Attributions of Meaning and Content

1. Condgder schemaslike
(Ms) >p meansthat p,
where>p= isto be replaced by any meaningful sentence of our language; or more generdly,
(M) e means”e’,
where>es isto be replaced by any meaningful expression of our language. The bracket quotes are an
invented notation, but

>Hund:= means “dog”
isintended to be smply aforma representation of our usua devices of meaning-attribution for
subsententia expressions; it isintended to be neutrd to the question of what sort of entity if any the
bracket-term refersto. In the case of sentences we dorrt need specia bracket terms, because we have
>that: clauses, but we can regard phrases of form >“p™= as Smply an dternaive notation for the
corresponding phrases of form >that pr, so that (Ms) issmply aspecid case of (M).

| should say something about the use of the schemdtic letters>p- and >e in the schemas above.
My focuswill be on theindividud thinker. Anindividud thinker has an idiolectBa set of expressions that
he or she understands (in away that may or may not accord with how others understand it)Bwhich will
typicaly not coincide with the boundaries of any language, or of the union of any languages. | will take
the gppropriate substitution instances for the schematic letters in the above schemas for a given person
(at agiven time) to be the expressionsin that person:sidiolect (et that time) that are of the
appropriate syntactic category. (Understanding comesin degrees, so the boundaries of a persors
idiolect are somewhat vague, and so there is some vagueness as to which subgtitution instances are
appropriate. | dorrt think that this fact will matter much in what follows))

Of coursg, if there are ambiguous expressions in the persoresidiolect, the above schemas need
to be adjusted for this. One way to do thiswould be to rewrite them as

>p= (&s I:m now understanding it) meansthat p
and

>e (as I=:m now understanding it) means “¢e”.
Some would want to explain Aways of undergandingl sentences in terms of propositions (and uses of
subsententia expressonsin terms of Aparts of propositionsiBconcepts, in one sense of that term). |
dorrt refuse to talk in terms of propogitionsin dl contexts, but | think that such talk often obfuscates the
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issues, and that it would do so here. When a sentence in a speaker=sidiolect is ambiguous, the spesker
processes different tokens of it in systematicaly different ways. for instance, some tokens of >Vigting
relatives can be boring: have adirect inferential connection to >My cousin is usudly boring when he vigits
me and others dorrt. We dorrt need to invoke relations to digtinct propositions to make the distinction
between the two Areadings{ of this or any other ambiguous sentence.  (The point can be extended to
sentences that contain indexicals: two of my tokens of >She is beautiful- said of obvioudy different
women have different Areadingsi in thet they are Alinked up with digtinct inner file drawers). I:=musing
>means in such away that they differ in what they mean.)

Instead of invoking Aways of understandingl, it might be clearer to stick to the origina versons
of (Ms) and (M), but stipulate that the quotation mark name refers not to an orthographic type but to
acomputational type: it refersto aclass of expresson tokens (or potentia tokens) in the meaning-
ascriber-s actud idiolect that are treated computationdly as equivdent. Thisis somewhat reminiscent of
the dot quotes employed in Sdllars 1962. But those were supposed to refer to inter personally
ascribable conceptud roles, and thus give rise to Quinean problems about which beliefs affect
conceptua role and which dorrt. The notion of sameness of computationd role I-m employing should
be regarded as meaningful only for expressonsin the sameidiolect.

Clearly the schema (M) and its specid case (Ms) have aspecid episgemologicd datus. they are
not open to serious doubt on empirica grounds. Primafacie, thisis somewhat puzzling: it certainly is¥t
beyond doubt or empirica discovery what aword in another language means; how then can it be
beyond doubt or empirica discovery what aword in my language means? (Of course, thereisan
obvious sense in which what it meansin my language is¥t beyond empirical discovery: | might learn that
>metacompact: doesiyt mean quite what | suppose it does. But the point isthat | carrt learn thet it
doesr¥t mean “metacompact”.)

What explains the specid episemologica stetus of the schema?

2. One possible answer isthe linguistic view of meaning attributions. Putting aside doubts
about the clarity of interpersond synonymy for now, heress an initid way to put the view: to say that a
word means “rabbit” is Smply to say that it means the same as>rabbit= as | actually under stand

that word. (Or as|-m actudly understanding it now, if the word isambiguous.) The actudly: isthere
to handle counterfactua contexts: in aworld like the actua world except that the English usage of
>rabbit= and >cockroachr are interchanged, >cockroachs and the French >lapine mean the same as >rabbit-
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actually meansfor me, so they mean “rabhit”.

The key ideais that dthough a meaning attribution may appear to reate aword to amind-
independent entity (ameaning), it redly just relates the word to one of the meaning-attributor-s words
(computationally typed). Or perhaps, to one of the meaning-attributor-s Amental symbolsi thet is
causally correlated to his use of the word; =1l count that as not essentidly different.

Of course, the relation of the foreign word to my word (or my Amenta symbol@) is based on
characterigtics of each word separately, e.g. on the inferences that govern certain kinds of sentences
containing the words and on the worldly conditions that typicaly lead to the assent to other kinds of
sentences involving the words. Let=s call such characterigtics of aword (on which trandation of the
word or synonymy judgements about it are based) its meaning-characteristics. To makethis
explicit, we can resate the linguistic view roughly asfollows: to say that a word means “rabbit” is
just to say that it has the same meaning characteristics as the meaning characteristics of
my actual use of >rabbit:. Here the meaning-characteritics of aword do not include relaions to
intentiond entities (meanings or concepts); indeed, | take it to be possible to describe the meaning-
characterigtics of aword without using any semantic terms at dl, including termslike>refers.

Thismay need asmadl refinement: the requirement of exact sameness of meaning characterigics
is obvioudy gppropriate only if you understand >meaning characterigics in a suitably coarse-grained
sense. So as not to require this specia coarse-grained notion, we can restate the ideaiin terms of a
specid equivaence relation M on the set of possible meaning-characterigtics, finely described:

(LV) Tosay that aword means “rabbit” is just to say that it has meaning characterigtics that are M-
equivaent to the actud meaning characteristics of my term >rabbit:.

Of course, interpersond sameness of meaning is a least somewhat indeterminate, which means that if

we do things thisway, we should recognize that it is indeterminate precisdy which equivaence rdaion

>M-equivaence: should be taken to stand for. Indeed, on a more Quinean view the problem with

interpersond synonymy goes beyond mere indeterminacy; on such aview, we should avoid mentioning

equivalencerdations at dl, and just say something like:

(QLV) To say that aword means “rabbit™ isto say that its meaning characteristics make it appropriate
to trandate the word into my actua language as >rabbit:.

| will not decide between these two variants of the linguigtic view.

If the linguigtic view (in either form) is acoeptable, then it is obvious why the meaning schema
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should have specid epigemic gaus. its ingances in effect have the form

*) p if and only if actudly p,

whose specia epistemic datus is generaly recognized and understood. (More accurately, they have the
form of generdizations of sentences of form (*): they say that for any meaning characterigtic C, my word
has C if and only if it actudly has C.)

It ssems clear that any consderations favoring the linguistic view of meaning attributions would
equaly favor alinguidtic view of saying-that attributions, belief-attributions, desire-attributions,
knowledge-attributions, and so forth.

3. There are anumber of possible objections to the linguistic view of meaning-attributions.

Oneisthe Church trandation argument (Church 1950): it is dleged that if Algpire means
“rabhit”™@ says that >lapine means the same as >rabhit=, then its German trandation ought to be Mlapire
bedeutet “rabhit™@ rather than Algpire bedeutet “KanincherT@; which goes againgt both the practices and
purposes of normal trandation. (Recal that the brackets are just my notation for ordinary meaning-
attributions; if sentences were in question, | could just use>that= clauses.) Schiffer (1987) posesthe
point dightly more sharply: smplifying hisformulation abit, let:s imagine that Karl and Fritz are
monolingual German speakers, and Karl istold that Pierress utterance means the same as>Der Schnee
is weiss while Fritz istold that it means the same as>Snow iswhitee. Schiffer arguesin effect that if we
were to interpret AS said that snow iswhitef linguisticaly, asAS said something equivaent to >Snow is
whiterl, this would have the absurd implication that it is Fritz rather than Karl who believes that Pierre
sad that snow iswhite.

In my view, the Church-Schiffer argument againg the linguistic view shows only thet the view
needs to be formulated a bit more carefully. Before saying what the argument does and doesret show,
let metel alittle gory. Imagine an English novelist whose books are trandated into French. Heis
dismayed to discover that in the French trandation of the first novel, the trandator (a philosopher of
language) |eft the quotations untrandated, on the ground that when the novel said that the character
uttered a certain English sentence it would be a mistrand ation to have the character uttering a French
sentence. To guard againgt such bloody-mindedness, the novelist in his second novel used specia
guotation marks, #-quotes, when he wanted the dialog trandated. (He decided that the need to resort
to this device had unexpected benefits, because occasiondly he wanted English quotations left
untrandated, and this allowed the trandator to know which waswhich.) Of course, he had
underestimated just how bloody-minded philosophers of language can be: his trandator il €ft the
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quotations untrandated, saying that whatever the author wanted, the #-quotes till referred to English
sentences and so it would be amisirand ation to trandate them otherwise. So for histhird nove, the
author told his publisher not to hire atrandator, hire instead a quas-trandator who will trandate within
#-quotes.

The advocate of the linguistic view as described above islike the novelist: he is undone by
bloody-minded philosophers of language. The idea behind the linguistic view was that the referent of an
English>that=-clause is the sentence contained in it, and more generaly the referent of a bracket-
guotation is the same as an ordinary quotation; semantic clamslike
(1)  >Lapire means “rabbit”
and
(2) >Lanegeéet blanc: meanstha snow iswhite,
which appear to rdae French expressonsto intentional entities, redly just relate them to English
expressons. (Similarly, the sententiaist will hold that when we say that a person says that snow iswhite
or believes that snow iswhite, we are expressing a relation between the person and the sentence >Snow
iswhite.) So stated, | think the ideais quite defensible; but what needs to be added is that the bracket-
guotes and >that=-constructions dorrt behave quite like ordinary quotation marks (at least asthose are
standardly construed by philosophers of language), they work ingtead like the novelist=s #-quotes. This
means of course that we want them to be quas-trandated rather than Aliteraly trandatedi (on the
Church-Schiffer understanding of what litera trandation involves). But this point about the kinds of
trandation we want should be taken as reflecting aview of what features of language we care abolt.
We don:-t care much about Aliterd meaning, if that iswhat is preserved in Aliterd trandationi as
conceived by Church and Schiffer; what we care about, rather, iswhat is preserved in quasi-trandation.
We might in deference to Church and Schiffer cdl this quasi-meaning, though | think it iswhat most
would smply cal meaning. Therationdefor our interest in Aquasi-meaningl rather than (what |
reluctantly cdll) Aliterd meaningll is that what each of us must do in understanding foreign utterancesisto
compare them with utterances we aready understand, and such comparisons are what is preserved in
quasi-trandation but not in Alitera trandation).

To summarize, one key part of sententidism isthat our interest isin Aquasi-trandationi and
Aquasi-meaningi rather than Aliterd trandation) and Aliterd meaningi. The other key part is that the way
to understand (2) isas
(2) >Landge e blanc: means the same as *Snow is white;
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or better, as

(2=) >Landge e blanc: quasi-means the same as *Snow is white’,

where again, quas-meaning iswhat is preserved in quasi-trandation. The use of #-quotes rather than
ordinary quotes around >Snow is white: guarantees that the quasi-trandation of (2) or (2:) into German
involves>"Der Schneeist weiss. The use of >quasi-means: instead of >literaly means in (2=) is
unimportant when discussing >Laneige et blanc-, since Aliteral meaningd and quasi-meaning coincide for
that sentence, but it becomes important when a sentence with #-quotesis under discussion. (This
includes a sentence with a>that= clause or bracket-quotes, given the linguistic congtrud of these) The
fact that it is quas-meaning rather than meaning that is important to the sententidist is one good reason
for preferring (2=) to (2) (or rather, to (2-) with >means: interpreted as Aliterdly means(l); another good
reason isimplicit in the next paragraph.

| dam that this verson of the sententidist doctrine isimmune from the arguments of Church and
Schiffer.t The point with regard to Church istoo obvious to require comment. The Schiffer argument is
abit more interegting, in turning on a double intentional context: believing that a person says that p.
Clearly any sententidist who eevates quasi-meaning over meaning will hold that to believe that g isto
accept a sentence that quasi-means the same as g, So to believe thet Pierre said that snow iswhiteis
to accept a sentence that quasi-means the same as
3 Pierre said that snow iswhite;
on our sententiaist doctrine, that will be a sentence that quasi-means the same as
(4  Piere sad something that quasi-means the same as *snow is white',
Since clearly it isKarl rather than Fritz who accepts such a sentence, the Schiffer argument has no force
agang this verson of the linguidtic view.

4, A rather more interesting set of issuesto raise aout the linguidtic view isitsimplications about
explanation: in particular, the fact that if we explain what a person doesin terms of her belief that p, the
linguigtic congtrud hasit that we are in a sense bringing oursalves into the explanation: we are saying that
the person accepts a sentence (or mentd representation) which has arole in her psychology like therole
that the sentence>p= (or amenta representation that we associate with it) playsin ours. | dort think
this consequence of the linguidtic view isterribly upsetting: in explaining the behavior of things of whose
detailed workings we are ignorant, we often bring in other things we assume to work in roughly
anadogousways. (Al bet your car isacting up like that because it has the same engine problem that my
car had last week.() Infact, | think it avirtue of the linguigtic view that it brings out this festure of
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intentiona explanation; but | can not discuss these issues here. (See the Postscripts to Chapter 2 and
Chapter 4.)

Ingteed, | will smply note an initid reason for thinking that it is not propogtions, but rather
sentences we understand, that do the work in explanations of what people do. For in order to use
Rebeccas bdiefsin any normd explanation of her behavior you must be able to supply a sentence you
understand (whether in public language or Mentalese) that expresses her belief: you must be able to say
Ashe believesthat pll, where>p= is a sentence you understand. Being able to designate the proposition
Rebecca bdieves in some other way (e.g. viaa sentence you dorrt understand, or alist of possible
worlds, or aname like Horace) would be of no useto usin our norma explanatory practice.
(Objection: AThat=s because these wouldrrt tl mewhich proposition it is.i Response: Maybe, but
if s0, that=s because our standard for knowing which proposition it is that the belief expresses
isbeing able to supply a sentence we under stand that expresses the proposition. That
should give the game away: it is the sentence we understand that does the explanatory work.)

5. One might also object that on this view of meaning, to say that >Der Schnee it weiss means
that snow iswhite will not imply, without auxiliary premises, thet it istrueif and only if snow iswhite. (It
will of courseimply that it istrueif and only if our sentence >Snow iswhite istrue; but the claim that our
own sentence >Snow iswhite means that snow is white will betrivid on this view, and worrt imply thet
our own sentence istrue if and only if snow iswhite. So saying thet >Der Schneeist weiss istrueif and
only if >Snow iswhite is true worrt imply, without further information, that it istrueif and only if
snow iswhite) Because of this, it might be objected that on this account, attributions of meaning to
sentences leave out a key ingredient of meaning, viz. truth conditions. Similarly, it might be objected that
on this account, the description of the meaning of asingular term or predicate has no implications for the
conditions under which it refersto or istrue of agiven object, again leaving out akey ingredient of
meaning.

| dorvt redly see why an attribution of meaning to >Der Schnee ist weiss mud imply thet it is
trueif and only if snow iswhiteall by itself, i.e. without use of the uncontroversial background fact
that >Snow iswhite istrueif and only if snow iswhite. But even if one accepts that it must, an advocate
of the linguistic theory has an easy responseif he adopts a disquotationd theory of truth, reference and
thelike. According to this disquotationd view, the claim that >Snow is whites istrue if and only if snow
iswhite, and the clam that >the teacher of Alexander- refers to something if and only if that person was
the teacher of Alexander, are not contingent empirica claims about our language, they are andytic
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truths. So when | say that aforeign term is synonymous with >the teacher of Alexander=, | imply in a
quite literal sense that the foreign term refersto an object iff that object is the teacher of Alexander,
and so the objection that the view divorces meaning from reference has no weight.

Indeed, it is worth noting that an advocete of the linguigtic view can adopt aversion of
disquotationalism that is often regarded as more plausible than standard versons. Standard versions of
disquotationalism take as centrd such schemas as
() opistrueif andonly if p
and
(R)  Forany x,>b- refersto x if and only if b=x.

But an advocate of the linguistic view can instead take as centra such schemas as

(T*) Itistruetha pif and only if p

and

(R*) Forany x, “b” rfersto x if and only if b=x;

for if we adopt alinguistic view of >that= clauses and other bracket terms, these amount to the same
thing. The only advantage of (T) and (R) over (T*) and (R*) isin making unambiguoudy clear that it is
our own sentences and expressions that we are talking about, rather than specid intentional entities.

The equivdence of (T) and (T*) on alinguistic view implies that they have the same modd
datus. In my favored verson, they are both necessary. The view of quotation mark names as naming
computationa types can be used to motivate this. For just as sameness of computationa type seemsill-
defined across speakers, it scemsill-defined across possible worlds, or at the very least, across possible
worlds where our use of language isimportantly different. To say that & another possble world w a
computationaly typed sentence is true can only mean that the sentence as under stood at our world
istrue-at-w. So to say that ~(>Snow iswhite istrueiff snow iswhite), i.e. that at dl worldsw, >Snow
iswhite istrue iff snow iswhite, should be understood as meaning that for al worlds w, >Snow iswhiter
as understood at our world istrue at w iff a w snow iswhite. And thisis correct.

Thelinguidtic view dso dlows usto put the deflationary view in amore generd way, applicable
to arbitrary languages (and to our own language in other possible worlds): the generdized versons are

(Te) For any sentence S (of any linguigtic community C, in any possible world u), if Smeansthat p
(for Cinworld u) then S (as used by C in world u) istrue (at world w) if and only if p (at w).

and
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(Re) For any term t (of any linguistic community C, in any possible world u), if t means “b” (for C in
world u), then for any x, t (asused by C in world u) refersto x (at world w) if and only if x isb
(aw).

These together with the gppropriate ingances of (M) (namdly,

>p= meansthat p

>b= means<b”)
giveriseto (T) and (R). Thismore generd formulation of disquotationalism has advantages, its
disadvantage is that the unwary might fail to see that it contains a hidden bias toward our own language,
which is here buiilt into the notion of meaning that p or meaning “b”. (The generdization isin effect the
same as the Aquasi-disquotationall truth discussed in the previous chapter, except that here | have been
neutra as to whether the notion of sameness of meaning on which the meaning attributions are based is
purdly factual. See aso Section 6 of the Postscript to that chapter.)

6. So far | have smply defended the possibility of alinguidtic theory of meaning attributions, and
sad that it offers a neet answer to the question of why the instances of the meaning schemas dorrt seem
open to doubt on empirical grounds. | dorrt claim that the linguidtic theory isinevitable.

One rather naturd dternative to the linguistic theory is thet >that= clauses and other bracket-
terms are not denoting terms:. >believes that: and >means that: and >means * = are to be viewed as
operators that convert sentences and other expressionsinto predicates, with the component expression
more or less semantically inert. Stephen Schiffer has pointed out to me that there are inferencesin
whichthat: clauses seem to figure as sngular terms: eg. the inference from >Sue believes that E=mc?
and >Eingdres theory isthat E=mc* to >Sue believes Eingteires theory:. But one could aso vaidate the
inference by supposing that the first premise was short for >Sue believes the theory that E=mc* and the
second premise was short for >Eingteires theory is the theory that E=mc?%. This does save the view of
>that= clauses as non-dencoting, but of course it requires that belief sentences can take sngular terms as
well as>that=-clauses as complements, and so we gtill must decide whether those singular terms denote
linguigtic expressons or intentiona entities. The non-dencting operator view just defers the question.

The other dternative we need to consider is that >that= clauses, and bracket terms more
generdly, refer to some sort of intentiond entities: propositions, concepts, and the like, taking concepts
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not to be components of menta states, but to be intentiona entities assigned to such components. (I will
occasondly use the term >meaning: as a catchall for properties, concepts and the like; as remarked
edlier, thisis somewhat idiosyncratic usage in the case of sentences with indexicds, for it involves taking
two tokens of >Sheis beautiful- said of obvioudy different people as being assgned different Ameanings{.

Fregessterm >senses or Kaplarrsterm >content= might be better, but | trust that no confusion will ensue.)
| am not strongly opposed to thisintensiondist proposd, aslong as the intentiona entities are construed
inasufficiently bland way. For instance, it is certainly possible to introduce, for each expression e of
our language (or rather, each use of a such an expression) a correponding intentional entity '€ (Athe
intentiona entity corresponding to >e=f) with no particular properties other than those induced from the
properties of € more or lessin the way that Frege introduced directions on the basis of lines? (As
Stephen Schiffer once nicdly put it: propositions should be viewed smply as shadows of sentences, and
concepts smply as shadows of certain subsentential expressions.) The theory that introduces these
entities can be set up so that it consarvatively extends the underlying theory, in which caseit is hard to
see how it can be regarded as serioudly problematic.® The danger of doing so, however, is that we will
gtart talking about proposgitions, concepts, etc. in ways not licensed by this method of introducing them.
Notice for ingtance that this method of introducing propositions would seem compatible with viewing
them as not importantly different from ether (i) classes of synonymous sentence-tokens (on the
conception of synonymy introduced before, on which tokens of >Sheis beautiful- said of obvioudy
different people are non-synonymous); or (ii) equivaence classes of meaning characterigtics (as defined
in Section 2). Either of these would make the propositiond view basicdly just anotationd variant of the
linguigtic view (though the second involves a commitment to the Anot radically Quineani linguidtic view
(LV), asopposed to (QLV)). So to assume that propositions are not to be viewed as smply classes of
Synonymous sentences or as classes of meaning characteristics is to assume something that goes beyond
what is licensed by the Fregean introduction technique, and the intensionalist would seem to need an
argument for the further assumption. But having made this point, | will not pressit: from here on | will
concede to the intensonalist that propositions are not just classes of linguidtic entities.

My main quam about talking in terms of propositions and the like isr¥t that doing o is
incorrect, but that it tends to obscure the fact that the explanatory role of propositions derives from
that of the sentences that they Ashadow(. | discussed thisin Section 4.

Moreover (as Davidson 1967 observed) it seemsimpossible to develop any nontrivia theory of
these intentiona entities. For instance, how do they combine? The view of meaning-combination that
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seems mogt in line with the ordinary notion of meaning is that sameness of meaning requires being built
up in the same way from synonymous parts. In that case, the gpproach requires the introduction of a
concatenation operation on meanings, analogous to that on expressions. Given that, we could of course
give asmple inductive clause for corrdating expressions with meanings. for any expressons E; and B,
if E; means m, and E, means m, then E;E, means my*m,. How exciting! *

We could extend this Atheoryi, by connecting sameness of meanings with sameness of meaning
characterigtics (in the non-intentiona sense introduced in Section 2): two expressions have the same
meaning iff they have equivaent meaning-characteritics. But even with such an extenson, the theory as
just developed makes no connection between these meanings on the one hand and truth-conditions and
reference-conditions on the other: that needs to be added. Nothing tells us, for instance, that the
meaning associated with >Plato: picks out Plato. We must add some sort of theory of reference
(perhaps a disquotationa theory) to get this. (It worrt help to somehow build into the notion of 'Plato
that no intentional entity can be 'Plato’ unlessit picks out Plato. For if we did so, it would no longer be
trivial that the meaning associated with >Plato: is 'Plato’: we would need an explanation of why the
meaning of >Platos is 'Platd’, and it isrvt obvious why the daim that the meaning of >Platc: is 'Plato
should be beyond reasonable doubt.)

And we must add smilar Atheories of referencel for other expressons, e.g. predicates and
logical symbols; for instance, atheory that tells us that any expression whose meaning is'or' picks out
the gppropriate truth-function. We aso must add a theory of truth, showing how the meanings of
complex expressions contribute to truth conditions; though presumably this will reduce to the usud
inductive account of truth in terms of reference, plus the account of reference. And gyt dl the
interesting work now being done by the theories of reference and truth, plus the account of which
equivaence reaion on the set of meaning characterigtics underlies trandation? The intentiona meanings
seem to be completely idle. Note for instance that the inductive specification of the meanings has no
red base clause other than the base clause for reference. Y ou carrt specify anontrivid base clause by
conjoining al sentences of form A& means'é( for atomic e, because we have given no content to the
phrase>'e: other than Athe actua meaning of >& in our own languaged; the contemplated base clause
adds nothing. The only subgtantia base clause available is the conjunction of sentences like Aan
expression that means'Plato’ refers to Platod, Aan expression that means'or' obeys the truth-table
DISJUNCTIONG, and so forth. So the compositiona theory carrt say anything about how the
meanings associated with coreferentia atomic expressons differ (unless a least one of them is
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synonymous with another expression), it can only say that they differ somehow.

The danger that the introduction of intentiona entities will appear more explanatory than it redly
is becomes especidly acute if we write our theories of truth and reference in the form (Tg) and (Rg)
used at the end of the previous section. | remarked there that on alinguistic view of meaning attribution,
these are just extensons of (T) and (R) to other languages via sameness of meaning; the centrd role of
our own languageis ill easily seen, because of itsrole in the meaning aitributions used in (Tg) and (Rg).

But if one introduces propositions and other intentiond entities, and takes >that= clauses and other
bracket termsto refer to them, then this centra role of our own language is easily blurred. Indeed there
can then be ared unclarity asto whether (Tg) and (Rg) express a Adeflationaryll view of truth not
essentialy different from disquotationalism, or athoroughly Ainflationary@ view of truth, or something in
between. The view is deflationary aslong as Athe proposition that Plato taught Aristotlef is interpreted
as Imply meaning
(A)  thepropostion actuadly meant by our sentence >Pato taught Aristotle=(;
for then the theory of truth (Tg) buildsin the fact thet >Plato taught Aristotles aswe actudly useit istrue
if and only if Plato taught Aritotle. The presence of that in the theory of truth (as opposed to, in aresult
that we hope to arrive a from the theory of truth together with the facts about the use of our language) is
disquotationdlism. If on the other hand (i) Athe proposition that Plato taught Arigtotlef is interpreted as
meaning something like
(B)  thesat of possbleworldsin which Plato taught Aristotle
or
(B:) theordered triple <Plato, Aristotle, the relation of teaching>,
and (i) we think of semantic relations as connecting our own expressions to propositions and their
componentsin just the way that they connect foreign expressions to propositions and their components
(our own language being viewed asin no way specid), then the view is thoroughly inflationist. (Note
that even on aview of propositions as sets of possible worlds, one could take Athe proposition that
Pato taught Aristotlef) as meaning ether (A) or (B), and that this makes acrucid difference to the
interpretation of the intensondist verson of (Tg); andogoudy for aview of propostions as Russlian.)
| dorrt mean to be arguing againgt athoroughly inflationist view of truth and reference, | am smply
saying that we shouldret smuggle one in by unclear use of terms like>propositiorr and >concept:, and
that redl careisrequired to avoid doing so.

But if one kegpsin mind the explanatory idleness of meanings (propositions, concepts, etc.),
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and is clear enough in the use of phrases like>the proposition that Plato taught Aristotles to avoid inviting
confusion, then | think introducing such talk isharmless. And if we indulge in such talk, we can
understand attributions of meaning, belief etc. in terms of propositions and the like.

One might suppose that Quinean considerations count againg this. Quine noted in some of his
early writings that the notion of synonymy is much clearer when restricted to words or sentencesin the
sameidiolect than it isin the inter-idiolect case. If someone accepts>The Son of Sam was a sevid killer:
but not >David Berkowitz was a serid killer=, or even if he merely can imagine evidence that would leed
him to accept one but not the other, that=s enough to show that >The Son of Sany and >David Berkowitz
dorrt mean the same thing for that person. This suggests that intraridiolect sameness of meaning ought
to be explainable by some sort of subgtitutivity criterion: without trying to be very precise, the idealis that
two terms of the same idiolect mean the same if subdtitution of one for another inside a sentence (except
in certain pecia contexts like quotation marks or sententia attitude congtructions) doesvt affect the
speaker:s epistemic attitudes toward the sentence; for instance, it doest affect what observations or
what other sentences count as supporting the sentence. Terms that are synonymous within oneidiolect
of alanguage tend to be synonymous within other idiolects of the language as well, so it does little harm
to speak of intra-linguistic synonymy. But subdtitutivity criteria obvioudy carrt work in the case of
inter-linguistic synonymy.> (Such criteria dorrt redlly work even for inter-idiolect synonymy, though
there we can gtipulate that smooth communication under the identity trandation should suffice for
synonymy.) And Quine thought that nothing e se would work in the inter-linguigtic case ether: the
digtinction between differences of meaning and differences of bdief can be given no principled basis.
We can il invoke trand ations from one language to another, but shouldr¥t view them as attempts to
reflect a pre-existing synonymy relaion.

It it entirdy clear that the cong derations Quine adduced show more than the indeterminacy of
inter-linguigtic synonymy. If that isal it shows, then of course there is no threst to talk of propositions
and the like, provided that we recognize an indeterminacy in that notion. But Quinean consderations
are often thought to cut deeper than this: to show that Athere is no synonymy relaion thet trandation is
an atempt to reflectl. (I dorrt say that this wearsits meaning on itsface, but | think it probably can be
made sense of. One possible approach to doing so was suggested in Chapter 4, note 27. And one
reason why someone might want to maintain such aview will be mentioned in Chapter 10, note 2.) But
even this is compatible with the innocent introduction of intentiona entities, aslong as one construes
those entities aslocal entities. That is, we take each language to have its own supply of meanings,
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not objectively comparable to the meanings of any other language. (If you like, you could think of the
meanings of the expressions of language L asjust equivaence classes of meaningful L-sentences under
the equivaence rdaion of intra-linguistic synonymy; though this congtrud is no more essentid to the idea
than the and ogous congtrua when we were using amore genera synonymy relation.) We could teke it
to be an objective matter which of the L;-meanings an L;-sentence means, and which of the L-
meanings an L,-sentence means, but L;-meanings and L,-meanings are Smply digtinct entities; a
mapping of L;-meanings to L,-meanings can be suitable or unsuitable relative to certain godss, but talk

of objective correctness makes no sense here. Thiswould alow us whatever convenience meanings as
entities might be thought to have (e.g. in the semantics of belief sentences), without any commitment to
views about interpersona comparison that might be deemed suspect.

Indeed, the Fregean andogy with directions has an illuminating extenson to this case. Let's
pretend that space as awhole is highly non-Euclidean, but that it has a number of large Euclidean
regionswithin it. Within each Euclidean region, geometry isasyoure used to. In particular, within each
region the notion of paralelism of line segments makes clear sense, and is an equivadence rdaion. So
within each region we can assign to aline segment adirection: adirection issmply what dl pardld line
segments in the region have in common. We can do thiswithin each of the flat regions. Now, anaive
philosopher might say,

AOK, within region 1 we can assign directions to line segments, and sengibly ask whether two

line segments have the same direction; and within region 2 we can aso assign directionsto line

segments, and sensibly ask whether two line segments have the same direction. So it ought to
make sense to ask whether aline segment in region 1 has the same direction as aline segment in

region 2.0
But in fact it does¥t make sense: if you take aline segment in region 1 and transport it to region 2,
keeping it as Sraight as possible dong the journey, how it ends up digned in region 2 will depend on the
path of transport. (Y ou can seethisin two dimensions by taking the regions to be smal flat regions on
the surface of the earth, one on the equator and one a one of the poles)) Directions are perfectly well
behaved locd entities, in that within each flat region we can assign locd directions in acompletely
consstent manner; but the loca directions for one region arent straightforwardly comparable to those
for another, they are comparable only relative to amethod of trangport. On a strong understanding of
Quiness indeterminacy thesis, meanings can be viewed as just like that: they make pretty good sense
locdly (i.e. within alanguage, or maybe just within a spesker), but they arerrt sraightforwardly
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comparable inter-linguigtically, but rather, are comparable only rdative to amethod of trandation.®

Whether thisisagood picture is not something | want to argue here. My only claims are (i) that
aslong as oneis careful enough in talking of propostions, we can accommodate the Quinean picture;
and itsflip sde (ii) that we need to be careful not to smuggle in the assumption that the Quinean picture
iswrong by uncriticaly assuming that the propositions one has innocently introduced in anaogy with
directions are globdly defined. Thisfitswith the generd picture that propositions and other intentional
entities are things that we can take or leave as we seefit: we dorrt need them for attributions of meaning
or belief or thelike, but aslong asthisis clearly recognized, and we avoid certain confusions of
ambiguity, they do no harm.

7. Early in the paper | noted that the meaning schema (M) seemsto have a specid epistemological
datus. its instances are not open to doubt on empirical grounds. And | said that the linguistic view of
meaning attributions gives one possible explanation of this. Are there other explanaions? In thisfind
section I=Il congder saverd such.

It might be thought that there is a completely obvious explanation of the specid status of (M). It
involvesthe ideathat to understand an expression isto know its meaning. | should note in passing that
thisis ambiguous between two interpretations. Oneis that to understand an expression isto know what
it meansfor me; the other is that to understand an expression isto know its meaning in the public
language. These two interpretations should not be viewed as giving conflicting theses about
undergtanding, they should be viewed as showing an ambiguity in the notion of understanding. In one
sense | can understand aterm even if my understanding doesryt coincide with other peopless; in another
| carrt. Given thefocusin this pgper on theidiolect of an agent, it is the former sense that is the more
relevant. So: for me to understand an expression isfor me to know what it means for me.

But then it the specid satus that the schema (M) has for me quitetrivid? After dl, the
ingtances of the schemathat | can be said to believe are just those where the term >e in question is one
that | understand. If | have no understanding of >grugr, then | worrt accept

>gruge means “grug’.

(And eveniif | did it wouldr¥t count as abelief.) But for me to understand >es isjust for me to know
what it means, so of course | am going to know the meaning of dl the terms | understand! Wheressthe
mystery, or the need of the linguidtic theory of meaning atributions?

| think thisis mistaken. 1tsworth noting that while the claim that to understand an expresson is
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to know its meaning isin away unexceptionable, it may dso be mideading. What is unexceptionable is
that for an ordinary person (one who has the concept of meaning), understanding aterm goes dong with
knowing what it means, one understands >metacompact: if and only if one knows thet it means
“metacompact”. What would be mideading is to take for granted that this knowledge that
>metacompact: means “metacompact” expl ains oness understanding of >metacompact=. In my opinion,
that would be getting things backwards. Understanding aterm (in the idiolect sense of >understanding:)
involves, roughly, having asufficiently rich conceptua role for it.” It isret amatter of knowing that p, for
any p whatsoever, let done ap about the meaning of the word. It is the understanding of
>metacompact:, together with oners acceptance of dl instances of the schema (M), which explainsthe
fact that one accepts

>metacompact: means “metacompact”,
(and the fact that accepting it suffices for believing it). And in conjunction with the impropriety of
revisng (M) on empirica grounds, thisyields the conclusion that the instances of (M) are known and
empiricaly unrevisable. But of course this presupposes the specid episemologicad status of (M): it
presupposes that the instances of (M) should be accepted whatever the empirical evidence. Anditis
that specid dtatus that was supposed to be explained.

S0 at best, the proposed explanation of the specid status of (M) is one that works only on a
very contentious (not to say ridiculous) verson of the connection between meaning and understanding: a
version on which propostiona knowledge about meaning plays an explanatory role in understanding.
But even on such aview of the connection between meaning and understanding, the explanation of the
gpecid datus of the ingances of (M) isfaulty. For dl it doesisAexplani the generdization

For any expression, if we understand it then we know what it means
(by reducing this generdization to a vacuity). That together with the fact that >metacompact: means
“metacompact” gives us atrivid explanaion of

If we understand >metacompact: then we know that it means “metacompact™.
But what was asked for wasvt this, but an explanation of the consequent. Well, werd have that if we
had an explanation of the antecedent. But on the view of understanding in question, we could only
explain the antecedent by explaining our knowledge of what >metacompact: means. viz., that it means
“metacompact™ So even on this contentious view of understanding, the Aexplanatiorf of the status of
(M) iscompletely circular.

| turn now to a second attempt to explain the specid datus of (M). The idea of the approach is
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to note that the instances of (M) are built into the notion of meaning, in the following sense: it is part of
learning to use the word >means: that we come to accept al instances of (M), and our acquiring this
body of beliefsis centrd to the notion of meaning serving the purposesit serves. Its being part of the
meaning in this senseis dl we need to legitimate the practice of giving default status to dl ingtances of
(M); only an asurdly foundationdist epistemology would require more. And nothing in this explanation
commits one to the linguistic view of meaning attributions.

As an explanation of the default status of the instances of (M), | think this gpproach is
unexceptionable. But what | asked for was more: an explanation of why we should regard the instances
of (M) asempiricaly indefeasible, that is, of why we should think there can be no empirical evidence
agang theingances of (M). To regard (M) as empirically indefeasible is much stronger than merely to
giveit default gatus.

There are many examplesto illugrate this: congder for ingtance stemperature, or (better for my
purposes) the comparative predicate *has higher temperature tharr. | take it that a few hundred years
ago, part of the ordinary mastery of that predicate was the acceptance of such beliefs asthat if one
body felt subgtantialy warmer than another to anorma observer in norma conditions then its
temperature was higher. Such beliefs would have been taken to be centra to the explanatory purposes
of the notion of having a higher temperature. These beliefs were in a perfectly good sense built into the
meaning of >has a higher temperaturer, and had a default status in that no one was required to argue for
them on empirica grounds. But these beliefs were not empiricaly unrevisable: once people started
exploring the physica underpinnings of temperature and of fedings of warmth, it was discovered thet the
beliefs were fdse, in that things other than temperature-differences (for instance, differencesin therma
conductivity) play a substantid role in determining fedlings of comparative warmth. In the case of
>means: however this cannot happen: if one ingists on congtruing the daims that >doge means “dog” and
that >metacompact: means “metacompact” as claims about >dogr bearing the meaning relation to 'dog
and smetacompact: bearing the meaning relation to 'metacompact’, then these claims about the extension
of the meaning relation seem empiricaly unrevisable. So our having learned to accept the instances of
(M) as centrd to the meaning of >means: is not by itsdf enough to explain their immunity to empirica
revison.

| think it isfairly clear that explaining the empirical unrevisability of (M) requires asomewha
Adeflationaryl attitude toward meaning attributions to our own terms. The reason that our views about
therelation of having higher temperature than can be empiricaly revised even when Abuilt intod
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the meaning of >temperature: has to do with the fact that >temperatures is an explanatory concept. If the
atribution of intentiond entities (meanings) to our own terms iyt taken to be explanatory, thereis no
mystery asto how it can be reasonable to hold onto such attributions whatever empirical discoveries we
might make.

Of course thereis no doubt that attributing what I-ve caled meaning characteristics
(conceptud roles, indication relations, etc.) to expressonsis explanatory: thet is explanatory in a
graightforward causa sense. And attributions of intentiona entities to expressions can be used in
explanations, in o far as the attribution of an intentiond entity is used Smply asaway of (perhaps
vaguely) picking out the relevant meaning characterigtics. But the way in which the ascription of an
intentional meaning picks out meaning characteristics makes use of the fact that intentional meanings are
mere shadows of expressions. That is, if we explain a persorrs uttering (or slently believing) acertain
German sentence on the basis of its meaning 'there have been many British kings, the intentional entity
weve picked out in the explanation has been picked out via our expression >there have been many
British kings:; our explanation amounts to the claim that the persores utterance (or inner state) has
meaning characteristics sufficiently like those actually possessed by our sentence >there have been many
British kings: for the purposes a hand. Nothing about the relation between expressions and meanings,
other than the fact that sameness of meaning goes by samenessin type of meaning characteridtic, plays
any role in this explanation; or in any other legitimate explanation, so far as| can see. 1t isno wonder
that if meanings are viewed as smply shadows of our expressions, and the shadowing relaion is not put
to explanatory work, then there can be no empirical reason to revise the meaning schema. Bl if
intentional meanings are only shadows of expressions, then they would seem to be entities that we can
take or leave aswe seefit. And if intentional meanings have a more thoroughly explanatory role than
this, then it is hard for me to see why the specia epistemologica status of (M) it amysery.®

Footnotes

1. Stephen Leeds (1979) gives a superficidly quite different reponse to the Church argument, which
may not ultimately be as different asit initidly seems. A key part of hisresponse is that the German
word >bedeuterr doesrrt literaly mean the same as>means,, or even have the same extension: the first
relates >dog: and *Hund: to >Hund- but not >dogr, the second relates them to >dog: but not >Hund:=.  But
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>bedeutet- and >means: do nonethel ess stand in an important homology relation, smilar to that between
the extensondly different predicates >the temperature-in-Fahrenhelt of x isr- and >the temperature-in-
Centigrade of x isr=, which makes it reasonable to trand ate Abedeutet >Hund:= as>means>dog:=. Leeds,
like me, inggsthat capturing the literd content is Smply not important in trandation of >means-
sentences (in his casg, it=s because we have no way to trandate that preserves literal content). Indeed, |
See no reason to think that Leeds and | differ asto the Aquasi-content() that should be preserved. The
accounts of quasi-content in terms of literal content differ, but that needrrt reflect a difference about
quasi-content, but merely the difference in the views about literd content: 1-m assuming the Church-
Schiffer view, according to which >means: and >bedeutet: literaly have the same content, while heis
asuming an dterndive,

Other comparisons. The fact that trandators merely Aquasi-trandatel was dso emphasized by Dummett
(1973, p. 372); he too says that this undermines the Church argument. It is mostly because of the

added twigt in Schiffer=s argument that | saw fit to give more detaill. Sdllars (1962) used his dot quotes
(mentioned above) for attribution of meanings and attitudes; if I-m right in saying that his dot quotes
were to name intersubjectively ascribable inferentid roles, thisia¥t alinguigtic view (nor isit an adequeate
view, in light of standard externdist objections to sameness of inferentia role as a criterion of
trandation).

2. | use these new '-quotes instead of the earlier “-quotes because my use of the latter is neutrd to what
if anything the < >-terms refer to. '-quotes and *-quotes are competing accounts of “-quotes.

3. | should add that alarge part of the reason that conservative extensons of atheory are unproblematic
isthat it is possible to construe the added entities asfictitious, or convention-dependent; we can talk in
terms of such entities without redly being platonist about them. But | will not pressthis point.

4. We could dso include definitions of the types of meanings, which would entail eg. that if myisal-
place predicate concept and n, an individuad concept then my*ny, isa proposition. This doesryt add
much to the excitement that the theory induces.

5. Thisis certainly obvious when there are no bilingua speskers. And the presence of bilinguals does¥t
change anything: the firgt bilinguaks choice of a mapping from one language to the other is partly
arbitrary; if other bilinguas were to make a choice independent of what the first bilingua has done, there
is no reason to think they would make the same choice.

6. Note that in the geometric anaogy, it is naturd to say not merely that it isindeterminate whether line
segments in different regions are pardld, but that the question of their paralelism makes no sense except
relative to amethod of transport. | am inclined to say the same in the synonymy case, though in both
cases the matter deserves more discusson.

7. Underganding it in the more socid sense involves, roughly, having a sufficiently rich conceptud role
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for it that accords in the appropriate way with the conceptua role that others have given it.

8. Stephen Schiffer=s skeptical reaction to the previous chapter provided the main impetus for writing
this, and he made many useful comments aong the way; Paul Horwich and Brian Loar gave me
comments on a previous draft that led to amagor change in emphasis. Ken Akiba, David Barnett, Jared
Blank, Ray Buchanan, David Enoch, Joshua Schechter, Brad Skow and James Woodbridge al made
comments that Sgnificantly influenced the fina verson of this chapter and/or the related parts of the
postscript to the previous chapter.
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