list of things you did. On the other hand if I ask you where
you went today and you reply in this way, then I might infer that you went downtown and
then dealt with the bills, or that you went downtown in order to deal with the bills. It is
unclear what Levinson means by saying that in the first case the I-inferences are not firm.
Does this mean they are accessed but in such a tentative way that they are easily canceled?
Or does he mean that they are not accessed because “local conversational goals” preempt
such interpretations? If the latter is intended this once again puts us on a slippery slope. It
is difficult to say in a principled way when contextual information should be allowed to
drive the interpretive process and when the default heuristics are to be allowed to operate.

. Levinson (   ,   ) seems to acknowledge this when he says: “In f e rences to the
stereotypes are thus not ‘generalized’ in the sense that they are independent of shared
beliefs . . . but they are ‘generalized’ in the sense that they follow a general principle—
restrict the interpretation to what constitutes the stereotypical, central extensions.”

. Kent Bach (   a,    b,    ) has also extensively explored the notion of semantic
underdetermination. This notion has also been important in the work of certain cognitive
and computational linguists, for instance, Pustejovsky () and those whose work is
collected by van Deemter and Peters ().

R e f e r e n c e s
Atlas, J. D. . Philosophy Without Ambiguity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bach, K. . “The Semantics-Pragmatics Distinction: What It Is and Why It Matters.” In K.

Turner (ed.), The Semantics/Pragmatics Interface from Different Points of View. Oxford: Elsevier.
———. a. “Conversational Impliciture.” Mind & Language : –.
———. b. “Semantic Slack: What Is Said and More.” In S.L. Tsohatzidis (ed.), Foundations

of Speech Act Theory: Philosophical and Linguistic Perspectives. London: Routledge.
Barker, C. . Possessive Descriptions. Stanford: CSLI Publications.
Bezuidenhout, A.L., and J.C. Cutting (forthcoming). “Literal Meaning, Minimal Propositions and

Pragmatic Processing.” Journal of Pragmatics.
Carston, R. . “The Relationship between Generative Grammar and (Relevance-Theoretic)

Pragmatics.” Language and Communication : –.
———. a. “Informativeness, Relevance and Scalar Implicature.” In R. Carston and S. Uchida

(eds.), Relevance Theory: Applications and Implications . Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

2 8 2 anne bezuiden hout



———.    b. Pragmatics and the Ex p l i c i t - Implicit Distinction. Ph.D. dissertation, Un i ve r s i t y
College, London.

———. . “Enrichment and Loosening: Complementary Processes in Deriving the Proposition
Expressed?” Linguistische Berichte: –.

———. . “Quantity Maxims and Generalized Implicature.” Lingua : –.
———. . “Conjunction, Explanation and Relevance.” Lingua : –.
———.    . “Im p l i c a t u re, Ex p l i c a t u re, and Tru t h - t h e o retic Semantics.” In S. Davis (ed.),

Pragmatics: A Reader . New York: Oxford University Press.
Gazdar, G. . Pragmatics: Implicature, Presupposition, and Logical Form. New York: Academic

Press.
Grice, P. . Studies in the Way of Words. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
Hirschberg, J. . A Theory of Scalar Implicature. New York: Garland Publishing, Inc.
Horn, L.R. . “The Said and the Unsaid.” Ohio State Working Papers in Linguistics , –.
———. . A Natural History of Negation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
———.    . “Tow a rd a New Ta xonomy for Pragmatic In f e rence: Q-based and R-based

Implicature.” In D. Schiffrin (ed.), Meaning, Form, and Use in Context: Linguistic Applications.
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press.

Levinson, S.C. . Presumptive Meanings: The Theory of Generalized Conversational Implicature.
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

———.    . “T h ree Levels of Meaning.” In F.R. Palmer (ed.), Grammar and Me a n i n g.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

———. a. “Implicature Explicated?” Behavioral and Brain Sciences : –.
———. b. “ Minimization and Conversational In f e rence.” In J. Ve r s c h u e ren and M.

Bertuccelli-Papi (eds.), The Pragmatic Perspective. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
———. . Pragmatics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Pustejovsky, J. . “The Semantics of Lexical Underspecification.” Folia Linguistica : –.
Recanati, F. . Direct Reference: From Language to Thought. Oxford: Blackwell.
———. . “The Pragmatics of What Is Said.” In S. Davis (ed.), Pragmatics: A Reader. New York:

Oxford University Press.
Ruhl, C. . On Monosemy: A Study in Linguistic Semantics. Albany: State University of New York

Press.
Sp e r b e r, D., and D. Wilson.    . Re l e vance: Communication and Cognition, d ed. Oxford :

Blackwell.
———. . Relevance: Communication and Cognition. Oxford: Blackwell.
Spooren, W. . “The Processing of Underspecified Coherence Relations.” Discourse Processes :

–.
Stanley, J., and Z.G. Szabo. . “On Quantifier Domain Restriction.” Mind & Language :

–.
van Deemter, K., and S. Peters, eds. . Semantic Ambiguity and Underspecification. Stanford,

Calif.: CSLI Publications.
Vicente, B. . “Against Blurring the Explicit/Implicit Distinction.” Revista Alicantina de Esudios

Ingleses : –.

co n ve r s ational impl i c atu res and defau lt prag m atic infere n c e s 2 8 3



chapter 15

Distinguishing Semantics 
and Pragmatics
Kent Bach, San Francisco State University
and
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Semantic, Prag m atic: Kent Bac h
T H E D I S T I N C T I O N B E TW E E N semantics and pragmatics has re c e i ved a lot
of bad press in recent years. It has been claimed to be faulty, confused, or eve n
nonexistent. Howe ve r, these claims are based on misconceptions of what the
distinction is and of what it takes to show there to be something wrong with
it. As I see it, the semantic-pragmatic distinction fundamentally concerns two
types of information associated with an utterance of a sentence. Semantic in-
formation is encoded in the sentence; pragmatic information is generated by,
or at least made re l e vant by, the act of uttering the sentence. This explains the
oddity of such pragmatic contradictions as “I am not speaking” and “It is rain-
ing but I don’t believe it.” In “The Se m a n t i c s - Pragmatics Distinction: What It
Is and Why It Ma t t e r s” (Bach    a), I develop this conception of the distinc-
tion and contrast it with alternatives. He re I will try to clarify that conception
by showing how it avoids certain objections. Space will not permit going into
much detail on the various linguistic data and theoretical considerations that
h a ve been thought to undermine the semantic-pragmatic distinction in one
way or another.

Historically, this distinction has been formulated in various ways. These for-
mulations have fallen into three main types, depending on which other distinc-
tion the semantic-pragmatic distinction was thought to correspond to:

• linguistic (conventional) meaning versus use
• truth-conditional versus non-truth-conditional meaning
• context independence versus context dependence



None of these distinctions does the job. The trouble with the first one is that
there are expressions whose literal meanings are related to use. The second dis-
tinction is unhelpful because some expressions have meanings that do not con-
tribute to truth-conditional contents. And the third distinction overlooks the
fact that there are two kinds of context. This last point deserves elaboration.

It is a platitude that what a sentence means generally does not determine
what a speaker means in uttering it. The gap between linguistic meaning and
speaker meaning is said to be filled by “context”: what the speaker means some-
how “depends on context,” or at least “context makes it clear” what the speaker
means. But there are two quite different sorts of context, and they play quite
different roles. What might be called “wide context” concerns any contextual in-
formation that is re l e vant to determining (in the sense of ascertaining) the
speaker’s intention. “Narrow context” concerns information specifically relevant
to determining (in the sense of providing) the semantic values of context-sensi-
tive expressions (and morphemes of tense and aspect). Wide context does not
literally determine anything. It is the body of mutually evident information that
the speaker exploits to make his communicative intention evident and that his
audience relies upon, taking him to intend them to do so, to identify that
intention.

Another source of confusion is the phrase ‘utterance interpretation.’ Strictly
speaking, sentences (and subsentential expressions), i.e., types, not tokens, have
semantic properties. Utterances of sentences have pragmatic properties. Also, the
term ‘interpretation’ is ambiguous. It can mean either the formal, compositional
determination by the grammar of a language of the meaning of a sentence or
the psychological process whereby a person understands a sentence or an utter-
ance of a sentence. Using the phrase ‘utterance interpretation’ indiscriminately
for both tends to confound the issues.

My conception of the semantic-pragmatic distinction invo l ves certain as-
sumptions about semantics and a certain view of communication. I take the
semantics of a sentence to be a projection of its syntax. That is, semantic
s t ru c t u re is interpreted syntactic stru c t u re. Contents of sentences are deter-
mined compositionally; they are a function of the contents of the sentence’s
constituents and their syntactic relations. This leaves open the possibility that
some sentences do not express complete propositions and that some sentences
a re typically used to convey something more specific than what is pre d i c t a b l e
f rom their compositionally determined contents. Also, insofar as sentences
a re tensed and contain indexicals, their semantic contents are re l a t i ve to con-
texts (in the narrow sense). Ac c o rd i n g l y, the following distinctions should be
re c o g n i ze d :

• between a sentence and an utterance of a sentence
• between what a sentence means and what it is used to communicate
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• between what a sentence expresses relative to a context and what a
speaker expresses (communicates) by uttering the sentence in a context

• between the grammatical determination of what a sentence means and
the speaker’s inferential determination of what a speaker means (in
uttering the sentence)

As for communication, when a speaker utters a sentence in order to convey
something, the content of the sentence provides the basis for his audience’s in-
ference to what he is conveying and what attitudes he is expressing, e.g., belief
in the case of assertion and desire in the case of requesting. In fact, as Bach and
Harnish (, ch. ) argue, because types of communicative speech acts may be
individuated by the types of attitudes they express, their contents are simply the
contents of the attitudes they express. That is one reason why the notion of the
content of an utterance of a sentence has no independent theoretical signifi-
cance. There is just the content of the sentence the speaker is uttering, which,
being semantic, is independent of the speaker’s communicative intention, and
the content of the speaker’s communicative intention. When one hears an ut-
terance, one needs to understand the sentence the speaker is uttering in order to
figure out the communicative intention with which he is uttering it, but un-
derstanding the sentence is independent of context except insofar as there are el-
ements in the sentence whose semantic values are context relative. Recognizing
the speaker’s communicative intention is a matter of figuring out the content of
that intention on the basis of contextual information in the broad sense.

This information does not literally determine that content. In no case does
the semantic content of the uttered sentence determine what the speaker is com-
municating or, indeed, that he is communicating anything. That he is attempt-
ing to communicate something, and what that is, is a matter of his commu-
nicative intention, if he has one. If he is speaking literally and means precisely
what his words mean, even that is a matter of his communicative intention.
Communicative intentions are reflexive in the sense discovered by Grice: a com-
municative intention is one whose fulfillment consists in its recognition by the
audience, partly on the basis that it is intended to be recognized. The role of
Grice’s maxims, or presumptions as they might better be regarded (Bach and
Harnish , –), is to provide inference routes across any gap between
what the sentence means and what the speaker aims to be communicating in ut-
tering it.

This Gricean view of linguistic communication (it is developed in detail in
Bach and Harnish ) lends itself to a certain conception of the semantic-
pragmatic distinction. This distinction can be drawn with respect to various
items, such as ambiguities, contradictions, implications, presuppositions, inter-
pretations, knowledge, processes, rules, and principles, and, of course, ‘seman-
tics’ and ‘pragmatics’ are also names for the study of these phenomena. For me
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the distinction applies fundamentally to types of information. Semantic infor-
mation is information encoded in what is uttered—stable linguistic features of
the sentence—together with any extralinguistic information that contributes to
the determination of the references of context-sensitive expressions. Pragmatic
information is (extralinguistic) information that arises from an actual act of
utterance, and is relevant to the hearer’s determination of what the speaker is
communicating.

This way of characterizing pragmatic information generalizes Grice’s point
that what a speaker implicates in saying what he says is carried not by what he
says but by his saying it and sometimes by his saying it in a certain way (Grice
, ). The act of producing the utterance exploits the information encoded
but by its very performance creates new and otherwise invokes extralinguistic in-
formation. This extralinguistic information includes the fact that the speaker ut-
tered that sentence and did so under certain mutually evident circumstances.
This is context in the broad sense. Importantly, nonsemantic information is rel-
evant to the hearer’s inference to the speaker’s intention only insofar as it can
reasonably be taken as intended to be taken into account, and that requires the
supposition that the speaker is producing the utterance with the intention that
it be taken into account. There is no such constraint on contextual information
of the semantic kind, which plays its role independently of the speaker’s com-
municative intention. Contextual information in the narrow, semantic sense is
limited to a short list of parameters associated with indexicals and tense, such as
the identity of the speaker and the hearer and the time of an utterance. I may
think I am Babe Ruth and be convinced that it is , but if I say, “I hit 

home runs last year,” I am still using ‘I’ to refer to myself and ‘last year’ to re-
fer to the year .

Now let us consider some reasons that might be suggested for rejecting the
semantic-pragmatic distinction. To the extent that the debate about it is not en-
tirely terminological (e.g., many years ago ‘pragmatics’ was the name for index-
ical semantics), the main substantive matter of dispute is whether there is such
a thing as “pragmatic intrusion,” whereby pragmatic factors allegedly contribute
to semantic interpretation. Here is an assortment of objections that are based on
supposed pragmatic intrusion of one sort or another. Each of these objections is
predicated on some misconception, as the responses indicate.

1. Semantic phenomena are context independent, whereas pragmatic phenomena are
context sensitive. But the meanings of certain expressions are context sensitive.
Therefore, their meanings are not exclusively semantic.

This objection assumes that anything pertaining to the use of an expression is
automatically not semantic. However, the fact that the contents of certain ex-
pressions, notably indexicals and demonstratives, are context sensitive does not
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show that their meanings vary with context. How their contents vary with con-
text is determined by their fixed meanings, and that is a semantic matter. These
variable contents are their semantic values.

2. There are aspects of linguistic meaning that concern how a sentence is used, not
its truth-conditional content. So linguistic meaning is not merely a semantic mat-
ter.

This objection alludes to the fact that the meanings of certain expressions, what
I call “utterance modifiers,” such as ‘to conclude,’ ‘frankly,’ and ‘to be precise’
(for a catalog of them see Bach b, sec. ), as well as grammatical mood, con-
cern how a sentence is being used. However, all this shows is that semantics is
not limited to what is relevant to truth-conditional content. There is no reason
to assume that the linguistic meaning of a sentence cannot include information
pertaining to how the sentence is used.

3. Since language is rife with semantic underdetermination and vagueness, there is
no such thing as literal meaning: sentence “semantics” is adulterated with prag-
matics.

These phenomena show only that sometimes the literal meaning of a sentence
does not determine a complete proposition or a precise proposition. They do
not show that there is no purely linguistic information on which language users
rely. Take the case of semantically underdeterminate sentences, which do not ex-
p ress complete propositions, even modulo ambiguity and indexicality. Eve n
though the following sentences do not express complete propositions,

() Muggsy is too short/isn’t tall enough
() a. Kurt finished the picture

b. Kurt finished the book draft
c. Kurt finished the newspaper

they still have determinate semantic contents. Howe ve r, these are not com-
plete propositions. The semantics of () does not specify what Muggsy is too
s h o rt or not tall enough for, and the semantics of the sentences in () do not
specify whether Ku rt finished painting, writing, reading or, for that matter,
eating. Howe ve r, what the speaker means must include some such thing. So
the completion of what the speaker means invo l ves the insertion of something
that does not correspond to any constituent of the sentence. This does not
s h ow that there is something wrong with the semantic-pragmatic distinction
but only that utterances of semantically incomplete sentences re q u i re prag-
matic supplementation.
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4. There are many sentences whose typical use is not what, according to the compo-
sitional semantics of the sentence, the sentence means. Therefore, pragmatic in-
formation somehow blends into semantic information.

This objection is illustrated by likely utterances of () and ().

() Jack and Jill went up the hill.
() Jack and Jill are married.

() is likely to be used to assert that Jack and Jill went up the hill together and ()
that they are married to each other, even though this is not predictable from the
meanings of the sentences. Nothing adverse to the semantic-pragmatic distinction
f o l l ows from this, howe ve r. These examples show merely that some sentences are
typically not used to mean what the sentences themselves mean. This is clear fro m
the fact that the analogous uses are not typical for sentences like (') and (' ) ,

(') Jack and Jill went up the hill separately/on different days.
(') Jack and his sister Jill are married.

5. There are certain expressions that are generally not used strictly and literally, such
as “empty,” “everybody,” and “circular”. Therefore, their semantics does not deter-
mine how they are standardly used and pragmatics enters in.

This is also true, but the existence of a distinction between semantics and prag-
matics does not imply or even suggest that expressions must standardly be used
literally. There may be a presumption of literality, but this presumption can eas-
ily be overridden, especially with words like the ones above.

6. There are certain expressions that have a range of related meanings but are nei-
ther clearly ambiguous nor clearly unambiguous. What such an expression can be
used to mean is always partly a pragmatic matter.

This objection is based on examples like these:

() a. Gus went from Natchez to New Orleans.
b. The road went from Natchez to New Orleans.
c. The show went from  to .
d. Gus went from irritated to outraged.
e. The house went from Gus to his wife.

The idea behind the objection is that as they occur in these sentences the words
‘go,’ ‘from,’ and ‘to,’ though semantically univocal, have distinct but related
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meanings; that is, rather than being ambiguous their unitary linguistic meanings
u n d e rdetermine what they are used to mean “in context,” hence that their
pragmatics intrudes on their semantics.

This idea is a definite improvement over the view that the words ‘go,’ ‘from,’
and ‘to’ are used literally only in (a), which involves movement from one place
to another, and that their uses in the other sentences are in various ways “ex-
tended,” hence nonliteral uses. However, it does not follow that pragmatics in-
trudes on semantics. The existence of these various uses shows merely that the
meanings of such polysemous terms are more abstract than the move m e n t
model would suggest (for further discussion see Bach , sec. ).

Nunberg () offers a related objection, based on the multiplicity of uses
of terms like ‘chair’ and ‘newspaper.’ ‘Chair’ can refer to particular chairs (chair
tokens) or to chair types. But it is far from clear why this instance of the gen-
eral type-token ambiguity poses a problem for the semantic-pragmatic distinc-
tion. The case of ‘newspaper’ is more interesting, because that term can refer ei-
ther to particular copies of a new s p a p e r, to specific issues or editions of a
newspaper, e.g., the final edition of today’s New York Times, or to the publish-
ing company. Nunberg claims that there is no basis for singling out one use as
the conventional one and treating the others as derived from that. But surely the
last use is a derived use, since the publishing company would not be referred to
as the newspaper (e.g., the San Francisco Chronicle, which was recently bought
by the Hearst Corporation). Indeed, it is arguable that this use of the term is el-
liptical for ‘newspaper publishing company.’ In any case, how to explain poly-
semy has no particular bearing on the semantic-pragmatic distinction, but is
rather a problem in lexical semantics.

7. There are certain complex expressions whose meanings are not predictable from
the meanings of their constituents. Therefore, pragmatics impinges upon seman-
tics.

It is true that the meanings of phrases and compounds such as the following are
not predictable, or at least not obviously predictable, from the meanings of their
constituents:

() a. sad girl
b. sad face
c. sad day
d. sad music

() a. child abuse
b. drug abuse

() a. election nullification
b. jury nullification
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this is a distinct issue, independent of SV, since SV does not require that the se-
mantic contents of sentences be propositions. So when Bezuidenhout proceeds
to focus on “truth-conditional pragmatics,” it is not clear what she takes the con-
flict to be between this and “Gricean pragmatics” or SV. She calls it “radical
pragmatics,” but it is not clear what is radical about it beyond the fact that it
supposes that sentences generally do not (relative to narrow contexts) express
complete propositions. This supposition alone does not suggest that pragmatics
intrudes into semantics.

Why does Bezuidenhout suppose that it does? Perhaps because she assumes
that the semantics of sentences invariably assigns complete propositions to them.
Perhaps it is because of how she characterizes semantic underdetermination:
“Some sentences are such that the information they semantically encode under-
determines the propositions they express on particular occasions of use” (this vol-
ume, p. ; my italics). But if they are semantically underdeterminate, they do
not express (complete) propositions at all. Another explanation may be that she
sometimes speaks of the contents of, and the propositions expressed by, utter -
ances of sentences as opposed to sentences themselves. One can agree that in
cases of semantic underdetermination “to get a truth-evaluable content requires
supplementation with further contextual information . . . [which is] limited only
by the speaker’s communicative intentions,” without supposing that the sen-
tence itself has a truth-evaluable (i.e., propositional) content. A speaker’s com-
municative intention cannot affect the semantics of a sentence and is relevant
not to the locutionary act (whose content is what is said) but only to the illo-
cutionary act the speaker is performing. Moreover, if it is the content of an ut-
terance that is in question, that content could be patently nonliteral, e.g., with
a likely utterance of “You are a zombie,” in which case it is irrelevant to seman-
tics. If we are concerned with semantics, there is no point in talking about con-
tents of utterances unless we are prepared to enforce a distinction between lit-
eral and nonliteral content. Bezuidenhout’s discussion of utterances and their
contents does not take this distinction into account.

She rightly notes that I “advocate a notion of what is said that corresponds
closely to that of sentence meaning [and structure], which has the consequence
that what is said can be something propositionally incomplete” (this volume, pp.
–). She seems to find this idea a bit idiosyncratic. But to me it is down-
right eccentric to suppose that any element of what is said in uttering a sentence
can fail to correspond to some constituent of the sentence. After all, we’re talk-
ing about what is said in uttering the sentence, not about what might be con-
veyed in uttering it. I take the semantics of a sentence to be a projection of its
syntax. That is, semantic structure is interpreted syntactic structure. The con-
tent of a sentence is determined compositionally as a function of the contents
of its constituents and their syntactic relations. It just so happens that some syn-
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tactically well-formed sentences do not express complete propositions. So if
what is conveyed in their utterance must be a complete proposition, such sen-
tences must be used to convey more than is predictable from their composi-
tionally determined contents.

Consider Bezuidenhout’s sentences ()–():

() Bob and Susan are married {to one another}.
() Betty has finished {washing the dishes}.
() This table isn’t strong enough {to support this pile of books}.

C o n t r a ry to what she suggests, I do not take () to be semantically incomplete.
It expresses the proposition that Bob and Susan are married, without specifying
to whom. It may be implicit in the speaker’s uttering () that they are married to
each other, but that is not part of the sentence’s content. As for () and (), I am
n ow inclined, contrary to what I said in Bach    , to suppose that argument
slots complementing ‘fin i s h’ and ‘e n o u g h’ are lexically mandated. If that is cor-
rect then, as Stanley (   a) has argued, such sentences are cove rtly indexical. (I
do not agree with St a n l e y’s contention that a l l a p p a rent cases of semantic under-
determination are really cases of cove rt indexicality.) Even so, I would still main-
tain that in uttering () the speaker did not s a y what Betty finished and that in
uttering () the speaker did not s a y what the table was not strong enough for.

Regarding sentences ()–(),

() Everyone {in my department} came to my party.
() You’re not going to die {from this cut}.
() I haven’t had breakfast {today}.
() This hamburger is {almost} raw.

I do say that each of these sentences expresses a complete proposition (without
the parenthetical qualification), one that is distinct from the one being com-
municated, so that a process of expansion is necessary to arrive at the commu-
nicated proposition. Relevance theorists would indeed regard what is semanti-
cally encoded in these sentences as underdetermining what is said in their
utterance but, as far as I can tell, that is only because they have a loose concep-
tion of what is said, such that it can include what is not said. They do not put
it that way, of course, yet for some reason they regard what is implicit in the
making of an utterance to be part of its “explicit content.”

Bezuidenhout reports that Travis has “argued at length for the context-
dependence of truth-conditional content.” But truth-conditional content of
what? In the case of (),

() This kettle is black
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“there are many different circumstances under which we would be prepared to
predicate blackness of the kettle, and in each of these what we would be saying
about the kettle would be different. . . . what is said would vary if surrounding
circumstances were varied” (this volume, pp. –). This is not quite right.
The circumstances do not affect what is said. Rather, they affect what the
speaker could reasonably be taken, and reasonably intend to be taken, to con-
vey in uttering the sentence (see Berg  and Bach a). More importantly,
the fact that people can mean different things in uttering () does not support
a contextualist conception of saying. It just shows that there are different ways
of being black [note the distinction in Harvey () between “present color”
and “official color”] and that there are ways of using () nonliterally, e.g., to
mean that the kettle is predominantly black, that the main visible part of the
kettle is black, or that the kettle is covered with black stuff. Moreover, even if
the minimalist agreed with Travis and Bezuidenhout about the data, he would
regard them as showing that () is semantically underdeterminate, hence that ut-
terances of it require completion. The minimalist certainly does not have to con-
cede that () should be paraphrased as “The kettle is black in some way” (see
Bach , –, for a discussion of analogous cases). Clearly examples like ()
are very interesting, but the issue they raise is orthogonal to the dispute between
minimalists and contextualists. It concerns the extent to which natural language
sentences are semantically underdeterminate, not what theoretical stance to take
toward the existence of such sentences. That () has various uses does not show
that what is said in uttering it is affected by anything pragmatic, but this does
suggest that its semantics is not as simple as it might seem.

I agree with Bezuidenhout that neither Grice’s cancellability test nor my IQ
test, never mind intuitions (see “Seemingly Semantic Intuitions,” this volume),
will break the deadlock between contextualists and minimalists. She suggests
that matters might be resolved by an empirical psychological investigation of the
pragmatic processes involved in language production and comprehension. This
assumes, however, that minimalism requires that minimal propositions, such as
those expressed by sentences like ()–(), play a role in the production and com-
prehension of utterances. Her contextualist case against a purely semantic con-
ception of what is said rests not only on the empirical claim that minimal propo-
sitions (those correlated with sentence syntax) are not “accessed at any stage in
the psychological processes of utterance production and comprehension, unless
the context directly supports such an interpretation” (this volume, p. ), but
also on an implicit assumption. I agree with her about the importance of the
production side, but in claiming that what is said is “a matter of what a speaker
does in uttering a sentence, not what his listeners do in understanding it,” I was
not harboring the “the mistaken belief that the contextualist’s empirical account
of pragmatic processing is solely an account about what a hearer must do to un-
derstand a speaker.” I was merely responding to the many contextualists who
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draw conclusions about what is said from (alleged) facts about comprehension
processes. Indeed, contrary to what she suggests, I do not “suggest that psycho-
logical considerations are irrelevant to the discussion about what is said.” Rather,
I reject her implicit assumption that psychological considerations about process-
ing are relevant. Here I rely on the distinction between cognitive processes and
information available to them (see Bach and Harnish , –, and Peacocke
). Insofar as communicative inference involves standardization of use (Bach
) and default reasoning (Bach ), both of which come in degrees, cogni-
tive processes that implement such inference can be sensitive to certain sorts of
information without actually computing it. This is why facts about processing
itself are not decisive.

Moreover, Bezuidenhout’s appeal to processing considerations is in danger
of proving too much. It would show that the conveyed content of a clearly non-
literal utterance is the sentence’s semantic content. If I said to my wife, “Since
you are the rudder of my life, you won’t steer me wrong,” she would probably
take the word ‘rudder’ nonliterally well before she processed the sentence com-
pletely, in which case she would not compute the proposition expressed (liter-
ally) by the sentence. Should we thus conclude that the proposition I conveyed
is a meaning of the sentence? With many nonliteral utterances hearers can fig-
ure out what a speaker is communicating without first identifying what the
speaker is saying. Fortunately, adopting the semantic notion of what is said does
not commit one to an account of the temporal order or other details of the cog-
nitive processing involved in production or comprehension.

Contextualism, and the so-called radical pragmatics that goes with it, is
based on some very interesting linguistic data, and these deserve detailed con-
sideration (some of them are taken up in Berg () and in Bach (a), as
well as by contextualists). However, contextualism is not supported by any clear
conception of semantics or of pragmatics. It needs to supplement the observa-
tion that a sentence like “The kettle is black” can be used in various ways with
an account of how the meaning of such a sentence is built up from the mean-
ings of its parts. Otherwise, contextualism would leave what is involved in un-
derstanding such sentences, and how they can be used to communicate, some-
thing of a mystery. In my view, though, once certain distinctions are taken into
account, such as those between sentences and utterances, between linguistic con-
tents and psychological contents, between locutionary and illocutionary acts,
and between information available to cognitive processes and the pro c e s s e s
themselves, the rationale for contextualism is lost, although the linguistic data it
highlights remain to be explained.

N otes (Bezuidenhout)
. Another view defended under the rubric of radical pragmatics is the view espoused by

Nunberg (). In this paper he defines radical pragmatics as the doctrine according to
which “the semantics/pragmatics distinction cannot be validated even in principle: there is
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no way to determine which regularities in use are conventional and which are not.” The
“regularities in use” that Nunberg focuses on are cases of polysemy, such as:

The newspaper {publication} is on the table.
The newspaper {publisher} fired John.
The chair {token} is broken.
The chair {type} was common in th century parlors.

Nunberg asks whether each of these uses is governed by a separate convention. He cites
c ross-linguistic evidence, evidence from deferred ostension, and syntactic evidence to
support the claim that lexical conventions should not be multiplied. He concludes that
w o rds like ‘n ew s p a p e r’ have only one conventional use with the other use generated
pragmatically. Now the question arises as to which of these uses is the conventional one
and which is the derived one. Nunberg argues that there is no principled way of deciding
this issue.

. This discussion of Travis’ views might have reawakened memories of Searle’s (, ,
) notion of the background against which we interpret sentences like:

(*) The cat is on the mat.

Searle’s point is similar to Travis’, at least as I interpret him. (Berg  interprets Searle’s
views differently.) The claim is that truth-conditions can be assigned to a sentence only
re l a t i ve to a background of assumptions. Mo re ove r, this background cannot ever be
completely and explicitly spelled out. In particular, the normal truth-conditions that we
would assign to (*) are only relative to certain assumptions about the normal relations of
cats to mats. We can always imagine circumstances that are special in certain ways, and in
which the conditions for the truth of (*) would be different from the usual ones.

. One might challenge the distinction I am assuming here between directly saying
something and indirectly implicating that thing. Bach (   ) insists on a thre e f o l d
distinction, between what is said, what is directly communicated and what is indirectly
communicated. Something other than what is strictly and literally said by a sentence can
sometimes be directly communicated by that sentence. A process of standardization can
make this nonliteral interpretation more accessible. What is strictly and literally said will
be bypassed in the interpretive process, because precedent has compressed the inference
from what is said to the nonliteral interpretation. Something like Bach’s view might be
advocated for the cases discussed by Travis, such as () above. The claim would be that
although what () strictly and literally says is something like (), this minimal proposition
will be bypassed in the inferential process that results in the recovery of some appropriate
enriched interpretation. This is a matter of standardization—the inference from () to any
g i ven enriched interpretation has become compressed by precedent. The enriched
interpretation is now directly communicated, and this may create the illusion that it is
d i rectly expressed. The difficulty with this suggestion is that some of these enriched
interpretations are very specific, and I might never have encountered a situation before in
which that was the correct enriched interpretation. Nevertheless, my intuition is that I
would understand this ve ry specific enriched interpretation to have been dire c t l y
expressed. Precedent cannot explain this intuition, since there is no precedent in this and
indefinitely many other specific cases.

. Bach disapproves of saying that utterances have propositional content. For him it is either
sentences or the communicative intentions of speakers that have such content. But if an
utterance is something produced with a certain communicative intention, then it seems
harmless enough to talk of the utterance itself having content. It has the same content as
the communicative intention with which it is produced.

. One might worry that in claiming that what is said must be fully propositional the
contextualist has conflated saying with stating. Howe ve r, there is no reason why the
contextualist should not be able to honor Austin’s distinction between locutionary and
illocutionary acts. Saying is the performance of a locutionary act, which Austin defined as
the uttering of certain words with a certain sense and re f e rence. Austin was clearly
assuming that disambiguation and reference assignment are sufficient for expressing a
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complete proposition. In light of the recognition of the phenomenon of semantic
underdetermination, the contextualist will need to revise this slightly. A locutionary act is
the uttering of certain words with a certain sense and re f e rence and pragmatically
enriched/loosened in a certain way.
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