Language and Reality

An Introduction to the Philosophy of
Language

SeconD EbprTioN

Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny

. B BLACKWELL

P blishers



Copyright © Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny 1999

The right of Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny to be identified as the authors of this
work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
1988

First published 1999
This title is published in the United States by MIT Press
24681097531

Blackwell Publishers Ltd
108 Cowley Road
Oxford OX4 1JF

UK

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the purposes of
criticism and review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of
the publisher.

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition
that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or
otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or
cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition
including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A CIP catalogue récord for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 0-631:21404-6 (hardback) ISBN 0-631-19689-7 {paperback)

3
0 A3 . —
Sl Z’*g

LTI g

Typeset in 10 on 12 pt Sabon
by Ace Filmsetting Ltd, Frome, Somerset
Printed in Great Britain by MPG Books, Victoria Square, Bodmin, Cornwall

This book is printed on acid-free paper.

Filozoficka fakulta UKOFIUK

380501050048821

Contents

Preface to the Second Edition
Preface to the First Edition

Part I: Introduction

1 Introduction
1.1 The Philosophy of Language
1.2 What Is the Problem?
1.3 What Is a Theory of Language?
**1.4 The Menu
Suggested Reading

Part II: Meaning

2 Truth and Reference
2.1 Meaning and Truth
2.2 Explaining Truth Conditions
**2.3 Non-indicatives
2.4 Explaining Structure
2.5 Are Referential Roles Enough?
2.6 Enter Senses

X
xiil

W = \O B W W =

—

17

19
19
21
23
26
29
35

** indicates chapters and sections which are difficult and probably best ignored in an initial

approach.



vi Contents Contents vil

2.7 Terminological Warnings; Use and Mention 39 7.6 The Origins of Language 154
Suggested Reading 41 **7 7 Indicator and Teleological Semantics 156
3 Description Theories of Reference: Names 45 Suggested Reading 162
3.1 The Classical Description Theory 45 8 Linguistic Competence 166
3.2 The Modern Description Theory 50 8.1 Introduction 166
3.3 Ignorance and Error 54 8.2 The Conflation of Symbols and Competence 168
3.4 Reference Borrowing 58 8.3 Two Proposals on the Psychological Reality of
3.5 Rejecting Description Theories 59 Syntactic Rules 170
Suggested Reading 64 8.4 Knowledge-how versus Knowledge-that 173
4 A Causal Theory of Reference: Names 66 8.5 Bullt—u‘.l versus.Represented Rules i;g
4.1 A Causal Theory 66 8.6 Cartesian Intuitions
P 8.7 “The Only Theory in Town” 184
4.2 Virtues of the Causal Theory 69 . o .
. 8.8 Are Syntactic Rules Built-in Processing-rules? 185
4.3 Developing the Theory 73 L . s
. 8.9 Linguistic Competence as a Translation Ability 187
4.4 Direct Reference 76 &
4' 5 The Qua-problem 79 8.10 Chomskyan Nativism 190
Silgges ted Re alZiing 31 Suggested Reading 197
5 Theories of Reference: Other Terms 83 9 I9)elfeln<3m§ RSp rrfltsentatlonahsm 22%%
5.1 Description Theories of Natural Kind Terms 83 - procuctio
. 9.2 Deflationism 202
5.2 A Causal Theory of Natural Kind Terms 88 - . « N .
9.3 Functional-role Semantics and “Narrow” Meanings 205
**5.3 The Qua-problem 90 9.4 The Two-factor Theo 209
**5.4 Other Kind Terms 93 S Krioke Skeotical Acay 1
**5.5 Hybrid Theories 96 95 Kripke’s 5 dt’:p tical Argument 214
5.6 Analyticity, Apriority, and Necessity 101 Suggested Reading
**5.7 Donnellan’s Distinction 104 10 Linguistic Relativity 217
**5.8 Designational Terms 105 10.1 Introduction 217
Suggested Reading 111 10.2 The Tyranny of Vocabulary 218
I — 103 The Tramm of S
6.1 Introdnction 114 10.5 The Rejection of Scientific Whorfianism 226
6.2 Some Reasons for Structure 117 Sugeested Readin 278
6.3 Linguistic Categories 123 88 &
**6.4 Anaphora 128 .
P :
Suggested Reading 133 art IV: Language and Realism 231
11 Verificationism 233
Part [II: Language and Mind 135 11.1 Realism : 233
7 Thought and Meaning 137 1.2 Lpglcal Positivism and the Elimination of the Realism
7.1 Thoughts as Inner R tati 137 Dispute 235
7’ 2 Th:l;,ga nt;ua:gelfg?fTheoil;;;:I;{?f;g[tﬁesis 138 11.3 Dummett and the Misidentification of the Realism
7.3 A Public Language of Thought or “Mentalese”? 140 DISp.u.te - 237
74 Grice’s Th £ Meani 146 11.4 Verificationism 241
<3 fances Theory of Meaning Suggested Reading 244
7.5 Avoiding the Explanatory Circle 151



viii

12

13

Contents

Worldmaking

12.1 Kant

12.2 Whorfian Constructivism
12.3 Scientific Constructivism
12.4 The Renegade Putnam
Suggested Reading

Structuralism

13.1 Introduction

13.2 Saussure’s Linguistics

13.3 The Rejection of Reference
13.4 The Rejection of Realism
Suggested Reading

Part V: Language and Philosophy

14

**15

First Philosophy

14.1 Philosophy Naturalized

14.2 Traditional First Philosophy; the One-over-Many
Problem

14.3 The Linguistic Turn: Ordinary Language Philosophy

14.4 The Lingusitic Turn: Conceptual Analysis

Suggested Reading

Rational Psychology

15.1 Rational Psychology versus Protoscience
15.2 Dennett

15.3 Davidson

15.4 Principles of Charity

15.5 Against Charity

Suggested Reading

Glossary
Bibliography
Index

246
246
248
251
254
258

259
259
261
265
268
270

273

275
275

277
280
282
287

289
289
292
296
299
302
305

307
314
332

Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition of this book is now more than a decade old, and several
years ago it became obvious even to the fond parental eye that it was fast
approaching its use-by date. We had to commit to a massive rewrite or let
the book die. For in the last ten years much has happened in philosophy
of language and related areas of philosophy of mind; not just in its exotic
and technical fringes of no concern to a book of this scope, but on more
basic issues as well. These developments, both in our own work (particu-
larly, Devitt 1996, Coming to Our Senses, and Sterelny 1990, The Repre-
sentational Theory of Mind) and in that of others, would require a thorough
rewrite of the first edition. The generally friendly reception of the first
edition encouraged us to take that option, though we must confess that
our first effort did not elicit unanimous delight. (A reviewer for Mind,
incensed by our choice and treatment of topics, urged that students be
advised not to consult it!)

Despite that rewriting, the most important ideas of the first edition
have survived into the second. Most important of all, our philosophical
approach remains realist and naturalist and that approach permeates the
work. (Indeed, if either of us ever goes soft on these themes, it will be time
to call the vet.) We are realist not just in thinking that the world of com-
mon sense — of sticks and stones; cats and trees — and of the mature
sciences exists objectively, independently of us and our thoughts. We are
realists as well in thinking that, methodologically, we should start from
realism. It is, of course, conceivable that realism is false. But its epistemic
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security is vastly greater than any doctrine in philosophy of language or
philosophy of mind. In our view, if a theory of meaning conflicts with
realism, so much the worse for that theory. We are naturalists in two
respects. Epistemologically, we are naturalists in rejecting the idea that
philosophical knowledge (except, perhaps, that about logic) is a priori.
To the contrary, we think that most, possibly all, philosophical theory is
broadly empirical in character; such theories are continuous with those of
science. Admittedly, philosophical theories are difficult to test experimen-
tally, but that is because philosophical work tends to be on the most con-
ceptually and theoretically obscure aspects of empirical theories, not
because philosophical claims are inherently a priori. Metaphysically, we
are naturalists in that we are physicalists: physical objects and physical
process are all that exists. More specifically, this book continues to de-
fend causal theories of reference and assume functionalist views of the
mind. Much has happened on these issues in the last decade, and in many
ways our views on the nature of mind and meaning have changed and
developed. But the views set out in this book remain broadly similar to
those of the first edition.

The basic structure and orientation of the first edition also survives into
this one. After a brief introduction, Part II presents a truth-referential
theory of meaning; Part III is focused on the relations between language
and the mind; Part IV on the relation between theories of language and
realism; and Part V on the role of philosophy of language within philo-
sophy as a whole. As before, we hope this edition can be used both for
a fairly elementary introduction to philosophy of language and for a
somewhat more advanced and demanding course. So we have retained
the use of asterisks (**) to mark off more difficult material that is prob-
ably best ignored except by more committed or more advanced students.
But we have used it a bit more sparingly to avoid irritating intrusions into
the text. The second edition is also at least as opinionated as the first. We
said in the preface to the first edition that we saw no point in trying to
produce a neutral inventory of views in the philosophy of language and
on this at least the last ten years have given us no reason to change our
mind.

So the overall organization of the second edition is the same as that of
the first. Within the chapters, though, there has been much change and,
for those familiar with the first edition, it may be worth our briefly indi-
cating some of the most important of these. The material on causal theo-
ries of reference and their competitors has changed substantially. These
changes include: a much fuller discussion of hybrids between causal and
description theories (5.4; 5.5); a discussion of direct reference (4.4); a
discussion of recent developments in description theories (3.5); a response
to Gricean objections to the “ambiguity thesis” about definite and indefi-
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nite descriptions (5.8). It includes as well a discussion of other externalist
approaches to meaning: indicator and teleological theories. SinceAthesc
are normally seen as theories about the meaning of thoughts we discuss
them in that connection (7.7).

In this edition (drawing on Devitt 1996), we explore more fully issues
to do with a speaker’s linguistic and conceptual competence. We are even
more critical of the idea that this competence involves a sort of “Carte-
sian” access to meanings vielding propositional knowledge about them
(8.6); rather, the competence is a skill, a piece of knowledge-how not
knowledge-that (8.9). More important, we argue that the Cartesian idea
plays an important, though mostly tacit, role in various crucial matters: in
the view that an informative identity statement like ‘Mark Twain is Samuel
Clemens’ must have names that differ in meaning (2.5); in the debate
between description and causal theories of reference; in the view that we
have a priori knowledge (5.6); in the “conceptual-analysis” view of phi-
losophy (14.4); and perhaps even in the argument of Kripke’s semantic
skeptic (9.5).

Our views on the role of Chomsky’s theory of grammar in a theory of
mind and meaning have been completely reworked. Since that theory is in
a state of permanent revolution, we have abandoned any attempt to track
different versions. We have contented ourselves with providing some
glimpses of the riches of the theory and relating these glimpses to the
problem of explaining the meaning-relevant structure of sentences (ch. 6).
Our discussion of the relation of theories of syntax to theories of the mind
(ch. 8) has also undergone major overhaul, though our Chomskyan friends
will still think that we have stubbornly clung to the errors of the first
edition. For, we continue to argue, first, that developing a theory of the
structure of sentences is a distinct project from that of explaining a speak-
er’s ability to produce and understand those sentences; and, second, that
a good theory of sentence structure is not thereby a good theory of lin-
guistic competence. Our stand on this basic question, together with our
general view that competence in using language need not involve
propositional knowledge, frames and informs our treatment of the stand-
ard debates in philosophy of language on Chomsky’s theory of language:
those about the innateness of grammar; the psychological reality of a gram-
mar; and the modularity of our linguistic competence.

We still endorse the “language-of-thought hypothesis” about the na-
ture of mental representations (though Sterelny does so less confidently
than he once did), but our view of the relationship between these repre-
sentations and natural language has changed (7.3). Chapter 9, too, has
been revised in major ways. The role and nature of a theory of meaning
has been the focus of much discussion over the last decade. Deflationary
theories of truth and reference, narrow theories of thought, and skeptical
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arguments about meaning have all found defenders. We are not amongst
them, but the second edition reflects these issues.

In sum, and especially in Parts II and I, virtually every section of the
first edition has been reworked; there is much new material, and some
material of the first edition has been consigned to the infamous dustbin of
history.

The first edition was a fully joint work. That is not true of this edition.
Devitt produced the first draft of virtually all the new text. Sterelny’s role
has been largely to filter and revise Devitt’s productions.

We struggled mightily once again with the “suggested readings” but
this time we had some assistance from Amresh Kumar and Blaine Nelson,
for which we are truly thankful. And we apologize again for errors and
omissions.

Over the years we have received many helpful comments about the first
edition from students and colleagues. We hope that we have taken appro-
priate notice of these. We are also indebted to the following for comments
on parts of the second edition: Fiona Cowie, Peter Godfrey-Smith, Georges
Rey, and Matthew Seaman.

Michael Devitt
Kim Sterelny
June, 1998

Preface to the First Edition

This book is an introduction to the philosophy of language. It is intended
primarily, but not solely, as a textbook.

Our justification for writing a textbook is the usual one: dissatisfaction
with the ones already available. We find some of these too discursive;
some too long and encyclopedic; some too difficult; some too wrong. Most
important of all, none have the particular purpose and orientation of this
book.

Introducing the philosophy of language is undoubtedly difficult. It is a
field in which a hundred flowers, and many weeds, bloom. There is amaz-
ingly little agreement, even about basics. It is often not clear what prob-
lems a theory is trying to solve. It is often not clear whether theories are in
competition and, if not, how they relate to each other. As a result, at-
tempts at achieving the neutrality usually regarded as desirable in a text-
book tend to founder; the student is presented with a bewildering
smorgasbord.

We make no pretense of neutrality. A definite theoretical perspective
pervades this book. The work of others is organized and placed relative to
this perspective. We hope that this mode of presentation will help even
those who reject the perspective. Aside from that, we think the perspec-
tive is an important one that has been decidedly under-represented in the
philosophy of language.

Because of the role of this theoretical perspective we hope that this
book will be of interest not only to students embarking on the philosophy
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of language but also to advanced ones and to professionals.

We have written on the philosophy of language before. Naturally
enough, many of our earlier thoughts reappear in this book. However,
writing it forced us to break new ground. We have developed our causal
theory of natural kind terms. We have made our first serious attempt at
theories of reference for artifactual kind terms like ‘pencil’ and sociolegal
kind terms like ‘bachelor’. We have worked hard to place the work of the
transformational grammarians within our perspective.

We think that the book should be suitable for two slightly different
courses. One course would be a beginning- or intermediate-level course
aimed at students with possibly no more than a passing interest in the
philosophy of language. Aside from students majoring in philosophy, we
have in mind: literature students who have come across, for example,
structuralist thought; linguistics students interested in semantics; anthro-
pology students interested in linguistic relativity; students in cognitive sci-
ence interested in the problems of intentionality and linguistic competence.

The other course for which the book should be suitable would be a
more traditional intermediate-level course for students with a committed
interest in the philosophy of language. Passages in the book that are suit-
able for this course, but probably not for the other, appear between aster-
isks (**). These passages are difficult and are probably best ignored in an
initial approach. (***’ before a chapter or section heading indicates that
the whole chapter or section is in that category.)

We have followed the following convention with quotation marks. To
name an expression we either put it between single quotation marks or
put it on display. To quote a passage we either put it between double
quotation marks or put it on display. We also use double quotation marks
for “shudder” or “scare” quotes. All quotation marks within quotation
marks are single.

**Qur perspective has four aspects. First, and most important, we are
committed to naturalism. (a) We give the theory of language no special
status: it is an empirical and conjectural theory like any other. (b) Our
approach is physicalistic: we see people as nothing but complex parts of
the physical world.

Naturalism has been particularly under-represented in thinking about
language. It leads directly to what may be the most controversial parts of
the book: our deflationary view of the significance of the study of lan-
guage. In this century, theories of language have led to surprising and
mysterious views of reality. Many thinkers in several fields have been led
to forms of neo-Kantian relativism: Benjamin Lee Whorf in anthropol-
ogy; Thomas Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend in the philosophy of science;
Hilary Putnam in philosophy; the structuralists in just about everything.
Michael Dummett’s verificationist theory of language leads him into a
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different, but equally mysterious, anti-realism. “Ordinary language” and
«conceptual analysis” philosophers identify the very subject of philoso-
phy with the study of language. For Wittgenstein, philosophy was gram-
matical therapy. We stand opposed to all these pretensions for the study
of language.

Second, our philosophy of mind is functionalist. It draws on such phi-
losophers as Jerry Fodor, Daniel Dennett, William Lycan, and Stephen
Stich. We like to see our book as having a place in the exciting, and some-
what chaotic, interdisciplinary field that has become known as cognitive
science.

Third, we help ourselves to the insights of transformational generative
grammar, while remaining skeptical of its claims about psychological re-
ality.

;‘}ilnally, we embrace causal theories of reference of the sort introduced
by Saul Kripke, Keith Donnellan, and Hilary Putnam. We are guided by
Hartry Field in placing reference within the theory of language: reference
is needed to explain truth.

Causal theories of reference have, of course, enjoyed quite a bit of at-
tention and popularity in the philosophy of language. However, we do
not think that the strength of the case for them has been fully appreciated,
largely because they have not been placed firmly in a naturalistic setting.

Quine’s influence on our thinking is apparent throughout, not least in
our naturalism. However, the book contains no systematic discussion of
his views on language. In particular, we do not discuss his arguments for
the indeterminacy of translation (though we think that the skeptical view
of truth considered in chapter 9 is derived from Quine). Our excuse is
that the arguments are just too difficult to be discussed helpfully in a
book of this sort. Certainly, they are too difficult for us to discuss help-
fully.**

We think it prudent to offer a few preemptive apologies. First, though
we are confident that the program we have endorsed can be carried out,
certainly we have not demonstrated this. Still more certainly, we have not
demonstrated it by doing it. These are early days for naturalistic philoso-
phy in general and naturalistic philosophy of language in particular. So,
though it is not surprising that its successes are fragmentary and partial,
nonetheless those successes are fragmentary and partial. Second, the de-
mands of clarity and our temperaments lead us to robust statements of
our own views and their divergences from the views of other. Our re-
sponses to relativism and anti-realism are particularly vigorous. We do
not mean to offend and hope we haven’t. Finally, in the nature of things,
reading guides cannot be comprehensive. We did our best to survey the
literature in preparing the “suggested readings”, but doubtless we have
made many errors. All we can say to the disgruntled author of an omitted
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piece is that the omission may not have been deliberate.

The book was truly a joint production. In the beginning, there was the
idea for a course along roughly the lines of the book. The idea was Sterelny’s
but it was for a course by Devitt. Reluctantly, Devitt adopted the idea. He
gave the course in 1983, with the assistance of Sterelny. He wrote exten-
sive notes. He was so pleased by this performance that he proposed a
joint book to Sterelny. Sterelny wrote the first draft in 1984. Devitt used
this for a repeat of the course in 1984 and began to write the second draft.
He continued writing in 1985, and some version of the second draft was
used for another repeat of the course. The final version of the book is the
result of many amendments to the second draft by both of us, often, it
seemed, far too many amendments.

The name proved difficult. We wanted Language, Mind and Every-
thing, for we enjoy mocking the pretensions of recent philosophy of lan-
guage. However, we gave in to the advice that jokey titles don’t wear well
and may not play in Peoria. We settled for something more sober.

We are grateful to the following for written comments on early ver-
sions of parts of the book: John Bigelow, Fiona Cowie, Stephen Gaukroger,
Peter Godfrey-Smith, Richard Hall, William Lycan, Ruth Milliken, Connell
O’Conoll, Philip Pettit, Stephen Stich, and David Stove. We are indebted
to Elizabeth Gross for advice on structuralist literature. Finally we thank
the following for their comments on the penultimate version: David
Armstrong, David Braddon-Mitchell, John Bigelow, Fiona Cowie, and
Peter Godfrey-Smith.

Michael Devitt
Kim Sterelny
June, 1986

Part 1

Introduction
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Introduction

1.1 The Philosophy of Language

The philosophy of language raises issues both important and difficult.

The importance of language to human life is obvious. All human socie-
ties are language using, as are all their more or less normal members.
Language acquisition is one of the few cognitive skills that is, near enough,
both common and peculiar to humans. This skill gives the human species
an enormous advantage over others: language is a quick and painless way
of passing on the discoveries of one generation to the next. Some theorists
see language as the most central characteristic of the human species.

The obvious importance of language makes its study worthwhile, but
does not prepare ope for the ascendancy that this study has achieved in
philosophy. Over the last century or so the philosophy of language has
become the pivotal area of philosophy, particularly within the English-
speaking tradition. Opinions about language have been thought to settle
!Iaditional philosophical problems in epistemology, metaphysics, and eth-
ics. The very nature of philosophy itself has been linked by many to the
study of language. In our view, much of this goes too far: philosophy of
language has become too big for its boots. We shall return to this often
(Parts IV and V).

The philosophy of language is certainly difficult. In part this is because
of our closeness to language: we find it hard to get a proper perspective on
it. In any case, there is a vigorous, wide-ranging, and bewildering debate
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on foundational and conceptual issues in the philosophy of language. Many
competing theories are on offer, yet it is often hard to see what these are
theories of. What problems are they trying to solve? What counts as evi-
dence for or against a theory? Are different theories really concerned with
the same problems, so that they are really in competition? If not — and it
often seems not — how do they relate to one another? Finally, the status of
philosophical theories of language is obscure and controversial, as we
shall begin to see in section 1.3.

You may wonder why language is studied iz philosophy at all. Why is
the study not left to linguistics which is, after all, “the science of lan-
guage”? The three main branches of linguistics are phonology, concerned
with sounds; syntax, concerned with grammatical structure; and seman-
tics, concerned with meaning. It is in semantics, or “the theory of mean-
ing”, that the theoretical and conceptual chaos mentioned above is most
striking. There are also some similar problems in syntax. Philosophy is
typically concerned with the most intractable and conceptually difficult
parts of various disciplines. So it is not surprising that it is deeply con-
cerned with semantics and has some concern with syntax. In contrast, it is
not concerned with phonology at all.

Finally, a word of warning. What follows is not an auctioneer’s cata-
logue of the theories and ideas in this controversial subject. It cannot there-
fore be either neutral or comprehensive. Our approach reflects our ideas
of what is central and peripheral; of the main issues and of the blind and
side alleys. The approach is not idiosyncratic, but it is not shared by all, or
even most, philosophers.

1.2 What Is the Problem?

What is the main problem in the study of language? What are the phe-
nomena that pose the problem? To get an appropriate distance from the
phenomena, it helps to imagine that we are Martians visiting Earth for
the first time. What linguistic phenomena strike us? We observe humans
producing sounds and inscriptions: they are talking and writing to each
other. We see that these activities play extraordinarily important roles in
human life. We wonder what properties the sounds and inscriptions have
that enable them to play these roles. We decide to call these properties
“meanings”. The problem then is to describe and explain these meanings:
to say what they are and to say what makes it the case that something has
one. In brief, the problem is to give a theory of meaning or a semantics.
This problem, in turn, gives rise to a second, psychological, problem.
What features of the human mind make it possible for humans to pro-
duce, and react, to these sounds appropriately? How do we manage to use
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Janguage? S0, as we shall see, the problem of explaining meaning is linked
to the problem of explaining linguistic competence and understanding.

‘We have identified the semantic problem by referring to the “important
roles” of language in human life. What roles are these? We think that the
folk saying, “language expresses thought”, captures the central role: a
human language is a system for expressing or communicating thought.
Many thoughts are informational, being about the social or physical envi-
ronment. But thoughts need not be informational, or purely so: language
is used to greet, question, command, joke, offend, abuse, intimidate, and
s0 on.

To say more about the importance of language we have to consider the
roles of the thoughts that language expresses. There are two roles that are
obviously of interest to us. First, thoughts cause people to do things: a
person who believes that it is raining is likely to take her umbrella. So,
knowing what others are thinking tells us what they are likely to do. We
depend intimately on others, so this knowledge is important to us. Lan-
guage is the main way we gain that knowledge. Second, many thoughts
carry information or misinformation about the world. So, knowing what
a person thinks often tells us about the world: if the person who believes
that it is raining is reliable about such matters we can learn from her
about the weather without looking outside. Much of our knowledge of
the world comes from the linguistic expression of beliefs. This is why
language gives us the great advantage over other species noted at the be-
ginning of the chapter: it enables each of us to benefit richly from others’
experience.

In sum, the central role of language is to express thoughts. Derivatively,
it has at least these two roles: explaining behavior and informing us
ablout the world. Meanings are the properties that enable it to play these
roles.

We do not pretend that these brief remarks are sufficient to identify the
semantic problem. Implicitly, the problem concerns the “natural” lan-
guages of humans; for example, English or Swahili. Such languages are
not our only communication systems; think of flag signals or “body-lan-
guage”, for example. And many animals clearly have communication sys-
tems. Doubtless all of these systems can be used to explain behavior and
learn about the world. So, what is special about our natural languages?

Consider also “animal language” experiments. Alex, an African grey
parrot trained by Irene Pepperberg, produces intelligible and contextually
appropriate English-like sounds. If one shows Alex a red plastic object
and asks “what color?” Alex says “red”. If one shows Alex a wooden
l:eg, in response to a parallel question about composition, Alex says

Wwood”. Dolphins can respond to sometimes quite complex and novel
verbal commands. Most famously of all, a number of primate species
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have learned to interact with their trainers through gesture or the use of
arbitrary plastic tokens. All these “utterances” could be used to explain
behavior and inform us about reality. Yet controversy rages as to whether
these animals are really speaking a human language. What might the ani-
mals be doing, or failing to do, that would settle the matter? What is it to
use “red” as an English word rather than, say, just as a means of extract-
ing reward from a trainer?

We think that progess with these questions, hence with identifying our
problem, is chiefly to be made by looking more closely at the relation
between human language and thought. We shall do so later (7.4). Mean-
while, we make some progress with identifying our problem by setting
out some of the salient features that make human natural languages and
their meanings so special:

a. Stimulus independent

In most circumstances, as full a description as you like of a person’s physi-
cal environment does not enable you to predict her next utterance. The
contrast with animal communication systems, for example, is notable.

Briefly, animal communication systems seem to be of two sorts. First,
birds (and apparently nonhuman primates) have a fixed and fairly small
repertoire of distinct signals, each of which has a set function: flight call,
alarm call, and the like. A particular environment elicits the appropriate
response. Human language does not consist in such a small fixed reper-
toire of predictable responses. Second, consider bees. A bee returning from
a distant food source dances a message. The positioning of the dance and
its pattern indicate the direction and distance of the food source. This
remarkably efficient system of communication differs from those of birds
in having an unlimited number of signals: the length and the pattern are
capable of indefinitely many variations. Nevertheless, the bee’s system is
not flexible in the way human language is. Each response is environmen-
tally fixed: if you know where the bee has been, and if you know the
coding system, you can predict the pattern of the dance. In contrast, if a
person comes from a food source — a good restaurant, for example - you
cannot predict her words. Her food description — indeed, whether she
talks about food at all - is stimulus independent.

b. Abstract

A sentence may abstract from many details of a situation, focusing on just
one. Thus, ‘Orson weighs 130 kg’ tells you nothing about Orson other
than his mass. Symbols in many other systems cannot be quite so ab-
stract; a photograph or sketch of Orson will tell of many of his properties.

Introduction 7

Even the bee’s dance cannot be silent on the distance of the food source
while revealing its direction.

c. Arbitrary

In general, linguistic symbols have no intrinsic or necessary connection
with their referents. The inscription, ‘Ronald Reagan’, happens to refer to
a certain president of the USA, yet it is in an important sense arbitrary
that it does so. That inscription could have been used to refer to Bob
Hope; and Reagan could have been called ‘Hopalong Cassidy’. This arbi-
trariness is nicely illustrated by the English logician, Charles Dodgson,
better known as Lewis Carroll:

« .. —and that shows that there are three hundred and sixty-four days
when you might get un-birthday presents — ”

“Certainly,” said Alice.

“And only one for birthday presents you know. There’s glory for you!”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘glory,”” Alice said.

Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. “Of course you don’t - till I tell
you. I meant ‘there’s a nice knock-down argument for you!””

“But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean “a nice knock-down argument,’ * Alice objected.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone,
“it means just what I choose it to mean neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so
many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master — that’s
all.” (Carroll 1962: 247)

What Humpty Dumpty is emphasizing is the arbitrariness of language:
we can call anything anything. (This is not to say that Alice does not have
apoint too. This could be brought out using the distinction between speaker
meaning and conventional meaning: section 7.4.)

d. Learned

Many animal communications systems are complex mixes of the learned

and the innate. The same is probably true of human language. Noam

Chomksy has famously argued that the most important features of hu-

Man syntax are innate (8.10). Yet it is uncontroversial that the large vo-

Cﬂb\ll‘ary of every human language must be learned. So the amount of

leal'n}ng involved in mastering any human language greatly exceeds the
rning involved in nonhuman systems of communication.
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e. Medium independent

Linguistic communication can be effected in speech, writing, braille, ges-
ture, and so on. There seems to be no limit to the media we could use for,
say, English. The birds and the bees are more limited.

f. Systematic

The matching of each signal with its meaning is not something that we
learn signal by signal. We learn the elements of signals — words - together
with a recipe for making complete signals — sentences — out of the ele-
ments. Thus your knowledge of a few words and the constructions of
English enables you to understand ‘Andropov liquidated the Hungarians’
and ‘The Hungarians liquidated Andropov’ even though you may never
have come across these sentences before. (The bee’s system has some
systematicity but note how simple its generating recipe is.)

g. Power

One very special thing about language is its power and versatility. It can
serve the many purposes of communication. It enables us to deal with the
past and the future, the present and the absent. We talk of an enormous
range of topics: of “tables, people, molecules, light rays, retinas, air waves,
prime numbers, infinite classes, joy and sorrow, good and evil” (Quine
1966: 215). Contrast this with the bee’s monomania.

It is clear that language gets its power from many of the other special
features we have mentioned.

We can use the arbitrary symbol ‘Mandela’ to convey information, or mis-
information, about a politician who is thousands of miles away. We can use
the arbitrary symbol ‘Thales’ to convey information, or misinformation,
about a Greek philosopher who has been dead for two millennia. Linguistic
symbols have properties, “meanings”, that make these feats possible. These
meanings enable the symbols to play extraordinarily important roles in hu-
man life, particularly roles in explaining and predicting behavior and in-
forming us about the world. Symbols have their meanings in the context of
language: a uniquely powerful communication system that is stimulus- and
medium-independent, abstract, arbitrary, learned, and productive. We think
philosophy of language is confronted with two related main problems. One
is to describe and explain the properties of symbols in virtue of which
they play the central role they do in our lives; we call this the problem of
explaining meaning. The related problem is to describe and explain lin-
guistic competence; the features of people’s minds in virtue of which they
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can use and understand symbols and the symbol system we call language.

In Part II, our focus will be on meaning. We follow custom in identify-
ing meanings with the properties that make linguistic symbols important
to us, but that should not engender the idea that there is general agree-
ment about the nature of the problems. The ordinary use of the term
‘meaning’ is loose, and theoretical uses are varied. Partly as a result of
this, there is obscurity and controversy over the very problems in the phi-
losophy of language. This is the first sign of the difficulties mentioned in
the opening section. In Part Il we will, so far as possible, set aside issues to
do with the mind’s relation to language. However, it will prove impossi-
ble to ignore the issue of competence. In Part III, the mind’s relation to
language is at centre stage.

1.3 What Is a Theory of Language?

There is obscurity and controversy not only over the problems for which
we need theories of language but also over the status of the theories them-
selves. This issue of status is highly abstract: it requires a theory of theo-
ries of language, a “meta-theory”. It would be nice to ignore the
meta-theory and get on with the theory, but that is a luxury we cannot
afford. We think that many mistakes in the theory of language arise from
a mistaken meta-theory. Further, we think that these mistakes are often
facilitated by a failure to be explicit about the meta-theory: once the
implicit meta-theory is exposed, it can be seen to be implausible and
unsupportable. So we shall start by laying our cards on the table, with
little in the way of a defense. We shall offer some sort of defense in Part V.
Wc shall return to meta-theoretical issues often in our criticism of other
views.

Our approach to the problem of language is naturalistic in two respects.
The first respect is epistemological (concerned with our way of knowing).
A theory of linguistic phenomena has just the same status as a theory of
any other phenomena: it is empirical and conjectural; it is known a poste-
riori (“justified by experience”) not a priori (“justified independently of
experience”). We are confronted with a mysterious and complex world
and have developed theories to explain and render tractable these com-
Plexities: theories in physics, biology, the social sciences and the like. The
theory of language is just another such theory; another part of our total
theory of nature.

One can be misled into treating the theory of language differently by

e fact that, at bottom, much of what it has to say at present is “common
Sense”. People divide linguistic phenomena into sentences and words; they
divide words into nouns, verbs, etc. They think that expressions are mean-
Ingful and have meanings. They think that words refer to parts of the
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world. They think that sentences express thoughts; that some are true and
some false, but none are both; that some are questions and others com-
mands; and so on. These gems of common sense, taken over by linguis-
tics, may seem to have some special status. It is easy to succumb to the
illusion that whereas science, especially its abstract and speculative branches
like cosmology and particle physics, is conjectural, empirical, and fallible,
common sense is not. So, it is thought to be a theory that the earth and
moon are linked by gravitational force, but a fact that sentences have
meanings. This illusion is engendered by the familiarity of common sense.

Common sense is best seen as a mix of folk theories or, if talk of theo-
ries seems too pretentious here, folk opinions. These, like scientific theo-
ries, help people better understand and explain the phenomena that
confront them. So the above gems are best seen as articulations of folk
linguistics’ response to features of language of the kind discussed in the
last section. Folk theories differ from scientific ones in being immature:
they are less precise, systematic, and explicit; they lack a methodology for
development. More seriously, they differ in being believed uncritically.

A glance at the past shows that folk theory has no special warrant.
Early European folk geography, folk meteorology, and folk medicine have
been comprehensively rejected. We no longer think that the Earth is flat,
nor that the winds are under the direction of supernatural agents. We no
longer explain health in terms of the humors of the blood. Nevertheless,
where a folk theory is working well, just as where a scientific theory is
working well, it is unlikely to be wholly wrong. So, it is reasonable to
suppose, for instance, that folk psychology, with its long history of fairly
successful use (we have guite a good understanding of one another), has a
lot of truth in it. Similarly, perhaps, folk linguistics. Nonetheless, even the
best folk theories stand in need of supplementation and revision.

The second respect in which our approach is naturalistic is metaphysi-
cal (concerned with what there is and with what it is like). How do facts
about language relate to facts about people and to other facts about the
world? The answer, in our view, is given by physicalism.

We think that people are best seen as part of the natural world. They are
not special except in detail and complexity. (i) They are part of animate
nature; part of the biological world. (ii) The biological differs from the
inanimate only in complexity: no vital essence distinguishes the living from
the nonliving. To be living is only to have a special, if complex, chemistry.

Physicalism is intrinsically plausible. It has excellent scientific support
from evolutionary theory, biology, and biochemistry. These sciences un-
derscore the biochemical and physiological continuities between humans
and the rest of nature. There are, we believe, no good arguments against
this perspective.

Our theory of language must, therefore, be physicalistic. Any linguistic
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facts there are must be, ultimately, physical. Semantic notions likg mean-
ing, truth, and reference can be used only if they can be explained in
nonlinguistic terms; they are not primitive. Biologists were not satisfied to
leave the notion of gene as primitive: they wanted to understand the mecha-
nism by which inheritable characteristics are encoded in a cell. Their search
led to the discovery of the structure of DNA. Similarly, we seek a deeper
explanation of semantic notions. We might, for example, hope to explain
them in psychological terms; then, hope to explain the psychological in
neuro-anatomical and biochemical terms; then, explain those in physical
and chemical terms.

Some think this hope is a vain one. In particular, the famous Harvard
philosopher, W. V. Quine, doubts that we can explain a robust notion of
meaning physicalistically. This leads him into semantic “eliminativism”:
the familiar notions of folk semantics have no place in a developed theory
of humans and their languages. We are not eliminativist, but we accept
his moral: if notions like meaning and truth cannot be explained in
nonsemantic, naturalistic terms, we should do without them in our theory
of language.

We return to the defense of naturalism in Part V.

**1.4 The Menu

(Passages and references between asterisks (**) are difficult and could
well be ignored in an initial approach.)

We finish this chapter with a preview.

Part [T is centered on the problem of meaning, on explaining those prop-
erties of linguistic symbols that enable them to play their distinctive role
in our lives. In chapter 2 we propose a “representationalist” view of mean-
ing. On this view, the core of a sentence’s meaning is its truth condition;
that is, the property of a sentence which, together with the world, make it
true or false. We suggest that the truth condition of a sentence depends on
the referential properties of its elements together with its syntactic struc-
ture. So, in chapters 3 to 5 we discuss reference and in chapter 6 we dis-
Cuss structure.

‘Description theories of reference may work for some terms but we ar-
gue that they fail for proper names and natural kind terms. We initially
favored pure-causal theories for these but think that we may have to settle
for hybrid descriptive-causal theories. We explore other possible theories
of reference for a variety of terms. In discussing structure, we draw on
“transformational generative grammar”.

_ In Part I1I, our focus changes from symbols and their meaning to an
timately related but nonetheless distinct arena, the mind.

e
e
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In chapter 7 we suggest that the relation between thought and language
is somewhat symbiotic. On the one hand, we argue for the “language-of-
thought” hypothesis, the view that thought is typically language-like in
character. Indeed, there is probably a close relationship between the lan-
guage a person thinks in and her public language. On the other hand, the
development of that public language and the system of conventions it
embodies must depend on the achievement of cognitive pioneers in hav-
ing thoughts not then expressible in their public language.

Chapter 8 is devoted to the vexed and difficult problem of linguistic
competence. We develop, to some extent, a view of competence, but the
basic thrust of the chapter is critical. We reject certain intellectualist theo-
ries favored by linguists and philosophers. We are dubious of the idea
that grammatical rules play a significant role in language processing. We
look critically at the view that some grammatical rules or principles are
innate.

Chapter 9 briefly defends our sort of representationalism against rivals.
One rival is the view that the meaning of an expression should be ex-
plained in terms of its “functional role” in the mind. Another is a “two-
factor” theory that explains meaning partly in terms of functional role
and partly in terms of representational properties. Finally, we consider
the skeptical argument against representational meaning that Saul Kripke
has found in the work of Wittgenstein.

In Chapter 10 we take a decidely critical view of linguistic relativism:
the view that, (i) your general picture of the world is influenced and con-
strained by the language you speak; and that (ii) languages differ enough
to produce incommensurable world views. We concede a little to this view
but, in general, find it exciting only when false.

Part IV considers the relation between theories of language and the meta-
physical doctrine of realism. Commonsense realism is the view that the
ordinary furniture of our environment — cats, trees, stones, etc. — exist inde-
pendently of us and our thoughts on the matter. Scientific realism takes a
similar view of the objects of science. Many theorists have inferred anti-
realist views from their favored theories of language. In some usually ill-
specified sense, the world is said to depend for its existence or nature on us.

We consider several of these theorists, taking a mostly critical view of
their theories of language, and a very critical view of the metaphysical views
they derive from them. However, our main point is that a realist metaphys-
ics has more secure epistemic foundations than any theory of language. So,
the appropriate strategy is to construct theories of language from that per-
spective, not to construct metaphysical views from the perspective of one’s
favorite theory of language. If a theory of language contradicts our best
overall picture of the world, so much the worse for the theory.

In chapter 11 we consider the verificationism of the logical positivists
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and Michael Dummett. In chapter 12 we consider “constructivism”, the
view that, one way or another, d‘ifferent groups make different worlds by
imposing their views. We start with Benjamin Lee Whorf, who thinks that
we construct realities with languages. We go on to the radical philoso-
phers of science, who think that we do the job with scientific theories.
Finally, we consider the former realist, Hilary Putnam. Chapter 13 is de-
voted to structuralism (or semiotics, as it is frequently known). This move-
ment, centered in France, is an extreme form of constructivism.

The book ends, in Part V, with a discussion of philosophy itself. Con-
siderations about language have dominated much of twentieth-century
Anglo-American philosophy. In chapter 14 we recount that dominance,
tentatively diagnose it, and reject it. Our stance is, as always, naturalis-
tic. In chapter 15 we reject another challenge to naturalistic philosophy:
rational psychology. That approach takes our ordinary views of people
and their language — folk psychology and folk linguistics — to be outside
science; they are thought to supply knowledge of a different sort alto-

gether.**

Suggested Reading

1.1

On the centrality of language to the human species, and for its role in
making us the creatures that we are, see: Bickerton 1991, Language and
Species; Corballis 1991, The Lopsided Ape; Donald 1991, Origins of the
Modern Mind; Lieberman 1991, Uniquely Human; Pinker 1994, The
Language Instinct; Noble and Davidson 1996, Human Evolution, Lan-
guage and Mind.

12

FO!.' a good survey of the animal communication literature from the stand-
point of someone who thinks it shows a rich cognitive life, see: Griffin
1_992, Animal Minds, especially chs. 8-11. For somewhat more measured
Views, see: Byrne 1995, The Thinking Ape, ch. 11; Roitblat and Meyer
_995, Comparative Approaches to Cognitive Science, Part V; and espe-
cially Hauser 1996, The Evolution of Communication. For a defense of
the “language-likeness” of ape language, see: Savage-Rumbaugh 1986,
Ape Language; Savage-Rumbaugh and Lewin 1994, Kanzi (1994). For a
Zﬁfyl ikeptical view of the significance of these projects, see Pinker 1994,

. For more on the nature of the semantic problem, see Devitt 1996, Com-
g to Our Senses, ch. 2.

S R
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1.3

In a series of works Patricia and Paul Churchland defend the possibility of
massive revision of folk theory. They argue for eliminativism about the
mind which, because of the links between mind and language to be ex-
plored later (Part III), is closely related to semantic eliminativism. See
Paul Churchland 1993, “Evaluating Our Self Conception”, for a nice sum-
mary of their position; also his excellent introductory text, Matter and
Consciousness (1988). Part IV of Lycan 1990, Mind and Cognition has
some classic papers on eliminativism.

Many philosophers argue that eliminativism is incoberent. See Hannan
1993, “Don’t Stop Believing” for a sympathetic presentation of the argu-
ment. For criticisms see Sterelny 1993, “Refuting Eliminativism on the
Cheap?”, and Devitt 1996: 249-52.

Explanation of one set of facts in terms of another often involves quite
complex relations between the two. See Fodor 1975, The Language of
Thought, introduction. Boyd, Gasper, and Trout 1991, The Philosophy
of Science, section III, is a good selection of papers on this issue.

Quine’s classic assault on meaning and its relatives is “Two Dogmas of
Empiricism”, in From a Logical Point of View (1961). **This eliminativism
was continued in Word and Object (1960) with his famous, but difficult,
argument for the indeterminacy of translation: ch. 2.** When reading
Quine it should be kept in mind that a behavioristic conception of lan-
guage constrains his views. See Gibson 1982, The Philosophy of W. V. O.
Quine for more on Quine’s behaviorism. The most readable account of
his position is in Philosophy of Logic (1970), ch. 1. A sympathetic and
interesting examination of Quine’s views is to be found in Romanos 1983,
Quine and Analytic Philosophy. Antony 1987, “Naturalized Epistemol-
ogy and the Study of Language”, is a nice critical piece.

Just as linguistics should be naturalized so also should epistemology.
The quotation from Quine in section 1.2 is from the opening paragraph
of a marvellous essay arguing for a naturalized epistemology, “The Scope
and Language of Science” in The Ways of Paradox (1966). Kornblith
1994, Naturalizing Epistemology is a very helpful collection.

1.4

There are a number of anthologies on philosophy of language, to which
we shall often refer in “Suggested Reading”. Two very helpful general
ones are Martinich 1996, The Philosophy of Language, and Ludlow 1997,
Readings in the Philosophy of Language.

Schwartz 1977, Naming, Necessity, and Natural Kinds, is a good col-
lection focusing on the problems of reference. Davis 1991, Pragmatics,
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focuses on the pragmatic aspects of language. Searle 1971, The Philoso-
phy of Language, attenc_is to'this too but its main focus is on the implica-
tions of contemporary linguistics.

Block 1981, Readings in the Philosophy of Psychology, Volume 2, is an
excellent collection on issues raised in Part III. It is organized into parts,
each of which has a helpful introduction. Stich and Warfield 1994, Men-
tal Representation, is also helpful on Part Il issues. It has a good selection
of papers offering naturalistic theories of meaning. Lycan 1990 contains a
number of papers that bear on Part Il issues. So also do parts IV and V of
Rosenthal 1991, The Nature of Mind.

Geirsson and Losonsky 1996, Readings in Language and Mind, brings
out the close ties between theories of language and mind. It is an interdis-
ciplinary collection, reflecting the rise of cognitive science.
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Meaning




2

Truth and Reference

2.1 Meaning and Truth

Perhaps the favorite notion in folk linguistics is meaning. It is almost im-
possible to resist the temptation to start the explanation of language -
such features as those listed in section 1.2 — by talking of the meaningful-
ness of language. We did not resist. We used ‘meaning’ as a blanket term
to cover the special properties of linguistic symbols that enable them
to play their striking roles in people’s lives (1.2). Of course, this talk of
meaning does not really explain anything; it is little more than a conven-

lent label for what needs explaining. So, what we need is a theory of
Mmeaning,
‘However, first, a word »f warning about the term ‘meaning’ (and cog-
n‘mfs)- Its popularity in linguistics is, in one respect, unfortunate. In its
nary use the term is vague, perhaps even ambiguous. Certainly it has
Mmany applications that have nothing to do with language. Consider the
Wing, for example: ‘Aphrodite means to molest that Trojan’; ‘Food
Mmust have no meaning for vegetarians’; ‘Rich police mean corruption’;
‘means well, but he’s not too bright’. So, we should be careful about
¥YIng on intuitions that we would express using ‘mean’: they may not
oncern our problem. (See section 2.7 for more terminological warn-
ihgs.)
We Start our theory of meaning, our semantics, with an hypothesis:
the core of a linguistic symbol’s meaning lies in the fact that the
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symbol represents something; for example, the core of the meaning of
‘Reagan’ lies in the fact that it represents a well-known former president
of the United States. This representational hypothesis may seem too obvi-
ous to mention; even the word “symbol” suggests it. Indeed, it is prob-
ably the oldest idea of all about meaning.

Let us apply the hypothesis to sentences, the basic unit of communica-
tion. What does a sentence represent? Think of an indicative sentence, the
sort that is typically used in making an assertion (as opposed to asking a
question, issuing a command, etc.). The sentence represents the situation
that would make it true; it represents its truth condition. We cash this out
as follows: the sentence is true if a certain situation in the world obtains
and not true if the situation does not. So, the hypothesis is that this prop-
erty of a sentence is the core of its meaning. Thus it is central to the mean-
ing of ‘Bulldogs are ugly’ that it is true if and only if bulldogs really are
ugly. The hypothesis is in the spirit of the popular philosophical slogan,
“The meaning of a sentence is its truth condition”.

This hypothesis is supported by folk semantics. Though, ‘Max, he’s a
wimp’ and ‘Max is a weakling’ have a marked difference in conversa-
tional flavor, in an important sense they “have the same meaning”. Fur-
ther, anyone would judge those two sentences more alike in meaning than
either is to ‘Max, he’s an animal’. Why? Because the first two sentences
have the same truth condition, whereas the third has a different one. This
point can be illustrated in other ways. The main thing to preserve in trans-
lating one sentence into another is its truth condition. Moreover, two
sentences that differ in truth value would not be found synonymous. If
circumstances could make ‘Many arrows didn’t hit the target’ true, while
‘The target wasn’t hit by many arrows’ was false, the sentences cannot
have the same meaning. (Test: do they have the same meaning?)

It is undoubtedly plausible to think that representing is the core of mean-
ing in general, and hence that having a certain truth condition is the core
of a sentence’s meaning in particular. Nevertheless this “representational-
ism” #s an hypothesis and it is not without controversy. Thus some people
think that the core of a sentence’s meaning is its property of being verified
or warrantedly asserted if and only if a certain situation obtains. We shall
consider this controversy briefly later (9.3, 11.4). Meanwhile, we shall
simply adopt the hypothesis.

So, on this hypothesis, our main semantic task becomes that of explain-
ing the representational properties of linguistic symbols. Applied to an
indicative sentence, our task becomes that of explaining its property of
being true if and only if a certain situation obtains. In virtue of what does
a sentence have this property? In brief, the task is to give “a theory of
truth conditions”.
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2.2 Explaining Truth Conditions

A theory of truth conditions must be compositional: the truth condition
of a sentence must be a function of its elements. Only thus can we explain
one of the important properties that make language special as a commu-
nication system: its systematicity (1.2). We do not learn sentences indi-
vidually: we learn elements plus the procedures for constructing sentences
out of elements. If you understand ‘Semiotics is fashionable’ and you un-
derstand ‘punk’, then you understand ‘Punk is fashionable’. If you under-
stand ‘deconstruction’, you understand any sentence containing it provided
that you understand the structure of the sentence and the other words
in it. An indefinitely large number of those sentences you have never
come across; a likely example is, ‘Deconstruction is as pretentious as it is
worthless’.

So, a sentence has its truth condition, hence meaning, partly in virtue of
its elements and partly in virtue of the way it is constructed from those
elements. Its elements are words and its way of construction is its syntac-
tic structure. We shall illustrate.

1. If we hold structure constant and vary the words, truth conditions
vary. The following sentences share the simplest English sentence struc-
ture, “one-place” predication, but are made true by very different situ-
ations in the world:

Reagan is wrinkled
Thatcher is tough
Andropov is dead.

2. Less obviously, if we hold the words constant and vary structure,
again truth conditions vary. This is illustrated most simply by changing
word order in a “two-place” predication:

The USA nuked the USSR
The USSR nuked the USA.

I‘!Owever there is a lot more to syntactic structure than word order. This is
vividly demonstrated by structurally ambiguous sentences: sentences that

ave two (or more) distinct truth conditions even though the meaning of
each word is held constant. Some examples:

Cheap wine and cider encourage annoying drunks
Modern realist movies are made by insulting crooks and producers
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Dad is cooking
Eighth Army push bottles up Germans

(the last is a famous Second World War headline).

What is it about a word that affects the truth conditions of sentences
containing it? What part of its meaning plays this role? The obvious an-
swer is: its referent. And this is what our representationalism directs us to.
Just as the representational property of a sentence is its property of hav-
ing a certain truth condition, the representational property of a word is
having a certain referent.

In sum, the truth condition of a sentence depends on its syntactic struc-
ture and the referents of its words.

How does the dependence go? Consider a simple sentence, ‘Reagan is
wrinkled’. It has the property of being true if and only if Reagan is wrin-
kled; the property we are supposing to be at the core of its meaning. This
property depends on the sentence having the simple structure of a one-
place predication. It also depends on its containing ‘Reagan’, referring to
Reagan, and ‘wrinkled’, referring to wrinkled things. Let us distinguish
these two sorts of reference by calling the first one, which concerns a
proper name, “designation”, and the second one, which concerns a predi-
cate, “application”. Then we can be more precise about the dependence
as follows. The sentence has its truth condition — is true if and only if
Reagan is wrinkled — in virtue of the fact that it is true if and only if

i. there is some object that ‘Reagan’ designates and

ii. ‘wrinkled’ applies to that object.

The truth condition of any other one-place predication can be similarly
explained; thus, ‘Thatcher is tough’ depends similarly on ‘Thatcher’ and
‘tough’.

We saw truth conditions as the core of sentence meanings (2.1). Our
strategy now is to explain truth conditions partly in terms of the referen-
tial relations of words — for example, designation and application — and
partly in terms of the syntactic structure of sentences ~ for example, one-
place predication — which determine how truth conditions depend on ref-
erence. Given reference and structure, truth conditions are determined. So
we will need a theory of reference and a theory of structure. In virtue of
what does ‘Reagan’ designate Reagan and ‘wrinkled’ apply to wrinkled
things? In virtue of what does ‘Reagan is wrinkled” have the structure of a
one-place predication? We have moved from sentence meaning to truth
condition; and from truth condition to reference and structure.

The approach to meaning that we have been outlining in this section
and the last was started in the nineteenth century by the logician Gottlob
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Frege (1952). At the same time, another very influential approach to mean-
ing began as a result of the work of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure
(1916 [1966]): “structuralism”. This approach differs most strikingly from
Frege’s in rejecting reference. We shall consider structuralism in chapter

We shall begin our discussion of theories of reference in the next chap-
ter. Before that, we must consider some questions. What does the pres-
ence of non-indicative sentences in language show about our
truth-conditional approach? How can we explain the structure of the many
sentences that are much more complicated than the simple predication
used as our example? Is there more to word meaning than referential
role? We shall take these in turn.

*%+2 3  Non-indicatives

So far, our attention has been on indicative sentences, the sort that are
typically used to make assertions. But there are also non-indicative sen-
tences, typically serving other communicative purposes. This fact has been
illuminated by the work of J. L. Austin (1962a) and J. R. Searle (1969).
They drew attention to such other “speech acts” as questions, requests,
and promises. The notion of truth condition does not apply comfortably
to these other uses of language involving non-indicatives.

Non-indicatives raise two questions about our truth-conditional ap-
proach to sentence meaning. Can that approach work for non-indicatives
at all? Even if it can, does the truth condition of a sentence, or some
condition analogous to truth condition, exhaust the sentence’s meaning?
In applying our representationalism to sentences, we were careful to claim
only that a sentence’s truth condition was the core of its meaning. An-
swering the second question may show that this care was appropriate:
.that there is more to a sentence’s meaning than its property of represent-
g a certain situation.

In answer to the first question, two ways have been suggested in which
a theory of meaning for non-indicatives might be modeled on a theory of
truth conditions.

First, it has been thought that while non-indicatives do not have truth
conditions, at least some have analogous conditions. The view is that a
theory of the compliance conditions of imperatives, sentences that are
typically used to make requests, would capture the core of their mean-
Ings. J. J. C. Smart is one who has argued this (1984). Many of our earlier
femarks about indicatives can then be transposed into remarks about
mperatives. Thus, the view is another application of our hypothesis that
the core of a linguistic symbol’s meaning lies in the fact that the symbol
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represents something: an imperative represents the situation in which it
would be complied with. People would say that two imperatives have the
same meaning, in an important sense, if they have the same compliance
condition; i.e. if the same situation in the world has to be brought about
to comply with them. Compliance conditions must be explained in terms
of the syntactic structures of imperatives and the referential properties of
words that fill those structures.

According to this suggestion, then, the core of a sentence’s meaning is
not, strictly, its property of representing some situation that would make
it true, but rather its property of representing some situation that would
make it true, complied with, or whatever. Its meaning is largely its truth
condition or other analogous condition. And these conditions are all to be
explained in terms of structure and reference along the lines we have
sketched for indicatives.

Consider the bearing of this suggestion on our second question. The
meaning of a sentence consists not only in its representing some situation
that would make it true, complied with, or whatever, but also in its as-
serting that the situation obtains, requesting that the situation be brought
about, or whatever. Being an assertion or a request is part of the meaning
of the sentence. There is indeed more to a sentence’s meaning than its
property of representing a certain situation.

Second, it has been thought that, despite appearances, non-indicatives
can be true or false. This view has been defended in a number of different
ways. One is through the technique of paraphrase. For example, some
Scandinavian logicians have suggested that questions can be paraphrased
as demands for knowledge (Aqvist 1965). Thus, ‘Did Oswald kill
Kennedy?’ means ‘Let it be the case that either I know that Oswald killed
Kennedy or I know that Oswald did not kill Kennedy’. In turn, demands
can be given a truth-conditional analysis in so-called “deontic” logic. The
idea is to identify a demand with a statement about what ought to be the
case, that is to say, with an indicative.

A less direct approach to questions has been proposed by the American
logicians Belnap and Steel. Their proposal is to explain each question in
terms of its possible answers. Thus the meaning of the question, “Who is
the ugliest president of the USA?* would be given by the disjunction of its
possible answers. Since these answers are indicatives, the semantics of
questions is given by atoms which are true or false. Derivatively, then, a
question is true if it has a true answer, false otherwise (“When did you
stop drinking your bathwater?’, for most of us).

It seems that this second suggestion would allow us to retain the idea
that truth conditions, alone, exhaust sentence meaning. However, the sug-
gestion does this by linking a sentence to the truth condition of a para-
phrase that is often intuitively very distant from the original sentence.
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We find Smart’s approach more natural and think that something like
it must play some role in the theory of meaning. However, we have no
need to adjudicate between the two suggestions. They are, after all, not
incompatible: there are many different non-indicatives. So long as one of
the suggestions is along the right lines, our interest in developing a theory
of truth conditions is not parochial.

Some theorists have gone far down the path of the first suggestion, urg-
ing that a theory of meaning must find room for a theory of the pragmatics
of language use, a theory of the deployment of symbols in a social context.

J. L. Austin (1962) distinguishes between the locutionary and
illocutionary aspects of an utterance. The locutionary force of an utterence
is, intuitively, its representational content: the condition that makes it true
if an indicative, complied with if an imperative, and so on. The illocutionary
force is what is done in making the utterance. It captures the “attitude”
taken to the content in the utterance. The structure of an utterance may
indicate its illocutionary force — as an imperative indicates a request — but
it does not fully determine it. Thus, a given indicative sentence could be an
assertion, an assumption, or a postulation. It could even be a threat: “Un-
less there is a million dollars in the briefcase, the bomb will explode.”

One of the aims of pragmatics is to give a general account of illocutionary
force; of the distinctions between requests, commands, and beggings; of
the distinction between threats and warnings; and so on. These distinc-
tions are, likely enough, in the beliefs and goals of the speaker. Someone
who threatens believes that the content of the threat is undesired by its
recipient. Similarly, with an assertion but not an hypothesis, the speaker
intends the audience to see the utterence as an expression of his beliefs.
We shall return to pragmatics briefly in Part III, when our focus is on the
mind’s relation to language (7.4, 7.5, 8.9).

We have already accepted that some of the distinctions attended to in
pragmatics clearly have a place in the theory of meaning. They are the
ones captured in structure; for example, that between assertions and ques-
tions, Perhaps all the pragmatic distinctions have a place in a theory of
meaning, but this need not be the case. The theory of meaning is con-
cerned with the properties of symbols that enable them to play their spe-
cial roles in people’s lives, roles that we have roughly indicated. We can
expect that some properties of symbols, though important enough for
some purposes, will not be essential enough to these special roles to war-
rant a place in the theory of meaning. A trivial example would be the
!ength of a symbol. A non-trivial example might be the distinction in

locutionary force between an assertion and a threat.

The rest of our discussion of the theory of meaning will mostly ignore

possibility that the meaning of a sentence includes a force as well as a
Tepresentational property. And we will let the property of representing a
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truth condition stand in for representing any analogous condition that
might be appropriate.**

2.4 Explaining Structure

In section 2.2 we illustrated how truth conditions can be explained in terms
of reference and structure. However, the example ‘Reagan is wrinkled” has
such a simple structure that it could give a grossly misleading impression
of the difficulties of our task. In particular, many sentences contain words
that are quite unlike ‘Reagan’ and ‘wrinkled’ and yet which play crucial
roles in determining truth conditions. Consider the following passage:

“...AndI haven’t sent the two Messengers, either. They’re both gone to
the town. Just look along the road, and tell me if you can see either of
them.”

“I see nobody on the road,” said Alice.

“I only wish I had such eyes,” the King remarked in a fretful tone. “To be
able to see Nobody! And at that distance too! Why, it’s as much as I can do
to see real people, by this light!”

“Who did you pass on the road?” the King went on, holding out his hand
to the Messenger for some hay.

“Nobody,” said the Messenger.

“Quite right,” said the King: “this young lady saw him too. So of course
Nobody walks slower than you.”

“I do my best,” the Messenger said in a sullen tone. “I’m sure nobody
walks much faster than I do!”

“He can’t do that,” said the King, “or else he’d have been here first ... ”
(Carroll 1962: 258-61)

‘Nobody’ is not a name nor any other kind of definite singular term (=,
roughly, a term that purports to refer to just one object), it is a “quanti-
fier”. Its important effect on truth conditions cannot be captured by treat-
ing it, as the King does, as if it had a referent.

Many other examples make the same point. The following one is be-
loved by writers of logic books:

Every man loves some woman.
This sentence is ambiguous between every man loving some woman or
other, and some woman being universally loved by men. There is no par-

allel ambiguity in the following sentence:

Max loves Alphonse.
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The moral is that the ambiguity of the first sentence cannot be understood
by treating ‘every man’ and ‘some woman’ as if they were names. They
are also quantifiers.

Our language contains many quantifiers, including ‘all’, ‘each’, ‘some’,
‘many’, ‘most’, ‘few’, ‘a few’, ‘at least one’.

Since the work of Frege, and especially since Alfred Tarski’s pioneering

per in 1931, “The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages” (in Tarski
1956), generations of logicians have been beavering away, attempting to
construct compositional theories of truth conditions for a range of differ-
ent types of sentences, including those with quantifiers. Some have at-
tempted to give truth conditions for sentences like ‘It’s possible to be an
honest politician’. These are modal sentences, employing the concepts of
necessity or possibility. Some have tried to handle tensed sentences. Much
of this work is complex, difficult, and technical. All of it depends to some
extent on modern logic. We shall, therefore, spare you an exposition of
these results.

Despite the many advances that have been made in laying bare the struc-
ture of natural language sentences, and thus in showing how their truth
conditions depend on reference, the task is far from finished. We shall
note just two ways in which it is seriously incomplete.

**First, many apparently successful explanations make use of the no-
tion of “possible worlds”. Saul Kripke (1959) was an early and influen-
tial deployer of this notion to explain modal sentences. Necessity was
seen as truth in all possible worlds; possibility, as truth in some possible
world. Subsequently, the notion has been used for other kinds of sen-
tences. For example, it has been used for subjunctive conditionals like
‘i today had not been pension day, Granny would have been sober’.
(This sort of conditional is often called a “counterfactual” because it
%mplies the falsity of the indicative form of its antecedent; in this case,
l'miplying that it /s pension day.) It has also been used on epistemic as-
criptions like “Thatcher believes that God is an Englishwoman’. The
objection to all these explanations is that they leave us with a notion in
onr semantic theory that badly needs explaining: the notion of possible
worlds.

: '_Many possible-worlds semanticists seem surprisingly unconcerned by

is problem. Some acknowledge it, but shuffle their feet in response. Some
others offer reductions: possible worlds are really sets of sentences, or
whatever. We do not find any of these reductions satisfactory. For one
thing, the reductions are often to entities no more acceptable than possi-
ote worlds themselves: nonphysical objects of various kinds. Other sug-
Bestions look circular, from our point of view at least. One cannot both
voke possible worlds to explain the semantic properties of sentences
and explain a possible world as a set of semantically interpreted sentences.
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Finally, the various attempts to “explain away” possible worlds suffer
from a variety of technical problems.

David Lewis confronts the problem of possible worlds squarely (1973,
1985). He scorns any shame-faced attempt to identify these worlds with
entities usually found more acceptable. He thinks that they are perfectly
respectable entities as they stand. He is committed to the genuine existence
of a countless infinity of parallel universes among which ours is picked out
as special only in being the one that is actual-for-us. This is some elephant
to swallow without blinking. We shall return to it in section 2.6.**

Second, these theories of quantified sentences, modal sentences, and
the like, typically do not, in the first instance, apply to the sentences of
natural languages. They apply rather to formulae in the formal langunages
of logic. These languages have been specially invented to represent what
seem to be the underlying structures or “logical forms” of the sentences of
natural languages. They are, therefore, simpler than natural ones. They
are also much better behaved than natural ones: they are explicit rather
than elliptical; they are unambiguous; they bar monsters like “This sen-
tence is false’; and so on. So, the theories of formal languages must some-
how be brought to bear on their true targets by linking the logical formulae
to the sentences that are their natural language counterparts. For instance,
the quantified formulae,

(x)(Man x — (Ey)(Woman y & Loves xy})

(read: For any x, if x is a man then there is a y such that y is a woman and
x loves y) and

(Ey)(Woman y & (x)(Man x — Loves xy))

(read: There is a y such that y is a woman and, for any x, if x is a man then
x loves y) are mapped onto the earlier

Every man loves some woman,

each capturing one of its meanings.

(‘x> and ‘y’ in the above formulae function like cross-referential, or
“anaphoric”, pronouns. Logicians call such symbols “variables”. The vari-
ables are said to be “bound” by their respective quantifiers. So ‘x’ is bound
by the “universal” quantifier ‘(x)’, reading “for any x”, and y’ is bound
by the “existential” quantifier ‘(Ey)’, reading “there is a y”. The difference
between the two formulae is described as a difference in the “scope” of
the quantifiers: in the first, the existential quantifier is inside the scope of
the “universal” quantifier; in the second, the reverse is the case.)
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This further task of relating all natural language sentences to logical
formulae is necessary if those sentences are to be made amenable to truth-
theoretic semantics. The task is very difficult. The great hope for solving
it lies with the movement in linguistics started by Noam Chomsky in the
1950s, “transformational generative grammar”. The generative approach
has made great advances in understanding the syntactic structures of natural
languages, and in time we can reasonably expect it to link the logicians’
formulae to natural language sentences. We shall consider these matters
in chapter 6.

In sum, it is certainly true that a vast amount of work remains to be
done to explain the bearing of syntactic structure on truth conditions.

2.5 Are Referential Roles Enough?

According to our representational hypothesis, a word’s property of refer-
ring to something is the core of its meaning. Is there more to its meaning
than this referential role? Are the meanings of “Thatcher’ and ‘snow’ the
simple “coarse-grained” properties of referring to Thatcher and snow,
respectively, or are they more “fine-grained”? ‘Thatcher’ and ‘The Baron-
ess of Grantham’ refer to the same individual and hence are importantly
alike in meaning, but perhaps they do not have the same meaning. Per-
haps having the same reference is necessary but not sufficient for identity
of meaning.

The discussion of non-indicatives has already raised the possibility that
there may be more to a sentence’s meaning than its property of represent-
ing some situation; perhaps its meaning includes its “force”, its property
of being an assertion, a request, or whatever (2.3). Set that aside. The
question we are considering about word meaning raises the possibility
again. For, if there is more to a word’s meaning than its property of rep-
resenting something, so too must there be more to the meaning of a sen-
terfce that contains the word. We remarked that our approach is in the
spirit of the slogan, “The meaning of a sentence is its truth condition”
(2.1), but how close are we to the letter of the slogan?

~ We shall start with a simple case, proper names. Have we told the full
story of a name’s meaning when we specify its bearer? That seemed to be
the view of Mill:

Proper names are not connotative: they denote the individuals who are called
by them; but they do not indicate or imply any attributes as belonging to
those individuals. (1961: 20)

;We shall call the view that the meaning of a name is exhausted by its role
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of designating its bearer, the “Millian View” (though it is not obvious that
Mill himself subscribed to it). The view is plausible and simple. Nonethe-
less, until recently, it has been almost unanimously rejected. Why? What
has driven us out of the Millian paradise?

Identity statements

On a Millian view, it is easy to explain the difference in meaning between
the following;:

Mark Twain is an author
Ernest Hemingway is an author.

The meaning of a name is its role of designating a certain object. ‘Mark
Twain’ and ‘Ernest Hemingway’ designate different objects and so differ
in meaning. But now consider:

Mark Twain is an author
Samuel Clemens is an author

‘Mark Twain’ and ‘Samuel Clemens’ designate the same person. So the
Millian must say that these two sentences have the same meaning.

Any plausibility this may have seems to evaporate when we consider
identity statements; for example:

(1) Mark Twain is Mark Twain
(2) Mark Twain is Samuel Clemens.

Intuitively, (1) and (2) differ strikingly in meaning. Suppose that they really
do differ. Then ‘Mark Twain’ and ‘Samuel Clemens’ must differ in mean-
ing because the only difference between the statements is in those names.
Then the meaning of each name cannot be simply its role of designating a
certain object because each of them designates the same object. So the Millian
view is wrong. (The traditional example compares ‘Hesperus is Hesperus’
with ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’. The ancient Greeks used ‘Hesperus’ for
what they took to be a star rising in the evening and ‘Phosphorus’ for one
rising in the morning. In fact these “two stars” are the planet Venus.)

This argument depends, of course, on the claim that the two identity
statements do differ in meaning. The claim could do with more than in-
tuitive support. Traditionally, philosophers have attempted to give this
further support in various ways. But these attempts are dubious, as we
shall briefly indicate.
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Some have claimed that the two statements differ in meaning because (1)
is necessary while (2) is only contingent. But Kripke has argued (1980) - we
think plausibly — that both statements are necessary. Some have claimed
that (1) is “analytic” (truth dependent only on meaning) while (2) is “syn-
thetic” (truth dependent partly on the world). But Quine has influenced
many to reject the analytic-synthetic distinction (1960, 1961). And we think
that, insofar as the notion can be made good, both statements are analytic
(5.6). Some have claimed that (1) is known a priori while (2) is known
empirically. But a satisfactory account of a priori knowledge has yet to be
produced. Finally, the received view is that the two statements differ in
meaning because (1) is uninformative, a mere instance of “the law of iden-
tity” — for any x, x is x — whereas (2) is informative, an interesting discov-
ery. But why suppose that a difference in informativeness — an epistemic
difference — reflects a difference in meanings — a semantic difference?

We think that this supposition is based on two underlying assumptions:

If (1) and (2) meant the same then the competent speaker would
(tacitly) know that they meant the same.
If she knew this then (1) and (2) would be equally informative to her.

Since (1) and (2) are not equally informative, it follows that they do not
mean the same. Our problem is with the first of these assumptions. It is an
application of the following quite general assumption about linguistic com-
petence: for a speaker to be able to use an expression with a certain mean-
ing s for her to (tacitly) know that it has that meaning. Linguistic competence
is a2 mental state of the speaker. The general assumption stems from the
idea that the speaker, simply in virtue of having this mental state, is in a
position to discover the facts about it. These facts include facts about the
meanings of expressions with which the speaker is competent. So, simply
in virtue of her competence, the speaker has some sort of “privileged ac-
cess” to facts about those meanings. To get knowledge of the meanings she
does not have to carry out the sort of empirical investigation of the world
t?;at knowledge usually requires, she can simply “look inwards”. Since this
line of thinking is in the tradition of René Descartes, according to whom
ﬂ!c concents of a person’s mind were in some way “transparent” to her, we
shall call this general assumption about competence “the Cartesian assump-
tion”, There is no doubt that the Cartesian assumption is appealing; in-
deed, it is almost universally believed in the philosophy of language.
Tlowever, we are dubious of it for reasons that will start emerging soon
(4.1). We think that competence may well be simply a skill or ability that
0€s not require any knowledge, even tacit knowledge, about meanings.
- How then are we to support the intuition that (1) and (2) have different

- Meanings? We should go back to the account of the semantic problem
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(1.2). Meanings are the properties of linguistic symbols that enable them
to play their important roles in human lives. One of these roles is the
explanation and prediction of behavior. Suppose we are interested in pre-
dicting the behavior of Alice. Might it make a difference to us whether she
would be prepared to assert (2) as well as (1)? It clearly might. Thus,
suppose that Alice wants to meet the famous author known as Mark Twain.
She is aware that she has a nearby neighbor known as Samuel Clemens. If
she is prepared to assert (2), then we predict that she will head off to
introduce herself to her neighbor. If not, not. So the difference between
(2) and (1) makes a behavioral difference of just the sort that meanings
are supposed to explain. So the difference is a difference of meaning. In
order to explain behavior, names must have meanings finer-grained than
the property of referring to the author.

Existence statements

Consider next the following statements:

James Bond does not exist
Reagan exists.

These singular existence statements pose a further problem for the Millian
view of names. How could a negative existence statement like the first
one be meaningful? It would not be meaningful if it had nonsense sylla-
bles where a term should be. Yet, since it is true, there is nothing for
‘James Bond’ to designate, and hence, on the Millian view, that name
should be just nonsense syllables. The view leads to the paradoxical con-
clusion that if a negative existence statement is true then it is meaningless.
The positive statements pose a problem too. They become tautologous: if
they are meaningful then they are true, for their contained name must
have a bearer to be meaningful. Once again we see that the meaning of a
name must involve something other than its referent.

Empty names

A closely related problem is posed by “empty” names. An empty name is
one without a referent; ‘James Bond’ is an example. Empty names occur
in many perfectly meaningful statements (other than existence ones); for
example:

James Bond is handsome
James Bond is disgustingly successful.
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How could such a statement be meaningful on a view that can give no
meaning to a name that does not designate?

Experience suggests that many will be tempted to reply that while
«James Bond’ may not designate a flesh and blood man it does designate
something: an idea, perhaps, or a concept”. Now whatever the merits of
this response — and we think they are few - it is beside the present point.
Think back to the simple example that introduced our talk of reference
(2.2): ‘Reagan is wrinkled’. This sentence is made true by a wrinkled Reagan,
which is a situation in the external world not in the world of ideas. And
the referential relation which we are using to help explain this truth condi-
tion, and which we called ‘designation’, is a relation between ‘Reagan’ and
Reagan, a flesh and blood part of that external world not an idea in some-
one’s mind. Whatever relation there may be between ‘Reagan’ and a Reagan-
idea is not, in this sense, designation. For notice that the idea of James
Bond is not handsome; people and horses are handsome; ideas are not. On
the Millian view, designation exhausts a name’s meaning. And the prob-
lem for that view is that ‘James Bond’ does not designate anything.

In saying this, we are not claiming that you could not designate an idea
if you wanted to. Of course you could, and we just did with ‘Reagan-
idea’. We could even designate the idea of James Bond:

The idea of James Bond is disgustingly successful: it made Fleming mil-
lions.

The point is simply that, on our usage, neither ‘Reagan’ nor ‘James Bond’
does designate an idea.

The relationship between words and ideas may be important in a theory
of meaning. But that is to move away from a Millian view. Moreover, a
consideration of the word/idea relationship certainly should not be at the
‘expense of a focus on designation, on the relationship between language
and the world. Our task is to explain the special role of language in our
lives. A cursory glance at our earlier description of this role (1.2) shows
how much it involves the world of bread, wine, shelter, other people, etc.

‘An explanation of meaning that ignores this world in favor of ideas is very

'yimfhausible. Note, for example, that the earlier existence statements are
ot concerned with the existence of ideas but with that of people. An ex-

?lanation of meaning must somehow relate language to the external world.
{We return to this when discussing the structuralists in chapter 13.)

**There is a second response employing the idea of possible worlds

that we introduced in section 2.4. ‘James Bond’ does not designate any-

‘one in this world, but it does in some other possible worlds. James Bond
€xists in those worlds and claims made about him, like ours above, may
true in virtue of the way things are in those worlds. We return to the
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idea of possible worlds, and explain our deep skepticism about them, in
section 2.6.* ¥

Obpacity

From the sentences

Falwell persecutes Bob Dylan
Bob Dylan is Robert Zimmerman

we may infer
Falwell persecutes Robert Zimmerman.

In true sentences like the first one we can substitute for any singular term
a codesignational term and be sure of preserving truth; the rule of
“substitutivity of identity” applies; the sentences are “extensional” or
“transparent”. In contrast, from the sentences

Falwell believes Bob Dylan destroyed the moral fiber of America
Bob Dylan is Robert Zimmerman

we may not always infer

Falwell believes Robert Zimmerman destroyed the moral fiber of
America.

Falwell may be unaware that Robert Zimmerman is none other than the
dreaded Bob Dylan, with the result that the latter sentence is false. The
rule of substitutivity may not apply to names in contexts like this. The
sentences are then “non-extensional” (“intensional”, spelled, notice, with
an ‘s’) or “opaque”.

Opaque contexts are troublesome and intriguing. Attempts to deal with
them have built a small industry within the philosophy of language. They
are too hard for more than a passing mention in this book. They get such
a mention here because they pose another problem for the Millian view of
names. If all there were to the meaning of ‘Bob Dylan’ was its role of des-
ignating Dylan, then we could always substitute for it the codesignational
name ‘Robert Zimmerman’ without change of meaning. Yet we have just
seen that this substitution into an opaque context does change meaning,
for it may change a true sentence into a false one. Once again, there must
be something other than reference to the meaning of a name.

Our discussion in this section has all been about names. Names seem
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more connotation-free than most words. So it is not surprising that the
meaning of words other than names also goes beyond reference.

Consider cases of identities only. First, take two statements involving
another sort of singular term, definite descriptions. (A definite description
is usually formed in English by placing the definite article, ‘the’, in front
of a general term. In contrast, an indefinite description has an indefinite
article, ‘a’ or ‘an’, before a general term. A general term is one that usually
admits a plural ending and can apply to each severally of any number of
objects; e.g. ‘cat’.)

The morning star is the morning star
The morning star is the evening star.

What we said of identity statements involving names applies equally here.
The difference between being prepared to assert the second sentence and
being merely prepared to assert the first is behaviorally significant. The
definite descriptions ‘the morning star’ and ‘the evening star’ cannot have
the same meaning even though they have the same referent, the planet
Venus. Their meanings are finer-grained than their referential role.

- Next, take two statements involving general terms:

Cordates are cordates
Cordates are renates.

These statements are both true and yet intuitively they differ in meaning;
we want to say that ““cordate’ means creature with a bheart” whereas
“‘renate’ means creature with a kidney”. This inclination is supported by
!he behavioral significance of the difference between the two statements.
$o, the meanings of the general terms ‘cordate’ and ‘renate’ are different
-and hence not to be identified with their referential roles.

6 Enter Senses

f?aced with the phenomena described above, semanticists have devised
‘)Aﬁ‘ltee strategies. The first is to hold to the view that referential roles ex-
?ﬂaust meaning by attempting to explain away the phenomena. This is the
Mtrategy of “direct-reference” philosophers in handling names, at least.
ey argue that, despite the phenomena, there really is no more to the
eaning of a name than its property of referring to its bearer: they refuse

v 10 leave the Millian paradise. We shall discuss it later (4.4).

Tl}e second strategy abandons the paradise: theory is enriched by ac-
pting that there is indeed more to the meaning of a word than its refer-




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































