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Abstract 

My topic is the nature and scope of Iiteral language. Broadly stated, my objective is to 

examine how phiiosophers in the Western tradition have made use of the concept of 

literal meaning, in particular, how they have treated the distinction between literal and 

non-literai language. My approach is historical. 1 trace how various philosophers, from 

Plato and Aristotle to Frege to Grice and Davidson, treat this distinction, arguing that it 

is not until the advent of analytic philosophy in general, and natural language semantics 

in particular, that it acquires genuine philosophical irnport. 1 argue further that although 

natural language semantics depends on the availability of a principled distinction, its 

attempt at an identification of literal meaning with context-independent meaning is 

problematic. Instead, drawing on Davidson's notion offirst meaning, 1 argue that 

meaning qua meaning is fundarnentally intentional and originates with individual acts of 

cornrnunication whereas literal meaning depends for its content on the standards of the 

linguistic community to which the speaker belongs. 
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Introduction 

My topic is the nature and scope of literal language. Broadly stated, my objective is to 

examine how philosophers in the Western tradition have made use of the concept of 

literal meaning, in particular, how they have treated the distinction between literal and 

non-literal 1anguage.l Roughly, a literal utterance is an utterance in which the principal 

intention of the speaker is to communicate what she says-for example, I Say 'Tomorrow 

in Toronto it will raid intending to communicate to you that tomorrow in Toronto it will 

rain.' A non-literal utterance, in contrast, is an utterance in which the principal intention 

of the speaker is to communicate something other than what she says-for example, 

Alfred Lord Tennyson writes 'Sleep is the brother of death' intending not that we 

attribute to sleep and death a common parentage, but rather that we notice that there are 

salient similarities (and differences) between the physical States of sleep and death, just as 

there are important shilarities (and differences) between male siblings. Of course, to set 

this characterisation of the distinction on a f i  philosophical footing, we must provide 

an account of 'says' that does not make use of the notion of literal meaning. 

The motivation for this investigation is a desire to reconcile two seerningly 

conflicting observations about language. The first is that there exists no sufficiently 

determinate set of sufficientiy subtle criteria to support a principled distinction between 

' 1 Say non-literal language as opposed tofigurutive language because I don? want to 
prejudice the investigation-there may be non-figurative non-literal uses of language. 

' This applies equally to stage and other fictional utterances, though expectations about the 
tmth of such c l a h  will be different. 
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literal and non-literal Ianguage. Indeed, although it is a distinction that many 

philosophers and linguists take for granted, arguments for it rareIy proceed beyond the 

swapping of examples tailored to fit particular theses. When we redirect our attention 

fiom these tailored examples to examples that are more representative of ordinary 

discourse, we frnd many cases for which we are uncertain whether to categorise them as 

literal or non-literal. This uncertainty is aggravated by the fact that the origin of many 

literal expressions is in metaphor-'a hollow idea', 'buried in work', 'an ugly 

personaiity ', 'moral fibre', 'immersed in thought' , 'a budding theory' , 'a weaith of 

ideas', 'a bonleneck in t raff i~ ' .~  Following H.W. Fowler, we might characterise such 

expressions as dead metaphors-that is, as once metaphorical expressions that have been 

used so frequently that "speaker and hearer have ceased to be aware that the words used 

are not literal" (A Dictionary of Modern EngLish Usage 359). In contrast, [ive metaphors 

are those that "are offered and accepted with a consciousness of their nature as substitutes 

for their Iiteral equivalents" (A Dicriomry of Modem English Usage 359). But the 

transition from live metaphor to dead metaphor-Le., from metaphorical statu to literal 

status-is neither smooth nor easily disceniable. Expressions which we might cal1 dying 

metaphors-that is, expressions that are neither clearly Iiteral nor clearly 

metaphoncal-pervade ordinary language. We can imagine, for example, a time at which 

the above expressions were vying for an established position in the lexicon. Expressions 

cf. Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By. 



today such as 'surf the web' might fit into this ~a tegory .~  

It would be wrong, however, to conclude fiom the above îhat the literahon-literal 

distinction is artificial and of no genuine philosophical importan~e.~ It would be wrong 

because, although we may be uoable to provide a principled distinction between literal 

and non-literal language, nevertheless it seems that we need something like it to explain 

(in part) how soîalled figurative devices work. Indeed, this is the second observation 

about language that 1 want to highlight. Metaphor, irony, and the like are parasitic on 

literal meaning. That is, one cannot understand a figurative utterance without fust 

understanding its literal meaning-for example, one cannot begin to understand 

Tennyson's metaphor without knowing what the words 'sleep' , 'brother ' and 'death' 

standardly mean in our linguistic community. It would seem, then, that to explain 

adequately how we interpret figurative utterances, we need to hold literal meaning 

constant. Thus the concept of literal meaning seems to do genuine philosophical work. 

My task, then, is to reconcile the observation, on the one hand, that there exists 

no principled distinction between literal and non-Iiteral language with the observation, on 

Richard Rony suggests that expressions acquire literal status when and only when they 
acquire a place in a pattern of justification of belief, or, more precisely, "when these unfamiliar 
noises acquire familiarity and lose vitality through being not just mentioned ... but used: used in 
arguments, cited to justify beliefs, treated as counters within a social practice, employed correctly 
or incorrectly" ("Hesse and Davidson on Metaphor" 295). But, again, locating precisely when 
this occurs is impracticable. 

Mary Hesse, for example, draws this conclusion. In her dialogue on metaphor with Rorty 
and Susan Haack, she daims that the Iiteralfnon-literai distinction "is one of those dichotomies 
which might have gone the way of syntheticlanal ytic, discovery/justification, 
explanation/description, or reasondcauses" (Hesse, "Tropical Talk: The Myth of the Literain 
298; Rorty, "Hesse and Davidson on Metaphor"; Haack, "Surprising Noises: Rorty and Hesse on 
Metaphor"). 
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the other hand, that we need something Iike the literalhon-literal distinction to explain (in 

part) how figurative utterances work. 

'Communicated' and 'Strict' Literal Meaning 

Before we begin, a fuaher observation is worth making. Philosophers typically conflate 

what are at least two ways in which we employ the term literal. Consider the sentences 

'Ian's boss gave him the boot', 'Ka1 always uses chopsticks', 'Nobody knows the trouble 

I've seen' and 'The roorn was silent'. Each sentence may be used to communicate a 

message to a member of our linguistic community. The fnst may be used to 

communicate the message that Ian's bossflred him. The second may be used to 

communicate the message that whenever Ka1 eats, he uses chopsticks. The third may be 

used to comrnunicate the message that nobody other than the speaker knows the trouble 

that the speaker has encountered. Similady, the fourth may be used to communicate the 

message that the people/things in the room were very quiet. Indeed, in each case, we 

might Say that this is what the utterance means literally. But each sentence ako has a 

strict reading which we might say gives its literal meaning. That is, one might argue that 

the fust sentence means literaliy that Ian's boss gave him the boot-i.e., his boss gave to 

him a certain item of footwear. Likewise, one might argue that the second sentence 

means lirerally that Ka1 always uses chopsticks (Le., whether he is eating or not), that the 

third means literally that nobody knows the trouble that the speaker has encountered (i. e., 

not even the speaker) and that the fourth means that the people/things in the roorn were 

absolutely silent. Thus there are two ways in which we employ the term literal meaning. 



I wiii c d  the f m t  sense communicuted lirerai meaning-roughly, the meanhg that is 

communicated to a typical speaker of the language by the utterance. 1 will cal1 the 

second sense strict iiterai rneaning-roughly, how a logician or an unforgiving lawyer 

might interpret the utterance. In the chapters ahead, this distinction proves important in 

making sense of the commitments of various competing accounts of literal meaning.6 

The thesis divides roughly into two parts. The f ~ s t  three chapters assess the historical 

significance of the distinction between literal and non-literal Ianguage, beginning with 

pre-twentieth century philosophy in the Western tradition and endbg with Gottlob Frege 

and the emergence of what I wil1 cal1 the orîhodoxposition. In the fast chapter 1 argue 

tbat, with the exception of proponents of scriptural hermeneutics, philosophers in the 

Western tradition, from Plato and Aristotle to Hobbes, Locke and Leibniz, treat the 

distinction as unimportant philosophicaily. Interestingly, as we will discover, with 

respect to language, the chief concern of these thinkers is not to demarcate between 

language that is literal and a11 else, but rather between language that is clear and standard 

and language that is obscure and uncornmon. Indeed, 1 argue that it is not until the 

advent of natural Ianguage semantics at the stewardship of Frege that the distinction 

Note also that sometimes we use the term 'literal' (i) to issue a preemptive protest that we 
are not exaggerating-for example, expecting disbelief, we rnight Say 'The winning fish was 
literally twice as big as the second place fish' , and (ii) to assist us with our exaggeration-for 
example, 'He was literally ten tirnes stronger than anyone I've met!'. As we will find, in these 
cases we would say that the term 'literal' (and its cognates) is being used non-literally. 
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between literal and non-literal language acquires genuine philosophical import. 

The objective of chapter îwo is to tell a story of how Frege's uoderlying interest 

in the foundations of mathematics, in particular his interest in logical inference, greatly 

influences his claims about natural language. Frege argues that in order to explain 

certain features of language-for example, Our ability to mean the same thing by the 

same sentence-we must posit meanings as mind-independent Platonic entities. 

Understandhg someone7s utterance, according to Frege, consists in attaching to the 

sentence uttered the same meaning that the speaker attaches. 1 argue that implicit in 

Frege's description is that these meanings are Ziteral meanings. But whereas Frege touts 

the importance of demarcating clearly between what a sentence meam and al1 else (for 

example, the psychological effects it has on a hearer), 1 contend that he says too little 

about how this is done. 

Frege proves to be an important figure in Our investigation because various of the 

ideas found in his writings on Ianguage are taken up by subsequent analytic philosophers 

including Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein and Rudolf Carnap. It is the objective 

of chapter three to argue that various important theses found in Frege's wntings-for 

example, his distinction between the meaning of a sentence and the use to which that 

sentence is put, and his appeal to tmth conditional semantics-provide the framework 

within which further philosophising about language is done. 1 outline the main tenets of 

this fi-amework and dub it the onhodox position. Because among these tenets is the c l a h  

that in order to constmct a semantics for natural language we must distinguish the literal 

meaning of a sentence (or expression) from its psychological effects or the purposes to 
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which it is put, Frege and certain subsequent analytic philosophers raise the stakes on the 

importance of making a principled distinction between literai meaning and al1 else. 

Indeed, I argue, these analytic philosophers introduce the problem of demarcating clearly 

between literal and non-literd language. 

Having provided an understanding of the main suppositions and, indeed, the scope 

and influence of the orthodox position, in the second part of the thesis I tuni rny attention 

to some of its problerns. Specifically, in chapter four 1 consider in some detail what is 

perhaps the onhodox position's most controversial claim: the daim that literal meaning is 

identified with context-independent meaning. Here 1 enter into the debate between 

Jerrold Katz, a proponent of the orthodox position, and John Searle, one of its most 

forceful critics . 

Katz proposes an anonyrnorcs letter scenario as a heuristic device for making sense 

of the notion of context-independent meaning and, so, of literal rneaning. We are invited 

to imagine that a speaker of a language receives an anonymous letter consisting only of a 

single sentence of the language without any knowledge of the motive, circumstances of 

transmission, or any other fact relevant to understanding the sentence on the basis of its 

context of utterance. Katz argues that context-independent meaning consists in the 

meaning that a speaker of the language would attribute to the sentence in such a situation. 

Searle challenges Katz, arguing that in general the notion of the literal meaning of a 

sentence only has application against a set of background assumptions, assumptions which 

are not al1 and could not al1 be realised semantically. 1 argue that Searle is right, and 

that to Save the anonymous leiter scenario as an explanatory device, Katz must invoke 
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both the notion of minimal seltzantic conted and die notion of an ideal intepreter. 1 

conclude that although this move shields him from Searle's criticisms, it nevertheless 

renders the anonymous letter scenario explanatody inert. 

Dissatisfied with the orîhodox position's identification of literal meaning with 

context-independent meaning, at the end of chapter four 1 propose that we change two of 

the basic assurnptions with which we are operating. First. rather than assume. as the 

orthodox position does, that meaning consists in sornething abstract and external (Fregean 

senses or the like), 1 propose instead that meaning results from individual acts of 

communication (or, better, individual attempts at communication). Secondly , rather than 

suppose, again as the orthodox posirion does, that every sentence has a context- 

independent meaning which is to be identified with its literal meaniog, 1 propose that we 

supplant this with the supposition that every sentence, in its context, has a literal 

meaning. 1 argue that these changes enable us to work toward a new approach to 

understanding the distinction between literal and non-literal language, one that 

incorporates the following ideas: (i) that meaning is not a precursor to understanding, but 

rather the result of understanding; (ii) that context plays a critical role in al1 cases of 

linguistic communication; and (iii) that linguistic communication is but one element of the 

broader phenornenon of interpersonal communication. 

Equipped with these changes, in chapter five I begin to explore an alternative 

approach to understanding literal meaning, one based on the works of H.P. Grice. To 

' A notion which corresponds closely to my notion of strict literal meaning. 
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begin, 1 argue that Gnce's distinction between what someone says and what he implicares 

by his utterance (i.e., what he suggests, implies, indicates, and the like) provides us with 

a frarnework for understanding the distinction between literal and non-literal meaning. 

The idea is this: the literal meaning of an utterance is identified with what the person 

says; al1 non-literal effects are implicatures. Accordingly , I argue that metaphor, irony , 

hyperbole, and the like are kinds of irnplicanires. Although this is a promising line for 

understanding the distinction between literal and non-literal meaning, its success depends 

on the availability of an account of Grice's notion of says. 1 turn, as a result, to Grice's 

attempt to provide such an account. 

Grice proposes an approach to meaning that is grounded on a general 

understanding of how people can and do mean things by their actions. Employing a 

broad notion of unerance, one that incorporates both verbal and non-verbal expressions, 

Grice argues that for a speaker to meanp by issuing an utterance x ,  she must intend her 

audience to beiieve that she believes that p.  and the audience must arrive at this belief in 

part by their awareness that this is what the speaker intends by her utterance. I cal1 this 

the Grimm anaiysis of understanding. It is of interest to our investigation because it 

appears to provide us with the foundation for a non-circular account of his notion of says, 

and so of literal meaning . It has the further advantage of situating literal meaning in the 

broader context of the general phenornenon of interpersonal communication. 

But the Gricean analysis of understanding is an anaiysis of speaker rneaning (or 

what Gnce calls unerer's occasion meaning), not of sentence rneaning (or what Grice 

calls unerance-type meaning). In order to generate an account of sentence meaning, 
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Grice appeals to the notion of a linguistic convention. Roughly, an utterance-type X 

means p if it is a convention (a Lewisian convention) of the mernbers of a linguistic 

cornxnunity (or the habit of an individual speaker in the case of idiomatic utterances) to 

utter X wirh the k n t i o n  of inducing the belief that p (or at least the intention of inducing 

the belief that the speaker believes that p), based upon the Gn'cean anatysis of 

understanding. Because, according to Grice, sentence meaning is derivative of speaker 

meaning, he must assume that utterances of the same type are made, as a general rule, 

with the same basic intentions. But any sentence, fiom the most simple to the most 

fantastic might be employed for any number of purposes: to make an assertion, to tell a 

joke, to issue a promise, to make a metaphor, and so on. Indeed, 1 argue, this exposes 

the inability of Grice's account to explain how figurative utterances are interpreted. In 

the case of a figurative utterance, the intention with which the utterer issues her utterance 

cannot be determined unless the audience already knows the meaning of the 

utterance-figurative interpretation is parasitic on literal interpretation. Thus 1 argue that 

Gnce's attempt to construct an account of sentence meaning based on an account of 

speaker meaning must fail. 

Nevertheless, despite its shortcomings, the Grimm onalysis of undersranding 

provides us with a persuasive basic description of what actually occurs during the 

interpretive process. Further, it meets our supposition that meaning arises out of 

understanding, it provides a cntical role for context and it treats linguistic meaning as one 

element of the broader context of interpersonal communication. Moreover, his concepts 

of saying and implicatirzg provide us with a promising ternplate for characterïsing the 
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distinction between Iiteral and non-literal language. Thus the objective of chapter six is 

to constmct an account of sentence meaning which makes use of something Iike the 

Gn'cean analysis of understanding. 1 argue that we find the substance of such an account 

in the works of Donald Davidson. 

Davidson uses the example of malaprops to argue that in order to preserve the 

distinction between sentence rneaning and speaker rneaning, we must pry apart what is 

literal in language from what is conventional. In place of the notion of literal meaning, 

which Davidson thinks carries with it too much philosophical baggage, he introduces the 

notion offirst meaning. Distinct fiom conventional meaning, first meaning applies to 

sentences uttered by particular speakers on particular occasions. I argue that Davidson's 

explanation of first meaning builds on the Gnèean analysis of understanding, with one 

important difference. The first meaning of an utterance is specified by what Davidson 

calls the speaker's first intention, Le., the intention to utter words that will be interpreted 

in a certain way, as having certain truth conditions. Thus, in contrast to Grice's account, 

Davidson's appea! to first intentiom provides him with an means of accounting for 

sentence meaning, not speaker meaning. Mrs. Malaprop's utterance 'This is a nice 

derangement of epitaphs' means that the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of 

epithets because this is how she intends it-Le., her unerance-to be understood. 

Having introduced Davidson's notion of first rneanïng, 1 consider two important 

challenges to it. The f is t  of these is the c l a h  that although his malaprop argument 

shows that knowledge of conventional meaning is not smcient to interpret Mrs. 

Malaprop's utterance, it does not show that this knowledge is not necessary to interpret 



her utterance. 1 agree with this criticism, noting that to show that shared conventions are 

not an essential element of the interpretive process, Davidson needs to show that one 

could understand Mrs. Malaprop's utterance without knowing what it means 

conventionally. Nevertheless, I argue that Davidson has an argument for this, though this 

argument is found elsewhere in his writings, specifically, in his work on radical 

The second challenge that 1 consider is Catherine J.L. Talmage's daim that 

Davidson's methodology of radical interpretation does not always yield theones of 

meaning that give f is t  meanings. Taimage argues that in cases of intended 

misinterpretation the meaning generated by the speaker's first intention and the meaning 

arrived at through the process of radical interpretation are in fact distinct. 1 argue that by 

refinuig the notion of fmt  meaning-in particular, by adding the condition that the 

speaker equip the audience with enough dues so that she might reasonably expect that a 

radical interpreter would interpret her utterance as she intends-it is possible to keep 

together first meaning and meaning generated by the methodology of radical 

interpretation. 

1 then argue that, equipped with his notion of first meaning, Davidson is well 

positioned to make a principled distinction between literal and non-literal language: there 

is only one kind of meaning, fust meaning, and this is equated with literal meaning. Al1 

non-literal devices, including metaphor, hyperbole, irony, and the like, are kinds of uses 

to which we might put a sentence that has a particular literal meaning. Making a 

metaphor, then, is like telling a joke. 
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I argue, however, that Davidson's equation of fxst meaning and literal meaning is 

problematic. niough we might agree that Mrs. Malaprop's utterance has as its fust 

meanuig that the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets, we would deny that 

it means this literally. Contra Davidson, 1 argue that we should distinguish between first 

rneaning and literal meaning, allowing the standards of a linguistic community to set the 

bounds of the latter. This distinction provides us with a framework for understanding the 

distinction between communicated and strict literal meaning. For any utterance these 

classifications might apply: the utterance may have afirsr meaning as specified by the 

speaker's fust intention; further, the utterance may have a comrnunicated literal meaning 

as specified by the standards of his linguistic community; fmally, the utterance may have 

a strict literal rnearzing, again, roughly, how it might be interpreted by a logician or an 

unforgiving lawyer. More importantiy, treating literal rneaning this way allows us to 

reconcile the apparently contradictory observations that first motivated our investigation. 

On the one hand, because literal meaning is determined by social constraints, and because 

these consaaints are dynamic, deterrnining the bounds of literal meaning for all sentences 

of a language is irnpracticable. On the other hand, Davidson's notion of first meaning 

allows us to make a principled distinction between what a speaker says and what she 

implicates by her utterance (or uses her utterance to do). Ultimately, then, whether an 

utterance is literal or noditeral depends on which notion of meaning is taken as the 

foundation. 



Chapter One 
The Role of the LiteraUNon-Literal Distinction in the History of Western Philosophy 

Tracing the roots of the distinction between literal and non-literal language-that is, 

determining in what contexts it is fnst employed, either implicitly or explicitly-is nigh 

impossible. No matter, our interest lies not with the origins of the distinction, but rather 

with its role in various philosophical projects. Indeed, our present objective is to provide 

a sense of how and why the distinction belmeen literal and non-literal language matters ?O 

philosophers . ' 

Early Greek Philosophy and Rhetoric 

A distinction between literai and non-literal language is at least implicit as eariy as Plato 

(427-347 B.C.)2 However, although himself a master of metaphor, Plato never discusses 

explicitly the topic of metaphor, nor the more general topic of non-literai language. He 

alludes to the existence of non-literal language in so far as he wams against the emotive 

power of poetry. Poetry , he writes, "irrigates and tends to [the passions] when they 

should be left to whither, and it makes them Our rulers when they should be Our subjectsn 

(Republic 606d, insert mine). In other words, poetry is dangerous because it detracts 

1 Because our final interests are in contemporary Western d y t i c  philosophy, the roots traced 
here will be those most influentid on this school. I wi1I have nothing to say about how this 
distinction figures in other philosophical traditions. 

William Bedell Stanford argues that the first occurrence of the Greek word for metaphor, 
p ~ ~ a @ o p & ,  occurs in Isocrates's (436-338 B .C .) Evagoras (190d) (Greek Metaphor 3). Stanford 
adds that before Isocrates, the historians Herodotus (c.485425 B.C.) and Thucydides (c.456-404 
B.C.) used the word ~ E T O V O ~ ~ I J I E L V  which meant 'to cal1 by a new narne' or 'to change 
something's name', but that in none of its contexts did it carry the same irnport as ~ETQL+O@&.  
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from reason, inviting us to induige in the passions. If we are not already of impeccable 

moral inner constitution, he wams, poetry wiIl lead to treating appearances as though 

they represent the underlying truth. In contrast to legitimate experts, 'alI [the poet] 

understands is how to represent things in a way which makes other superfcial people, 

who base their conclusions on the words they can hear, think that he's written a really 

good poem about shoemaking or military command or whatever else" (Republic 601a, 

insert mine). As an example of the rogue nature of poetry, he cites the ancients who 

"used poetical foms which concealed from the majority of men their real meaning" 

(Theaetetus 180d). Poets are not, however, the only targets of Plato's criticism. In 

addition, he observes disapprovingly that Sophists, %y the power of their language, make 

smail things appear great and great things small" (Phuedm 267a). 

Interestingly, in none of these passages does Plato specifically mention metaphor, 

or any other form of non-literal language, as the offending device. Rather, the distinction 

he draws is between useful, clear language, the kind of language used by men who 

"plainly demonstrate their meaning so that even shoe-makers may hear and assimilate 

their wisdom" (Theaetetus 180d) and others who, like "a painter [who] creates an illusory 

shoemaker, when not only does he not understand anything about shoemaking, but his 

audience doesn't either.. . uses words and phrases to block in some of the colours of each 

area of expertise" (Republic 6Ola, insert mine). It would appear, then, that particular 

cases of non-literal language (as well as of literal language) may fa11 within either of the 

above two categories-that is, whether a particular utterance is clear appears for Plato to 

be irrespective of its status as literai or non-literal. 
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In contrast to Plato, Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) offers a sornewhat systematic 

treatment of language. In the Poetics he tells us that "every word is either standard or 

foreign or metaphorical or ornamental or wwly-coined or lengtkned or shortened or 

dtered" (Poetics 1457b). He adds, "by 'standard' 1 mean a name which a group of men 

ordinarily use" (Poetics 1457b). Metaphor, conversely, "consists in giving the thing a 

name that belongs to something else; the tramference being either from genus to species, 

or from species to genus, or from species to species, or on grounds of analogy " (Poetics 

1457b). A standard name, then, is a name whose use within a linguistic community is 

cornmon and well understood. A metaphor, in contrast, constitutes a deviance fkom 

ordinary use since it necessarily involves a transfer of a name to an object for which it is 

not the name. 

At f ~ s t  it may appear that here Aristotle means to introduce the distinction 

between literal and non-literal language. Indeed, in his seminal piece on the history of 

metaphor in the philosophical tradition, Mark Johnson cites Aristotle's defdtion of 

metaphor and announces, 'the fatal separation-figurative vs. Iiterai-has been made" 

("Metaphor in the Philosophical Tradition" 6). But Johnson's conclusion is misleading. 

Granted, by defming metaphor Aristotle distinguishes between standard words and 

metaphorical words, but nonetheless this does not itself constitute the distinction between 

literal and figurative language. Aristotle's defintion is of metaphor only (which, to be 

fair, for Anstotle includes simile (Rhetoric, 1406b)); it does not, however, apply to 

irony, hyperbole and other figurative uses of language which, typically, employ 

' standard' language . 
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Further enqujr reveals that the distinction between literal and non-literal language 

is not Aristotie's primas, concern, just as it is not Plato's. Consider the remainder of 

Anstotle's list of types of words. Foreign words are those that are standard according to 

a different group of spezkers (so the same word may be 'both foreign and standard, but 

not to the same group" (Poetics 1457b)). A newlycoined word is one 'not used at al1 by 

a group of men but introduced by the poet" (Poetics 1457b). The last three categories, 

words that are lengthened or shortened or altered, are the result of syntactic variations. 

(Of words that are "ornamental" Anstotle says nothing further, and so their exact nature 

remains a mystery.) As it hinis out, it is not a distinction between literal and non-literal 

language that interests Aristotle-in fact, he never discusses such a distinction-rather, his 

interest lies with a different distinction: that between language that is 'standard' and 

language that is 'strange' (Poetics, 1458a). As aiready indicated, standard use is ordinary 

use @erhaps established by convention). "By 'strange'," Aristotle writes, "1 mean names 

which are foreign or metaphoncal or lengthened or any of those which are not standard" 

(Poetics, l4S8a). Again, this list of 'strange' names includes metaphor and simile-clear 

cases of non-literai language-but it also includes variations on syntactic structure, 

foreign words, ornamental language and newly coined terms, each of whose classification 

as non-literal is, at the very Ieast, not assured. 

The impetus for AristotIe7s distinction between names that are standard and those 

that are strange becomes clear later in his discussion when he employs the distinction in 

an effort to school us on the proper use of language: 

One virtue of language is tu be lucid without lacking dignity. Now the 
most lucid kind of language is that which uses standard names, but such 



language lacks dignity.. . Language which uses strange names has dignity 
and avoids what is commonplace. (Poetics 1458a) 

Poetry, then, 'should use a sort of mixture of the above [two kinds, standard and strange 

names]; for the use of foreign names and metaphors and ornaments and the other forms 

will prevent language from king commonplace and undignified" (Poetics 1458a, 

translators' insert). When we are not engaged in poetic musing, however, Aristotle urges 

us to make every effort to use language that is clear, and he notes that "clearness is 

secured by using the words (nouns and verbs alike) that are current and ordinary" 

(Rhetonc 1404b). 

Aristotle's treatment of the distinction between 'standard' and 'strange' language 

sets the tone for many of the subsequent discussions of language found in the writings of 

classical rhetoricians, such as in Cicero's (106-43 B.C.) De Orutore. As with Aristotle, 

in De Oratore we fmd that no explicit distinction is made between literal and non-literal 

language. Rather, Cicero's discussion centres on the distinction between language that is 

clear and common, and language that is oblique and unusual, of which metaphor is but 

one case. Cicero, lifting a page fkom Aristode, characterizes metaphor as "a species of 

borrowing.. . a brief similitude contracted into a single word; which word being put in the 

place of another as if it were in its own place" (De Oratore III, xxxviii-xxxix). Save for 

passing remarks on simile (III, Ai) and irony (II, Ixv), this definition of metaphor 

represents the extent of Cicero's conceni with explicating the distinction between literal 

and figurative language . 

A refreshing exception to this trend is found in Quintilian' s (c. 35-c. 100) Imtitutio 

Oraturiu. In contrast to his predecessors, Quintiiian centres his discussion not on 
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metaphon in particular, but on tropes in general: "By a trope is meant the artistic 

alteration of a word or phrase from its proper meaning to another* (Imtitutio Oratoria 

VüI, vi). In stark contrast to the earlier preoccupation with the distinction between 

language that is standard and that which is not, Quintilian acknowledges that "some 

[tropes] arise from words used properly and others from words used metaphorically" 

(Inrtitutio Oratoria WH, vi, insert mine). He adds, "1 regard those writers as mistaken 

who have held that tropes necessarily involved the substitution of word for word* 

(Institutio Oraroria Vm, vi). In his discussion he notes that there are many types of 

tropes which employ the proper senses of words, including irony and hyperbole. 

Nonetheless, Quintilian does little to direct us to clear differentiations between the 

various kinds of tropes he discusses, nor does he explain what determines proper meaning 

f i o n  which tropes are 'artistic alterations." Rather, he assumes that the reader 

understands these distinctions, and, following Aristotle, centres his discussion on the 

appropriateness of various uses of language to proper oratory. So, even though in 

Quintilian we find an emphasis on the distinction between the standard use of language 

and various figurative uses, how exactly the distinction is made is left largely to Our 

imagination. 

Medieval nteologiunr and Scriptural Hemeneutics 

In contrast to the relatively minor role that it plays in many early discussions of poetry 

and rhetoric, the distinction between Iiteral and figurative language gains philosophical 

purchase with the advent of Scriptural hermeneutics. A central concem of Jewish and 
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Christian scholars is that the literal interpretation of Holy texts is not always feasible, nor 

even desirable. There are weii lmown, problernatic passages which, interpreted Iiterally, 

undermine the dignity of the word of God because they appear nonsensical or trivial or, 

worse, inconsistent. The most difficult passages fall into one or both of two categories: 

first, those that contain apparent contradictions or tell of physica.1 impossibilities; and, 

second, those that involve divine predication-that is, those that assign human attributes 

to God. For example, though God is omnipresent, we read thai Moses entered into the 

thick darkness where God resides (Exodus 20:21), and though God does not possess 

human form, we are told that "the sound was heard of the Lord God walkhg" (Genesis 

3:8). 

This problem is as old as the Scriptures themselves. The initial reaction to such 

passages was to interpret them literally, taking each story at face value. This, however, 

proved unacceptable to many as it involved abandonhg certain pre-theoretic guiding 

principles, in particular, consistency-How can God both be omnipresent and possess 

human fonn? Some even suggested that if a passage was particularly problematic we 

should question its authenticity. But the stock of such cases was huge and pervasive. 

Eventually, the widespread dissatisfaction with the literalist approach served as the 

impetus for the development of alternative methods of interpretation. 

By the tirne Christianity emerged, Jewish hermeneutics had evolved to a point 

where scholars found themselves divided roughly into one of three schools: Midrashic, 

Pesher and Megorical (Jeanrond, Theological Hermeneutics 16-17}. Of particular 

interest to our investigation is the third. Werner Jeanrond, in his historical account of 



theological hermeneutics, writes, 

Allegorical Interpretation of the Scnptures attempt[s] to understand the 
spiritual meaning of a text with the help of perspectives not denved from 
the text and usuaily not even informed by it. Rather the text is understood 
symbolically: it points beyond itself to a deeper reality. (Theological 
Hermeneutics 17, insert mine)3 

The first theologian to campaign actively and effectively for an allegorical approach to 

Scriptural interpretation was Philo of Alexandna (c. 25 B.C.40 A.D.).' 

In his writings, Philo daims that nothing in the Scriptures is insignificant or 

misplaced. Rather, he argues, alrnost everything in the Scnptures is intended to be 

interpreted allegorically. He regards as overly conservative those exegetes who see only 

what is on the surface of the texts, adding that they are inflicted by "partial blindness of 

the soul's eye" (The Worse is wont to ambush the Better 22, qtd. in Williamson, Jews in 

the Hellenistic World: Philo 152). Philo builds his case for allegorical interpretation 

partly on the daim that the authors of the Holy texts wrote while possessed by the divine 

Spirit. To such a person 'nothing is unknown" because he possesses "a spiritual sun and 

unclouded rays to give him a full clear apprehension of things unseen by sense but 

In contrat to the Allegorical school, both the Midrashic and the Pesher schools stressed the 
need for "spiritual" interpretation. The Midrashic school was founded on seven mks, developed 
by Rabbi Hillel (1st century B.C.), which stressed the role of context in any effort to interpret a 
passage whose true meaning transcends its immediate obvious meaning. Members of the Pesher 
school simply clairned special insight into divine rnysteries. See Jeanrond, Theological 
Hermeneutics (16-17). 

Although Phi10 is often credited as the first to apply allegorical interpretation to Scriptural 
texts, Ronald Williamson argues that this is not justifiai (Jews in the Hellenistic Tradition: Philo 
147). Williamson cites passages in Philo's writings where Philo alludes to the use of allegorical 
interpretation by his predecessors, partIy as a justification for his own application of this method. 
Nonetheless, Williamson agrees that Philo was unique both in the scope and the quaIity of his 
allegorical exegesis . 
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apprehended by the understanding" (On the Speciul Lmvs N ,  192, qtd. in Williamson, 

J m s  in the Hellenistic World,. Philo 144). 

Philo's writings proved influential. His degorical approach to Scriptural 

interpretation was met with agreement by many important Jewish and Christian 

theologians. St. Augustine (354-430), for one, agrees with the spirit of Philo's approach. 

Augustine tells us that he was inspired by Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, to apply figurative 

interpretation to Scripture. He Mtes  of a speech given by Arnbrose: 

Above all, 1 heard fxst one, then another, then many difficult passages in 
the Old Testament scripttues figuratively interpreted, where 1, by taking 
them literally, had found them to kill. So afier several passages in the Old 
Testament had been expounded spiritually, 1 now found fault with that 
despair of mine, caused by my belief that the law and the prophets could 
not be defended at ail against the rnockery of hostile critics. (Confessim 
V, xiv) 

Though they share important similarities, there is a notable difference between Philo's 

allegorical approach and Augustine's use of figurative interpretation. Specifically, 

whereas Philo argues that "ail or most of the law-book is an allegory " (On Joseph 28, 

qtd. in Williamson, Jews in the Hellenistic World: Philo 158), Augustine stops short of 

endorsing a wholesale figurative interpretation of Scriptural texts. Rather, Augustine's 

approach centres on an effort to synthesize the two methods, literalist and figurative, 

allowing for the figurative interpretation of certain passages, but not al1 (On Christian 

Doctrine II & III). He agrees with Philo that we must not take passages intended 

figuratively as literal, but wanis "we m u t  also pay heed to that which tells us not to take 

a literai form of speech as if it were figurative" (On Christian Doctnne III, x ,  14). 

This leads naturally to a question of central importance: how does one determine 



whether a passage is intended Literaily or fiigurtively? Augustine tells us: 

Whatever there is in the word of God that cannot, when taken literally, be 
referred either to purity of life or soundness of doctrine, you may set down 
as figurative. M t y  of life has reference to the love of God and one's 
neighbour, soundness of doctrine to the howledge of God and one's 
neighbour. (On Chnstiun Doctrine III, x, 14) 

Put succinctly, accordkg to Augustine, fust we should consider the literal interpretation 

of a given passage; if it fails to meet his criteria of king consistent with "purity of Iife 

and soundness of doctrine," a figurative interpretation should be sought out. Passages of 

the kinds described at the beginning-that is, those that contain apparent contradictions or 

tell of physical impossibilities and those that involve divine predication-would, by 

Augustine's critena, be interpreted figuratively . 

But why would the authors of the Holy texts choose to convey their message 

figuratively? Augustine answers: "it is pleasanter in some cases to have knowledge 

communicated through figures mcause] what is attended with difficulty in the seeking 

gives greater pleasure in the fmding" (On Christian Doctrine II, vi, 8, insert mine). St. 

Thomas Aquinas (c. 1224- 1274) agrees that some Scriptural passages must be interpreted 

figuratively. But, in contrat to Augustine, he argues that this is not just a rnatter of 

style; rather, the use of metaphors in Scripture is "necessary" ( S u m  Theologioe 1, I, 

9ad.l). The use of metaphors is necessary because, for example, God is utterly unlike 

anything on earth and so it is impossible to apply (literal) eanhly attributes to Him. 

Metaphors are indispensable in o u  quest to understand God because they allow us to 

employ characteristics that are familiar-that is, they help us make sense of Him in terms 

we understand. Aquinas writes, 



So it is that aii names applied metaphorîcaliy to God are applied to 
creatures primarily rather than to God, because when said of God they 
mean only similitudes to such creatures. For as smiling applied to a field 
means oniy that the field in the beauty of its flowering is like to the beauty 
of the human srnile by propomonate likeness, so the name lion applied to 
God means only îhat God manifests strength in Ilis works, as a lion in his. 
( S m  Theologiae 1, 13, 6) 

The employment of figurative interpretation in Scriptural exegesis represents a 

significant hirning point in our investigation. Though Plato, Aristotle and early 

rhetoricians employ the distinction between literal and non-literal language in the3 effort 

to separate language that is clear from language that is obscure, this is a project that is of 

philosophical concem on1 y indirect1 y. In contras t, the interpretive projects undertaken b y 

theologians of the above sort depend importantly on king able to make sense of such a 

di~tinction.~ Put succinctly , a coherent understanding of the concept of God requires that 

we are able to distinguish between chmcteristics attributed to Him literally and 

characteristics attributed to Him only figuratively. One's approach to Scriptural 

interpretation, then, will be informed by answers to several important questions. How is 

a literal interpretation established? What distinguishes a literal interpretation from a non- 

Note that the figurative approach to Scriptural exegesis fin& long standing support during 
subsequent centuries. For example, Leibniz makes the following case for the figurative 
interpretation of certain passages: "[S]uppose that on the one hand we have the literai sense of a 
text from Holy Scripture, and that on the other we have a strong appearance of a logical 
irnpossibility or at least a recognized physical impossibility; then is it more reasonable to give up 
the literal sense or to give up the philosophical prïnciple?" (New Essays on Human Understanding 
IV, xviii, 9).  Answering his question, Leibniz writes, "There are certainly passages where there 
is no objection to abandonhg the literal sense-for instance, where Scripture gives God hands, or 
attributes to him anger, repentance and other human affects." Others who acknowiedge explicitly 
the usehl role of figurative interpretation in understanding Holy texts include Descartes 
("Comments on a Certain Broadsheet" 309), Locke (An Essay Concerning Human Uhàersranding 
ïII, ix, 9). Berkeley ("Alchiphron" VI, 7). Spinoza (Letters: July 1664-September 1665 2 1 )  and 
Mill ("Coleridge" 144). 
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literal one? What (if any) are the niles for the application of figurative interpretation? 

Of the above theologians, Augustine cornes closest to providing answers to these 

questions. To begin, he distinguishes between language that is proper and language that 

is figurative: "[Signs] are caiied proper when they are used to point out the objects they 

were designed to point out.. . [and] figurative when the things themselves which we 

indicate by the proper names are used to signiQ something else" (On Christian Doctrine 

II, x, 15, inserts mine). Unfortunately, this characterization of the distinction raises 

more questions than it answers. In particular, Augustine leaves unanswered the question 

of how it is determined what a sign is "designed" to point out. 1s it by convention, by 

individual decree, by some recognized authority, or by some other procedure? Each of 

these answen will result in very different sets of literal and non-literal language. Just as 

important, Augustine never tells us how to treat apparently literal terrns that "point" to 

nothing-for example, adjectives, numbers, logical connectives, and so forth. 

So , though with Scriptural hermeneutics we encounter Our f i s  t philosophical 

project for which it is of seemingly fundamental importance, the exact nature of the 

distinction between literal and non-literal language remains largely a mystery . Moreover, 

almost as soon as non-literal language acquires a degree of philosophical respectability, 

we fmd it again under attack for its perceived Iack of clarity and apparent capacity to 

deceive. 

Modern Philosophy 

In modem philosophy the rnost sustained attacks on non-literal language are found in the 
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writings of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), John Locke (1632-1704) and Goafned Wilhelrn 

von Leibniz (1646-1716). To understand the motivation for their disapproval of non- 

literal language, we need fmt to understand how they envision the role of language. 

As much as they might disagree about fundamental issues such as the origins of 

human knowledge, there is a common thread that nins through the various dominant 

philosophies of the modem era: language is a medium through which we communicate 

ideas. Empiricists and Rationalists agree, on the one hand, that ideas constitute 

knowledge, and on the other, that language is a social device that we use to share and 

explicate Our ideas. Hobbes explains that the role speech plays is that of the medium 

'whereby men register their Thoughts; recall them when they are past; and also declare 

them to one another for mutual utility and conversationn (Leviathan 1, iv). In the sarne 

spirit, Locke says that the three chief purposes of language are, "frst, to make known 

one man's thoughts or ideas to another; secondly, to do it with as much ease and 

qu iches  as possible; and, thirdly, thereby to convey the knowledge of things" (An Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding III ,  x, 23). Leibniz, borrowing explicitly frorn Locke, 

writes, 'words serve (1) to make Our thoughts understood, (2) to do this wiîh ease, and 

(3) to provide a way into the knowledge of things" (New Essays on Humn 

Understanding III, x, 23). 

Given that the role of language is the communication of ideas, it is not surprishg 

that centrd to the discussions on language entered into by al1 three philosophers are 

accounts of the various misuses of language. Hobbes discusses at length assorted types 

of "absurd assertions" that constitute the core of improper uses of language (Leviathan 1, 



v). Likewise, both Locke and Leibniz write about the various "abuses of words," each 

of which marks a failure in one of the above three stated purposes of language (An Essay 

Concenthg Human Understanding ILI, x, 34; Nav Essays on Human Understanding III, 

x). Perhaps not surpnsingly, a11 three philosophers locate non-literal uses of language 

within the scope of these misuses. Hobbes writes that absurd assertions include "the use 

of metaphors, tropes, and other rhetoricai figures, instead of words proper" (Leviathan 1, 

v). Similarly, Locke includes non-literal Ianguage among his list of the abuses of words: 

"[AlIl the artificial and figurative application of words eloquence hath invented, are for 

nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the passions, and thereby mislead the 

judgment.. . they are certainly, in al1 discourses that pretend to inform or insmict, wholly 

to be avoidedn (An Essay Concerning Human Understanding III, x, 34) .6 Leibniz, 

quoting directly frorn Locke, writes, "'al1 the art of rhetoric, besides order and 

clearness,' ail these artificial and figurative applications of words, serve only 'to insinuate 

wrong ideas, move the passions, and.. . mislead the judgement'" (Nav Essays on Human 

Understanding I I I ,  x , 34). 

As with Aristotle's discussion of the distinction between standard and strange 

words, however, the topic of non-literal language plays but a limited role in Hobbes's, 

Locke's and Leibniz's accounts of the proper and improper uses of language. In al1 three 

accounts the central motivation is to ferret out the various ways in which language c m  

detract from the straight forward communication of clear ideas. Hobbes writes, 

Notice the similarity between this and Plato's daim that poetry "imgates and tends to [the 
passions] when they should be Ieft to whither, and... makes them Our rulers when they should be 
Our subjects" (quoted on p. 14 above). 



The Light of human mind is Perspicuous Words, but by exact definitions 
fmt snuffed, and purged fiom ambiguity; Reason is the pace; Increase of 
Science, the way; and the Benefit of man-kind, the end. And on the 
contrary, Metaphors, and senseless and ambiguous words, are like ignes 
fatui; and reasoning upon them, is wandering amongst innumerable 
absurdities; and their end, contention, and sedition, or contempt. 
(Leviathan 1, v) 

In his discussion, Hobbes lists seven cases in which language misleads us. Interestingly, 

only one of these cases concems non-literal language exclusively: ''mn reckoning, and 

seeking of truth, such speeches [i.e., metaphors, tropes, and other rhetoncal figures] are 

not to be admittedm (Leviathan 1, v, insert mine). In each of the other cases of 

misleadhg language, literul language is a possible, even likely, vehicle-for example, 

Hobbes wams against the use of terms which lack proper defuition, and against the use 

of tems which signify nothing (Leviathan 1, v,). Locke and Leibniz also each list seven 

cases of the abuse of words. Again, almost al1 of these constitute misuses of literal 

laquage. For exarnple, Locke cornplains that people sometimes apply names "very 

unsteadily, making them stand now for one and by and by for another idea" and other 

times use names before leaming what ideas correspond to them (An Essq Conceming 

Humun Understanding I I I ,  x, 23). Leibniz shares Locke's complaints, and adds exarnples 

such as when "men, having by long-standing usage attached certain ideas to certain 

words, imagine that the comection is an obvious one and that everyone accepts it" (New 

Essays on Human Understanding III, x ,  22). As with Hobbes, only once in each of 

Locke's and Leibniz's lists of abuses of language does any mention of non-literal 

language appear. 

To our disappointment, none of the three philosophers takes pains to explicate 
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what exactly the distinction between literd and non-literal language is. Thus, we are in 

the fnistratuig position of king left without a satisfactory account of what constitutes the 

literal (and, so, non-literal) use of a term. Instead, as with Aristotle and early 

rhetoricians, we are led into a discussion of the distinction between the proper use of 

language-roughly that which expedites the accurate communication of ideas-and 

improper use of language-that is, ail e l ~ e . ~  Though non-literal language falls entirely 

on the side of improper uses of language, it shares this space with numerous improper 

literal applications of language. So, even with their rather detailed discussions of proper 

and improper uses of language, Hobbes, Locke and Leibniz afford us few if any clues to 

their conception of the distinction between literal and non-literal language. 

This shortage of insight is compounded by the fact that no other philosopher of the 

time offers the soa of explicit treatment of language found in Hobbes, Locke and 

Leibniz. To be sure, other philosophers allude to the distinction between literal and 

figurative language. For example, René Descartes (1596-1650). in the context of a 

discussion about the possibility of something causing its own existence, writes, "There 

are some who attend ody  to the literal and strict meaning of the phrase 'efficient cause'" 

(" Objections and Replies " 79). Elsewhere he criticizes ano ther author for " his frequently 

' This deserves qualification. Like Aristotle, al1 three philosophers condemn the use of non- 
literal language in the context of reasorzing or informutive discourse. This doesn't address the 
question of the applicability of figurative language in other. un-philosophical pursuits. Indeed, 
both Locke and Leibniz acknowledge a usefd role for non-literal language. Locke writes, "1 
confess, in discourses where we seek rather pleasure and delight, than information and 
improvement, such omaments as are borrowed from figurative speeches and alIusion] can scarce 
pass for faults" (An Essay Concerning H u m  Understanding III, x,  32, insert mine). Similarly , 
Leibniz writes that figurative language 'is acceptable in discourses where the a h  is rnerely to 
give pleasuren (New Essays on Human Understanding III, x,  34). 
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resorting to irony" ('Comments on a Certain Broadsheet" 307). George Berkeley (1685- 

1753), in reference to the notion that matter supports extension, writes, 'It is evident 

supporr here cannot be taken in its usud or literal sense-as when we Say that pillars 

support a buildingn ("The Principles of Human Knowledge" 1, 16). Elsewhere he wam, 

'a philosopher should abstain from metaphor" (OfMorion 31). Jeremy Bentham (1748- 

1832) employs the distinction in an effort to explain the difference between the "literal or 

unfSgurutive sense" and the "figurative sense" of "motive" (An Introduction to the 

Phciples of Morals and Legislation X ,  iv). Nonetheless, even a simple explicit 

statement of what constitutes the distinction between literal and non-literal language is 

absent from the writings of these philosophers, as it is from the writuigs of many other 

central figures of the era, including those of David Hume (171 1-1776) and Benedict de 

Spinoza (1632- 1677). 

The badly bruised reputation of non-literal language fmds some relief in the 

writings of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). Although 

Kant does not discuss non-literal language explicitly, he pays homage to the role of 

metaphor in his discussion of the imagination. With metaphor, he writes, the poet 

endeavours "to go beyond the limits of experience and !O present them to sense with a 

completeness of which there is no example in nature" (Critique of Judgement $49). He 

adds, 

The imagination (as a product of faculty of cognition) is very powerful in 
creating another nature, as it were, out of the material that actual nature 
gives it. We entertain ourselves with it when experience becomes too 
commonplace, and by it we remould experience, always indeed in 
accordance with analogical laws, but yet aiso in accordance with principles 
which occupy a higher place in reason (laws, too, which are just as naairal 



to us as those by which understanding cornprehends empirical nature). 
(Critique of Judgement $49) 

Whereas Hobbes, Locke and Leibniz argue that anything which needs to be said can be 

said using proper language-Le., some appropriate subset of literal language-Kant 

achowledges that sometimes the artist reaches after something "which lies beyond the 

bounds of experience" and, so, beyond the bounds of literal language (Critique of 

Judgemenî $49). Indeed, according to Kant the mark of genius consists in a special 

relation between the faculties of understanding and imagination whereby the imagination, 

though submitting to the constraints placed on it by the faculty of understanding (namely, 

our stock of concepts and techniques for relating these concepts), finds hitheno umoticed 

relations between concepts, and finds them without the aid of a set procedure. One way 

to achieve this is through a metaphor whereby, using the very language whose bounds 

render it incommunicable literally, one conveys a original idea by comparing it to that 

which is familiar. Despite this obvious respect for metaphors, Kant does not attribute 

cognitive import to them. Metaphors, he would argue, strictly speaking do not contribute 

to the stock of knowledge because they depend neither on rules nor on definite concepts, 

but rather on noticing relations between existing concepts. Nonetheless, they, as weil as 

the other tools of the artist, are not merely ornamental as they afford us refieshing insight 

into the workings of the world around us. 

Like Kant, Mi11 recognises a positive role for metaphor. Though his remarks are 

bnef, they represent an important stage in the defence of metaphor as philosophically 

signifcant. Broadly, Mill envisions a potential for metaphors as legitirnate heuristic 

devices. Apt metaphors, he wntes, "assume the proposition which they are brought to 



32 

prove: their use is, to aid the apprehension of it" (A Sysrem of h g i c  V, v, 7). Thus, 

though a metaphor cannot itself constitute the proof of a proposition, it can play an 

important role in directing us to such a proof. Mill cites the metaphor "if the soil is left 

uncultivated, weeds will spring up" as an argument for education: "For the reason why 

weeds grow in an uncultivated soil is that the seeds of worthless products exist 

everywhere, and can germinate and grow in aImost ail circurnstances, while the reverse is 

the case with those which are valuable" (A System of Logic V, v, 7). He adds that there 

is significant value in this approach to reasoning: 'This mode of conveying an argument, 

independently of its rhetoncal advantages, has a logical value, since it not only suggests 

the grounds of the conclusion, but points to another case in which those grounds have 

been found, or at least deemed to be, suficient." An apt metaphor, then, though not an 

argument, cm serve as an indication that an argument exists. 

Summing Up 

What have we learned thus far from this brief historical investigation? Perhaps the most 

important lesson is that among the various cornpethg claims about the appropriateness of 

non-literal language to tasks ranging from poetic discourse to scriptural exegesis to 

philosophical argument, one common feature stands out: save for Aristotie's brief 

defuiition of metaphor (and its echo in Cicero), Quintilian's shopping list of tropes, and 

Augustine's flawed definitions of literal and figurative ternis, nowhere is the distinction 

between literal and non-literal language discussed explicitly. In each of the above 

projects, including Aristotle's, QuintiIian's anc! Augustine's, the nature of the distinction 
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between literal and non-literal language remains unspecified. What are we to make of 

this? Surely these projects depend on this distinction. How are we to heed the wamings 

against the misuse of non-literai language issued by Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, 

Hobbes, Locke, Leibniz and others if we cannot identiw exactly what is to count as a 

breach of literal use? Can we foUow the advice of Philo, Augustine and Aquinas and 

interpret difficult Scriptural passages metaphoricaily if we have no criteria of identity for 

metaphor? Similarly , what use are Kant's and MiII's praises for non-literal language if 

we are unable to Say what constitutes an instance of figurative language? 

Before we reward ourselves for having uncovered an apparent oversight shared by 

many of the great minds of the Iast two and a half miIlennia, we need to re-examine the 

force of the claims underwritten by the distinction. Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian 

and modem philosophy as represented by Hobbes, Locke and Leibniz, strive to rid 

serious, informative discourse of any rogue elements such as nonsense, ambiguity, 

vagueness and, yes, figurative language. But here the distinction between literal and 

figurative language may , without risk to the general point, rest on rough pre-theoretic 

grounds. That is, for these projects to succeed we need not agree in advance on al1 

possible candidates and their appropriate classification as literal or non-literal. Put 

differently, nothing in these discussions rests fundamentally on our ability to make a 

rigorous distinction between literal and non-literal language. Rather, the cornmon 

underlying message is simple and practical: use language that is clear and concise, and 

know whereof you speak. To be sure, there rnay be disagreement about particular cases. 

Hobbes, for exarnple, cites "the way goeth" as an example of a metaphor (Leviathan 1, 
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v). Locke and Leibniz may disagree with him on the suitability of this example, but 

nevertheless, such cases can be decided individually without harm to the more general 

aim of perspicuity . 

What of Scriptural exegesis, Kant's employment of figurative language in his 

discussion of the imagination and MiIl's appropriation of metaphor in philosophical 

argument? It was noted already that of all the projects discussed above these are special 

because they assign philosophical relevance to figurative language. They depend 

fundamentally on the nature of the distinction between literal and non-literal language, do 

they not? Granted, there are certain points about the nature of the distinction between 

literal and non-literal language that are important to these projects. Specifically , it is 

critical that such a distinction exists at some level. But that the distinction be made 

precise-that is, that we fmd deciding critena for literal and non-literal language-is not 

at issue. Consider the case of Scriptural exegesis. For Philo, allegorical interpretation is 

applied throughout, with little or no regard for the feasibility of literal interpretations. 

For Augustine and Aquinas, the application of figurative interpretation to Scriptural texts 

is reactionary-that is, it is employed in response to passages that for one reason or 

another cannot be interpreted literally. These points are important. They mean that the 

Scriptural exegete need not carry with her a handbook of rules for identiwing figurative 

language, stopping penodically to check whether particular passages qualiQ. Rather, in 

the case of Philo. an allegorical interpretation is applied automatically; in the case of 

Augustine and Aquinas, the decision to interpret a particular passage as an allegory or as 

containhg metap hor depends largely on broader considerations such as its relevancy and 
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coherence-that is, generally, if a literal interpretation is deemed untenable, then a 

figurative one is applied. But just as 1 might treat a newspaper article as a joke without 

being prepared to-offer rigorous criteria for jokes, I c a .  treat a Scriptural passage as 

allegorical or as containing metaphor based on sirnilarly rough understandings of these 

notions. Thus, though the notion of figurative language is important to Scriptural 

exegesis, the outcome of the investigation into the nature of the distinction between literal 

and non-literai language bears no more weight here than it does for Aristotle and others 

who want simply to separate Ianguage that is clear from ianguage th= is obscure. 

A similar point c m  be made with respect to Kant's use of metaphor in his 

discussion of the faculty of the imagination, and with respect to Mill's argument in favour 

of metaphon as héuristic devices. Again, these accounts get by on rough understandings 

of the distinction between literal and figurative. For Kant, one might even settle for a 

rough teleological criterion: if the poet succeeds in presenting reality in an utterly novel 

way, then he necessarily uses figurative language; for to transcend the bounds of Our 

current mode of conceptualization, one must transcend the limits of literal language. 

Mill's point is simpler: by means of an apt cornparison, possibly through metaphor, one 

cm bolster one's argument by pointing to an analogous case for which an argument is 

already in place (or, at least, is apparent). For neither philosopher is it critical that they 

demarcate clearly between literal and figurative language. In fact, none of the projects 

undertaken by the above philosophers, from Aristode to Kant, depends fundarnentaily on 

being able to make a principled distinction between literal and non-literal Ianguage. To 

be sure, these projects depend on there being a distinction between literal and figurative 
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language, and for this we can fault their inattention to explicating this distinction, but 

they survive even if the distinction rests on cmde pre-theoretic grounds. 

Indeed, there may be another explanation as to why none of the above 

philosophers, with the exception of Augustine, atternpts to make explicit the distinction 

between literal and non-literal language. Perhaps it is not just because the distinction is, 

at best, of second& interest to thern, but also because they consider it a task for 

rhetoricians, not for philosophers. Even the extensive rnanuals of rhetor-ic published in 

the mid nineteenth century, however, contain few ches as to how the distinction between 

literal and non-literal language is properly construed. Noted rhetorician George 

Campbell writes that figures of speech "are but different modes of exhibiting a 

comparison.. . [whereby] without anything like an explicit cornparison, and commonly 

without waming or apology, the name of one thing is obtruded upon us, for the name of 

another quite different, though resembling in some qualityn (The Philosophy of Rhetoric 

285, insert mine). But this vawe characterization is nowhere supported by anything like 

a theory of literai meaning or literal comparison. Rather, like his predecessors, 

Campbell assumes the distinction and focuses on the grander task of counselling us on the 

proper employment of language . Similarly, Campbell's contemporary , Richard Whately , 

makes short work of the distinction between literal and figurative language, noting that a 

trope is "any word tumed from its prirnary signification" (Elements of Rhetoric 195). 

Again, we are left wondering, arnong other things, what notion of prirnary signification 

underwrites Whately ' s definition. 

So, again, what have we leamed? At the very least, whereas we might have been 
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tempted previously to think either that the distinction between IiteraI and non-literal 

language is histor&ly well documented or that it is of central interest in the Western 

philosophical tradition, we can now conclude, for better or  for worse, that t h i s  is not the 

case. Moreover, though many important projects depend on the existence of the 

distinction, and though it appears that no-one adequately explicates the nature of the 

distinction, the ground on which these projects rest is nonetheless stable (in this respect 

anyway). But before we answer the question, 'Why concern ourselves with the 

distinction between literal and non-literal language? ' with a resigned ' We needn' t ' , we 

must extend Our historical investigation to particular trends in late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century philosophy. Afterwards we will fimd ourselves issuing a remarkably 

different answer. 



Chapter Two 
Frege and The Emergence of Analytic Philosophy 

Whereas the projects of the philosophers discussed in chapter one depend importantiy, but 

not essentially, on being able to sustain a distinction between literal and non-literal 

language, certain projects in twentieth century anaiytic philosophy rest j2ndarnenraiZ-y on 

the assumption that the argument for a principled distinction has been made or is nearby. 

The amival of anaiytic philosophy in general, and of the semantic study of naturd 

language in particular, signals a new era of importance for the distinction between literal 

and non-literal language . 

In contrast to their predecessors, analytic philosophers locate human 

conceptualisation at the level of language. According to this approach, it follows that 

understanding our conceptual framework is best achieved through the analysis of Our 

language. Sumrning up the impetus behind linguistic analysis, Michael Dummett writes, 

"[Until we have first achieved a satisfactory analysis of the meanings of the relevant 

expressions, we cannot so much as raise the questions of justification and tmth, since we 

remain unclear about what we are attempting to justifi or what it is about whose truth we 

are enquiring" (Durnrnett, Frege 667). Thus anaiytic philosophers make it their task to 

answer certain fundamental questions about language: What is the nature of linguistic 

meaning ? What is the relation between words and sentences and the things they signijfy, 

or the facts they describe ? 

To be sure, analytic philosophers are not the first to cite the importance of the 

analysis of language in the purmit of philosophical understanding. In Plato's Crarylrcr 
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(c.390 B.C.) we fmd Socrates arguing that only an adequate language c m  serve as a 

vehicle for framing and communicating knowledge. In modem philosophy, Locke, for 

example, appeals to our use of language in his discussion of the relation of matter to 

body: "But we see that though it be proper to Say, 'There is one matter for all bodies', 

one cannot Say, 'There is one body for al1 matters': we familiarly Say, 'One body is 

bigger than another'; but it sounds hvsh (and I think is never used) to Say, 'One matter 

is bigger than another' " (An Essay Concerning Human Understanding III, x, 15). 

Likewise, David Hume (1 7 1 1- 1776) anticipates twentieth century analytic philosophy : 

"To convince us of this proposition, that where there is no propeny, fhere can be no 

justice, it is only necessary ro defme the terrns, and explain injustice to be a violation of 

propem" (An Enquiry Conceming Human Undersranding XII, iii). Nonetheless, the 

examples offered by Locke and Hume concem metaphysical and jurisprudential 

matters-that is, the answers to their questions necessarily lie beyond the scope of 

empirîcal investigation. Neither philosopher counsels an appeal to linguis tic analy sis in 

the case of empincal c lahs .  In contrast, according to a certain srrand in the analytic 

tradition, it is not just metaphysical disputes that are settled through the analysis of 

language, but certain kinds of empincal ones as well-for example, some analytic 

philosophers would argue that to understand what a volcano is, or what the colour red is, 

we must direct Our attention to what the terms 'volcano' and 'red' mean.' 

According to analytic philosophy, language is not simply the medium through 

* This strand of analytic philosophy (to be discussed in more detail in chapter three) includes 
works by Frege, Russell, the early Wittgenstein and the Positivists. 



40 

which we communicute our understanding of the world, it is the medium that makes 

understanding possible in the f i t  place. In conaast to the empincism of Hobbes, Locke 

and others, analytic philosophers deny the claim that ideas are primary and language 

secondary-that is, that fmt we have ideas, then we fmd ways to put them hto  

language-rather, their claim is that there is no conceptualisation without language; 

enqujr into extra-linguistic reality is beyond both practical and theoretical bounds. So if 

we want to understand how we conceptualise our environment we need a proper analysis 

of our language. Naturally, then, the focus of analytic philosophy is largely on what and 

how bits of language mean. 

Hence, despite their differences, logical positivists, Wittgenstein (throughout his 

career) , ordinary language philosophers. Quineans, Davidsonians and others in the 

analytic tradition al1 agree that philosophical enquiry necessarily involves an analysis of 

the ways we use language. In his book. Ongins of A ~ i y f i c d  Philosophy, Dummett 

writes, 

What distinguishes analytical philosophy , in its diverse manifestations, 
from other schools is the belief, fmt, that a philosophical account of 
thought can be attained through a philosophicd account of language, and, 
secondly, that a comprehensive account can only be so attained. (4) 

Fundamental to this new approach to philosophy, then, is the idea that the meaning or 

structure of a language can be examined and explored in a manner in which extra- 

linguistic reality per se cannot. It is no wonder, then, that Russell, Wittgenstein, Carnap, 

Quine, Davidson and other philosophers who follow in this tradition, make it among their 

primary tasks to explore the nature of linguistic meaning. 
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The Grundfuther of Anabtic Philosopiry: Gottlob Frege 

Many would agree that the grandfather of analytic philosophy is Gottlob Frege. Indeed, 

some iocate the seed of analytic philosophy in a specific passage in Frege's The 

Foundations of   ri th me tic . At a cntical juncnire in his investigation-specif ically , 

during his quest for a criterion for numerical identity-Frege raises the question, 'How 

are numbers given to us, granted that we have no idea or intuition of them?'. His answer 

is astounding: "Since it is only within the context of a proposition that words have any 

meaning, our problem becomes this: To define the sense of a proposition in which a 

number word occurs" (Frege, The Foundations of Arithmetic $62). According to Frege, 

to get at the structure and content of Our thoughts we must examine the structure and 

content of our sentences: "The sentence c m  be regarded as an image of the thought in 

that the relation between the part and the whole within the thought there by and large 

corresponds [to] the same relation between the part of the sentence and the sentence" 

(The Foundations of Arithmetic $62). Thus Frege, perhaps unwittingly, shifts the focus 

of his philosophical enqujr from thoughts or ideas to language. Cornrnenting on this 

Dumrnett writes, 

[qhe investigation therefore takes the form of asking how we can fuc the 
senses of sentences containing terms for numbers. An epistemoiogical 
enquiry (behind which lies an ontological one) is to be answered by a 
linguistic investigation. (Origins of Analytical Philosophy 5 )  

Interestingly, Frege offers no explicit acknowledgement of this methodological shift, let 

alone a justification for it. 

' See, for example, Durnrnett , Origins of Anafytic Philosophy (5).  
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In any case, whether Frege is or is not to be credited with the origins of analytic 

philosophy is not of importance to our investigation. What is of importance is that his 

method of logical analysis, outlined below, serves as the foundation upon which analytic 

philosophy is built. Accordingly, we would do well to delve both into its nature and into 

the motivations that underlie it. 

Frege's Objective: Securing The Foun&tions of Ma&hem&cs 

Though he is known among philosophers mainly for his work in formal logic and in the 

philosophy of language. Frege's primary interest was in the foundations of mathematics. 

Indeed, he began his career at a time when mathematics was undergoing radical and 

extensive changesm3 These changes prompted philosophically minded mathematicians to 

subject existing mathematical concepts and proofs to unprecedented levels of critical 

scrutiny. Indeed,- some opined that the entire field was in need of philosophical re- 

assessrnent . G. P. Baker and P. M. S. Hacker reflect , "the general philosophical question 

about the true sources of mathematical knowledge became urgent and unavoidable." 

(Frege: Logical Excavations 33). 

In his introduction to Frege's philosophy, Anthony Kenny explains: 
Euclidean geometry, which had been regarded as a system of necessary tniths for 
over two rnillennia, lost its unique status early in the nineteenth century. Euclid 
had derived the theorems of his system from five axioms: it was now shown that 
one of these axioms, far fkom being a necessary tmth, could be denied without 
inconsistency, and non-Euclidean geometries were developed on the bais  of 
alternative axioms. (Kemy, Frege 2) 

In addition to the emergence of new geometries, there were important developments in number 
theory. lmaginary numbers, for exarnple, though considered during the eighteenth century to be 
an eccentric curiosity, were now shown to serve a purpose in the representation of motion in a 
plane. 
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Frege was among those troubled by the state of mathematics. Though impressed 

by the emerging theories, he caution& that they rested on il1 understood foundations. 

Reflecting on his work late in his Me, he wrote. "the most pressing need, it seemed to 

me, was to provide arithmetic with a better foundation" ("Notes for Ludwig 

Dannstaedter" 253). In his opinion, mathematicians had yet to explain satisfactody 

some of the most basic concepts of their discipline-for example, the philosophical 

foundation of mathematical induction and the nature of natural numbers. Frege believed 

that only by making explicit the nature of these basic concepts could we assess the 

legitimacy of more complex theories. As a result, he devoted his career to setting out the 

logical and philosophical foundations of ma the ma tic^.^ 

Frege's Logic 

Frege's entire treatment of the problern of the foundations of mathematics is motivated by 

his c l a h  that mathematical proofs depend on the same valid forms of reasoning that 

govem ail modes of thinking. He argues that mathematical inferences are based not on 

laws particular to mathematics, but on the general laws of logic. Moreover, he argues 

that the foundations of mathematics can be forrnalized without appealing to any non- 

logical concepts or axioms. That is, he contends not only that concepts such as 

His results are containeci in three major works. The first of these, discussed below, is 
Begnfischnft (1879). in which he develops his system of logic. This was followed by The 
Foundatiom of Arithmetic (1884) in which he attempts to demonstrate that the concepts of a 
nurnber and of numbers are defuiable in purely logical terms. The culmination of his thinking, 
however. appears in two volumes of The &sic Lmvs of Arithmetic (1893, 1903) in which he 
attempts (ultllnattely unsuccessfuIly) to give a precise demonstration of his thesis that mathematics 
is reducible to logic. 
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mathematical induction c m  be derived entirely from the general laws of logic, 

independent of any considerations peculiar to mathematics, but also that mathematical 

concepts are not in any way empiricai. In particular, he denies that mathematical 

concepts are generalkations about our encounters with the world. 

Further, in contrast to many of his predecessors, Frege denies that valid forms of 

reasoning are merely reflections of normal mental processes. Indeed, he earned a 

reputation as an ardent critic of psychologism, the doctrine that the laws of logic are 

determined by the nature and structure of the human mind. He tells us, rather, that logic 

is founded on the laws of truth, not of assertion or thinking ("The Thought" 18). He 

writes, "It is not the holding of something to be true that concerns us but the laws of 

tnith* ("Logic" 145). Whereas assertion and thinking take place in accordance with 

psychological laws, Frege writes, "If king  true is.. . independent of being acknowlcdged 

by somebody or other, then the laws of truth are not psychological laws" (The Basic 

Lmvs of Arithmetic 1 xvi). The laws of tmth, like natural laws, exist independently of 

humans and are to be discovered, not invented. 

Believing that "the f m e s t  method of proof is obviously the logical one" because 

it is topic-neutral and "based solely upon the laws on which al1 knowledge rests," Frege 

set as his frst  task the development of a new symbolism designed to malce perspicuous 

the logical relations hips that lie concealed in naairal language (Begnffsscchrift , Preface) . 

It was these laws, he believed. that would ultimately inforni Our understanding of the 

foundations of mathernatics. The result was a new forma1 system called the concept- 
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scripr, elucidated in his f i t  major publication, Begnffsscchrijr (1879).' 

Frege's concept-script was revolutionary. As a systematic treatment of logical 

relations, it was far more sophisti~ted than Aristotle's syllogistic logic, considered by 

philosophers as late as Kant to be "a closed and completed body of doctrine" (Critique of 

Pure Rearon B. viii). In contrast to Aristotle's syllogisms, Frege's concept-script is an 

axiomatic system in which the laws of logic are denved formally, by specified niles of 

inference, from a set of primitive principles. Indeed, Frege's concept-script is the first 

systematic formulation of the modem propositional calculus. Moreover, it includes 

quantification theory, the bais of Our current systems of fust-order logic. 

Why is Frege's concept-script of concem to Our investigation? Because, as we 

will discover, his work in logic profoundly influenced his philosophy of language. 

Indeed, in a short work written in 1906 entitied "What may 1 regard as the result of my 

work," he wrote, 'It is almost al1 tied up with the concept-script" (185). Though the 

foundations of mathematics remained his primary interest, in a series of papers published 

in 1891 and 1892, Frege explored the implications of his work in logic to our 

understanding of natural lang~age.~ Though perhaps considered ancillary by their 

author, these papers set out a highly original approach to the study of language, one that 

proved extraordinarily influentid on the work of subsequent anaiytic philosophers. 

Though the foundations of mathematics were his primary interest, Frege intended his 
notation to apply to every fieid which makes use of ngorous proofs, including al1 branches of 
science. 

These are "Function and Conceptw (1891), "On Sense and Reference" (1892) and "On 
Concept and Objectn (1892). Other papers in which Frege discusses natural language include 
"The Thought: A Logical Inquiry" (1918) and the posthurnously published "Logic* (believed to 
be written in 1897). 
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Logic and Language: Tmih 

Frege's analysis of natural language is deeply Muenced by his work in logic. He uses 

his concept-script as a standard against which to elucidate the properties and quirks of 

natural language.' This is not to Say that Frege intends his concept-script to replace 

natural language-indeed, though he writes, "work in logic just is, to a large extent, a 

struggle with the logical defects of language," he adds, "[natural] language remains for 

us an indispensable tool" ("My basic logical Insightsw 252, insert mine). The concept- 

script is designed by Frege to bring into sharp focus ai l  and only those elements essential 

to the validity of proof. For this particular purpose, Frege deems natural language, with 

al1 of its irregularities, too cumbersome and too often misleading: 

In place of ordinary language with its proliferating, indefinite logical 
forms, I put a small number of forms. This seems to me essential for 
making the movements of thought precise. (qtd. in Sluga, Gottlob Frege 
79) 

Indeed, Frege blames many of our errors in reasoning on the imprecise and often 

awkward logical forms of natural language.' 

Frege's analysis of natural language focuses almost entirely on what he calls 

conceptual content. Conceptual content is meant to capture al1 and only those elements 

of natural language relevant to logical inference; this is why he calls his logical system 

' Whether Frege intended his concept-script to show up natural language as inferior is a 
rnatter open to debate. Baker and Hacker, for example, claim that "to a degree, [Frege] regarded 
as 'Iogical defects' in a language those features of it which fail to correspond with the 
articulations of his Begn@schhn_f (Frege: Logical Ercavations 37, insert mine) whereas others, 
including Kenny. claim rather that "Frege was not under the iIlusion that his concept script was a 
new and perfect language which would show up natural laquages as imperfect" (Frege 13). 

* See "Logic" (143). 
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the concept-script. He writes, "1 have designated by conceptual content that which is of 

sole importance for me" (Begri'ffsscchnft Preface) . Indeed, he forswears expressing in the 

concept-script anything 'which is without importance in the chah of inference" 

(Begr@kschriff Preface) . Accordingly , when he him his attention to naturd language , 

his objective is to elucidate what exactly is relevant to inferential relations-that is, what 

exactiy constitutes conceptual content. 

To begin, Frege argues, our analysis of language must focus only on that which is 

capable of k ing true or false; al1 else is incapable of bearing on the validity of an 

argument. His analysis of natural language, then, begins with the question: what in 

natural language is capable of being true or false? Frege daims fmt that sentences, not 

words, are candidates for truth or fa l~ i ty .~  This seems uncontroversial; words by 

themselves are incapable of king true or false. 'O Nonetheless, though al1 sentences of 

the concept-script are, in virtue of k i n g  well-formed, candidates for tmth or falsity, 

Frege observes that not al1 sentences of natural language are similarly candidates for truth 

or falsity . 

According to Frege, we must differentiate between the sentences of natural 

language that are capable of king true or false and those that are not. In "The Thought" 

Frege contends that when considering matters of tnith, "only those sentences in which we 

communicate or state something come into questionw ("The Thought" 21). Thus, in 

This is a corollary to Frege's famous co~ertprinciple, first outlined in the introduction to 
Foundations of Anthmetic. According to the principle, and contrary to the received opinion, 
Frege argues that sentences, not words, are the basic unit of meaning: "Only in the context of a 
sentence has a word a meaning. " 

'O The exceptions, if they exist, would be one-word indicatives. 
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virtue of their structure, non-indicatives are not capable of being me or false. For 

example, the interrogative, 'Who is the tallest Marx brother?' does not put forth a 

particular claim about who is the tallest Marx brother, rather it askr who is the tallest 

Marx brother. SimiIarly, the imperative, 'Sing it loud! ' is not a claim that you are 

singing loudly (or that you are singing softIy), rather it is an ûrder to sing loudly. 

Likewise, the optative 'May our m i e s  conquer' is an expression of hope rather than a 

report a particular state of affairs. Indeed, Frege denies that imperatives, interrogatives 

and optatives are capable of being tme or false ("The Thought" 21). Prima facie. then, 

it appears that Frege wants to identiw the sentences of natural language that are capable 

of being true or false with indicatives. 

But Frege denies that al1 indicatives of natural language are capable of being true 

or false. In particular, any sentence containhg an expression that fails to refer is neither 

true nor false according to Frege. Though in a formally respectable language such as the 

concept-script every term possesses a reference, in natural language, Frege observes. "to 

be sure, exceptions to this regular behaviour occur" ("On Sense and Reference" 58). 

Arnong the referring expressions of nanual language that may fail to refer are the terms 

of fiction-for example, 'Santa Claus', 'The Millenniurn Falcon' and 'Humpty Durnpty ' . 

In addition, Frege offers examples of the sort, 'the celestial body most distant from the 

earth' and 'the least rapidly converging series' ("On Sense and Reference" 58). As 

might be expected, Frege regards it as a weakness of natural language that many 

referring expressions fail to refer ("On Sense and Reference" 70). 

We are now in a position to answer the question of which sentences of naturat 
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language are, according to Frege, capable of being tnie or false and, so, of fguring in 

inference. On Frege's analysis, a sentence of natural language is tme or false if and ody 

if it is an indicative containhg no referrhg expression that fails to refer.ll 1 will cal1 

this subset of natural language indicatives, indicatives,. 

Logic and Language: Sense 

According to Frege, because only indicatives, are capable of being mie or false, only 

indicatives, are relevant to logicd inference. But the matter of conceptual content is not 

yet settled; that is, tmth and falsity are not aU that is relevant to inference and, so, not al1 

that is relevant to conceptual content. To understand why, we need to renirn again to the 

concept-script. 

In the concept-script, Frege identifies a concept as a function whose value for an 

argument is a truth-value. This characterisation of a concept is, in Baker and Hacker's 

words, "the innovation of the 1890s enabling Frege to complete the logicist programmen 

(Frege: Logical Ercavarions 278). That is, this characterisation of a concept provides the 

mode1 for Frege's analysis of natural language indicatives, The predicate expression 'is 

red', for example, stands for a fimction that takes an argument, Say a swatch of cloth, to 

the True if the argument is red and to the False otherwise. As we have discovered, the 

tnith-value of an indicative, is understood by Frege to be an integral element of its 

'' Though he-does not mention them specificaily, Frege may aiso want to exclude value 
judgments from the realm of indicatives that are true or false. It is impossible to Say what exactly 
his stance wouId be. If, on the one hand, he were to analyze value judgments from the 
perspective of their grammatical structure, then he would likel y indude them among sentences 
that are true or false. If, on the other hand, he were to analyze value judgments from the 
perspective of their contribution to rigorous enquiry, he would likely exclude them. 
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conceptuai content. Frege redises, however, that truth-values cannoi account for al1 of 

the roles that conceptual content must play. In particular, the truth-value alone tells us 

nothing of a sentence's capacity to stand as that which is proved or proof-relevant. 

Consider, for example, that the conclusions of distinct proofs are not identical simply in 

virtue of sharing the same truth-value. Indeed, each distinct sentence possesses its own 

unique make up. 

The same observation can be made of naturai language. In "Function and 

Concept," and later in "On Sense and Reference," Frege introduces and illuminates a 

semantic distinction between the reference of a term or sentence and its sense.12 He 

begins his analysis with a discussion of referring expressions ("On Sense and Reference" 

57f.). He asks: what does the term 'evening star' mean? Surely to know what 'evening 

star' means is (at least partly) to know what it designates-that is, to know that to which 

it refers. Frege agrees, but adds that if reference were al1 that mattered, then the 

sentences 'The evening star is the evening star' and 'The evening star is the moming star' 

would mean the same given that 'the evening star' and 'the morning star' designate the 

same object. But 'The evening star is the evening star' is tnie in virtue of its logical 

form, not in virtue of its content-that is, its mith is independent of any empirical 

considerations. By conmst, 'The evening star is the moming star' provides us with the 

information that 'the evening star' designates the same object as 'the moming star'. 

l2 J. Alberto Coffa, in nie Semanfk Truditionfrom Kant tu Carmp. points out that the words 
'Sinn' and 'Bedeutung' (translated commonly as 'sense' and 'reference') occur in semantic 
systems before Frege's, but adds that what distinguishes Frege's use is that he regards these 
notions "as semantic categorïes, rather than as names of specific semantic objects or relations" 
(79) .- 



Frege concludes that the difference lies in each expression's unique mode of 

representation, or sense. Though the expressions 'the evening star' and 'the moming 

star' refer to the same object, it is because of their different ways of referring to that 

object that the sentences 'The evening star is the evening star' and 'The evening star is 

the morning star' are semantically distinct. He concludes, "It is natural.. . to think of 

there being connected with a sign (name, combination of words, letter), besides that to 

which the sign refers, which may be called the reference of the sign, dso what 1 should 

like to cal1 the seme of the sign. wherein the mode of representation is containedm ("On 

Sense and Reference" 57). 

Though Frege's discussion centres initially on words-or, more specifically, on 

referring expressions-because of their role in inference, it is indicatives, that interest 

him most. That is, though the doctrine of sense and reference is primarily a theory of 

referring expressions, because indicatives, alone are capable of being true or false, 

indicatives, are logically fundamental. The parts of the ind i~a t ive~tha t  is, the senses 

and references of the constituent expressions-are reached only by analysis.13 

What, then, according to Frege, constitute the sense and reference of an 

indicative,? To begin, Frege contends that indicatives, express rhoughrs. For example, 

the sentence 'John Hinkley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan' expresses the thought that John 

Hinkley Ir. shot Ronald Reagan. But is the thought that a sentence expresses its sense or 

its reference? Frege argues that it cannot be the reference given that the substitution 

within an indicative, of terms with the sarne reference but different senses alters the 

l3 cf. Sluga, Gonlob Frege (134). 
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thought expressed: "we can see that in sucb a case the thought changes; since, e.g., the 

thought in the sentence 'The moming star is a body illuminated by the Sun' differs from 

that in the sentence 'The evenhg star is a body illuminated by the Sun'" though the terms 

'The moming star' and 'The evening star' designate the same object ("On Sense and 

Reference" 62).L4 Thus, he conchdes, since the thought expressed by a sentence cannot 

be its reference, it must be its sense. 

What, then, constitutes the reference of a sentence? Frege fust observes that we 

expect the reference of the sentence to be a function of the references of its constituent 

expressions: "The fact that we concem ourselves at al1 about the reference of a part of 

the sentence indicates that we generally recognize and expect a reference for the sentence 

itself' ("On Sense and Reference" 63). Further, because it is a function of the references 

of its parts, we expect the reference of an indicative, to remain unaltered when we 

substitute CO-referring expressions-say, 'The West free-standing structure in the world' 

for 'The CN Tower' in 'The CN Tower is for sale'. Indeed, because of this, the 

reference of an indicative, cannot be the thought it expresses (as indicated above, the 

thought expressed by an indicative, may change when one substitutes CO-refemng 

expressions). The salient question, then, is what remains unchanged when one substitutes 

one CO-referring expression for another in an indicative,? Frege gives us the answer: the 

tmth value of the indicative,. To be sure, whatever is m e  of the CN Tower is true of 

the tallest free-standing structure in the world. He reasons, accordingly, that the 

l4 This is not to Say that the substitution of one term for another with the same reference 
always results in a change of the thought expressed. For example, Frege writes, "It rnakes no 
difference to the thought whether 1 use the word 'horse' or 'steed* or kart-horse' or 'mare'" 
("The Thought" 23). 



reference of an indicative, is its truth value. l5 

Thus, Frege concludes, associated with each indicative, is a thoughf16 and a fnrrh 

value. The thought is its sense, the truth value its reference. An indicative, expresses a 

thought, it stands for or designates a tmth value. 

Importantly, Frege also differentiates between the seme of a sentence and its 

force. In the case of an assertion, for example, Frege distinguishes between the sentence 

asserted and the act of asserting it. The sense of the sentence is what is asserted and 

exists independently of the force attached to it by the speaker. Thus regardless of 

whether the an indicative, is used to make an assertion, employed as the antecedent of a 

conditional, uttered in a play or used to issue a hypothesis, it expresses the same thought . 

Put simply, Frege argues that the thought expressed by an indicative, exists independently 

of the particular use to which that indicative is put. 

Frege 's Anti-PsychoZogisrn Revisited 

How are we to understand the nature of Fregean senses in general and thoughfs in 

l5 Strictly speaking, when we call an indicative, true, we really mean that its seme-that is, 
the thought it expresses-is true. Indeed, Frege characterizes a thought as "something for which 
the question of tmth arises" ("The Thought" 20). Rendering truth a property of thoughts, not of 
sentences, accounts for the rnany indicative sentences of natural language which, because of 
indexicals like 'him', 'now' and 'there', when removed fiom their context, fail to express a 
complete thought and, so, to refer. For example, strictly speaking, it is not the sentence 'There is 
someone who is wearing the sarne suit as you in the next room' that is tme or false, but rather the 
thought expressed by it, which is supplemented accordingly with information about the identity of 
the speaker, the identity of the person to whom she is speaking, the spacial-temporal location of 
the utterance, and so forth. To Frege, indeXicals are a iùrther burden of natural language-they 
have no analogue in the concept-script. 

l6 Though Frege allows that an indicative, may, depending on the complexity of its structure, 
express more than one thought. A conjunction, for example, may express two thoughts. 
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particular? To begin, Frege asks for us: "Now is the sense of a sentence an idea?" 

("The Thought" 19). That is, is the sense of a sentence the idea that 1, as the speaker or 

as an interpreter, associate with it? In keeping with his ardent attack on psychologism, 

Frege's answer is a resounding 'No'. Just as he argues that the laws of truth are mind- 

independent. so too, he says, are senses in general, and thoughts in particular. Indeed, 

when he fust introduces the concept of a thought, he adds in a footnote, "By thought 1 

understand not the subjective performance of thinking, but its objective content, which is 

capable of being the common property of several thinkersn ("On Sense and Reference" 

62). 

In no uncertain terms, Frege argues that "the reference and sense of a sign are to 

be distinguished from the associated idea" ('On Sense and Reference" 59). He explains: 

To assume that in the sentence 'The Moon is smaller than the Earth' the 
idea of the Moon is in question, would be flatly to misunderstand the 
sense. If this is what the speaker wanted, he would use the phrase 'my 
idea of the Moon'. (On Sense and Reference: 61) 

Ideas change, both in clarity and in association, and are samrated with feelings-that is, 

they are subjective. In contrast, Frege's senses are objective and public; they are 

independent of our thinking. He writes, "A thought does not belong specially to the 

person who thinks it, as an idea does to the person who has it: whoever thinks it 

encounters it in the same way , as the same thought" ("Logic" 127). That is, unlike 

ideas, "one and the same thought can be grasped by many [people]" ("On Sense and 

Reference" 79, insert mine). Thus, the thought must be disthguished fiom the ideas that 

arise in people's minds as they grasp the thought. 

Frege allows that 'almost always, it seems, we comect with the main thoughts 



expressed by us subsidiary thoughts which, although not expressed , are associated with 

our words, in accordance with psychological laws, by the hearer" ('On Sense and 

Reference" 75). He notes, for example, that a painter, a horseman and a zoologist will 

probably associate different thoughts with the name 'Bucephalus', but insists that 

nonetheless its sense remains constant ('On Sense and Reference" 59). Language 

encodes not ideas, conceived as mental objects, but thoughts and concepts conceived as 

mind-independent Platonic entities. Indeed, Frege argues that senses belong to a third 

realm: "The thought belongs neither to my inner world as an idea nor yet to the outer 

world of materiai, perceptible things" ("The Thought" 35). Moreover, the very 

existence of thoughts is entirely independent of human influence: "We grasp thoughts but 

we do not create them" (Frege, "A brief survey of my Logical Doctrines" 198).17 

That Frege argues that senses are objective should not surprise us. The success of 

his concept-script depends Unportantly on establishing the objectivity not only of logical 

laws, but of conceptual content. Indeed, it is here that he locates the fundamental error 

of many of his predecessors. 'Psychological treatments of logic," he writes, "arise from 

the mistaken belief that a thought (a judgment as it is usually called) is something 

psychological like an idea" ("Logic" 144). According to Frege, objectiQing senses is the 

only way to explain adequately how we manage to have meaningful discussions in the 

fust place. Thoughts must be conceived as objective, mind-independent entities, 

Othenvise IWO people would wver attach the sarne thought to the same 

l7 Note that this entails the (perhaps troubling) corollary that before the discovery of quarks 
and before the invention of roIlerblades and cheesebalIs there existed thoughts waiting to be 
expressed by sentences employing the terms 'quark', 'rollerblades' and 'cheeseballs'. 



sentence.. . A dispute about the tmth of something would be futile. There 
would be no common ground to fight on. ("Logic" 127) 

Frege reasons that to conceive of senses as ideas is to render the meanings of Our 

utterances inaccessible to one another, in which case rneaningful discussion is impossible. 

He adds, 

If something were tme only for him who holds it to be m e ,  there would 
be no contradiction between the opinions of different people.. . There 
would be no science, no error and no correction of error. ("Logic" 132- 
33) 

Frege argues that if senses were detennined by the mental States of particular individuals, 

then understanding and, so, veriQing the tmth of your c l a b  that 'Water present at sea 

level boils at one hundred degrees celsius' would be as difficult as understanding and, so, 

veriving your c l a h  that 'The Mona Lisa is beautiful'. Rigorous enquiry could not get 

off the ground. 

Frege identifies further advantages to conceiving of thoughts as objective, Platonic 

entities. First, it explains how knowledge is preserved over t h e .  He writes, "For one 

c m  hardly deny that m a n k i n d ]  has a common store of thoughts which is transmitted 

from one generation to another" ("On Sense and Reference" 59, insert mine). Second, 

Frege contends, conceiving of thoughts as objects explains how we understand sentences 

for which the author is unknown: "If we see the sentence '2+3=SY written on a waIl, we 

have no difficulty at al1 in recognizing the thought expressed by it, and we do not need to 

lcnow who has written it there in order to understand it" ("Logic" 134). Third, thoughts 

conceived as objective Platonic entities gives us a cntenon of successful translation, 

namely , the preservation of the thought expressed ("Logic" 141). 
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Frege's Literal Lmguage 

How does Frege's analysis of language bear on Our investigation into the distinction 

between literal and non-literai language? 1 want to suggest that his account of meaning in 

terms of the doctrines of sense and reference constitutes the fust sustained attempt by a 

philosopher to demarcate cIearly between that in language which is literal and al1 else. If 

1 am right about this, then his entire analysis of naairal language operates on the implicit 

assumption that it is ZiteruZ meaning that is his subject matter. To appreciate this, we 

need to re-evaluate the features of his analysis of natural language salient to Our 

investigation. 

First, though, it is instructive to note that Frege nowhere discusses the concept of 

non-literal language. In fact, in none of his major works on language does he even 

mention figurative devices such as metaphor, irony, hyperbole, and the like. He cornes 

closest with the following comment about poetry: "The poet does not really depict 

anything: he only provides the impetus for others to do so, fumishing hints to this end, 

and leaving it to the hearer to give his words body and shape" ('Logic" 140).'~ It may 

appear at first that here Frege is alluding to figurative devices such as metaphor, but what 

he says immediately following this indicates otherwise: 'And in this connection it is 

useful to the poet to have at his disposal a number of different words that cm be 

substituted for one another without altering the thought, but which can act in different 

ways on the feelings and imagination of the hearer ("Logic" 140). Apparently, Frege 

l8 Frege also claims that in poetry we leave aside the question of the proper reference of 
fictional names such as 'Odysseus' ('On Sense and Reference" 63). But this is a point about 
fictional names rather than about poetic devices, so it is of no help to us here. 
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to observe that synonymous expressions rnight possess different evocative 

that the poet does well to bear this in mind. But this has nothing to do with 

metaphor and the like. To substitute the metaphor 'No man is an island' for the literal 

'No man exists in isolation' is to alter the thought expressed, from a banal huth about the 

impossibility of identiwing men and islands to a philosophical daim about human 

existence. In the situations about which Frege is thinking, though substituting one 

synonym for another may conjure different images and emotions, it nonetheless leaves the 

thought untouched. Frege has in mind the difference between, Say, saying that someone 

is 'sad' and saying that they are   nor rose'.'^ 

Given Frege's preoccupation with the concept-script, his conspicuous inattention to 

non-literal language should not surprise us. If queried, Frege would likely claim that 

there is no need, nor is there a place, for non-literal devices in any language suited for 

rigorous enquiry. Indeed, he Iikely thought that in virtue of being other than Iireral, non- 

iiteral language has no place in a rigorous language like the concept-script-that is, in a 

system which seeks to assign one interpretation to each of its constituent sentences. His 

apathy toward non-literal language is indicated by the examples that he gives to support 

his analysis of natural language. These are almost exclusively of short, literal sentences 

that employ uncontroversial referring expressions-'The Moon is smaller than the Earth', 

' 5  is a prime number', 'Kepler did not die in misery' , 'Ice is less dense than water' , '1 

srnell the scent of violets', 'Al1 horses are four legged animais' , 'Whatever is a mammal 

l9 It is critical to Frege's point that the substitution lave the thought unaltered. To ensure 
this, one cannot sirnply substitute CO-referring expressions for one another; rather, the expressions 
must share the same reference and sense-.though, and this is the point, the resulting sentence 
May evoke different psychological effects than the original sentence. 
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has red blood', 'Caesar conquered Gaul', 'Oxygen is combustible', and so on. Granted, 

there are exceptions, but they arise only when Frege wants to illustrate the logical 

imperfections of natural language. Moreover, these examples are never of figurative 

language, but rather of, Say, expressions found in fiction that fail to referm20 

Frege's stated interest in natural language lies not with the distinction between 

literai and non-literal language, nor with the concepts of literal and non-literal language 

themselves, but rather with that which he deems relevant to logical inference, namely, 

conceptual content. But the notions of conceptual content and of literal language are 

closely related. As we have seen, according to Frege, conceptual content consists of the 

thought expressed by an indicative,, and its truth value. At the foundation of this analysis 

are the theses that thoughts are objective and shareable and that tmth values are 

invariable and independent of a speaker's beliefs. As Frege is well aware, these theses 

do not hold up if it is assumed that al1 features of an indicative, utterance constitute 

equally good guides to its conceptual content. Put differently, these theses depend on the 

assurnption that only certain features of indicative, utterances serve as clues to the identity 

of the thoughts they express. These feahires include the meanings of the component 

expressions and the Iogical structure of the sentence. They do not, however, include the 

tone of voice, the use of words like 'ah' and 'unfominately , the difference between the 

co~ota t ions  of the conjunctions 'but' and 'and', and so forth. Demarcating what belongs 

to the thought expressed by an indicative, is the very roIe Frege intends the semantic 

concepts of sense and reference to fili. In other words, to posit a sense and a reference 

ZJ See "On Sense and Reference" (62) .  
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for each expression is to posit an objective, independent, invariable, shareable meaning . 

Indeed, the very idea that thoughts 'do not belong to the individual a d . .  . but are 

independent of our thinking and confront each one of us in the same way" presupposes 

the availability of standard meanings (Frege, ' Logic" 149). 

Frege's adys i s  of natural language depends irnportantly on king able to 

distinguish between that which is relevant to conceptuai content and that which is not. 

Put differently, Frege's analysis presupposes the availability of a distinction between the 

thought(s) erpressed by an indicative, and those that are merely suggested by it. Indeed, 

as H m  Sluga explains, "This distinction is what guarantees the separation of logic from 

psychology" (Gortlob Frege 76). Critical to Frege's analysis, then, is the c l a h  that 

conceptual content does not depend in any way on the psychological particulars of any 

one speaker of the language. Indeed, Frege intends to demonstrate by means of the 

concepts of sense and reference that a theory of meaning is possible according to which 

the meaning of a sentence is determined solely by its logical form and component 

expressions, irrespective of any particular occasion of its utterance. 

Frege g a n t s  that separating the psychological from the logical in natuml language 

is not easy. Unlike the concept-script, natural language, he observes, is saturated with 

psychological distractions: 

Right from the start we experience the series of sounds themselves, the 
tone of the voice, the intonation and rhythm with feelings of pleasure or 
displeasure.. . This is quite independent of the a h  of the words to express 
thoughts. ("Logic" 139) 

Moreover, we must keep distinct the thoughts expressed by a speaker's sentences and 

those which "the speaker leads others to take as true although he does not express thern" 
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("Logic" MO). 

Again, of what relevance is this to our investigation? I submit that when Frege 

says that the sense and reference of a sentence (or, in the context of a sentence, of a 

word or phrase) together constitute its meaning, he means its lirerai meaning. Put 

differently, Frege's distinction between what a sentence says and what it merely suggests 

(or what we take the speaker to be suggesting by uttering it) just is the distinction 

between literal language and ail else. A thought, then, is to be understood as the literal 

interpretation of an indi~ative,.~' Though Tennyson's metaphor 'Sleep is the brother of 

death' might suggest to us a close relation between sleep and death, it says only that sleep 

is the brother of death (which is absurd). Similarly, to borrow an example from H.P. 

Grice, though you might take my reply 'It's Sunday' to your question about the location 

of the nearest gas station to indicate that the al1 gas stations are currently closed, rny 

utterance means literaily that it is Sunday. 

But what of non-indicatives,? That a sentence expresses a thought is a sufficient 

condition of its literalness, but is it also a necessary condition? That is, al1 thoughts are 

literal, but do al1 instances of literal language express thoughts? Given what we h o w  of 

Frege's analysis, the answer must be no. On Frege's account, there are numerous 

sentences in natural language which, though they are literal, nonetheless do not express 

21 Whether literalness, Iike tmth, is a property of senses rather than of sentences depends on 
how one chooses to incorporate an account of non-literal language into a Fregean framework. 
Consider, for example, the case of a metaphoncal utterance. On the one hand, if one were to 
argue that in addition to the literal thought expressed by the sentence there is also a metaphorid 
sense, then it would follow that literalness is a property of senses, not of sentences. On the other 
hand, if one were to argue that each sentence of natural language expresses just one sense (its 
literal sense), then it would be redundant to caii the sense expressed by a natural language 
sentence 'literal' . 
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thoughts. These include optatives (' Would that 1 were dancing'), interrogatives ('Would 

you please pass the soap?'), imperatives ('Put away that book!') and exclamations ('What 

a beautifûl day!'), d l  of which are capable of being literaLu These also include 

indicatives which contain one or more referring expressions that faiI to refer ('Santa 

Claus fed Rudolph some cookies ' ) and, perhaps, value judgments. 23 

Demarcaiing the Bounds of Sense 

How, according to Frege, can we disringuish between that which is part of the sense 

expressed by a sentence, and that which is not (but which nonetheless may be associated 

with it)?24 That is, how, according to Frege, do we demarcate the bounds of the literal 

meaning of a sentence? That Frege has available to hun an answer to this question is of 

the utmost relevance to the success of his analysis of natural language. Without a clear 

criterion for identioing sense content, Frege's application of the notion of concepnial 

content to the analysis of naniral language stalls. In the concept-script, identifying sense 

Frege's remarks on this are not always consistent. At one point he writes that "an 
interrogative sentence and an indicative one contain the same thought" (though the indicative 
"lays it down as truen whereas the interrogative contains. in addition to the thought, "a requestn) 
('The Thought" 21). Elsewhere he argues that the difference between assertions, interrogatives, 
optatives, irnperatives. and so fonh. resides in their different semes. That is, he argues that just 
as assertions express thoughts, so interrogatives express questions, imperatives express 
commands, optatives express wishes, and so fonh: "A command, a request, are indeed not 
thoughts, yet they stand on the same level as thoughts" ("On Sense and Referencen 68). Ln any 
case, this latter position is rnost consistent with the rest of his theory. 

t3 See footnote 11. 

Although, according to Frege. the sense and reference of a sentence together constitue its 
meaning, the sense is to be considered primary: "It is the striving for rmh that dnves us always 
to advance from the sense to the referencen ("On Sense and Reference 63) .  Thus, establishing 
the meaning of a sentence is first and forernost a matter of establishing its sense (cf. Baker and 
Hacker, Frege 304; Dummett, Frege 159). 
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content is easy-there the sense of each expression, and so of each sentence, is expressly 

defmed. In the case of naturai language, however, things are not quite so clear? 

This is not to Say that Frege is without a response to the question of demarcating 

sense. In "On Sense and Reference," he invites us to consider the example, 'Napoleon, 

who recognized the danger to his right flank, himself led his guards against the enemy 

position' (75). He says that each clause expresses a thought: the frst, that Napoleon 

recognized the danger to his right flank; and the second, that Napoleon himself led his 

guards against the enemy position. But, he observes, one might also be tempted to 

attribute to the sentence the thought that the knowledge of the danger was the reason why 

Napoleon led the guards against the enemy position. How do we decide whether this 

thought is in fact expressed by the sentence or rnerely associated with if? Frege answers: 

Let the question be considered whether Our sentence be false if Napoleon's 
decision had already been made before he recognized the danger. If our 
sentence could be true in spite of this, the subsidiary thought should not be 
understood as part of the sense. ("On Sense and Reference" 75) 

Frege urges us to agree with him that the original sentence, 'Napoleon, who recognized 

the danger to his right flank, hirnself led his guards against the enemy position', would 

nor be false if Napoleon's decision had already been made before he recognised the 

danger. If this is the case, then the thought that the knowledge of the danger was the 

reason why Napoleon led the guards against the enemy position cannot be part of what is 

expressed by the sentence. Otherwise, the sentence would express a conjunction of three 

ZI Frege's most explicit remark on this is found not in one of his oft cited works on language, 
but rather in 'Logic." There, in reference to the fact that in the concept-script issues of sense 
content are decided in advance by agreement, he adds, "In [natural] language cornmon usage 
takes the place of such agreements" ("Logicn 141). Unfortunately, this comment constitutes the 
extent of his attention to the matter. 
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thoughts, one of which is false. This, in turn, would render the sentence faise as a 

whole. 

It appears, then, that Frege provides us with a means of determining sense 

content. First, we assume that the sentence, or, d e r ,  that the thought expressed by the 

sentence, stripped of the thought about which we are enquiring, is true. Then we ask: if 

the thought about which we are enquiring were false, would the original, pared down 

thought also be false? If the answer is no, then the thought under consideration is not in 

fact expressed by the sentence. If the answer is yes, then it is. Indeed, this method is 

really just an extension of Frege's thesis that the rneaning of a sentence is identified with 

its inferential power. In the above example, he might well have asked, 'Does the 

sentence "Napoleon, who recognized the danger to his right flank, himself led his guards 

against the enemy position" entail that the knowledge of the danger was the reason why 

Napoleon led the guards against the enemy position?'. 

We might very well fmd ourselves in agreement with Frege about the above 

example. But consider a second example for which if is less clear that Frege's solution 

meets with Our intuitions. In "Logic," Frege asks us to consider the sentences, 'This dog 

howled the whole night' and 'This cur howled the whole night' (140). Though the word 

'dog' is 'neutral" and the word 'cur' has "unpleasant associations," Frege argues that the 

thought expressed by each sentence is the same-that is, the fmt sentence "tells us 

neither more nor less than the second" ("Logic" 140). Frege acknowledges that there 

may be resistance to this characterization of the matter: "It might be thought that the 

second sentence does nevertheless tell us more than the fust, nameiy that the speaker has 
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a poor opinion of the dog" (Logic 140). If this were the case, he adds, then the word 

'cur' would contain the thought that this is an unkept dog. He continues, 'We can put 

this to the test in the following way" ("Logic" 140). As with the Napoleon example, he 

asks us to suppose whether the second sentence, 'This cur howled the whole night', 

would be false if the dog were not in fact unkept. That is, if it were true that this dog 

howled the whole night, would the sentence 'This cur howled the whole night' be false 

given that this dog is not in fact unkept? Frege does not think so: "The use of the word 

'cur' does not prevent us from holding that ['This cur howled the whole night'] is true as 

well" ("Logic" 140, insert mine) .26 

Frege is clearly satisfied by this solution to the problem of identiving sense 

content. Upon completion of its exposition in 'Logic, " he wntes, ' CW]e have a means 

of deciding what is and what is not part of the thought" (141). But considered carefully 

his solution is imperfect both in scope and in method. First, consider its scope. Because 

his proposa1 is tied closely to the notion of truth, it applies only to those senses capable 

of being true or false, namely, thoughts. T'us,  its scope is limited to senses expressed 

by indicatives,. But indicatives, are not the only sentences of natural language which 

express literal senses. Indeed, interrogatives are capable of expressing literd questions, 

imperatives literal commands and 

employ non-referring expressions 

optatives literal wishes. 27 In addition, sentences that 

are capable of being literal. According to Frege, 

26 This exarnple emphasizes the difficulty of drawing the line between the socalled 
psychological and the socalleci logical. Presumably it will be evident to some speakers of the 
language and questionable to others that part of the meaning of the word 'cur' is 'unkept'. 

See 'On Sense and Reference" (68). There Frege says that commands, requests, and so 
forth "stand on the same level as thoughts." 
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however, al1 such sentences are incapable of king true or false. They cannot, then, be 

subjected to the above test. 

One might respond that because Frege's interest in natural language lies almost 

exclusively with indicatives,, it is irrelevant that bis proposal does not apply to other 

kinds of sentences. But, in so far as he attributes the concepts of sense and reference to 

al1 meaninfil sentences of naturai language, including imperatives, interrogatives, 

optatives, and the like, we should ask how sense content is identified. Indeed, we expect 

that the meanings of 'The Blue Jays won the World Series', 'Would that the Blue Jays 

were to win the World Series' and 'Did the Blue Jays win the World Series?' are closely 

related-that is, we expect that there is a content common to al1 of them and that al1 

matters pertaining to this common content. including the determinants of its bounds, will 

bear equally on each sentence. 

Perhaps Frege's proposal can be modified to broaden its scope to include 

sentences other than indicatives,. One might argue that pnor to applying his test, we 

must extract from the non-indicative, its corresponding indicative, In Our exarnple above, 

we extract Born the imperative 'Stop this cur from howling! ', the indicative, 'This 

howling cur is to be stopped' (or something Iike this) and then ask the question whether it 

entails that this dog is unkept. This response might seem promising, but it is not without 

its own problems. In particular, there are sentences for which it is not clear that there is 

an appropnate corresponding indicative,. These will include interrogatives which do not 

solicit the response 'yes' or 'no'. For example, it is not clear what indicative, might be 

extracted from the question, 'What is your favourite colour?' or from 'Who was the f ~ s t  
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Prime Minister of Canada?'. Moreover, it is not clear that there are indicatives, to be 

extracted from indicatives which contain one or more referiing expressions that fail to 

refer. That is, presumably one caonot extract indicatives, fkom the sentence 'Humpty 

Dumpty fell off the wall'. 

The question of scope aside, there is a further, more fundamental problem with 

Frege's proposal, one that reaches to the core of his analysis of nahuai language. In 

accord with his anti-psychologism, Frege must avoid reducing the question of identiQing 

sense content to the question of what seems to us to be the case. In the above case, for 

example, the question he does not want to ask is, 'If it is true that this dog howled the 

whole night, and that this dog is not unkept, then does the sentence "This cur howled the 

whole night" seem to us to be false?'. Rather, he wants to ask, ' Would it be false?'. 

Nevertheless, he leaves the reader with a sense that subjective judgment may be the only 

means of assessrnent available. In his discussion of the Napoleon example, he says, "If 

our sentence could be tme in spite of [the falsity of the subsidiary thought], the 

subsidiary thought should not be understood as part of the sense," and continues, "one 

would probubiy decide in favour of rhis" ("On Sense and Reference" 75, insert and 

emphasis mine). But we want to ask Frege, how does one decide, if not by what seems 

correct? Indeed, Frege's proposa1 for identifying sense content risks circularity-one 

must already know what the utterance means in order to assess whether it entails the 

subsidiary thought. 

Frege's concepts of sense and reference are intended to serve as rnarkers for al1 

that is relevant to the objective. shared meaning of a sentence-that is, al1 that is relevant 
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to the Zireral meaning of a sentence. He argues persistently for the importance of 

recognising and maintahhg the distinction between sense and reference-i.e., literal 

meaning-and al1 else; that is, between what a sentence means (literally) and what it 

suggests in a particular context. But he says too little about how sense content is 

identified (and, so, about how reference is detemiined). Without a theory of how words 

and phrases and, so, sentences acquire their sense and, so, their reference, we are left 

without a complete account of how the meanings of sentences are determined. Put 

sirnply, though Frege advances the claim that we can, indeed m m ,  demarcate the literal 

meaning of a sentence, he says too little about how this is to be done. As we will fmd, 

the influence of his approach to linguistic analysis renders the issue of the bounds of 

literal meaning and, so, of the distinction between literal and non-literal language 

important to certain projects in analytic philosophy. If we are unable to answer 

adequately the question left to us by Frege-How are the boundanes of Ziteral meaning 

detemined?-then we are left with a picture of language that is, at best, incomplete. 



Chapter 3 
The Orthodox Position 

Frege's logicist programme generates a certain vision of natural language in general, and 

of literal meaning in paaicular. His concept-script provides analytic philosophers with a 

particular conception of the underlying structure of language, and even of thought and of 

reasoning. His programme irnplies that a language is, beneath al1 its appearances, a 

calculus of hidden rules and that speaking and understanding a Ianguage is a matter of 

operating according to these d e s .  

As we discovered in the Iast chapter, Frege strips meaning (and inferential mies) 

of any psychological content. As Dummett wntes, Frege repudiates "any supposedly 

essential connection between the sense of the word and the psychological process which 

may accompany or precede its acquisition, and which may, within the realm of 

psychological law, be a necessary condition of that acquisition" (Frege 678). Language, 

Frege argues, does not encode ideas, conceived as psychological entities, but thoughts 

and concepts conceived as mind-independent Platonic entities. Meanings-Le., 

senses-exist independent of our grasping of them. Indeed, it is Frege's f m  beIief that 

a systematic theory of meaning is possible only if we first expel psychology from logic 

and, so, from the philosophy of language. 

Frege's muence  

Many of Frege's theses about language are taken up in one form on another by 

subsequent philosophers in the analytic tradition. Indeed, the picture of lmguage that 
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emerges from Frege's work dominates subsequent philosophical enquiry into linguistic 

rneaning. Whether it is Bertrand Russell's theory of descriptions, Ludwig Wittgenstein's 

theory of logical necessity, Rudolf Carnap's work on the structure of languages, or the 

verifcationism of the Logical Positivist's, certain suppositions about linguistic meaning 

(implicit and explicit), suppositions borrowed h m  Frege, are virtually ubiquitous. 

For example, Russell's theory of descriptions, once touted as a paradigm of 

logical analysis, owes much to the Fregean analysis of sentence rneaning (Russell, "On 

Denoting"). Briefly, Russell is mubled by the apparently forced conclusion that a 

sentence is meaningless if it contains a referring expression that fails to refer-for 

example, 'The present King of France is bald' . RusseII 's triumph is to show that such 

sentences are not, despite their appearance, of the form 'The F is G'. Rather, their true 

logical form is 'There exists exactly one thing which is F and that thing is G'. Hence, he 

argues, to Say 'The present King of France is bald' is not to Say of the present King of 

France that he is bald, but rather that there exists exactly one present King of France and 

he is bald. Thus understood, the sentence is not meaningless; rather, because the frst 

part is false (Le., because it is not the case that there exists exactly one present King of 

France), the sentence as a whole is false. 

Frege's influence on Wittgenstein also is apparent. In the Preface to his Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus Wittgenstein declares explicitly his debt to "The magnificent works 

of Frege and the writings of rny fiiend Bertrand Russell." The influence of Frege's (and 

Russell's) work on the views of the Tracraius is, as Sluga declares, "pervasive" (Sluga, 

Frege 18 1). In particular, Wittgenstein adopts whole-heartedly Frege's anti-psychologism 
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about meaning. Indeed, the Tractutus is perhaps the most powerful example of the shift 

in philosophers' conception of their subject rnatter to language. It is, as Dummett 

descnbes, 'a pure essay in the theory of meaning, from which every trace of 

epistemological or psychological consideration has been purged" (Dummett, Frege 679). 

Influenced by the Fregean approach to analysis, Wittgenstein argues that the function of 

philosophy is to regulate the bounds of sense, to elucidate philosophically problematic 

sentences, and to show that attempts to cross the bounds of sense are pointless. 

Carnap in tum credits Frege and Wittgenstein with providing the logical 

ffamework within which he and other Logical Positivists construct their accounts of 

verificati~nism.~ Roughly, the aim of Carnap and the Logical Positivists is to develop a 

systematic theory of literal meaning according to which the meaning of a sentence is 

specified by the actual steps we take to veriw its mith or falsity. According to this strict 

approach, if these steps cannot be provided-as in the case, Say, of a metaphysical 

claim-the sentence is meaningless. 

Frege provides not only the vision with which these and other analytic 

philosophers constmct their accounts of language, but also the tools. His 

function/argument analysis provides the basic form for the analysis of sentences. In 

particular it provides key to the structure of sentences involving generality. Moreover, 

his distinction between sense and force is generally taken to be a requirement of any 

systematic theory of meaning. Further, his concepts of sense and reference provide the 

' The objective of Carnap's The Logical Synrax of lnnguage, for example, is to give a forma1 
account of the structure of any possible language. In his "Intellectual Autobiography" Carnap 
credits his interest in logical syncax and semantics to Frege (12-13). 



framework for most analytic theorising about language. 

Cornpositiunuii~ and Truth Conditions 

Of concem to our investigation are two particular suppositions with which Frege 

operates, two suppositions that pervade subsequent work in analytic philosophy. The fmt  

of these is the joint supposition that the sentence, not the word, is the basic unit of 

meaning, and that sentence meaning is comp~sitional.~ As we discovered, according to 

Frege, a complete theory of meaning for a language explains how the meanings of 

sentences are derived €rom the meanings of their constituent parts and logical structure. 

Stemrning from this is the supposition that it is the sentence type, not roken, that is the 

primary bearer of meaning. According to this view, sentence meaning is determined 

entire1y independent of context-that is, the interpretation of a particular utterance of a 

sentence is independent of knowledge of its extra-linguistic context.) This supposition is 

treated as a basic assumption in many subsequent analytic projects. Indeed, the 

commonly held notion that the literal meaning of a sentence is the meaning it has 

independent of any particular use to which it is put stems directly from Frege's principle 

of compositionality . 

The second of Frege's suppositions that pewades analytic philosophy and is of 

* Though Frege offers no adequate definition of a sentence. Perhaps he cornes closest with 
this suggestion: "What does one cal1 a sentence? A series of sounds; but only when it has a 
sense, by which it is not rneant that every series of sounds that has a sense is a sentence" ("The 
Thought " 19). 

In chapter four we will discuss certain apparent barriers to this supposition, including the 
existence of ambiguities and of indexicals. 
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interest to us is his link between meaning and mth conditions. Frege's tmth-conditional 

semantics is what makes possible the extension of his logical framework to natural 

language. An indicative: purports to describes the world as being a certain way. Its 

meaning, then, is given by stating the conditions the world must meet in order for things 

to be as the sentence says they are. Thus by linking meaning to tmth, Frege ahbutes a 

special status to Ziteral language . This supposition pervades , virtually un-remarked, 

throughout various works in the analytic tradition. That is, though on the face of it the 

assurnption that proper philosophical enquiry necessarily involves the analysis of language 

says n o h g  about the distinction between literal and non-literal language, hidden beneath 

this assumption is the further assumption that it is lirerai Zanguage that is the object of 

analysis. Although non-literal devices, most notably metaphor, recently have received 

widespread respect as important philosophical devices, no analytic philosopher awards 

them status sirnilar to literal language when it cornes to their role in the representation of 

States of affairs. Indeed, none of the aforementioned analytic philosophers daims that 

there are important philosophical tmths to be uncovered in the analysis of non-literal 

language. 

Put sirnpty, lirerd meaning is what nahiral Ianguage semantics is about. That is, 

the distinction between literal and non-Iiteral language is at least irnplicit in any analysis 

of meaning whatsoever. As a result, natural language semantics assigns to the concept of 

literal meaning a kind of philosophical importance not found in pre-twentieth century 

' Recall that an indicative, is an indicative sentence that contains no referring expression that 
fails to refer. 
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philosophising about language . Indeed, Frege, Russell, the Positivists and others raise 

the stakes in the effort to draw distinction between literal and non-literal language: 

making a principled distinction is critical to the success of natural language sernantics. 

n e  Orthodox Position 

The picture of meaning that emerges within (and in part defmes) the strand of analytic 

phiiosophy with which we are interested is not a theory per se, but rather a framework 

within which various analytic philosophers formulate their competing semantic and 

pragmatic theories of natural language. In its most general form, the pichire is this: a 

language is a set of precise and specifiable syntactic and semantic niles; verbal 

communication depends on speaker and interpreter sharing the ability to operate 

according to the rules of the language being spoken, and it requires no more than this. 

Within this broad framework. these analytic philosophers share a series of more specific 

suppositions about language, suppositions that are relevant to our investigation: 

1. There is a meaning that is associated with each sentence taken 
independent of context (Le., independent of who utters it and of their 
purpose in uttering it). This is called sentence meaning. A sentence may 
have more than one meaning, in which case it is ambiguous, or its meaning 
may be defective in such a way that it is nonsensical. 

2. Sentence meaning is detemined entirely by the meanings of the 
component expressions and logicat structure of the sentence. 

3. Literal meaning and sentence meaning are equivalent. 

4. The literal meaning of a sentence needs to be distinguished sharply from 
the uses to which the sentence might be put (i.e., speaker meaning may 
depart frorn literal sentence meaning in a number of ways, as with 
figurative meaning ) . 



5. Of literal meaning, metaphorical meaning, speaker's meaning, etc., only 
literal meaning is a property of sentences. 

6 .  For sentences in the indicative, literal meaning determines a set of tmth 
conditions such that a literal utterance of the sentence will be true if and 
only if those conditions are satisfied. (Some philosophers in this tradition 
equate the literai meaning of a sentence with its tmth conditions.) 

Together , these suppositions fonn the framework w i thin which the semantic analysis of 

language is conducted. Together they form what 1 will cal1 the orrhodox p o s i t i ~ n . ~  

The term orihodoxposition is borrowed from Robert Wilensky (Primal Content and Acnuil 
Content 163). 



Chapter Four 
On The Notion of Context Independent Meaning 

According to what 1 have temed the orthodox approach to the analysis of natural 

language, associated with each sentence of a language is a meaning which exists 

independently of any particular use to which that sentence rnight be put. This meaning is 

compositional-that is, it is detemined entirely by the logicai smcture of the sentence 

and the meanings of the cornponent expressions of the sentence. According to the 

orthodox position, meaning, or rather liieral meaning , is determined entireiy independent 

of context. Granted, the sentence 'It is cold in here' may be used to motivate someone to 

close an open window, or to comment metaphorically on the mood in a room, but it 

means (literally) that it is cold in here. Any implicatures, figurative interpretations, or 

the like that we wish to assign to a sentence on a particuiar occasion are, according to the 

orthodox position, distinct from its literal meaning. 

To make sense of the oflhodox position's notion of literal meaning, then, we must 

be able to make sense of the notion of context-independent meaning. To be sure, this 

would not be without benefit to our investigation. Indeed, context-independent meaning 

is, prima facie, an ideal criterion for identiQing literal meaning. In the aforementioned 

case, for example, deprived of any particular context-e-g., a room with an open window 

or a room in which the mood is tense-we would agree that the sentence 'It is cold in 

here' means simply that it is cold in here; we would not be tempted to assign to it the 

meaning either that 1 want you to close the window or that the mood in the room is tense. 
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What Does 'Context-Independent ' Mean ? 

The term 'context-independent meaaing ' is somewhat misleading . ' Strictly speaking , 

there c m  be no such thing as meaning entirely independent of context. Devoid of any 

context whatever, the noises you make and the marks on this page will not even be 

recognised as anempts to communicate. Communication, and so meaning, is possible 

only against some kind of backdrop of shared beliefs about the world. But how might we 

characterise the nature and scope of this set of beliefs? 

Jerrold Katz, an advocate of the orthodox position, has done as much as anyone to 

try to make sense of the notion of context-independent meaning. He characterizes the 

literal meaning of a sentence as that which would be understood by an ideal speaker of a 

language in the "zero" or "nulln context, which is defmed in tuni as "a context whose 

features provide no relevant information for choosing a compositional meaning as the 

utterance meaning different from the compositional meaning of the sentence usedn 

("Literal Meaning and Logical Theory" 217n.). Left as it stands, however, this 

characterization of literal meaning is circular-Katz defines literai meaning as meaning in 

the null context, and he then defmes the null context as one in which we would choose 

the literal (compositional) meaning as utterance meaning. But Katz elucidates the notion 

of a "null" context with what he terms "the anonymous letter situation," described as 

"the case where an ideal speaker of a ianguage receives an anonymous letter containing 

just one sentence of that language, with no due whatever about the motive. circumstances 

of transmission, or any other factor relevant to understanding the sentence on the basis of 

Though perhaps not as misleading as the often useci 'context-free meaning' . 



its context of utterance" (Propositio~l Snucture and Iilocurio~ry Force 14) .2 Literal 

meaning is constituted by "those aspects of the meaning of a sentence that an ideal 

speaker-hearer of the language would know in such an anonymous letter situation* 

(Propositional Structure and lllocutionary Force 14) .' 
Prima facie, Katz's anonymous letter scenario does a laudable job of capturing our 

pre-theoretic understanding of what would constitute a sensible interpretation of the 

notion of context-independent meaning. Granted, it is perhaps less than ideal in that it 

retains the specific context that it is an anonymous letter. In addition to the wonder, 

confusion, excitement, or the like that this might elicit, Jonathan Berg notes that in the 

context of the anonymous letter scenario if the sentence were to read, Say, 'This letter 

was written anonymously', we would likely not notice that the word 'letter' has more 

than one meaning ("Literal Meaning and Context" 408).4 Nonetheless, this is not itself 

reason enough to abandon the anonymous letter scenario. Indeed, Berg's point serves to 

highiight that the anonymous Ietter scenario is simply a heunstic device, albeit a powerful 

' Katz first discusses the anonyrnous letter situation in a piece CO-written with Jerry Fodor 
entitled "The Structure of a Semantic Theory" (1963). 

To be clear, what Katz has in minci is not the case in which one receives a letter which, 
though it is written anonymously, is nevertheless intendeci for a particular recipient (or a group to 
which the recipient belongs), as in the case, Say, of an anonymous letter sent by a secret admirer. 
Rather, he has in rnind the more fantastic, though nevertheless plausible, scenario in which the 
only salient characteristic of the recipient of the letter is that she speaks the language to which the 
sentence in the letter belongs. 

Berg wntes that in this case, 
It would be interpreted as concerning a certain piece of correspondence (the one at 
hand). But the sentence has another IiteraI meaning: a letter is dso a Ietter of the 
alphabet. Since the contextual information in the anonymous letter situation leads 
the interpreter to overIook or disregard this other literal meaning of the sentence, 
the situation is not really null. ('Literal Meaning and Context" 408) 
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and important one. Its appeai resides in the fact that it gives a down-to-earth spin to the 

highly theoretical notion of context-independent meaning . The importance of this role 

cannot be overstated easily. The anonymous letter scenario affords us an understanding 

of what context-independence could be, and so something against which to measure 

various of the orthodox position's theoretical claims about Literal meaning.' 

Tradirunally Cited Barnsers to Contert-Independent Meaning 

Identifjbg the context-independent meaning of a sentence in a logical language like that 

of Frege' s Begriffsschnjt or Russell and Whitehead's Prfncipia is straightforward; indeed, 

these languages were designed with this end in mind. Each of their constituent sentences 

has one and only one meaning with a determinate set of mth conditions which 

determines for any context whether the sentence is true or false. For many natural 

language sentences, however, there are apparent barriers to the determination of context- 

independent meaning. Perhaps the most commody cited of these apparent barriers are 

ambiguity and indexicality. The pervasiveness in naturai language of ambiguities and of 

indexicals appears to threaten the idea that each sentence has a context-independent 

meaning which determines for any context whether the sentence is true or false. 

Arnbiguous sentences-that is, sentences that invite two or more independent 

Indeed, more broadly, one might even contend that a rneasure of the success of an account 
of literal meaning (though certainly not the ody one) is that it explain how interpretation is 
possible in such a situation. 



interpretations-are a cornmonplace in naturai language? Prima facie, the presence of 

ambiguities in natural language represents a barrier to the orihodox position's 

identification of literal meaning with context-independent meaning. For example, were 

we to receive an anonymous letter which read 'BU is a poor philosopher', we might 

understand it to mean either that Bill is not very adept at practising philosophy or, 

alternatively, that Bill is a philosopher with very little money. But in fact ambiguities 

represent a mere inconvenience to the orrhodox position: an ambiguous sentence is simply 

one that has two or more context-independent meanings. 

Indexicais seem to pose a greater threat to the viability of the notion of context- 

independent meaning than do ambiguities.' Indexicais are a species of referring 

expressions, which include pronouns (e.g., '1' , 'she', 'yod, 'it' , 'my '), dernonstratives 

(e .g., 'this' , 'that'), certain time or place indicators (e.g., 'here' , 'now' , 'over there' , 

'tomorrow') and the words and aspects of words that indicate temporal position (e-g., 'It 

is raining', 'It rained'). Of interest to Our investigation is that the defining characteristic 

of an indexical is that it depends for its reference on a particular context of utterance. 

Given the orthodox position's assumption that meaning is assigned to sentence-types, not 

Stipulating that the interpretations are independent ensures that figurative devices whose 
interpretations are parasitic on literal meaning are not mistaken for ambiguities. Also, note that 
according to the orthodox picture a sentence may or may not retain its ambiguity in context. 

' Though, according to Frege, indexicals are to be understood as a particular species of 
ambiguity. Since '1' has a different reference in your utterance of '1 am hungry' than in my 
utterance of 'I' am hungry', your utterance of '1' has a different sense than my utterance of '1'. 
This analysis solves one problem, narnely, that of explainhg how your use of the word '1' differs 
from my use of it. But it fails to explain the similarïties between our two uses of '1'. Indeed, 
Frege's position forces the counter-intuitive conclusion that '1' has an altogether different meaning 
when you use it and when 1 use it. Many consider this an unacceptable coroIlary of Frege's 
particular account of meaning. For a fiiller discussion, see J. Peny, "Frege on Demonstratives." 
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tokens, sentences that employ indexicals appear to threaten the claim that sentences have 

context-independent meaning or, at the very least, that context-independent meaning aione 

generates tmth conditions. The presence of indexicals irnplies that the relation between 

meaning and truth cannot be straightforward because indexicals depend in part for their 

meaning-specifically, for their r e fe rencmn the context of the utterance. A sentence 

which employs one or more indexicals may be tnie in one context and false in 

another-for example, the tmth of the sentence 'You are here now' depends on who says 

it, where they Say it, when they Say it and to whom they Say it. Nor is this issue isolated 

to a few anomalous cases. Very many of our natural language sentences employ one or 

more indexicals. Indeed, by including verb tense among the indexical features of natural 

language, we ensure that the above considerations apply to virtually every natural 

language sentence. 

What, then, of the orthodox posirion's quest for context-independent rneanings? 

Because according to the oflhodox posirion the relation of meaning to truth involves truth- 

conditions as an intermediary, there is room to manoeuvre. One solution is to relativize 

the truth of a sentence to its particular context of ~ t t e rance .~  According to this 

approach, one might argue that sentences that employ indexicals retain a context- 

independent meaning which determines a set of truth conditions, but whether those truth 

conditions are satisfied is determined only relative to a context of utterance-for example, 

an utterance of the sentence '1 am hungry' means that 1 am hmgry and is true if and only 

Donald Davidson, for example, describes truth as "a relation between a sentence, a person, 
and a tirne" ("Truth and Meaningn 3 19). Davidson's account of linguistic meanhg will be 
discussed in detail in chapter six. 
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if the speaker is hungry. Accordingly, meaning is a property of sentence-types but truth 

is a property of sentence-tokens . 

Indeed, that the otîhodox position has available a way to treat indexicals should 

neither surprise nor impress us. Though we might not know who wrote the anonymous 

letter containing, for example, the sentence '1 arrived from New York yesterday', we 

would not say that because of this we cannot understand what it means, nor the 

conditions under which an utterance of it would be tme or false. 

Searle's Challenge ro Conrext-Independent Meaning 

In a series of papers, John Searle challenges the view that the literal meaning of any 

sentence can be construed as the meaning it has independent of any context whatever.' 

He argues that "for a large class of sentences there is no such thing as the zero or nu11 

context" ("Literal Meaning" 207). He contends, rather, that in generd the notion of the 

literal meaning of a sentence "only has application (it only, for example, detemines a set 

of tmth conditions) against a background of assumptions" ("The Background of 

Meaning" 221). Moreover, Searle adds that unlike the case of indexicals, these 

background assumptions are not al1 and could not a l  be realized in the semantic structure 

of the sentence ("Literal Meaning" 210; "Background of Meaning" 221). 

Searle's strategy is to consider sentences that appear to have unproblematic 

context-independent meanings, sentences like 'The cat is on the mat', and then 

' Searle first presents this argument in "Literal Meaning," and reiterates it in "The 
Background o f  Meankg" and in "Metaphor." 



demonstrate that even in such cases we can make sense of the notion of the sentence's 

literal meaning only relative to a set of contextual assumpti~ns.'~ He argues, conna the 

onhodox position, that it is not possible to assign to the sentence 'The cat is on the mat' a 

literal meaning independent of context; rather, its literal meaning will vary depending (in 

part) on background assurnptions specific to each context of its utterance. Searle supports 

his clairn by citing cases in which the purported literal meaning of a sentence does not 

appear to deterrnine its truth or falsity, even once al1 arnbiguities and indexical features 

are talcen into account. Searle asks us to envision various abnonnai contexts in which the 

tnith of an utterance of the sentence 'The cat is on the mat' is uncertain. In the fmst 

case, he directs our attention to Figure I below and invites us to suppose that the cat and 

mat are as depicted but floating freely in outer space where the vertical orientation of the 

eaah's gravitational field no longer applies. l 1  

Figure 1 

'O To be sure. 'The cat is on the mat' contains indexical elements. To understand an utterance 
of it we would need to know to which cat and to which mat the speaker is refemng and at what 
time and place the cat is said to be on the mat. But, Searle allows, these features "are aiready 
realised in the semantic elements of the sentencen ("Literal Meaningn 2 10). 

l 1  This represents a clever move by Searle. By referring our attention to his drawing (rather 
than writing. say, "Suppose that the cat is on the mat but floating fieely in outer space.. . ," or 
even giving a more general description of the physical relation between the cat and the mat), he 
avoids making any presuppositions about whether the cat is (or is not) on the mat, or about what 
might constitute sufficient conditions for saying that the cat is (or is not) on the mat. The 
question '1s the cat on the mat?' (in this context) rernains wide open. 



1s the cat still on the mat? Or is the earth's gravitational 

assumption for determining whether it is true that the cat 

that in this context, because we do not know what to Say 
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field a necessary background 

is on the mat? Searle concludes 

about the tmth or falsity of the 

sentence, the notion of the literal meaning of the sentence "does not have a clear 

application" ("Literal Meaning" 211).12 But what if we were to add to the tmth 

conditions of the sentence that to be true the cat and mat must be at or near the earth's 

surface? Searle argues that for at least two reasons this will not work. First, we can 

imagine contexts in which we are not at or near the earth's surface and yet we would 

want to Say that an utterance of 'The cat is on the mat' is true ("Literai Meaning" 212). 

Second, and more important, even if we were to add successfully to the tmth conditions 

of the sentence ail the necessary assumptions about gravitational fields, there are an 

i n d e f ~ t e  number of other contextual assumptions that would have to be dealt with in the 

same way. To illustrate, Searle invites us to consider the case in which that cat and mat 

are on Earth, but the cat is suspended by invisible wires so that the cat "though slightly 

in contact with the mat, exerts no pressure on it" ("Literal Meaning" 212). 'Is the cat 

still on the mat?', he asks. Again, he argues that the question does not have a clear 

answer, and that 'this is just another way of saying that the meaning of the sentence 'The 

cat is on the mat' does not have a clear application in the context as so far specified and 

hence it does not yet determine a clear set of tmth conditions" ("Literal Meaning" 212). 

Next, Searle asks us to consider a situation in which diflerent speakers are 

l2 Note that this is not an issue of vagueness. If the cat were (on earth) half on and half off 
the mat we might not be able to agree whether it is on the mat, but this does not jeopardize the 
notion of context independent meaning in the way that Searle believes his space example does. 



85 

equipped with different sets of backgromd assumptions. He asks us to suppose that the 

cat is drugged into a stupor and is drooped over the edge of a mat that has been stiffened 

and placed so that one end is raised and supported at an angle. The cat's owner, 

unaware of the odd circumstances, asks, 'Where is the cat?' to which Searle replies 'The 

cat is on the mat'. Searle asks, 'Have 1 told the tnith? My inclination is to Say that my 

answer is misleading at best and probably should be described as an ingenious lie, since I 

know that that is not what the owner understands when he hears and gives a literal 

interpretation to the utterance of the sentence, 'The cat is on the mat'" ('Literal 

Meaning" 213). But then Searle asks us to consider a variation of the same example 

whereby the mat is part of a row of objects sticking up sirnilarly at odd angles. 

Moreover, these facts are known both to the speaker and to the audience. The cat, which 

was at frrst on one of the other objects, is moved to the mat. Searle concludes, "it is 

pretty obvious what the correct answer to the question 'Where is the cat?' should be ... 

'The cat is on the mat'" ('Literai Meaning" 214). 

Elsewhere Searle asks us to consider the different contributions of the word 'cut' 

in the sentences 'Bill cut the grass' and 'Sally cut the cake' ("The Background of 

Meaning" 223). Searle argues that the semantic content of the word 'cut' contributes 

differently to the truth conditions of each sentence because "the sort of thing that 

constitutes cutting the gras  is quite different from, e.g., the sort of thing that constitutes 

cutting a cake" ("The Background of Meaning" 223). Searle argues that if someone asks 

us to cut the grass and we run out and stab it with a Iaiife, or if we are asked to cut the 

cake and we run over it with a lawn mower, in each case we will have failed to obey the 



order in that "that is not what the speaker meant by bis literal and serious utterance of the 

sentence" ('The Background of Meaning" 223). l3 

Searle contends that his examples cal1 into question the orthodox position's thesis 

that every (unambiguous) sentence has a Iiteral meaning which is absolutely context 

independent and which determines for every context whether or not an utterance of that 

sentence in that context is literally true or false ("LiteraI Meaning" 214). Further, his 

exarnples are intended to support the alternative thesis that 'for a Large class of 

unambiguous sentences such as 'The cat is on the mat', the notion of the literal meaning 

of the sentence ody has application relative to a set of background assumptions" ("Literal 

Meaning" 214). Moreover, Searle concludes, the truth conditions of rnany sentences 

Vary given changes in these background assumptions, as shown by the example of the 

drugged cat that is drooped over the edge of the raised, stiffened mat. Further, he 

argues, these variations in background assumptions "have nothing to do with indexicality , 

change of meaning, ambiguity, conversational implication, vagueness or presupposition as 

these notions are standardly discussed in the philosophical and linguistic literature" 

("Literal Meaning " 214). Searle does not deny that sentences have literal meanings. 

I3 Searle intends his argument to extend beyond indicatives and their truth conditions to 
imperatives and their obedience conditions and to optatives and their filfilment conditions. He 
tells of going to a restaurant and saying 'Give me a hamburger, medium rare, with ketchup and 
mustard, but easy on the reIishY ("Literal Meaning" 215): 

Suppose for example that the hamburger is brought to me encased in a cubic yard 
of solid lucite plastic so rigid that it takes a jack hammer to bust it open, or 
suppose the hamburger is a mile wide and is 'delivered' to me by smashing down 
the wall of the restaurant and siiding the edge of it in. Has rny order 'Give me a 
hamburger, medium rare, with ketchup and mustard, but easy on the relish' been 
fulfilled or obeyed in these cases? My inclination is to Say no, it has not been 
fulfilled or obeyed because that is not what 1 meant in rny literal utterance of the 
sentence. (2 16) 
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Rather, he argues for the relativity of meaning: 'the thesis of relativity of meaning is the 

thesis that one cm oniy make these co~ections [i-e., connecting meaning to ûuth 

conditions, entailment, inconsistency , etc. ] relative to some coordinate sy stem of 

background assump tions" (" Literal Meaning " 220, insert mine). Put simply , Searle 

rejects the tenability of the notion of context-independent meaning as a criterion of literal 

meaning. 

Searle's Background Assumptions 

It is important to be clear as to the relation between the shared beliefs referred to in our 

original presentation of the anonymous letter scenario-that is, the general set of beliefs 

held by someone in a situation in which they receive an anonymous letter-and Searle's 

'background assumptions' . This is important because ultimately they are two very 

different notions, although Searle sometimes conflates them. 

In "The Background of Meaning" Searle explains that the reason why the same 

semantic content, for example, of 'cut', determines different sets of tnith conditions in, 

Say, 'Bill cut the grass' and 'Sally cut the cake', is because 

as members of our culture we bring to bear on the literaI utterance and 
understanding of a sentence a whole background of information about how 
nature works and how our culture works. A background of practices, 
institutions, facts of nanue, regularities, and ways of doing things are 
assumed by speakers and hearers when one of these sentences is uttered or 
understood. (226-227) 

Similarly, in "Literal Meaning" Searle explains that when he says, 'Give me a 

hamburger, medium rare, with ketchup and mustard, but easy on the relish', "entire 

institutions of restaurants and money and of exchanging prepared foods for money" are in 
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place (215). Surely Searle is right about these cases. But in neither of his explanations 

does Searle invoke anything more than the shared set of beliefs available to an individual 

who fmds herself receiving an anonymous letter. Searle's notion of background 

assumptions, thus far characterised, does not represent a challenge to the orrhodox 

posiriun . 

Elsewhere, however, Searie makes the suonger claim that what he means by 

background assumptions are beliefs and expectations that may Vary from one context of 

utterance to another: "Given one set of mackground assumptions], a sentence or 

expression rnay determine one set of truth conditions and given another set of 

assumptions and practices the same sentence or expression with the same meaning can 

determine a different set of tmth conditions" ("Background of Meaning* 227, insert 

mine). Thus, for example, according to Searle, it is ic part because both speakers are 

aware of the context of the series of objects standing similady at odd angles, one of 

which, the mat, has the neighbour's cat drugged and drooped over it, that the response 

'The cat is on the mat' to the question 'Where is the cat? ' is me. Thus, whereas the set 

of shared beliefs avaiiable to someone in the anonymous Ietter scenario may include non- 

contextually specific beliefs such as those about the fict that objects tend to fd l  toward 

the earth's surface and that it is ofien the case that people with lawns mow them, Searle's 

background assumptions incorporate beliefs specific to the context of the utterance. 

Indeed, Searle argues that these background asçumptions are not specifiable as part of the 

semantic content of the sentence just because they are "not fixed and d e f ~ t e  in number 

and content" ("Literal Meaningn 214-215). 
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Responses to Searle 

Searle's argument is a direct challenge to the orthodoxposition's supposition that literal 

meaning, understood as context-independent meaning, is an unproblematic notion. It is 

no surprise, then, that proponents of the o~hodox position take issue with his 

conclusions. Their responses follow one of two strategies. On the one hand, Berg 

argues that despite Searle's clairn to the contrary, the sorts of issues his examples raise 

are in fact ones of indexicality, ambiguity, and the like, in which case they do not 

threaten the orrhodox position's notion of context-independent meaning. On the other 

hand, Katz argues that although we might gant  that the kinds of background assumptions 

Searle discusses cannot be realised sernantically, this nonetheless does not threaten the 

orrhodox position's notion of context-independent meaning-that is, he argues that Searle 

is mistaken about the nature and role of context-independent meaning. 1 will consider 

each of these responses in tum. 

Berg's Response to Searle 

Berg argues that although Searle repeatedly insists that his examples have nothing to do 

with indexicality, ambiguity or the like, this is "far less evident than Searle supposes" 

("Literal Meaning and Context" 398). He agrees that the truth of 'The cat is on the mat' 

may Vary with respect to vertical orientation-that is, that "whether the specified cat is 

on the specified mat depends (or at least could depend) on which way is up" ("Literal 

Meaning and Context" 398). But Berg asks, why should this not be regarded as an 

example of indexicality? He writes, 



While explicitly recognising the sentence's indexicality with respect to 
elements such as tirne, Searle neglects the indexicality of the preposition 
'on' (in the relevant sense) with respect to upwardness. In both cases the 
truth conditions Vary systematically with a particular aspect of the context 
of utterance, in a way that is understood by any speaker of the language 
prior to his interpreting any particular utterance of the sentence.I4 
("Literal Meaning and Context" 399) 

According to Berg, just as the spatial-temporal location of a speaker is semanticaUy 

relevant to the meaning of a sentence that employs indexicals such as 'here' and 'now', 

so too is upwardness to a sentence that employs the preposition 'on' (in the relevant 

sense). Berg agrees with Searle that we might not know what to Say about the truth of an 

utterance of 'The cat is on the mat' in the context of a cat on a mat in outer space. 

Contra Searle, however, Berg claims that the question of vertical orientation is realised 

semantically, not as part of some set of non-semantic background assumptions. That is, 

just as the truth conditions of the sentence 'Tomorrow it wiU rain in Toronto' depend in 

part on the time of utterance, the truth conditions of 'The cat is on the mat' depend in 

part on vertical orientation. In both cases, Berg would argue, the context dependence in 

question is of no threat to the notion of context-independent meaning because the 

expressions 'tomorrow' and 'on' are indexicals. 

Further, Berg contends that just as Searle's examples of utterances of 'The cat is 

on the mat' in outer space "establish no more than the sentence's indexicality," his 

l4 Berg's daim that these indexicalities are 'understood by any speaker of the language prior 
to his interpreting any particular utterance of the sentence" is unfortunate and unnecessary 
(emphasis mine). indeed, unlike the expressions 'today', 'this', 'now', 'she' and the like, it is 
arguable that not every competent speaker would identify 'on' (in the relevant sense) as similarly 
indexicaI. Later in his paper, Berg acknowledges this: "This indexicality goes easily unnoticed, 
because it does not corne from one of the standard indices, such as tirne or place" ("Literal 
Meaning and Context" 403). 
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examples of unerances of the 'The cat is on the mat' with regard to a cat and a mat 

swpended by wires "illustrate nothing more than the sentence's lexical ambiguity" 

("Literal Meaning and Context" 399): 

The preposition 'on' in one sense indicates only a certain spatial relation, 
relative to upwardness, while in another sense it indicates a relation 
concerning pressure exerted as a result of gravitational force ("resting on" 
as opposed to "on" simpliciter in some broader sense. ("Literal Meaning 
and Contextw 399) 

In virtue of these different senses of 'on', the sentence 'The cat is on the mat' is actually 

ambiguous. As is the case with any ambiguous sentence, we have no reason for choosing 

one meaning over another when considering the sentence independent of context. 

Further, as argued above, ambiguity does not pose a genuine threat to the tenability of 

the notion of context-independent meaning-an ambiguous sentence simply has two or 

more context independent meanings. If Berg is right, and Searle's examples can be 

accounted for as examples of indexicality &or ambiguity, then Searle's case against 

context-independent rneaning stalls. It is important, then, to be clear as to the force of 

Berg's argument. 

To begin, Berg's suggestion threatens the plausibility of the anonymous letter 

scenario. This does not seem to bother him, but it will bother advocates of the orthodox 

position who wish to retain the anonymous letter scenario as a heuristic device for 

marketing the notion of content-independent meaning. Berg would have us believe that 

were we to receive an anonymous letter containhg just the sentence 'The cat is on the 

mat', in addition to realising that its tmth value depends on the identity of the cat and of 

the mat and on the tirne of the utterance, we would also redise that it is ambiguous with 
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respect to 'on', and that, depending on which of two or more meanings of 'on' is 

intended, it may depend for its truth on spatial orientation.'' But that a typical speaker 

would recognise this is unclear. Indeed, recali that Searle chooses this particular 

sentence precisely because its literal interpretation is seemingly straightfomard. 

To be sure, Berg is rïght to point out that there are many ways in which we make 

use of words like 'on'.'6 But this aione does not threaten the force of Searle's 

argument. That is, no matter how precisely we speciw various meanings of 'on', there 

will be additional interpretations not covered by our lexicon. For example, although we 

might agree that in both 'He has on his favourite cologne' and 'He has on his favourite 

shirt' a certain sense of 'on' as 'wearing' is employed, our interpretations of the two 

sentences are quite different. Robert WilensQ echoes this point with respect to the word 

'cut': " m h i l e  we might postdate a specific sense of 'cut' that means 'slice', our 

interpretation of 'Cut the salami' and 'Cut the cake' will be rather different, even though 

the same sense seems to be in play" ("Prima1 Content and Actual Content" 169). Thus 

we can go along with Berg and acicnowledge that words such as 'on' and 'cut' may have 

many different meanings, but deny that this threatens the essential strength of Searle's 

l5 This last point is interesting. Berg identifies the indexicality of 'on' with only one of its 
senses: that of indicating a certain spacial relation. What he proposes, then, is a highly irregular 
case in which an ambiguous word is an indelucal on one of its interpretations, and not on others. 
If he is right, then this appears to set it apan from other indexicals which, unless they are 
appropriated for use as proper names, titles or the like, have no non-indexical senses. 

l6 Indeed, Berg identifies various senses of 'on' as in 'The fly is on the ceiling', 'The 
assignment is on the blackboard' and 'This paper is on the subject of literal meaning' ("Literal 
Meaning and Context" 399). To these we can add 'The hockey game is on television', 'The boss 
is away on a trip', 'There is a stain on the carpet', 'The missile is on target' and 'The house is on 
fue' . Doubtless there are others. 
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argument. As Wilensky puts it, "acknowledging polysemy affects where precisely 

[Searle's] argument should be exploited, but it does not endanger its essential force" 

("Prima1 Content and Actual Content" 169, insert mine). 

Katz's Responses to Searie 

Katz makes it his goal in 'Literd Meaning and Logical Theory" to reply to Searle on 

behalf of the view that "sentences of natural language have a meaning independent of the 

social contexts in which their utterances occur" (203). He argues from two fronts that 

Searle misunderstands the nature and role of context-independent rneaning according to 

the orthodox position. 

First, Katz argues that in fact Searle defeats a position that no one holds: "His 

examples cast doubt on a strawrnan, but miss entirely the position on which 'the literal 

meaning of a sentence is the meaning that it has in the 'zero context" or the ''nul1 

context"'" ("Literal Meaning and Logical Theory" 219). Searle's error, Katz argues, is 

to tack ont0 the principle claim that every sentence has, in virtue of its composition, a 

context-independent meaning, the further claim that this meaning must establish for all 

contexts whether an utterance of that sentence is literally true or false. Katz insists that 

the real position denies this claim. Instead, he argues, the orthodox position allows that 

in virtue of reference failure, for example, a sentence may be neither mie nor false. 

Thus it is within the scope of the onhodox position to claim that the sentence 'The cat is 

on the mat' as uttered in outer space is neither tme nor fdse because, 'given the absence 

of up and down in outer space, neither the sentence-world relation required for truth nor 
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the sentence-world relation required for falsehood obtains" (Katz, 'Literal Meaning and 

Logical Theory " 220). 

Katz is right about this. Searle mistakenly supposes that the orthodox position is 

necessarily committed to the c l a h  that ail utterances are either tme or false. 

Nonetheless. Katz is mistaken about the force of his criticism, likely because he focuses 

so rnuch of his attention on Searle's example of the cat floating freely on the mat in outer 

space, claiming erroneously that "Searle's examples are ali variants of [this] initial 

example " (" Literal Meaning and Logical Theory " 2 18, insert mine). To illustrate, 

consider instead Searle's example of the cat that is drugged and drooped over the edge of 

the raised, stiffened mat. What Searle means to demonstrate by this example is that 

given one set of background assumptions, Le., those of the neighbour who is unaware of 

the odd circumstances his cat faces, to tell him 'The cat is on the mat' is surely to 

mislead him. This, for Searle, is another way of saying that the utterance is neither 

clearly true nor clearly false ("Literai Meaning" 212). But, Searle clairns, given the 

same scenario with one difference-both speaker and interpreter are aware of the unusual 

circumstances, i. e., they share the same set of background assumptions @ut different than 

that of the neighbour)-an utterance of 'The cat is on the mat' is tme. In both cases, the 

same 'sentence-world relations' obtain. Thus Searle's point is not, as Katz suggests it is, 

simply that certain unusual circumstances might render the utterance of a sentence neither 

clearly mie nor clearly false, but also that given the right set of background assumptions 

an utterance of the same sentence in the same unusual scenario might be clearly true or 

clearly false. The critical factor for Searle, then, is not the unusual nature of the 
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Indeed, the central 
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the background assumptions which we b ~ g  to bear on the situation. 

point of Searle's challenge is that we cannot evaluate the tmth or 

falsity of an utterance without taking into account our background assumptions, including 

contextually specific ones. 

Despite what Katz seems to think, Searle can grant that he was mistaken to 

attribute to al1 proponents of the onhodm position the claim that al1 utterances of al l  

sentences are either true or false. To be sure, Searle's argument does not depend 

fundamentally on his attributing to the o~hodar  position a strict stance on logical 

bivalence. He might as well have charactensed the context-independent meaning of a 

sentence as determining for dl contexts whether the sentence is true, false, or neither." 

Indeed, we need only look to Searle's other works on language to fmd that he 

acknowledges the possibility of utterances that are neither true nor false. l8 

Katz's second criticism of Searle's approach to literal meaning is that Searle 

expects too much of semantic content. Whereas both philosophers agree, contra Berg, 

that the semantic content of 'cut' in 'Sally cut the cake' and 'Bill cut the grass' is the 

same-that is, that the sorts of issues raised by Searle are not fûndamentally issues of 

indexicality, ambiguity or the like-they disagree as to how this semantic content 

contributes to the truth conditions of a sentence in which it appears. On the one hand, 

Searle argues that despite employing the same semantic content, because of Our 

background assumptions, in 'Sally cut the cake' and 'Bill cut the grass', 'cut' yields 

'' Berg rnakes a similar point ("Literal Meaning and Contextn 402). 

l8  Searle's account of meaning in Speech Acts, for example. tolerates utterances whose tmth is 
indeterminate. 



96 

different sets of mth conditions such that if Sally were to cut the cake using a Iawn 

mower, she would have failed to understand the literal meaning of the request. On the 

other hand, Katz claims that Searle is simply wrong that the semantic content of tu t '  

makes a different contribution to the truth conditions of 'Bill cut the grass' and 'Sally cut 

the cake' ("Literal Meaning and Logical Theoryn 223). Katz agrees that someone who 

ran over a cake with a lawn mower may have misunderstood the speaker's intentions in 

uttering 'Cut the cake', but adds that speaker's intentions are not the issue ("Literal 

Meaning and Logical Theory " 223). Rather, he contends, the way that the cutting is 

done is not part of the meaning or tmth conditions of 'Cut the cake' or 'Cut the grass': 

"The semantic contribution of 'cut'. . . is the same, oamely, the concept of dividing 

sornethiog (the pieces of grass in the one case and the cake in the other) with a sharp- 

edged instrumentn (Katz, "Literal Meaning and Logical Theory" 223). According to 

Katz, then, whether one cuts the cake with a Iawn mower, a hatchet or a knife one has 

satisfied the mth conditions set out according to the minimal semantic content of 'cut'.lg 

This notion of minimal semantic content is, it would appear, a version of what we have 

called strict literal meaning. 

Katz argues that Searle's examples show only that the meaning of a sentence is but 

one of the factors entering into the meaning of an utterance. He contends that the 

supporter of context-independent meaning does not deny that background assurnptions 

shape the meaning of an utterance of a sentence on a particular occasion, rather "the 

l9 The term 'minimal semantic content' is mine. It is meant to capture the essence of Katz's 
view that we should attribute to words the barest semantic content possible. Thus, as we have 
found, for example, according to Katz 'cut' (in the appropriate sense) does not mean anything as 
robust as 'slice', but rather simply 'to divide with a sharp-edged instrument'. 
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supporter denies only that such background assumptions are relevant to the meaning of 

sentences in the langrrage" (Katz, "Literal Meaning and Logical Theory" 222). 

According to Katz, Searle's daim that the same sentence can be used, on the one hand, 

to deceive and, on the other, to convey one's intentions accurately is of no threat to the 

onhodox position. Advocates of the ofihodox position can argue that in both cases the 

sentence's meaning is the same, but its contribution to utterance meaning is different. 

Put differentiy, contra Searle, the onhodox position does not a s m e  that the literal 

meaning of a sentence detennines the conditions of satisfaction of use of that sentence as 

an utterance. Accordingly, there is no reason that sentence meaning alone should have to 

determine cornpliance with a speech act. Katz adds, "what counts as obeying particular 

orders cannot be supposed to refiect directly the meaning of the sentences that the speaker 

used to issue the orders" ("Literal Meaning and Logical Theory " 223). Thus, according 

to Katz, it is ody because Searle is conflating what a speaker's utterance of a sentence 

means with the separate matter of what the sentence used means (in the language) that he 

thinks that his examples cast doubt on the notion of context-fkee sentence meaning. Katz 

cites Searle's fiequent formulation, " 'What I meant in my literal unerance of the 

sentence'" as a 'dead give away" that Searle has made this conflation ("Literal Meaning 

and Logical Theory " 222, Katz's emphasis). 

Katz's invoking of a notion of minimal semantic content rnight address 

successfully the details of the challenge posed by Searle, but it does so only at the cost of 

introducing certain tensions into Katz's own account. To begin, Katz himself seems to 

have trouble maintaining a consistent application of the notion of minimal semantic 
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content. On the one hand, for exampie, he argues that the tmth conditions of 'Sally cut 

the cake' are satisfied even if the cutting is done in a non-standard way-for example, 

with a lawn mower. But, on the other hand, the tnrth conditions that Katz himself 

proposes for 'The cat is on the mat'-uthat some (contextuaily specified) cat is vertically 

positioned over some (contextualy specified) mat and that the aforementioned cat is also 

positioned so that its bottom is in contact with the top of the mat* ('Literal Meaning and 

Logical Theory" 220Fseem to preclude non-standard ways in which the cat might be 

'on', i.e., supported by, the mat. Contra his proposed tmth conditions, it would seem 

that according to Katz's stance on minimal semantic content he would want to allow that 

the sentence would be true if the cat were, for exarnple, on the mat in the manner that a 

notice is on the bulletin board. 

More important, Katz's appeal to minimal semantic content threatens the 

applicability of the anonymous letter scenarïo to his own account of literal meaning. 

Recall that according to Katz, the anonymous letter scenario is intended to elucidate the 

thesis that the nul1 context is a context "whose features provide no relevant information 

for choosing a compositional meaning as the utterance meaning different from the 

compositional meaning of the sentence used" (Katz, "Literal Meaning and Logical 

Theory" 217n.). The appeal of Katz's anonymous letter scenario lies in its capacity to 

stand as a heuristic device with which to make sense of the onhodox position's c l a h  that 

the literal rneaning of a sentence is its meaning independent of any particular context of 

utterance. It offers us an understanding of what context-independent meaning is: the 

context independent meaning of a sentence is the meaning that a speaker of the language 



99 

would assign to that sentence were she to receive an anonymous letter containing it and 

only it. In virtue of his response to Searle, however, Katz commits himself to the 

conclusion that a seemingly straightforward sentence such as 'Sally cut the cake' has a 

meaning that is different than that which the typical speaker would attrïbute to it in the 

anonymous letter scenario. Consider the example, 'When the neighbours were away on 

vacation, Bill took in the mail and cut the g r a s  for thern'." Were this to appear in an 

anonymous letter, one might conciude reasonably that, among other things, when the 

neighbours were away on vacation, Bill mowed their lawn. But according to Katz this is 

not part of what the sentence means. Thus, it seems, compositional meaning and the 

meaning that a typical speaker wouId ascribe to the sentence in the anonymous letter 

situation w il1 sometimes diverge. Indeed, given the apparent unconQoversia1 nature of 

the examples thus far cited, one might even argue the stronger daim that sentence 

meaning and anonymous letter meaning will often diverge. 

To be fair, Katz might protest that by invoking the notion of the ideal interpreter 

in his presentation of the anonymous letter scenario, he manages to avoid the above 

criticism." That is, Katz might argue that the ideal interpreter will recognise in 

accordance with his account that, for example, 'Sally eut the cake' means sirnply that 

Sally divide the cake with a sharp-edged instrument, however. Likewise, although the 

typical interpreter might not recognise that it would be erroneous to conclude from the 

The exarnple is Berg's ("Literal Meaning and Context" 409). 

'' It is interesting to note that in its original formulation, Katz and Fodor formulate the 
anonymous Ietter scenario by appealing to "a nurnber of English speakers" ("The Structure of a 
Semantic Theory" 478). It is later that Katz changes it to the "ideal speaker" of a Ianguage 
(Propositional Structure and Iliocutionary Force 14). 
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meaning of the sentence 'When the neighbours were away on vacation, Bi11 took in the 

maii and cut the grass for them' that when the neighbours were away on vacation Bill 

mowed their lawn, the ideal interpreter wouid recognise this. Thus, Katz can argue, 

compositional meaning and 'anonymous-letter meaning' do not corne apart after dl. 

Granted, by invoking the notion of an ideal interpreter, Katz avoids the above 

criticism. Nonetheless, by the same token he invites a different, perhaps more damaging 

criticism. Even assuming that Katz can give a non-circular formulation of the notion of 

an ideal interpreter, and it is not clear that he c&, this response, in conjunction with 

the appeal to minimal semantic content, exposes the anonymous letter scenario, as 

characterised by Katz, as explanatorily inert. 

Again, the purpose of the anonymous Ietter scenario is to provide a heuristic 

device with which to make sense of the o~~hodoxposition's concept of context- 

independent meaning. It succeeds in part because, prima facie, it does not assume that 

linguistic understanding takes place in isolation from generai beliefs about the world. 

That is, the appeal of the anonymous letter scenario lies largely in that it does not invoke 

the strong, erroneous claim that when we read a sentence in isolation we use only 

linguistic knowledge to interpret it, but rather the weaker, less objectionable claim that 

when interpreting a sentence in isolation we have no reason to depart from sentence 

That is, it is not clear that it is possible to explain the notion of an ideai interpreter without 
appealing (at least in pari) to his or her ability to discern al1 lexical ambiguities, in which case the 
explanation risks circularity. 
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meaning? That the nul1 context is not to be understood as a context in which one has 

access only to linguistic knowledge is an idea that Kan (in places) supports explicitly. 

For example, in response to a cntic who attributes to him the position that in the null 

context there is nothing but the sentence itself, he explains that when he and Fodor f ï s t  

introduced the notion of a 'null' context, "'NuIl' was used to mean not void, but merely 

lacking in information on which to base a departure from sentence-rneaning" ("Literal 

Meaning and Logical Theory" 217n.). But this is where the tension enters Katz's 

account. Unlike the typical interpreter, Katz's ideal interpreter is someone who computes 

meaning based solely on linguistic facts, without regard for general beliefs. Thus, 

although knowledge of the world provides the requisite dues to interpret 'Sally cut the 

cake' as 'Sally sliced the cake', and to conclude fiom 'When the neighbours were away 

on vacation, Bill took in the mail and cut the grass for them' that when the neighbours 

were away on vacation Bill mowed the lawn, Katz's ideal interpreter ignores this. 

In light of his appeal to the ideal interpreter, Katz's anonymous letter scenario is 

in fact ill-suited to serve as a heuristic device for making sense of the claim that literal 

meaning is context-independent meaning . Put sirnply , it cannot do the work that Katz 

thought it could. Katz might concede that the anonymous letter scenario is no longer 

useful to him, but deny that this matters much. M e r  all, it was intended primarily as a 

heuristic device-that is, he might contend that his account does not depend on its 

availability. But this would be to underestimate the role that it plays in making sense of 

Although even this weaker daim might not always prove tme. That is, even in the context 
of an anonymous Ietter, a single sentence might be taken as a rnalaprop, a metaphor, a 'slip of the 
tongue', an idiom, or the Iike. 
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the orthodox position's claim that the literal meaning of a sentence is the rneaning that it 

has independent of any particular context. Indeed, the reason we chose to direct Our 

attention to Katz's particular formulation of the orthodox position was that he appeared to 

provide, by means of the anonymous letter scenario, a device with which to make sense 

of the o>shodox posirion's concept of context-independent meaning. By invoking the 

notion of an ideal interpreter, however, the explanatory power which Katz's presentation 

of the anonymous letter scenario appeared to provide, is lost. 

Searle and the Orthodox Position 

Searle's exarnples serve to illustrate the fact that literal interpretation is a complex 

process. Further, he thinks, it is a process that often depends on invoking contextually 

specific background assurnptions. Of course, this latter claim is unacceptable to 

proponents of the o~hocioxposition who argue that literal meaning is to be identified with 

meaning independent of context. As we have found, responses from the o~hodox 

position's camp have been of two sorts. On the one hand, Berg, though acknowledging 

the complexity of literal interpretation, believes that al1 the factors that settle literal 

interpretation can be accounted for semantically in terms of complex and perhaps subile 

ambiguities and indexicalities. On the other hand, and in contrast to Berg, Katz's 

strategy is to strip semantics of al1 but the barest content. Both responses threaten the 

explamtory power of the anonymous letter scenario, without which the o~~hodox 

position's notion of context-independent meaning remains abstract and perhaps 

unintuitive. To be sure, to deny, as Berg and Katz do, that the literal meaning of a 
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sentence is the meaning that a typical speaker of the language would assign to tbat 

sentence were it to appear by itself in an anonyrnous letter is to diminish ~ i ~ c a n t l y  the 

appeal of the orthodox position. 

Further, the strategies employed by Berg and Katz exhaust the responses to Searle 

that are available to advocates of the orthodox position. Searle argues that often when we 

interpret an utterance literally , we bring to the interpretation a set of contextually specific 

background assumptions which help determine the truth conditions of the utterance, and 

which cannot be incorporated semantically. For example, because of our assumptions 

about how people cut cakes, we interpret 'Sally cut the cake' as 'Sally sliced the cake' 

rather than, Say, as 'Sally ran over the cake with a lawn mower'. But the orrhodox 

position denies that context plays a role in deterrnining the truth conditions of a sentence, 

except, of course, where ambiguities or indexicalities occur. Thus a successful response 

to Searle on behalf of the or~hodoxpositiotz must argue either that the features of literal 

interpretation Searle's examples illustrate can in fact be accounted for semantically-that 

is, that they are cases of arnbiguity and/or indexicality-or that they cannot be accounted 

for semantically, but that this is of no threat to the orrtiodox position because tmth 

conditions are not as robust as Searle daims they are. The first strategy is Berg's; the 

second is Katz's. 

This is not meant to suggest that the orrhodox position is untenable. It does, 

however, reveal that the orthodoxposirion's approach to the analysis of language is more 

abstract than it first appears and, so, it might be profitable to explore other possible 

approaches to understanding literal meaning. 



Searle on Meaning 

What of Searle's own account of literal meaning? One might expect to find a positive 

account of literal meaning in a paper entitled "Literal Meaning. " Indeed, although he 

denies the orrhodox position's identification of literal meaning with context-independent 

rneaning, Searle insists that he is "not denying that sentences have literal meanùigs" 

("Literal Meaning" 220). Nonetheiess, Searle makes few positive claims about literal 

meaning. The thesis he advances is that "for a large ciass of sentences the speaker, as 

part of his linguistic cornpetence, knows how to apply the literal meaning of a sentence 

only against a background of other assumptionsn ("Literal Meaning" 222). But this says 

very IittIe about the nature and ongin of the literal rneanings of words and sentences. 

What we c m  piece together from Searle's other works on language is less than 

helpfbl . In Speech Acts Searle argues, contra the orthodox position, that linguistic 

meaning is partly conventional and partly intentional (Speech Acts 42-50). He presents 

his position as follows: 

S utters sentence T and means it (Le., means literally what he says) = 
S utters T and 
(a) S intends (i-1) the utterance U of T to produce in H the 
howledge (recognition, awareness) that the States of affairs 
specified by (certain of) the rules of T obtain. (Cal1 this 
effect the illocutionary effect, IE) 
@) S intends U to produce IE by means of the recognition of 
i-1. 
(c) S intends that i-1 will be recognised in virtue of @y 
means of) 23"s knowledge of (certain of) the rules goveming 
(the elements of) T. (Speech Acts 49-50) 

Leaving aside the question of how (and how convincingly) Searle argues this position, 

what is of immediate interest to our investigation is that it is inconsistent with the thesis 
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he touts in "Literal Meaning." To begin, in the above formula there is no mention of the 

background assumptions to which Searle repeatedly refers in "Literal Meaning. " Indeed, 

according to the Searle of Speech Acts, the factors that decide rneaning are, first, the 

rules within a linguistic community that govern the use of a sentence (or its 

components)-Le., linguistic conventions-and, second, the recognition by both speaker 

and hearer that the speaker is employing those niles in her utterance of the 

sentence-Le., speaker's intentions and the recognition thereof. Conspicuously absent 

from this account is any mention of the variabiiity of tmth conditions given different 

contexts or, more specifically , different sets of background assumptions. Indeed, 

according to the formulation above, and contra Searle's position in "Literal Meaning," it 

is "(certain 00 the rules of T'-Le, the rules of use for the sentence uttered-that speciQ 

"the States of affairs" which render the utterance of T true or false. This precludes the 

"relativity of meaning" thesis Searle argues for in "Literal Meaning". 

What of Searle's other more recent works? In "The Background of Meaning," 

which he claims to be 'a continuation of [the] liw of investigation [found] in "Literal 

Meaning"," Searle makes some brief but odd claims about the literal meaning of the 

word 'cut' ("The Background of Meaning" 221, inserts mine). There he denies that 'cut' 

occurs Iiterally in 'Sam cut two classes last week', 'The President cut the salaries of the 

employees' and 'The Raiders cut the roster to 45' (222). h t ead ,  Searle argues that the 

sense (or senses) in which 'cut' is used in these sentences represents a figurative 

extension of the literal meaning of 'cut' as it appears in, Say, 'The barber cut Tom's hair' 

and 'The tailor cut the cloth' (222). He cites the difficulty of translating directly into 
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another language, Say, 'Sam cut two classes last week' , and the absurdity of saying 'Bill 

cut the grass, and Sam two classes' as evidence that a non-literal sense of t u t '  is at work 

("The Background of Meaning" 222). 

Though Searle claims that the above observations are part of a continuation of the 

argument found in "Literal Meaning," it would seem rather that they represent a retreat 

from his context-dependence stance on literal meaning. Indeed, Searle seems to appeal 

here to something like the orîhodox position's conception of context-independent 

meaning. Though his stated objective is to deny the orthodox position's identification of 

literal meaning with context-independent meaning, and though he argues altematively that 

literal meaning is relative to background assumptions and, so, to context, here he issues 

claims about the literal interpretations of sentences though these sentences are presented 

apart from any particular context of ~tterance.'~ Further, one might fmd his claims 

about the literal meaning of the term 'cut' unusual. Does not 'cut' occur literally in 'Sam 

cut two classes last week', 'The President cut the salaries of the employees' and 'The 

Raiders cut the roster to 45'? To be sure, the requisite ingredients of meaning that Searle 

cites in Speech Acts, intention and convention, are (or, rather, could be) present in an 

utterance of each of these sentences. Even according to the revised approach to meaning 

found in "Literal Meaning," there is no reason to suppose that an utterance of any of 

these sentences could not qualify as literal. hdeed, Searle offers little in the way of 

argument to support his claim. Moreover, his contention that 'Sam cut two classes Zast 

One might respond that they are offered in the context of his discussion of literal meaning. 
But this is a non-starter, for in the context of his discussion of literaï rneaning they are intended to 
be interpreted apart from any particular application. 
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week' does not translate easily into other languages is puzzling. It may be that one 

would not translate 'cut' in 'Sam cut two classes Iast week' using the same term as one 

would use for t u t '  in 'The barber cut Tom's hair', but to cite this as evidence that the 

literd meaning of 'cut' in our language is limited to the sense employed in the latter 

sentence is to beg the question against the possible ambiguity of 'cut'. It is not 

uncornmon for a word to do double duty in one language but not in another. Similarly, 

the ambiguity of 'cut' is why we fud it odd to Say 'Bill cut the grass, and Sam two 

classes'. 

Without a phiiosophically sound account of literal meaning with which to back his 

claims, Searle's argument is susceptible to various cnticisrns. First, though he denies it 

("Literal Meaning" 221), by linking literal meanhg to context, Searle risks failing to 

maintain the distinction between sentence meaning and speaker meaning. But this 

distinction is necessary to distinguish between what Our sentences mean and what we do 

with them. Though Searle claims that to maintain the distinction we need only to 

"distinguish the special role of context of utterance in these cases from the role that 

background assumptions play in the interpretation of literai meaning," he remains silent 

about how this is done ("Literal Meaningn 221). Second, by linking literainess to 

background assumptions, Searle's account seerns to allow that the same utterance may be 

true for one person and false or indeterminate for another. That is, Searle appears to 

associate tmth with individual interpretations rather than with utterances. To illustrate, 

recail the example of the cat that is dmgged and drooped over the edge of the raised, 

stiffened mat. Searle argues that on the one hand, to tell the unaware neighbour 'The cat 
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is on the mat' is to mislead him and, so, to issue an utterance that is neither clearly tnie 

nor clearly false. On the other hand, Searle argues that the same utterance is true if the 

audience is sawy to the unusuai circumstances. Now suppose that both the unaware 

neighbour and the sawy audience pose the same question at the same t h e :  'Where is the 

cat?'. According to Searle, the neighbour's interpretation of the response, 'The cat is on 

the mat' is neither true nor fdse whereas the sawy audience's interpretation is true. But 

then is the utterance 'The cat is on the mat' tme or not? 

Gening Back Tu Linguistic Basics 

The onhodm position forces us to accept various disagreeable conclusions about 

language, not the least of which is that what a sentence means literally is not the 

interpretation that the typical speaker of a language would attribute to it in the absence of 

any particular context. But the alternative, Searle's relativity of meaning thesis, though 

perhaps more inviting, lacks the support of a philosophically sound account of meaning. 

In light of this, 1 want to propose that a more plausible analysis of literai language will 

emerge if we change two of the basic assumptions with which we have k e n  operating. 

First, rather than assume, as the orthodox position does, that meaning consists in 

something abstract and external (Fregean senses or the like), we will assume that meaning 

is the result of individual acts of communication (or, more precisely , individual attempts 

at communication). Second, rather than assume, as the orthodox position does, that every 

sentence has a context-independent meaning which is identified with its literal meaning, 

we wiil assume that every sentence, in its contes, has a literal rneaning. Together these 
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will permit us the fieedom to teil a fuller story about linguistic interpretation and. so, 

about literal meaning. a story that treats linguistic interpretation as but one inseparable 

element of the broader phenomenon of interpersonal communication and, indeed, of 

lcnowing our way around the world generaily. 



Chapter Five 
Grice and the Foundations of Linguisüc Communication 

Up to this point in Our investigation we have considered in detail only one approach to 

the analysis of language, the onhodoxposirion. What is lost in this approach, however, 

is that language is only one inseparable elernent of interpersonal communication. At the 

end of the last chapter 1 proposed that a more plausible analysis of language would 

emerge if we were to change two of the assumptions with which we have been operating. 

First, the orthodox position assumes that meaning consists in somethiog abstract and 

extemal. 1 propose that we supplant this conception of meaning with one that treats 

meaning as the result of individual acts (or attempted acts) of communication. Second, 

the orthodox position assumes that every sentence has a context-independent meaning 

which is identified with its literal meaning. 1 propose that we reject this assurnption in 

favour of the idea that every sentence, in its context, has a literal meaning. Though this 

latter change frees us from the burden of providing an adequate explanation of the notion 

of context-independent meaning, nevertheless, we are still obliged to explain how it is 

that we understand sentences in cases like the anonymous Ietter scemrio. 

Thus, included among the criteria for our new account of literal meaning are the 

following: (i) that it treat meaning as originating with individual acts of communication, 

not abstract 'meanings', (ii) that it acknowledge that context plays a critical role in a11 

cases of linguistic interpretation, and (iii) that it treat linguistic communication as an 

unisolatable element of the broader phenomenon of interpersonal communication. 

Moreover, the success of this new approach will depend in part on its abiiity to replicate 
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the orthodox position's success at explaining important features of naturd language such 

as meaning relations and logical structureT our ability to create and interpret novel 

utterances and how the same sentence can mean the same thing for different people. 

The Foundation: Gn'ce 

We fmd the folindation for our new approach to understanding literal meaning in the 

works of H.P. Grice. Grice's approach to understanding meaning is unique because, 

unlike the orthoàox position's approach, it is not directed toward an analysis of literal 

sentential meaning in particular, but rather toward an analysis of how people can and do 

mean things by their actions in general. Indeed, Grice's approach presupposes nothing 

about language. . 

Grice's work is divided roughly into two branches. On one, he explores a 

distinction between saying and irnpli~a~ing.~ On the other, he explores a distinction 

between utterance-vpe meaning (roughly, sentence meaning) and unerer's occasion 

meaning (speaker meaning).' Each branch is of interest to our investigation in its own 

right. And, as we will fmd, an exploration of the relation between the two reveals more 

clearly what is necessary to constnict a suitable account of the distinction between literal 

and non-literal language. 

This branch originates with "Logic and Conversation" and is continued in "Further Notes 
on Logic and Conversation. " 

' This branch fmds its origin in Grice's semina1 piece on meaning, "Meaning," and is taken 
up in detail in "Utterer's Meaning and Intentions" and "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning 
and Wo rd-Meaning . " 
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Branch One: Saying and Implicating 

In "Logic and Conversation," Grice observes that sometimes we utter the sentence 'p' in 

order to communicate a message other than that p. Thus he daims that for a large class 

of utterances we must distinguish between what is said (in a certain favoured sense of 

'said'), and what is implicared. On the route to explaining the distinction, he asks the 

reader for some latitude: "1 shall, for the t h e  being at least, have to assume to a 

considerable extent an intuitive understanding of the meaning of say in such contexts, " 

though he adds, "1 intend what sorneone has said to be closely related to the conventional 

meaning of the words (the sentence) which he has uttered" ("Logic and Conversation" 

66). Grice intends the term 'irnplicate' (and the related noun 'implicature') to stand for a 

range of ternis, including 'suggest' . 'imply ' and 'indicate' ("Further Notes on Logic and 

Conversation" 42). 

Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson illustrate Grice's distinction well with the 

exarnple of someone who asks, 'Would you like more coffee?' to which one responds 

'Coffee keeps me-awake' (Relevance: Cornmunicarion and Cognition 34). In one context, 

this utterance may convey the message that you do not want any more coffee. In a 

different context, Say, one in which you are obliged to stay awake d u ~ g  a boring 

lecture, it may convey the message that you do want more coffee. In any case, neither of 

these messages is part of what you said; in each case you said only that coffee keeps you 

awake. In each case the message that you intend to communicate by means of your 

utterance is not said, it is implicated. 

That we arrive easily at the understanding, in one context, that you mean to 



convey by your utterance that you would iike more coffee, and, in another, that you 

mean to convey that you would not like any more coffee, is explained by Gnce in tems 

of certain maxims that govem conversational exchanges. Grice observes that 

conversations are cooperative events: 

Our talk exchanges do not normally consist of a succession of disconnected 
remarks, and would not be rational if they did. They are, 
characteristically , to some degree at least cooperative efforts. ("Logic and 
Conversation" 66) 

Further, Grice argues, each member of a (cooperative) conversation abides by certain 

implicit principles or maxims which promote success in any conversational exchange. He 

groups this set of maxims under the heading the Couperative Principle: "Make your 

conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the 

accepted purpose or direction of the tak exchange in which you are engaged" ("Logic 

and Conversation" 67). To this generai principle Grice adds nine maxims in four 

categories : 

M a x i m  of quntity: 
1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current 
purposes of the exchange). 
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required. 

Maxim of quality: 
Supennaxim: Try to make your contribution one that is true. 
1. Do not Say what you believe to be false. 
2. Do not Say that for which you lack evidence. 

Mmim of relation: 
Be relevant. 

Maxim of manner: 
Supemuucim: Be perspicuous. 
1 .  Avoid obscurity of expression. 
2. Avoid ambiguity. 



3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 
4. Be orderly . ("Logic and Conversationw 67)' 

According to Grice, conversational implicatures are worked out by using the Cooperative 

Principie and its maxims in conjmction with information about the sentence used, 

contextual information and other background assumptions. Roughiy, if 1 Say sincerely 

that p t h a t  is, I Say that p and am abiding by the Cooperative Principle and its attendant 

maxims-then the conversational irnplicature that q may be Merred by the audience if 

the supposition that 1 believe that q is required to make my saying that p consistent with 

the presumption that 1 am abiding by the Cooperative Principle and its rna~ i rns .~  Grice 

explains, " m h a t  is implicated is what it is required that one assume a speaker to think 

in order to preserve the assumption that he is observing the Cooperative Principle (and 

perhaps some conversational maxims as well), if not at the level of what is said, at least 

at the level of what is implicated" ("Utterer's Meaning and Intentions" rev. 86). At the 

boring but important lecture you notice that 1 am nodding off and ask whether 1 would 

like some coffee, to which 1 respond 'Coffee keeps me awake'. Because you assume that 

1 am abiding by the Cooperutive Principle and its maxims, in particular the maxims 'Be 

relevant' and 'Make your contribution as informative as is required', you infer that yes, 1 

would like some coffee. 

Grice adds, "There are of course al1 sorts of other rnaxims (aesthetic, social, or moral in 
character) such as 'Be polite,' which are aiso nonnally observed by participants in talk exchmges, 
and these rnay also generate nonconventionaI irnplicatures" (" Logic and Conversation" 67). 
Further, the observation of some maxims is clearly more important than the observance of 
others-for example, it seerns kss shocking that someone should use an obscure expression than 
that they should assert something which they believe to be false. 

Of course, if one opts not to abide by the Cooperative Principle, then al1 implicatures are 
cancelled . 
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Implicatures are generated in various ways. They may involve a failure to fulW a 

maxim by violating, flouting or opting out of it. For example, Grice offers the case of a 

professor who writes in a reference letter for a shldent applying for a job, "Dear Sir, Mr. 

X's command of English is excellent, and his attendance at tutorials has been regular" 

("Logic and Conversation" 71). The reader infers from the obviously lacklustre appraisal 

that the author is trying to convey information that he is reiuctant to write down, Le., 

that he thinks Mr. X is not very good at philosophy. Implicatures also c m  occur when 

no maxim is violated. Grice offers the followi~g exchange as an example: 

A: "Smith doesn't seem to have a girlfriend these days." 
B: "He has been paying a lot of visits to New York lately. " 
("Logic and Conversation" 70) 

In this case B implicates that Smith has (or may have) a female cornpanion in New York, 

though no maxim is obviously violated.' 

Gnce's mode1 is not perfect. Martin Davies notes, for example, that it 

underdetermines implicatures because it does not rank maxims, nor account for how they 

interact ("Pragmatics: Conversationai Implicature and Relevance" 129). Nor does it 

acknowledge that whereas some implicatures are conveyed strongly, others are conveyed 

weakly. Nonetheless, for the purposes of our investigation, Our interest is in Grice's 

general approach rather than in its details. 

Indeed, even the supermaxim 'Be perspicuous' does not seem to be violated given that the 
comection between B's remark and A's is so obvious. 
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Sqing vs. Implicating and the Literol/Non-Literal Disrinction 

Despite its imperfections, Grice's anaiysis of conversational implicature is of interest to 

our investigation because it suggests conceptualising the literalhon-literal distinction in 

terms of a distinction between what is said and what is conversatio~lly implicared. That 

is, it suggests that we might identify the literal element of an utterance with what a 

speaker says and al1 non-literal elements with what the speaker conversationally 

implicates . 

Indeed, this is how Grice treats figurative language. He discusses irony, 

metaphor, meiosis and hyperbole under the heading Examples in which thefirsr maxim of 

Quality P o  not say what you believe fo be false] isflouted ("Logic and Conversation" 

71, insert mine). He uses the example of A whose fnend X has recently betrayed him. A 

says (ironically) 'X is a fine fnend'. Grice explains, 

It is perfectly obvious to A and his audience that what A has said or has 
made as if to Say is something which he does not believe, and the audience 
know that A hows that this is obvious to the audience. So, udess A's 
utterance is entirely pointiess, A must be trying to get across some 
proposition other than the one he purports to be putting fonvard.. . [mhe 
most obviously related proposition is the contradictory of the one he 
purports to be putting forward. ("Logic and Conversation" 71)6 

Similarly, metaphors often involve flouting the maxim 'Do not Say what you believe to be 

false'. Gnce discusses the example, 'You are the cream in my coffee' : "The most likely 

supposition is that the speaker is attributing to his audience some feature or features in 

In "Further Notes on Logic and Conversation" Grice admits that this treatment of irony is 
too brief. Ofien one employs an ironical utterance to convey more than just the contradictory of 
the sentence uttered. In this case, Grice writes, the interpreter might take the speaker to mean 
something like He is, usually, a fine fiend: how couCd he have treuted me like that? (53). 
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respect of which the audience resembles (more or less fancifuUy) the mentioned 

substance" ('Logic and Conversation" 71). We c m  explain similarly how hyperbole 

works. Suppose that 1 turn off the radio in disgust proclaiming 'I've heard that Song a 

million times'. What 1 have said is obviously false. Nonetheless, because you assume 

that 1 am abiding by the Cooperative Principle, you infer that I mean that 1 have heard 

that Song too many times to want to listen to it any more. 

Note, however, that we cannot identify particular figurative devices by the way in 

which they generate conversational implicatures. Though many metaphors, for example, 

flout the maxim Do not say what you believe to be false, others do not-for example, 

'No man is an island'. Also, interestingly, according to this approach sirnile is not 

clearly a non-literal device. In the case of simile, it would seem, conversationd 

implicature is not necessarily involved. A simile relies not on provoking us with a literal 

untnith or apparently irrelevant claim, but rather by making a surprising (literal) 

cornparison. If 1 Say, for example, 'The dark clouds are like a cold blanket' 1 have said, 

and 1 mean, that the dark clouds are like a cold blanket. 

Literal/Non-Literal vs. LiteraUFigurative 

Of further interest to us is that conceptualising the literal/non-literal distinction in terms 

of what is said and what is conversationally implicated vindicates our earlier decision to 

characterise our topic as that of the distinction between literal and non-literal language as 

opposed to the distinction between literal and figurative language. Recall that we 

characterised a literal utterance as an utterance in which the principal intention of the 
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speaker is to communkate what she says. Grice's work on conversational implicature 

reveals that not al1 utterances which do not convey as the intended message their literal 

meaning convey a figurative meaning. When you ask whether I will attend the party, 1 

might respond enthusiastically, 'Cathy will be there! ' , thus communicating my affirmative 

answer without actually saying 'yes'. Accordingly, figurative language is but one kind of 

implicature. Put differently, the literalhon-literal distinction might be best understood as 

the distinction between the literal meaning of an utterance and the use to which that literal 

meaning is put, of which figurative devices are but one class of uses of literal language. 

Conventional Implicature 

The utility of Grice's account of implicature to Our investigation is further enhanced by 

the fmer distinction he makes between conversational and conventional implicature. He 

observes, "Sometimes one can Say that the use of a certain form of words in an utterance 

would normally (in the absence of special circumstances) carry such-and-such an 

implicature or type of implicahire" ("Logic and Conversation" 73). Though he adrnits 

that it may be difficult to fmd non-controversial examples, he has in mind, for example, 

words which are natural ianguage analogues to logical constants but which appear to 

diverge in meaning from the related constant. 'But' is a good example. Though 'but' is 

symbolized in formal systems as a conjunction, in naturai language sometimes it carries 

with it the sense that the second conjunct is intended to qualify the fkst ('1 will go to the 

party but 1 won? drink any alcohol', 'The contractors appeared comptent but their work 

was shoddy'). Sunilarly, some uses of 'and' suggest temporal order ('He took off his 
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clothes and went skinny dipping in the pool', 'They were married and had a baby'). In 

such cases, reversing the order of the conjuncts, though a harmiess alteration in logic, 

changes how each sentence is understood.' Grice adds that conventional implicatures 

also c m  arise from the stress of certain words-for example, '1 know that' (impIicating 

that 1 did not merely beiieve it) ('Further Notes on Logic and Conversation" 52). A 

conventional implicature, he argues, is the result of a regularized conversational 

implicature . That is , when members of a linguistic cornmunity reguiarly convenationally 

implicate the same thing by the same word or phrase or sentence, the Mplicature 

becomes a conventional implicahire. Though, he admits, identiQing when exactly this 

occurs is impracticable . 

Thus ultimately Grice's anaiysis yields three possible elements of every utterance: 

what is said, what is conventionaliy implicated and what is conversationallj implicuted, 

though for any given utterance one or both kind of implicuture may be absent. 

Implicature and 'Strict' and 'Communicmed ' Literalness 

In the Introduction we observed that there are at least two ways in which we employ the 

term 'literal meaning'. We illustrated the distinction with the example of a sentence with 

noticeable roots in metaphor: 'Ian's boss gave him the boot'. On the one hand, because 

it is idiomatic, we might agree that this sentence means Iiterally that Ian was fired by his 

' The so-cailed exclusive use of 'or' is another example. Interestingly, there also appear to be 
cases of 'or' that suggest temporal orcier. Suppose, for example, that today is Wednesday. The 
statements, 'We should meet on Friday or on Monday' and 'We should meet on Monday or on 
Friday' seem to suggest two distinct sets of possibilities-the first suggests that we meet either in 
two days or in five; the second suggests that we meet either in five days or in nine. 
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boss. On the other hand, we might also agree that it means (strictly) literally that Ian's 

boss gave him the boot-i-e., his boss gave him a certain item of footwear. The first 

interpretation is what I have called the cornmunicated iiteral meaning-that is, the 

meaning that the speaker intends the interpreter to assign to her utterance. The second 

interpretation is what I have called the strict Iiteral meaning-roughly, how a logician or 

an unforgiving lawyer might interpret the utterance. 

Prima facie, Grice's distinction between what someone says and what she 

conventionally implicates might serve as an explication of our distinction. The idea is 

this: strict Iiteral meaning is identified with what someone s q s ;  communicated Iiteral 

meaning is identified with what someone says plus what her words conventionally 

implicate. Consider our earlier examples. Someone who utters 'He took off his clothes 

and went skinny dipping in the pool' has said 'He took off his clothes and went skinny 

dipping in the pool'. This, it would seem, corresponds to its strict Ziteral meaning (the 

conjunction of the two events, taking off his clothes and skinny dipping in the pool). But 

by saying 'He took his clothes off and went skinny dipping in the pool', one 

conventionally implicates a temporal order of the events-fxst he took off his clothes and 

then he went skinny dipping in the pool. This, it would seem, is its comrnunicated literal 

meaning. Similarly , one might claim that the strict literai meaning of 'The contractors 

appeared competent but their work was shoddy' is that the contractors appeared 

competent and their work was shoddy, which corresponds to what is said, but that its 

communicared Iiteral meaning is something like that the contractors appeared competent 

and so it was to the speaker's surprise that their work was shoddy . 



If this is nght, then it c m  be used to explain why we attribute to some metaphors 

a kind of literal status. A metaphor acquires literal status when the implicanire which it 

is regularly used to cornmunicate becomes conventionally embedded in the utterance of 

the metaphor. Thus, although 'Ian's boss gave him the boot' means strictZy literally that 

Ian's boss gave him a certain item of footwear, it has the communicuted Ziteral meoning 

that Ian was fired by his boss because the expression 'give him the boot' and its variants 

have been used regularly by members of our linguistic community to conversationally 

implicate that someone has k e n  (or is being, or will be) fued. In contrast, the 

implicatures generated by the utterance of a fresh metaphor cannot be said to contribute 

to the literal meaning (strict or commrrnicateà) of the sentence uttered because such 

implicatures are non-conventional-rather, they are conversationai. 

It would be of great utility to Our investigation if the above proposa1 proved 

sound, if only to provide a framework within which to explore the notions of strict and 

communicated literal meaning. But there is a certain artificiality to Grice's distinction. 

Grice's insistence that what is conventionally implicated by a sentence will never be part 

of what someone says by uttering the sentence signals a failure to understand the causal 

Having said this, Grice seems to intend his notion of conventional implicature to extend 
beyond the sorts of cases that fit with Our distinction between cumunicared and strict literal 
meaning. The first example he puts forth to illustrate the concept of a conventional irnplicature is 
the following: "Anyone who uses a sentence of the form 'X is meeting a woman this evening' 
would nonnally implicate that the person to be met was someone other than X's wife, mother, 
sister, or perhaps even close platonic friend" ("Logic and Conversation" 73). It is doubtful that 
we would want to Say that part of the communicared fiteral meaning of 'X is meeting a woman 
this evening' is that the wornan in question is not X's mother. sister, or close platonic friend. Put 
differently, we would not be inclineci to find the utterance fdse (on its strict or its communicafed 
literal interpretation) if we found that the woman that X was meeting was in fact his mother or 
sister or close platonic friend. 
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mechanism (or at least a causal mechanism) by which languages evolve, namely, 

metaphor. Much so-called literal language fmds its causal history in metaphor-indeed, 

how else can one make a novel observation except by comparing it to that which is 

familiar? Given that this is the case, and that Grice precludes the possibility of dead 

metaphors acquiring 'says statu', it is unclear exactly how Grice conceives of the origin 

and nature of what is said. 

Indeed, this pin-points a weakness in Grice's analysis as it is thus far presented: 

he has not yet explained adequately his favoured sense of say. Grice knows this. In fact, 

it is his desire to meet this concern that provides the link to his other branch of work on 

language , that on meaning . 

Branch Two: Meaning 

Grice's f ~ s t  significant contribution to the study of meaning is to distinguish between the 

concept of rneaning relevant to communication and the sort of meaning involved in claims 

Iike 'Those clouds mean raid and 'That frown means he is unhappy' ("Meaning"). 

Meaning of the former sort he terms non-natural; meaning of the latter sort he terms 

mtural. Natural rneaning involves causal CO-variation between two kinds of States of 

affairs. That is, if x means naturally that p then x is a symptom of. or evidence for, p. 

In such cases, that x means p is independent of our interpretation. For example, certain 

kinds of spots indicate measles whether or not anyone takes them to mean measles. In 

the case of non-natural meaning, however, no causal CO-variation exists. We Say ' x  

means non-naturally that p' only if x originates with an individual, rather than with an 
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event or natural state of affairs. That is, for x to mean non-naturally that p, x must be a 

verbal utterance, a gesture, a facial expression, or the l i l~e .~  Grice does not mean to 

argue that 'al1 our uses of 'mean' faU easiiy, obviously, and tidily into one of die two." 

rathcr that in most cases we would be "fairly strongly inclined" to categorise a particu1a.r 

use of 'mean' as either natural or non-natural ("Meaning" 22). 

Meaning as Intending 

Having distinguished between natural and non-naturd meaning, Grice's primary interest 

becomes that of understanding what is essential to non-natural meaning.'* Meaning, 

Grice contends, is a kind of intending: " [Vhe meaning (in general) of a sign needs to be 

explained in terms of what users of the sign do (or should) mean by it on particular 

occasions" ("Meaning" 24). Thus Grice takes the onhoàox position's supposition that 

rneaning gives life to understanding and turns it on its head. As a result, as Jonathan 

Bennett notes, Grice's approach "treats of what an individual means by an utterance on a 

particular occasion, without reference to what anybody did, does, will or would mean on 

any other occasion" (Linguistic Behaviour 9). Of interest to us, then, is that this opens 

the way to an analysis of linguistic meaning whereby meaning originates with individual 

Grice intends this distinction to Unprove upon the more traditional distinction between 
'natural ' and 'conventional' signs. He argues that the natural/conventional distinction is 
inadequate because it fails to acknowIedge that "some things which can mean,, [Le., mean non- 
naturally] sornething are not signs (e-g., words are not), and some are not conventional in any 
ordinary sense (e.g., certain gestures); while some things which mean naturally are not signs of 
what they mean" ("Meaning" 23, insert mine). 

'O From this point fonvard, when I use the term 'mean' and its variants in an unqualified way, 
1 mean non-namral meaning . 
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acts of communication rather than with rules or conventions or abstract 'meanings'. 

What is Grice's analysis? As a fmt approximation, he says that for someone to 

mean something by x she must intend to induce by x a belief in the audience, and intend 

her utterance to be recognised as so intended. Suppose that 1 have just returned from 

vacation and my neighbour and 1 are standing on my lawn. My neighbour is puuled by 

the fact that my lawn has been mowed recently because he knows that 1 just returned 

from out of town. I tell him 'Bill cut the grass'. According to Grice, 1 mean that Bill 

rnowed the lawn because I intend that my neighbour believe, and that he recognise that 1 

intend by my utterance that he believe, that Bill mowed the lawn. SUnilarly, to borrow 

an example from Bemett, suppose that 1 am at the opera and 1 look across at a fnend 

sitting several seats away; our eyes rneet and she grimaces in an exaggerated rnanner and 

holds her nose (Bennett, Linguistic Behaviour 12-13). Obviously she means to 

communicate that she abhors the performance. According to Grice's account, her gesture 

leads me to believe that she abhon the performance just because that is what 1 take her to 

be trying to get me to believe. l1 

Generalising from examples Iike these, Grice settles on the following 

approximation of a critenon for meaning: "'A me- something by x' is (roughly) 

equivalent to 'A intended the utterance of x to produce some efTect in an audience by 

means of the recognition of this intention' " ("Meaning" 27). More perspicuously, we 

can Say that U uners x to audience A meaning that p is anaiyzed by Grice as: 

" In both cases, of course, there are the Gricean conversationai constraints. 



U uttered x intending: 
(i) A to believe that p; 
(ii) A should be aware that U intends (il; 
(iii) the awareness mentioned in (ii) should be part of A's reason for 
believing p. l2 

1 will caii this the Gricean analjsis of widersrandng. It is important to note, as Steven 

Schiffer does, that the Gricean amlysis of understanding "does not provide a criterion for 

determining what S [the speaker] meant, but only a critenon for detemining what must 

be determined if one is to determine what S meant" (Meuning 13-14, insert mine). In 

any case, it is of interest to us because it does not itself make use of the notion of Iiteral 

meaning and, so, is available for use in a non-circular anaiysis of this notion. 

Gnce adds that though we might intend by an utterance a certain effect by which 

we intend to produce some further effect, his analysis applies only to the first intended 

effect. That is, he intends the comection between meaning and recognition of intention 

to apply only to what he cails the primary intention of the utterer: "mf 1 utter x, 

intending (with the aid of the recognition of this intention) to induce an effect E, and 

intend this effect E to Iead to a further effect F, then insofar as the occurrence of F is 

thought to be dependent solely on E, 1 cannot regard F as in the least dependent on 

recognition of my intention to induce En ("Meaning" 28). Though Grice does not offer 

an example to elucidate the distinction between the primary and subsidiary intended 

effects of an utterance, he seems to have in mind something like this. 1 might intend you 

to believe by my utterance 'He has a gun' that 1 believe that the man facing us has a gun, 

The account needs to be tweaked to handle non-indicatives. For imperatives, for example, 
the utterer intends the hearer to intend to do something ("Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, 
and Word-Meaning " 230). 
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and intend you to believe further that I believe that because he has a gun you should hand 

over your wallet promptly and peacefbliy. Though you may recognise both of these 

intentions, according to Grice, his analysis applies only to the former, not to the latter. 

Refmements to Gnce's account have been suggested both by others and by Grice 

himself.13 Grice, for example, amends his account to read not that the intended effect 

of an utterance is that A is to believe that p, but rather that A should believe that U 

believes that p (" Utterer 's Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning " 230). This 

allows him to admit of utterances by which we intend the audience to believe only that 

we believe that p, as disthguished h m  those by which we intend the audience to notice 

not only that we believe that p but also, by means of our utterance, to induce in the 

audience the belief that p. 

Taking Stock: Haw WeZZ Does Grice's Model Fit Our Criteria? 

Thus far Gnce's analysis of meaning meets our criteria for a new account of literal 

meaning. To begin, it fits with our supposition that meaning originates with individual 

acts of communication. According to the Gricean a ~ i y s i s  of understanding, meaning 

originates with intention, and so each utterance is treated individually. In the case of 

B e ~ e t t ' s  friend's grimace at the opera, for example, nothing like conventional meaning 

or senses is involved: "Gestwes like my fi-iend's are in common use; but their success as 

vehicles of meaning does not depend on that, for someone might understand such a 

l3  See Grice, "Utterer's Meaning and Intentions" and "Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, 
and Word-Meaning"; Strawson, "Intention and Convention in Speech Acts"; and Schiffer, 
Meaning . 



gesture perfectly on his fmt  encounter with this sort of behaviour" 

Behavkur 14). Also, Grice's analysis of rneaning dows a critical 
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(Bennett, Linguistic 

role for context. 

Unlike the orthodox posiîion, it does not treat sentences in isolation from their occasions 

of utterance. Grice explains, 'mn cases where there is doubt, Say, about which of two 

or more things an utterer intends to convey, we tend to refer to the context (Iinguistic or 

otherwise) of the utterance and ask which of the alternatives would be relevant to other 

things he is saying or doÏngn ("Meaning" 29). Moreover, Grice's analysis does not treat 

linguistic rneaning in isolation h m  other means of communicating. Indeed, his analysis 

applies equally to non-verbal behaviour. Grice himself uses the term 'utterance' broadly 

to include gestures, diagrams, and other meaningfd non-verbal behaviour (or, in the case 

of diagrams and the like, results of non-verbal behaviour). He wntes, "surely to show 

that the criteria for judging linguistic intentions are very like the criteria for judging 

nonlinguistic intentions is to show that Iinguistic intentions are very like nonlinguistic 

intentions" ("Meaning" 29). Thus Grice's account allows us to situate knowing how to 

understand one another's utterances in the broader context of knowing how to make Our 

way around the world generally. That is, it acknowledges that interpretation is not 

achieved in a vacuum; rather, it involves attention to previous conversation, the 

attribution of beliefs and desires, the use of background information, and so forth. 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that there are two kinds of cases which resist the 

Gricean cutalysis of undersrunding. The fust is the case in which there is no intended 

audiencefor example, when 1 shout (a sentence) in hstration though 1 believe that no 

one else is within earshot. The second is the case in which the author's intentions are 



unknowable, as in, for example, the anonymous letter scenario. 

Non-Natural Meuning, Speaker Meaning and Sentence Meaning 

But Grice's analysis is not yet complete. His account of non-natural meaning provides us 

with an analysis of speaker meaning (or what Grice prefers to call utterer's occasion 

meaning), but not of sentence meaning (roughly, what Gnce prefen to call utterunce-type 

meaning) . What of sentence meaning? In " Utterer ' s Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and 

Word-Meaning" Grice directs his attention "towards an explication of the favoured sense 

of 'say ' and a clarification of its relation to conventional meaning" ("Utterer's Meaning, 

Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning " 225). Here he aims to elucidate the connection 

between the notion of meaning which he regards as basic-i.e., non-naaual 

meaning-and the notions of meaning involved in saying that a certain sentence (or word) 

has a particular meaning (" Utterer' s Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning " 

225). His analysis of non-natural meaning f i e s  utterer's occasion meaning, or the sense 

of meaning involved in locutions of the sort 'U (utterer) meant that.. .', but not locutions 

of the sort 'X (utterance-type) means ". . . "'. Grice is concemed with locutions of the 

latter sort because they are closely related to his favoured sense of 'say'. 

Grice's strategy is as foilows: from an adequate account of how it is that someone 

means p by a particular utterance X on a particular occasion, it should be a shoa step to 

an account of how X means in gewral that p (for some linguistic community). Gnce 

begins with a discussion of a niend whose policy it is to use a particular hand wave (H- 

W) on occasions when he intends to communkate to his audience that he knows the 
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route. We might speciQ the policy as follows: '1 (that is, utterer U) shall utter H-W if I 

intend some audience A to think that 1 think 1 know the route'. Grice adds, "Now, if U 

is ever to have the particular intentions which wül be involved in every implementation 

of ihis policy, he must (logically) be in a position.. . to suppose that there is at least some 

chance these intentions will be realised" ("Utterer' s Meaning . . . " 232). But on what basis 

would this supposition be justified? Grice answers: " [AIS U well knows, a given 

audience A must be aware of U's policy and m u t  suppose it to apply to the utterance of 

H-W with which U has presented him" ("Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, and 

Word-Mezning" 232). Grice cautions that because U's H-W might have another 

meaning, and because U might have other ways of getting A to think that he thinks that 

he knows the route, the d e f ~ t i o n  of what H-W means for U cannot be simply that it is 

his habit to utter H-W if, for some audience A, he intends A to think that he thinks that 

he knows the route. To contend with these difficulties, Grice appeals to the idea of 

" having a certain procedure in one's repertoire" ("Utterer's Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , 

and Word-meaning " 233). Thus equipped, he offers the following def~ t ion :  

For U, H-W means '1 know the route' =,, U has in his repertoire the 
following procedure: to utter a token of H-W if U intends A to think that U 
thinks that U lcnows the route. ("Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning , 
and Word-meaning" 233) 

Thus it is a short step to the following definition of utterance-type meaning for H-W for a 

group or class of individuals : 

For group G, utterance-type H-W means '1 know the route' =,, At least 
some (? many) members of group G have in their repertoires the procedure 
of uttering a token of H-W if, for some A. they want A to think that they 
think that they know the route. ( " Utterer 's Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , 
and Word-Meaning " 23 3) 
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Grice acknowledges that explicating the notion of having a procedure in one's repertoire 

is considerably diffkult, and abandons the attempt to provide a definition. He does, 

however, suggest a due. He says that one may speak legitimately of an established 

procedure in respect of utterance-type X for group G if to utter X in such-and-such 

circurnstances is part of the practice of many members of G ("Utterer's-Meaning, 

Sentence-Meaning, and Word Meaning" 234). Recent efforts to further Grice's 

progamme attempt an explication of having a procedure in one's repertoire in tenns of a 

notion of linguistic convention as a rationally self-perpetuaîing regularity in behaviour, 

drawing on David Lewis's work in C~nvention.'~ According to Lewis, a convention is 

a regularity R in action, or in action and belief, that meets the following conditions: 

(1) everyone conforms to R; 
(2) everyone believes that everyone else conforms to R; 
(3) the belief in (2) furnishes each person with a reason to conform to R; 
(4) there is a general preference for general conformity to R, rather than 
slightly less than general conformity; 
(5) there is at least one alternative regularity which would serve reasonably 
well; and 
(6) the facts listed in (1)-(5) are matters of cornmon knowfedge. 
(Lewis, Convention) 

Thus the solution is, roughly, that an utterance-type X means p if it is a convention 

(understood as above) of the members of a linguistic community (or the habit of an 

individual in the case of idiomatic utterances) to utter X with the intention of inducing the 

belief that p (or at least the intention of inducing the belief that the speaker believes that 

p), based upon the intention-based mechanism which governs non-natural rneaning (i.e., 

the Griman nnalysis of derstanding). Utterance-type meaning, as Simon Blackburn 

l4 See Bennett, Linguistic Behaviour (176f.) and Schiffer, Meaning (l36f.). 



puts it, is "fossilized one-off meaning" (Spreading the Word 112). 

Connecting the Branches: 'Say' and Unerance-Type Meaning 

How does Grice's analysis of utterance-type meaning relate to his favoured sense of 

'say'? One might suppose that what someone says on a particular occasion is to be 

identified with the meaning of the utterance-s.pe of which that utterance is a token. 

Indeed, recall that in "Logic and Conversation" Grice daims that the sense in which he 

uses the tem 'say', what someone has said "is closely related to the conventional 

meaning of the words (the sentence) which he has uttered" (66). Nevertheless, this is not 

quite rïght. Grice's definition of 'say' suggests that we need to be more careful.15 He 

proposes for discussion the claim that 'U (utterer) said that p' entails 

U did something x (1) by which U meant that p [and] 
(2) which is an occurrence of a type S which means 'p' 
in some linguistic system. 
('Utterer's Meaning and Intentions" (rev) 88, insert mine). 

But he argues that this d e f ~ t i o n  is too wide. Consider the sentence 'She was poor but 

she was honest'. 

What U meant, and what the sentence means, will both contain something 
contributed by the word 'but', and 1 do not want this contribution to appear 
in an account of what (in my favoured sense) U said @ut rather as a 
conventional implicature) . ("Utterer ' s Meaning and Intentions" (rev) 88) 

Thus Gnce introduces the notion of the central meoning of a sentence. Roughly, Grice 

l5 Interestingly. this defuition is absent fkom the original version of "Utterer's Meaning and 
Intentions," but appears in the revised version found in Snidies in the Wy of Wordr (referred to 
in the text as 'Utterer's Meaning and Intentionsw (rev)). In any case. there is a sllnüar though 
less detailed discussion of 'say' in 'Utterer's Meaning, Sentence-Meaning, and Word-Meaning" 
(227-228). 
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wants to associate the central meuning of a sentence with what someone says and the 

(non-central) meaning of an utterance-type with what someone says plus what her words 

conventionafiy implicate . l6 

U did something x 

Thus 'U said that p' finally cornes out as meaning 

(1) by which U centrally meant that p [and] 
(2) which is an occurrence of a type S part of the 
meaning of which is 'p'. 
("Utterer's Meaning and Intentions " (rev) 88, insert mine) 

The Umtated Conneetion: Unerer 's Occasion Meaning and Zmplicature 

Connecting Grice's branches, thus far we have something like this: 

Brunch One Branch Two 
What is said = Central meaning (utterance-type meaning less 

conventional implicature) 
What is implicated ? Utterer ' s occasion meaning 

Grice links the two branches of his work on language by arguing that what someone says 

is identified with utterance-type meaning less any conventional implicatures (perhaps what 

we have called strict lireral meaning). But he says nothing of the connection between 

conversational implicature and utterer's occasion meaning. Nevertheless, it would 

appear, this comection is significant in the case of figurative language. In the case of 

metaphor, irony , hyperbole, and the like, utterer's occasion meaning just is what is 

conversationally implicated. Consider one of Grice' s own examples. He explains that a 

speaker who says ironically 'A is a fuie fiend' implicates that A is not a f i e  friend. 

Likewise, we might describe the situation in terms of the Gricean anaiysis of 

l6 Again, this brings to Iight the similarities between Grice's notion of what someone says and 
Our notion of sîrict literal rneming. 
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understanding: the speaker utters 'A is a fine fiend' with the intention that the audience 

recognise that the speaker intends the audience to believe that the speaker believes that A 

is not a fme fiiend. Put simply, 'A is a fme fnend' (utterance-type) means that A is a 

fine fkiend whereas U (utterer) meant that A is not a f i e  friend. One could construct a 

similar account for metaphor, hyperbole, meiosis, and the like. As we have already 

noted, in the case of figurative language, what the utterer means and what her utterance 

means are necessarily distinct. 

That conversational implicature and utterer's occasion meaning coincide is not, 

however, tnie of al1 utterances. Consider, for example. Grice's example of the following 

exchange between A, who is standing beside his obviously irnrnobilised car, and B. who 

approaches him: 

A: '1 am out of petrol' 
B: 'There is a garage around the corner' 

Though we can agree with Grice that B implicates that the garage is open and has petrol 

for sale, we would not Say that this is what B means by his utterance. 

Problem: Indetenninucy of Utterer's Occasion Meaning and Figurative Language 

The coincidence of utterer's occasion meaning and implicature in the case of figurative 

language is problematic for Grice 's analysis of utterance-type meaning . Recall that 

according to Grice an utterance-type has its meanhg as a result of being used regularly 

by various members of a linguistic community to convey the same intention-that is, 

utterance-type meaning is conventionalised utterer's occasion meaning. It is not always 

the case, however, that when a speaker issues an utterance he does so with a determinate 
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intention as to how he is to be understood. The tniism 'War is war' and Shakespeare's 

metaphor 'Juliet is the sun' both generate an indefinite number of implicatures. In the 

context of a discussion of the distinction between what someone 'says' and what she 

' implicates ' , this kind of indeterminacy is unproblematic. Indeed, Grice acknowledges 

that sometimes we are led to uifer not some particular implication fiom an utterance, but 

to explore possible implications: 

Since, to calculate a conversational implicature is to calculate what has to 
be supposed in order to preserve the supposition that the Cooperative 
Principle is king observed, and since there may be various possible 
specific explanations, a list of which may be open, the conversational 
implicatum in such cases will be [a] disjunction of such specific 
explanations; and if the list of these is open, the implicatum will have just 
the kind of indetenninacy that rnany irnplicata do in fact seem to possess. 
( " Logic and Conversation" 3940, insert mine) 

This is particularly true in some instances of poetry where the author intends the audience 

to explore a multitude of possible implications. 

Now consider this case in the context of the relation between utterer's occasion 

meaning and utterance-type rneaning. Again, an utterance-type acquires meaning in 

virtue of being used regularly within a luiguistic cornmunisr with the sarne utterer's 

occasion meaning. In the case of a metaphor, utterer's occasion meaning and 

conversational implicature coincide. But, as we noted above, Shakespeare's metaphor 

'Juliet is the sun' generates an indefdte number of implicatures. According to the 

Gricean amlysis of understanding, to understand how we interpret Romeo ' s 

(Shakespeare's) utterance, Grice needs to teIl a story something like this: Romeo utters 

'Juliet is the sud intending us to believe (or at least believe that he believes that) p in 

part by Our recognition of his intention that we should believe (or at least believe that he 
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believes) that p. But what do we substitute for p? That Romeo's day begins and ends 

with Juliet? That. she is the source of his life? That his world revolves around her? As 

with ail potent metaphors, there is no determinate answer-indeed, a carefully 

constructed metaphor gets its value in part from its lack of a determinate reading. It 

would appear that there is no definite utterer's occasion meaning associated with 

Shakespeare's metaphor. How . then, does the utterance-type 'Juliet is the sun' acquire 

its meaning?17 

The Deeper Problem : Inre preting Figurative Lunguage on the Gricean Model 

Aside from the issue of the indeterminacy of utterer's occasion meaning in some 

instances of figurative uses of laquage, there is a deeper problem associated with Grice's 

d e f ~ t i o n  of 'say' and its relation to utterance-type meaning. The problem arises from 

Grice's focus on cases in which utterance-type meaning and utterer's occasion rneaning 

coincide-Le., the case of literal utterance. Indeed, Gnce's definition of his favoured 

sense of 'say' draws explicitly and exclusively on this type of case. 

By his definîtion of 'say' Grice appears to equate sqing with asserring. There is 

evidence of this elsewhere in his writings. In "Further Notes on Logic and 

Conversation" he writes, "On my account, it wiil not be true that when 1 Say that p, 1 

" This signals that, at the very least, Grice needs to supplement his account with an account 
of how the meanings of words contribute to the meanings of sentences. Indeed, Grice's failure to 
provide an adequate analysis of the rneaning of subsentential components (he gives an inadequate 
sketch in " Utterer 's Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning" (235f.)) is an oft cited 
cornplaint about his overall approach (see, for exarnple, Schiffer, Meaning ch. 6 and Loar, Mind 
and Meaning 253f.). Without such an analysis, Grice cannot account for the meanings of 
sentences that are never uttered (or, given his commitrnent to conventionality, even for the 
meanings of sentences that are rarely uttered). 
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conversationally irnplicate that 1 believe that p.. . the natural thing to Say is that m 
expressed (or at least purported to express) the belief that p" (42, insert mine). And, in 

the Preface to Srudies in rhe Wq of Wordr, Grice writes that his concem lies with "two 

closely linked ideas.. . which may be loosely characterised as that of asserrion and 

implication and that of meaning" (emphasis mine). In the case of literal language, this 

apparent equation of saying and asserting is unproblematic. Consider, for example, an 

utterance of 'The leaves on the maple tree are turning red' in an uncontroversial context 

in which the speaker intends to convey that she believes that the leaves on some 

contextually specifed maple tree are tuming red. In this case, utterance-type meaning 

and utterer's occasion meaning coincide. Indeed, we can Say that the speaker has 

asserted that the leaves on the maple tree are huning red. But now consider the case of 

figurative language-that is, the case in which utterancetype meaning and utterer's 

occasion meaning diverge. Suppose that of three fnends who plan to meet at a pub after 

work, only two arrive on t h e .  One asks the other about the whereabouts of the third 

friend who is an accountant. The second responds, 'He is still chewing numbers'. 

Though his utterance means that the contextually specified friend is still chewing numbers 

(literally), he (the speaker) means that the contextually specified friend is still at work (or 

something like this). Clearly, he has not asserted 'He is still chewing numbers'. But has 

he not said 'He is still chewing numbers'? Grice, in places, writes as though this is how 

he means to be understood. Indeed, recall that he says that what someone says is 

"closely related to the conventional meaning of the words (the sentence). . . uttered" 

("Logic and Conversation" 66). Fuaher, in his own account of the figurative devices 



irony, metaphor and meiosis he talks this way: 

X, with whom tiiI now A has been on close te-, has betrayed a secret of 
A's to a business rival. A and his audience both know this. A says 'X is 
a fine fiend'. . . 
I say 'You are the cream in my coffee', intending the hearer to reach frs t  
the metaphor interpretant 'You are my pnde and joy ' . . . 
Of a man to have broken up al1 the himihire, one says 'He was a M e  
intoxicated' . ("Logic and Conversation" 7 1, emphases mine) 

So, although what someone says should, it would appear, be c o ~ e c t e d  to the notion of 

utterance-type meaning, it is not clear that it should, or cm, be tied to the notion of 

utterer's occasion meaning. Saying, like asserting, is a speech act, but more basic. 

Indeed, it would seem that saying is the foundation of a l l  speech acts. One cannot assert, 

promise, lie, ask a question, issue a command, or the like, without saying 

something-that is, without making a meaningfil utterance. l8 

Why, then, in his d e f ~ t i o n  of 'say' , would Grice connect saying not only with 

the central meaning of an utterance, but also with utterer's occasion meaning? Given his 

broader analysis, he has good reason. Since, according to Grice, utterance-type meaning 

is denvative of utterer's occasion meaning-that is, because utterance-type meaning is 

conventionalized utterer's occasion meaning-he must suppose that utterances of a type 

will be made, as a general d e ,  with the same basic Gricean intentions. Because he 

focuses exclusively on literal utterances-that is, on utterances in which the principal 

intention of the speaker is to communkate what her utterance means-this appears to him 

to be unproblematic. But, as Gnce is well aware given his work on irnplicature, literal 

I8  This is not quite right. In a particular context one rnight, for example, issue a gesnire that 
serves to rnake an assertion (such as pointing or nodding). Such acts, however, are not speech 
acts . 
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utterances are but a subset of actual cases. In al1 cases of figurative language, for 

example, utterer's occasion meaning and utterance-type meaning diverge-indeed, this is 

a necessary condition of a figurative device. More generally, any sentence, from the 

most straightfonvard to the most fantastic, might be employed for any number of 

purposes: to make an assertion, to issue a promise, to tell a lie, to make a metaphor, and 

so forth. Thus the lesson is this: utterance-type meaning cannot be determined by the 

uses to which that utterance-type is put. 

So, aside from the issue of the indeterminacy of utterer's occasion meaning in 

some instances of figurative uses of language, a more fundamental issue has surfaced: the 

Gricean analysis of understanding cannot explain adequately how figurative utterances are 

interpreted. In the case of figurative language, the intention with which the utierer issues 

her utterance cannot be determined unless the audience already knows the meaning of the 

utterance. One cannot, for example, begin to know what Shakespeare's Romeo means by 

'Juliet is the s u d  without fust understanding what 'Juliet is the sun' means (literally). 

Figurative interpretations, as a rule, are parasitic on utterance meaning. Indeed, it is 

questionable that in general one c m  even know thar an utterance is to be understood 

figuratively without foreknowledge of the meaning of the utterance.lg But, according to 

Grice's programme, an account of utterer's occasion meaning (non-natural meaning) is 

primary, and an account of utterance-type meaning is derived fiom this primary account. 

Grice's dilemrna, then, is this: what a speaker S means by issuing the utterance X cannot 

l9 Though there may be cases, for example, when one knows by the tone of voice that an 
utterance is intended ironically, though one does not understand what the utterance means. 
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be determined, even partially, by the meaning of X: for if it were, then this would render 

circula Grice's account of what X means in terms of what S means by uttering Xa20 But 

Gnce slips into this circularity. In a nurnber of places he says openly that knowledge of 

utterance-type meaning is necessary to determine utterer's occasion meaning. Consider 

this remark about conversational implicature: 

[Iln order that a nonconventional implicature should be present in a given 
case, rny account requires that a speaker shall be able to utilize the 
conventional meaning of a sentence. ("Further Notes on h g i c  and 
Conversation" 49) 

An interpreter cannot infer an implicatum without knowledge of the meanhg of the 

speaker's utterance. In the case of figurative language, because they coincide, anything 

that is required to determine what is implicated by an utterance wili also be required to 

determine utterer's occasion meaning. Thus effectively Grice admits that in the case of 

figurative language one cannot work out utterer's occasion meaning without 

foreho w ledge of utterance-type meaning . Further , in " Utterer 's Meaning and 

Intentions" Gnce writes, " wjhen the vehicle of meaning is a sentence (or the utterance 

of a sentence) the speaker's intentions are to be recognised, in the normal case, by virtue 

of a knowledge of the conventional use of the sentence" (160-161).21 Indeed, at the end 

of his discussion of the H-W gesture, Grïce writes that he intends to cover "both the case 

in which U meant by H-W that he knew the route (coincidence of meaning '. . .' and 

meaning that . . .), and also for the case in which, for example, U (a criminal) has lured a 

cf. Schiffer, Meaning (136). 

2' What Grice means by the "nomal casew is unclear (statistically most regular? literal?). In 
any case, ihe admission is damaging to his account of utterance type rneaning. 
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victim into his car and signais (non-literally, so to speak) to his accomplice that he knows 

how to handle the victim" ('Utterer's Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning " 

235). In both cases, Grice adds, the audience's understanding of the utterance H-W "will 

be based on its knowledge that U has a certain procedure (to utter H-W if U wants an 

audience to think that U thinks that U knows the route)" (235). 

What, then, of the supposed power of the Gricean analysis of understanding to 

explain Our understanding of nonconventional utterances? And what of Grice's clairn 

that to be undentood an utterance "need not be a linguistic or even a conventionalised 

performance" (' Utterer' s Meaning , Sentence-Meaning , and Word-Meaning " 226)? 

Surnrning Up 

In Our quest for an adequate analysis of the distinction between literal and non-literal 

language, Grice's programme provides us with some important ingredients, and one 

important lesson. The Gricean anulysis of understanding provides a persuasive basic 

description of what actually occurs during the interpretive process. Further, his account 

treats individual acts of communication as the source of meaning, provides a critical role 

for context, and allows us to situate linguistic interpretation in the broader context of 

interpersonal communication. Moreover, he provides new tools for understanding the 

distinction between literal and non-literal language in the form of his concepts of saying 

and implicating. But his analysis falters on one crucial point: he tries to constmct an 

account of literal sentential meaning based on speaker meaning, failing to recognise that 

the same sentence can be used to perform an indefinite number of different kinds of 
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speech acts. Ideally, then, what we need is an account of sentence meaning that makes 

use of something akin to the Gnëean anulysis of understanding. The substance of a 

successful continuance of Grice's work-that is, one that embraces its virtues and rejects 

its vices-is found in the works of Donald Davidson, to which we now turn. 



Chapter Six 
Davidson's Fïrst Meaning and the LiteraVNon-Literal Distinction 

The distinction between sentence rneaning and speaker rneaning is implied directiy by the 

fact that the same sentence with the same meaning can be used for a variety of different 

ends-to make an assertion, to tel1 a story, to issue an invitation, to create a metaphor, 

and so forth. The bounds of use, it would seem, are constrained only by the creativity of 

speakers and interpreters. It is essential, then, to distinguish between what our utterances 

mean and what we use them to accomplish. Davidson contends, "[ut is not an accidentai 

feature of language that the ulterior purposes of an utterance [Le., uses to which the 

speaker puts the utterance] and its literal meaning are independent, in the sense that the 

latter cannot be derived fiom the former: it is of the essence of laquagen 

("Communication and Convention" 274, insert and emphasis mine). ' Davidson calls this 

feature of language the principle of the autonomy of rneaning, and he credits Grice with 

bringing it to Our attention ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphsn 437). 

Despite the impossibility of generating the meanings of sentences fiorn what 

speakers mean by uttering them, there is a widespread belief that something like the 

' Indeed, Davidson observes that the use to which a sentence is put is not even constrained by 
its grammatical mood. Ln his paper 'Moods and Performances" he notes that although prima 
facie we might suppose that there is a correlation between the moods of sentences (indicative, 
imperative, optative, interrogative) and the uses to which we put those sentences (to make 
assertions, to give orders, to express wishes, to ask questions), this is not the case. An indicative 
might be used to ask a question ('I'd like to know where you bought that watch'), as might an 
imperative ('Tell me who gave you that'). Similarly, interrogatives may be used to make 
assertions ('Did you notice that the neighbours are building a new fente?'). Davidson adds that 
the response that indicatives are n o m l l y  used to make assertions is "dubious" if normally means 
statisticdly more frequent ('Moods and Performances" 1 1 1). 
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Gricean analysis of understandhg explains what is essentiai to interpretation. The 

present objective, then, is to give an account of sentence meaning that makes use of 

something like the Gricean analysis of understanding-that is, an account of sentence 

meaning that retains a central role for speaker's intentions. Such an account would 

coïncide with our suppositions, fust, that meaning is the result of individual acts of 

communication rather than the precursor to communication, second, that interpretation is 

context dependent and, third, that linguistic communication is but one element of the 

broader phenomenon of interpersonal communication. And, importantly, such an account 

would provide us with a non-circular analysis of literai meaning. We find the substance 

of such an account in the works of Davidson. 

On the Apparent Regularity of Language Use 

Both the Gricean analysis of literai utterance-type rneaning and the o~hodox position are 

motivated by the apparent regularity of language use within particular linguistic 

communities. Generally, it might be thought, we understand one another because we use 

words in the sarne way-that is, we adhere to the same linguistic rules or conventions. 

Indeed, the supposition that language use is regular or conventional is what gives 

proponents of the orthodox position a foothold for their daims about the existence of 

context-independent meanings; and, as we have found, it is what Griceans appeal to in 

order to transform his account of non-natural meaning into an account of utterance-type 

meaning. However, when attention is turned from sterile academic discourse to 

unchecked everyday discourse, we find far less regularity than is first supposed. 
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Davidson draws our attention to the empirical fact that in addition to the proliferation of 

figurative devices, ordinary conversations are teeming with incomplete or otherwise 

ungrammatical sentences, rnalaprops, slips of the tongue, idiorns, and other so-called 

'misuses ' of language ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs " 437). Nevertheless, typically , 

understanding dues not break down. Indeed, he contends, 

Using a word in a non-standard way out of ignorance may be a faux pas, 
but it is a faux pas in the same way that using the wrong fork at a dinner 
party is, and it has as littie to do with communication as us ing the wrong 
fork has to do with nourishing oneself, given that the 'wrong' word is 
understood and the fork works. ("The Social Aspect of Languagen 5) 

Davidson thinks that this observation can teach us something about what is essential to 

successful communication. 

Mrs. Malaprop and Conventional Meaning 

Davidson shares our supposition that language is essentially an instrument of 

communication and, so, that Iiteral meaning must be explained within the broader context 

of the phenornenon of interpersonal communication. He wants to erase the boundary 

"between knowing a language and knowing Our way around in the world generallyn ("A 

Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 445-446). Thus the starting point of his quest for an 

understanding of Iiteral meaning lies not with an appeal to abstract entities such as 

'languages' or 'rneanings'. Indeed, he observes, " [Wle al1 talle so freely about language 

or languages that we tend to forget that there are no such things in the world; there are 

only speakers and their various written and acoustical products" ("The Second Personn 

256). He thinks that this point, though obvious in itself, "is nevertheless easy to forget, 
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and it has consequences that are far fiom universdly recognized* (256). 

For instance, it is cornrnody supposed and, indeed, consistent with the orthodox 

position, that one knows what an utterance means literaily just in w e  one knows what it 

means conventionally. In "A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" Davidson's objective is to 

show that this supposition is mistaken-that is, that literal meaning cannot properly be 

identified with conventionai meaning. He consauca an argument based on the example 

of Mrs. Malaprop's utterance 'This is a nice derangement of epitaphs'. In summary, the 

argument is t h i ~ . ~  Although Mrs. Malaprop does not use the words 'derangement' and 

'epitaphs' according to the conventions of her linguistic community, we have no trouble 

unders tanding her utterance. In what , then, does our understanding consis t? Davidson 

argues that since an interpreter could assign to her utterance its conventionai 

meaning-that is, that the demonstrated item is a nice derangement of epitaphs-and still 

fail to understand her. understanding cannot consist in this knowledge. But then, it 

follows, if we assume that linguistic communication succeeds when and only when the 

interpreter grasps the literai meaning of the speaker's utterance, literai meaning cannot be 

identified with conventional meaning. 

But if knowledge of conventional meaning does not play an essentiai role in our 

understanding of Mrs. Malaprop's utterance, what does-tbat is, how is it that we 

understand her? One may be tempted to Say that we understand Mrs. Malaprop just 

because we recognise that she intends by her utterance that we should believe that she 

My outline of Davidson's argument owes much to C.J.L. Taimage's excellent summary in 
" Literal Meaning, Conventional Meaning and First Meaning " (2 14). 
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betieves that the demonstrateci item is a nice arrangement of epithets. But this is Grice's 

explanation, and so it will not work-that is, it conflates the distinction between whar 

Mrs. Malaprop's utterance means and what she intends to accomplish as a resuit of 

uttering it. What this answer identifies, Catherine i. L. Talmage explains, "is not what is 

grasped in grasping the literai meaning of this utterance, but rather what is grasped in 

grasping a certain purpose Mrs. Malaprop had in making it" (" Literal Meaning, 

Conventional Meaning and First Meaning " 2 15). 

Though the Gricean explanation does not vrûrk, Davidson thinks that there is 

something to be learned from Grice's appeai to speaker's intentions. Indeed, Davidson 

wishes "to emphasise, fotlowing Grice, the central role of intention in communication" 

("The Second Person" 258). His objective, then, is to constnict an account of Iiteral 

meaning that perrnits a central role for speaker's intentions, thus retaining the essential 

link between meaning and individual acts of communication. 

First Meaning 

Davidson uses the exarnple of malaprops to argue that to preserve the distinction between 

sentence meaning and speaker meaning, we must pry apart what is literat in language 

fkom what is conventional. In place of the notion of iiteral meaning, which he contends 

"is too incrusted with philosophical and other extra to do much work," he introduces the 

notion of first meaning ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphsn 434). Distinct fkom 

conventionai rneaning, f ~ s t  meanhg applies to words and sentences as uttered by a 

particular speaker on a particular occasion. Thefirsr meaning of any utterance is 



specified by what Davidson calls the speaker'sfirst intention. He offers the following 

example as a general explanation of what he means by Frst intention: 

Suppose Diogenes utters the words '1 would have you stand from between 
me and the s u d  (or their Greek equivalent) with the intention of uttering 
words that will be interpreted by Alexander as m e  if and only if Diogenes 
would have him stand from between Diogenes and the Sun, and this with 
the intention of asking Alexander to move from between him and the Sun, 
and this with the intention of leaving a good anecdote to posteri ty... In 
general, the fxst intention in the sequence to require this feature specifies 
the first meaning. ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 435) 

In general, then, according to Davidson, the first meaning of an utterance is specified by 

the speaker's first intention, Le., the intention to utter words that will be interpreted in a 

certain way, as having certain truth conditions. Regardless of the use to which a speaker 

puts her utterance (e.g., to make a promise, to tell a lie, to issue a command), if 

communication succeeds, her first intention must necessarily be grasped by the 

inter~reter.~ Roughly, then, first rneaning cornes first in the order of interpretation. In 

the case of Mrs. Malaprop's utterance, for example, linguistic communication succeeds 

when and only when the interpreter realises that she intends her words to be interpreted 

as  m e  if and only if the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets4 Since 

first intentions speciQ fxst meaning, her utterance meam that the demonstrated item is a 

Thus, following Quine. Davidson disposes of any fundamental role for abstract 'meanings'. 
To Say that a word or sentence has a meaning is not to posit some separate entity, but rather it is 
like saying that a building has a certain height or a Stone a certain weight. Thus we might Say 
that understanding an utterance consists not in attaching to it the correct sense or meaning, but in 
knowing the conditions under which it would be me .  

" Davidson adds that this characterisation can be improved by admitting the Gricean condition 
that the speaker intends the interpreter to arrive at the right truth conditions through the 
interpreter's recognition of the speaker's intention to be so interpreted ("A Nice Derangement of 
Epitaphs" 265, n.5). 



nice arrangement of epithets .' 

Like Grice, then, Davidson depends on the notion of speaker's intention for his 

account of utterance meaning (i. e., fus t meaning) . Unlike Grice, however, Davidson has 

in mind a very specific kind of intention, namely, the speaker's (frst) intention that the 

interpreter assign certain truth conditions to her utterance. And, indeed, this is what 

allows Davidson to keep distinct the concepts of utterance meaning and speaker meaning. 

Whatever other intentions a speaker may have, for communication to succeed, speaker 

and interpreter must assign the same tmth conditions to the speaker's words. Davidson 

adds that if the grasping of first meaning is the mark of successful linguistic 

communication, then the literai meaning of an utterance must be its first meaning, not its 

convent ional meaning . 

This is not to Say that Davidson is committed to the radical view that one can 

w i g n  to one's utterance a certain meaning sirnply by intending that the utterance be 

Davidson knows that we do not interpret utterances one at a tirne, independent of our 
general and accumuiated specific beliefs and expectations about a speaker and her behaviour. 
Rather, we, if you will, constnict theories about the languages that those with whom we 
comrnunicate speak, and we continually revise these theories in Iight of new evidence. Thus. in 
order to describe more perspicuously how his notion of Frst meaning fits into a general account of 
interpretation, Davidson introduces the notions of priar and passing theories. For the interpreter, 
the prior theory expresses how he is prepared in advance to interpret an utterance of the speaker; 
his passing theory is how he actually interprets the utterance. For the speaker, the prior theory is 
what he believes the interpreter's prior theory to be; his passing theory is the theory he intends 
his interpreter to use. Davidson intends his malaprop argument to show that what must coincide 
for linguistic communication to succeed are passing, not prior, theories. Mrs. Malaprop utters 
'This is a nice derangement of epitaphs' expecting the interpreter to apply a certain non- 
conventional (prior) theory to her utterance and so attribute to it the meaning that is 
conventionaily expressed by the sentence 'This is a nice arrangement of epithets'. But Mrs. 
Malaprop is wrong about the interpreter's prior theory-he is prepared to interpret her utterance 
according to the conventions of Our linguistic community. To understand her utterance, then, the 
interpreter rnust instead apply a theory of rneaning that assigns to 'derangement' and 'epitaphs' 
the semantic roIes assigned conventionaliy to 'arrangement' and 'epithets'. 
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understood to have that meaaing. Rather, he argues, a speaker must provide an 

interpreter with enough dues reasonably to expect that the interpreter will interpret his 

utterance as be intends. Lewis Carroll's Humpty Dumpty cannot mean 'There's a nice 

knock-down argument for yod by saying 'There's glory for you' because he knows that 

there is no way that Mice can interpret it as meaning this ("A Nice Derangement of 

Epitaphs" 440)? Thus, according to Davidson, interpreters constitute a kind of 

consaaint on what a speaker's words mean literally. Nevertheless, to be clear, Davidson 

is not committed to the equally radical view that intevreters determine the literal 

meanings of our utterances. Rather, his account of first meaning allows a role both for 

the speaker and for the interpreter: an utterance ha a first meaning only if the speaker 

believes the interpreter will, or at least might, interpret it as having this first meaning. 

A Conventionalist Response 

Davidson' s malaprop argument is designed to show that our ability to interpret 

malaprops, slips of the tongue, ungrammatical sentences, and the like threatens the idea 

that interpretation depends essentially on advance learning of meanings. But one might 

protest that although his argument shows that knowledge of conventional meaning is not 

sflcient to interpret malaprops, it does not show that knowledge of conventional 

meaning is not necessary to interpret malaprops. Put differently, one might respond to 

Though, Talrnage points out, in T h e  Structure and Content of Truth" Davidson admits of a 
case in which "the audience for the purpose of the interpretation is.. . just the speaker himself," 
thus apparently committing himself to the absurdly individualistic view that one cm mean what 
one says one means without regard for whether others have been provided with sufficient ches 
for successful interpretation (qtd. in Talmage, 'Davidson and Humpty Dumpty" 540). This, it 
would seem, is an error on Davidson's part. 
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his argument by clairning that we understand malaprops and the like precisely because we 

recognise that there is a conventional meaning from which the speaker is diverging. One 

might contend, therefore, that Davidson's account of how we interpret malaprops and 

their kin is not the only one available. 

Davidson is drawn to the w e  of malaprops because he is concerned that their 

presence threatens the distinction between what speakers, on given occasions, mean, and 

what their words mean, since in these cases the intended meaning seems to take over 

from the standard meaning. Indeed, this is the reason he calls for "a deeper notion of 

what words, when spoken in context, mean"-that is, his concern about how we interpret 

malaprops provides the impetus for his account offirst meaning ("A Nice Derangement 

of Epitaphs" 434). To be sure, we want to keep utterance meaning and speaker meaning 

distinct. Why not, though, treat malaprops as a kind of non-literal language? According 

to this line, in the case of maiaprops, as in the case of non-literal language, what the 

speaker's words mean, and what the speaker means to convey by using those words, are 

distinct. In both mes ,  the absurdity of the conventional interpretation of the speaker's 

words (given the context and our background assurnptions) prompts us to attribute to the 

speaker a meaning different than that which we attribute to her words.' 

Thus, one might respond to Davidson that his examples do not show that we need 

to pry apart the notions of conventional meaning and literal meaning, but only that 

' The dfierence between, Say, a metaphor and a malaprop would be that in the case of a 
metaphor the ches to speaker meaning corne fkom the meaning of the utterance (and, of course, 
the context) whereas in the case of malaprops, the clues come from the simiIarity in sound of the 
speaker's words to the words that would conventionaiIy express what he means to convey by his 
w ords . 



sometimes (perhaps often) speaker rneaning and utterance meaning diverge. We cm 

gram Davidson's point that since an interpreter could assign to Mrs. Mdaprop's utterance 

itç conventional meaning and faii to understand her, understanding cannot consist in this 

knowledge. But to show that our understanding does not consist in our knowledge of the 

conventional meaning of her words is not to show that this knowledge does not play an 

essential role in the interpretative process. Indeed, one might retell Davidson's exampIe 

of Mrs. Malaprop's utterance as follows: we assign to the words in her utterance 'This is 

a nice derangement of epitaphs' their conventional rneanings, but, because of the 

absurdity of her utterance given the context and our background assumptions (including 

our knowledge of the similarity in sound between 'epitaph' and 'epithet' and between 

'derangement' and 'arrangement'), we understand that she means to convey that the 

demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets? 

Thus Davidson's malaprop argument by itself does not prove that shared linguistic 

conventions are not necessary to successful linguistic interpretation. Rather, his argument 

shows only that we cannot understand a malaprop based solely on Our knowledge of what 

* Lnterestingly , Davidson hirnseif proposes something lïke this explanation, though, in keeping 
with his argument, he is careful to stop short of sayhg that knowledge of conventional meaning is 
necessary to understanding: 

un the case of malaprop and its kin] the hearer realises that the 'standard' 
interpretation cannot be the intended interpretation; through ignorance, 
inadvertence, or design the speaker has used a word sirnilar in sound to the word 
that would have 'correctly' expressed his meaning. The absurdity or 
inappropriateness of what the speaker would have meant had his words been taken 
in the 'standard' way alerts the hearer to trickery or error; the similarity in sound 
tips him off to the right i n t e r~ re t~on .  ('A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 434, 
insert and emphasis mine) 

The suggestion currently under consideration is that whereas Davidson thinks that 'the n'ght 
interpretation' applies to the speaker's words, one might argue that it applies to what the speaker 
means to convey by uttering those words. 
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the words mean conventionally. To show that shared conventions are not an essentiai 

element of the interpretive process, Davidson needs to show that we could understand 

Mrs. Malaprop's utterance wirhout knowing what her words mean conventionally. And, 

indeed, he has an argument for this. But this argument is not found in his account of 

malaprops; rather, it is found in his account of the methodology of radical interpretation. 

Radical Intep-etarion 

To sharpen our focus on what is and what is not essential to linguistic communication, 

Davidson invites us to envision a scenario in which we have the task of interpreting 

someone whose utterances are wholly unfarniliar to us-this he cd ls  the case of radical 

Nlrerprerati~n.~ In the w e  of radical interpretation, the interpreter has nothing to go on 

but what she sees the native speaker do and the sounds she h e m  him make. How is it, 

then, that one goes about interpreting someone in such a case? 

To begin, Davidson claims, the interpreter must be able to identify when the 

speaker holds his sentences to be m e  ("Radical Interpretation" 135). That is, the 

interpreter must assume that she is observing a creature that makes assertions, and she 

must be reasonably good at determining when he is engaged in this particular activity 

(even when she does not know what is being asserted). Though, to be sure, assertion is 

not the only case in which the interpreter migbt detect whether the speaker holds his 

It is worth noting that Davidson intends the methodology of radical interpretation as a 
theoretical description of luiguistic cornpetence, not as a description of an actual procedure. Also, 
it wiii be clear that for his account of radical interpretation Davidson borrows heavily fiom 
Quine's account of radical translation. There are, however, significant merences. Importantly, 
for example, Davidson's methodology of radical interpretation does not allow for indeterminacy 
of logical form (see 'Radical Interpretation" 136 n. 16). 
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utterance to be me-"Lies, comrnands, stories, irony, if they are detected as attitudes, 

can reveai whether a speaker holds his sentence to be m e "  ("Radical Interpretationn 

135). 

Further, Davidson argues, the interpreter must assume that when the native 

speaker holds his sentences to be true, he does so Iargely correctly. This is often called 

the principle of charfty, but, as Bjmn Ramberg points out, this term is misleading in so 

far as it suggests that it is a principle we choose to employ as a kindness toward the 

native speakers: on the contrary, Davidson takes it to be "an indispensable 

rnethodological principle, without which.. . a theoretical description of our own linguistic 

cornpetence would founder because of the inseparability of attributing beliefs to speakers 

and meaning to the sentences spoken" (Rarnberg, Donald Davidson 's Philosophy of 

Language 69). Put another way, because we cannot attribute rneanings to the native's 

sentences without also attributing beliefs to the native, the role of the principle of charity 

is to hold belief constant (as far as possible) while solving for meaniog. 

Armed with the principle of charity, the interpreter, appreciating as best she can 

the perspective of the native speaker, notes correlations between sentences held true and 

the (external) circurnstances in which they are uttered. For each utterance of this sort 

that the native speaker rnakes, the interpreter tries to isolate the salient features of the 

context in which the uninterpreted utterance is made-that is, he tries to isolate the 

features of the environment that cause the speaker to assent tu the sentence. The 

interpreter continually adjusts his theory according to new evidence, evidence in the form 

of "knowledge of the character, dress, role, sexy of the speaker, and whatever else has 



b e n  gained by observing the speaker's behaviour, linguistic or otherwisen ("A Nice 

Derangement of Epitaphsn 44 1). 

Using this knowledge, the interpreter consaucts hypotheses about what each 

sentence uttered means. Davidson suggesu that these hypotheses might be put in the 

form of Tarski-like T-sentences, the formulations of which look like this: "'S' is tme-in- 

L when uttered by x at time t if and ody if p" where S stands for the sentence asserted 

and p for the tmth conditions of the sentence asserted.1° Equipped with a stock of T- 

sentences, the interpreter then develops more fuie-grained hypotheses about correlations 

between subsentential component. (Le., words and phrases) and external objects or 

events. Along the way , she tests her hypotheses by interacting with the native speaker in 

a game of query and assent/dissent without which no Iatguage learning could take 

placeL1, revis ing her hypotheses where necessary. As a result, the interpreter acquires 

increasing confidence that she has in her possession a theory which generates correct 

interpretations of the native speaker's sentences, actual and potential: 

The longer we interpret a speaker with apparent success as speaking a 
particular language the greater our leg itimate confidence that the speaker is 
speaking that language, or one much like it. Our strengthening 
expectations are as well founded as our evidence and induction make them. 

'O Though we shall not enter into the details here, it is worth aoting that Davidson holds that 
imperatives, optatives and the like (Le., non-indicatives) can be accounted for by T-sentences 
(Davidson, "On Saying That"). The perception that they cannot is the result of a failure to 
appreciate that each non-indicative is in fact an abbreviation of two sentences. The first indicates 
the mood; the second gives the content. For example, the irnperative 'Close the door!" is 
analysed by Davidson as something like this: "The next sentence is an order. You will close the 
door. " Troublesorne indicatives, in particutar, those that express indirect discourse (e.g., 'Blair 
said that he would attend the conference') and those that express propositionai attitudes (e.g., 
'Chris believes that the market wiil recover'), are treated sirnilarly. 

" cf. Quine, "Mind and Verbal Dispositions" (88). 
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("The Second Personn 258) 

Davidson's objective in telling his story about radical interpretation is to teach us 

something important about what is necessary to successfül communication. The lesson is 

this: "[Vhere is no reason, in theory at lest,  why speakers who understand each other 

ever need to speak, or to have spoken, as anyone else speaks, much less as each other 

speakw ("The Social Aspect of Language" 4). Indeed, given that " [dlifferent speakers 

have different stocks of proper names, different vocabularies, and attach somewhat 

different meanhgs to words, * Davidson contends that something approaching this 

radically individualistic use of language is a c ~ d l y  the case ("Communication and 

Convention" 277). Accordingly, Davidson intends his description of the methodology of 

radical interpretation to apply not only to cases in which the speaker's utterances are 

wholly unfamiliar to us, but also to cases in which we communicate with other members 

of Our linguistic community: "The problem of interpretation is domestic as well as 

foreign.. . All understanding of the speech of another involves radical interpretation" 

("Radical Interpretationn 125). Though, again, this is a theoretical point, intended to 

focus our attention on what is essential to successful linguistic communication: ''1 do not 

think we normally understand what others Say by consciously reflecting on the question 

what they mean, by appealing to some theory of interpretation, or by surnmoning up what 

we take to be the relevant evidence" ("The Social Aspect of Language" 2).12 Indeed, 

" Even when we interpret the clerk at the supermarket, the stranger on the bus or the news 
anchorperson on television, Davidson would Say that we are equipped with a robust prior theory 
of the language they speak. indeed, the less we know about a speaker, assuming she belongs to 
our linguistic community, the more closely our prior theory will simply be the theory that 
describes the standards (or, more precisely, what we perceive to be the standards) of Our 
linguistic community. 
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though Davidson argues that every act of interpretation is essentially an act of radical 

interpretation, he does not deny that linguistic conventions are of immense practical use. 

He acknowledges, "Knowledge of the conventions of language is.. . a practical cmtch to 

interpretation, a cmtch we cannot in practice afford to do without," but ad& that it is "a 

crutch which, under optimum conditions for communication, we can in the end throw 

away, and could in theory have done without fiom the startn ("Communication and 

Convention" 279). We speak as others do because we want to be understood, and 

speaking as others do assists greatly with this goal. But Davidson's radical interpretation 

argument is designed to show that what matters to successful communication is not that 

we speak the same Ianguage (Le., that we share linguistic conventions), but rather that 

we provide each other with something intelligible as a language. In any given 

interpretive situation, what must be shared is "the interpreter's and the speaker's 

understanding of the speaker's wordsn ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 438). In 

theory, this does not necessitate following shared d e s  or conventions. What is 

conventionai about language, then, is that people tend to speak much as their neighbours 

do. But, Davidson reiterates, 

[I]n indicating this element of the conventional, or of the conditioning 
process that makes speakers rough linguis tic facsimiles of their fr iends and 
parents, we explain no more than the convergence; we throw no light on 
the essentid nature of the skills that are thus made to converge. 
("Communication and Conventionn 278) 

Although meaning something requires that by and large one follow a practice of one's 

own, a practice that can be understood by others, there is no fundamental reason why 

practices must be shared. 
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Thus, Davidson concludes, although successful interpretation depends on a speaker 

intentionally making herself interpretable to a hearer (she must go on more or less as the 

interpreter expects, or at least is equipped to interpret), it does oot depend on shared 

conventions. Even when a speaker speaks in accordance with the standards of his 

linguistic community, "he speaks with the intention of being understood in a certain way, 

and this intention depends on his beliefs about his audience, in particuiar how he beiieves 

or assumes they will understand himn ("The Social Aspect of Language" 7). According 

to Davidson, then, the meaning of an utterance is determined not by convention, even 

when a speaker conforms to convention, but rather by the speaker's intention that her 

utterance be assigned a certain tmth conditions, truth conditions specifiable by the 

appropriate T-sentence. " [I]f communication succeeds, " Davidson contends , " there rnust 

be these intentions on the part of the speakern ("The Second Person" 259). 

First Meaning and Radical Interpretation 

Does Davidson's methodology of radical interpretation yield theories of meaning that give 

fint meanings? Davidson seems to think so-at least, he gives no indication that he 

considers first meaning and rneaning generated by the methodology of radical 

interpretation distinct. Talmage is less certain. She argues that there are cases in which 

the first meaning of an utterance, as specified by the speaker's first intention, and the 

meaning of that utterance as specified by the theory of meaning generated by the 

methodology of radical interpretation, are in fact distinct. To argue this, she offers the 

following example: 



[Sluppose that, unlike Mrs. Maiaprop, 1 intend my hearer (whom 1 believe 
to be less adept than most in noticing similarities in sound) to assign to the 
utterance ['This is a nice derangement of epitaphs'] its conventional 
meaning, that I intend him, that is, to interpret it as being tme if and only 
if this is a nice derangement of epitaphs. ("Literal Meaning, Conventionai 
Meaning and First Meaning" 2 19-220, insert mine) 

She argues that the meaning that would be arrived at through radical ioterpretation is that 

the dernonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets and so does not coincide with the 

meaning she intends the hearer to assign to her utterance (i.e., that the demonstrated item 

is a nice derangement of epitaphs). 

Actually, the rnatter is not so simple. Talrnage knows that in saying that she 

intends her hearer to assign to her utterance its conventional meaning, she has not said al1 

that is necessary to speciQ her utterance's first meaning. One'sfirst intention-that is, 

the intention that one's utterance be taken to mean what one wants it to be taken to 

mean-is not the only constraint on fust rneauing. As we found, Davidson argues that 

when a speaker speaks with the intention of being understood in a certain way, this 

intention depends on her beliefs about her audience, in particular how she believes or 

assumes she will be understood. Indeed, he says plainly, 

[F]or me the concept of "the meaningn of a word or sentence gives way to 
the concepts of how a speaker intends his words to be understood, and of 
how a hearer understands them. Were understanding mmches intent we 
can, if we please, speak of "the" meaning; but it is understanding that 
gives life to meaning, not the otber way around. ("The Social Aspect of 
Languagen 6 ,  emphasis mine) 

In Taimage's example, however, she cannot reasonably expect that the hearer will 

interpret her utterance as meaning that the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of 

epithets. Indeed, by her own description, she intends her hearer to "misinterpretn her 
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utterance (" Literai Meaning, Conventional Meaning and First Meaning" 220). But in the 

case in which one intends an audience to rnisinterpret one's utterance, success dependr on 

the interpreter misidentifying the rneaning of the utterance. Because first meanhg arises 

only when understanding matches intent, we are forced to conclude that Talmage's 

utterance is actually devoid of a first meaning. Talrnage knows this, and so she 

concludes, "[Tlhe point is just that 1 neither expected nor wanted hun to understand [my 

utterance]-my purpose in uttering words that Iiterally mean that this is a nice 

arrangement of epithets was not to communicate Iinguistically with himn ("Literal 

Meaning, Conventional Meaning and First Meaning" 220, insert mine). If her utterance 

does not have a first meanhg, and yet a radical interpreter would interpret it as true if 

and only if the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets, these notions of 

meaning, she concludes, must be distinct. l3 

Prima facie, Talmage's argument is persuasive. According to her analysis, on 

Davidson's account we are forced to conclude that it does not make sense to Say that a 

speaker can intend her audience to misinterpret her utterance. To intend that sorneone 

misinterpret one's utterance is to intend that they assign to the utterance a meaning other 

than the rneaning of the utterance. This is uncontroversial enough. But first meaning, 

according to Davidson, is deterrnined by the interpretation that the speaker intends that 

the interpreter assign to the utterance. Thus we are led to an absurd conclusion: in the 

case of intended misinterpretation, the intended interpretation is necessarily different than 

l3 Talmage's objective is to show that not only should iiteral rneaning not be identifieci with 
conventional meaning, but it should ako not be identified with first meaning. Rather, she argues, 
the literd meaning of an utterance is the meaning specified by the theory of meaning arrived at 
through the methodology of radical interpretation. 
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the meaning that the speaker intends that the interpreter assign to her utterance. 

But surely there are cases of intended misinterpretation. My lawyer might draft a 

document which she wants me to believe, were I to sign it, would mean that 1 was to 

receive ninety percent of a monetary settlement, and her, for her work, the other ten 

percent. Unknown to me, however, the document actually dictates that she is to receive 

ninety percent of the settlement, and 1 am to receive ten percent. Her hope, then, is that 

because of my lack of legal acumen, 1 will misinterpret the document and sign it. That 

is, it would appear that this is a case of intended misinterpretation. Given that the notion 

of intended misinterpretation makes pre-theoretic sense, it is worth delving further into 

Davidson's notion of first rneaning to determine whetber we can incorporate such cases 

uito his account in such a way as to avoid rendering them nonsensical. 

This much seems indisputable about the case Taimage describes: the literal 

meaning that would be arrived at through the process of radical interpretation and what 

she means to convey to her interpreter by her utterance are distinct. What is not clear, 

however, is that in describing that she intends this particular interpreter to assign to her 

utterance its conventionai meaning she has in fact identified herfirst intention and, so, 

begun to specifi the first meaning of her utterance. To see this more clearly, consider a 

general analysis of intended misinterpretation. A speaker S intends an interpreter H to 

misinterpret her utterance X if and only if she uners X, which means MI,  with the 

intention that H instead interpret her utterance as rneaning something else, say, M,. 

According to this defimition, then, the intention that X be taken to mean M, or, more 

broadly, the intention that one's utterance be misinterpreted, is a higher latel 
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intention-it is something we do with our words. This suggests that in Talmage's 

example her intention that the hearer interpret her utterance as being r u e  if and oniy if 

the demonstrated item is a nice derangement of epitaphs is not her f r s t  intention and, so, 

does not begin to specifi her utterance's first meaning. Rather, it suggests, her first 

intention is that her utterance be interpreted as being m e  if and only if the demonstrated 

item is a nice arrangement of epithets, and that she has the further intention that this first 

intention pass unrecognised by her interpreter, and instead that he interpret the utterance 

as true if and only if the demonstrated item is a nice derangement of epitaphs. Indeed, 

the intention that her first intention pass unrecognised just is the htention to be 

misinterpreted-to be sure, her intention to be misinterpreted wiil succeed if and only if 

the interpreter misidentifies her first intention. 

But things are not so simple. One might retort that because, according to 

Davidson, meaning is specified by a speaker's fust intention, our above definition 

unpacks like this: a speaker S intends an interpreter H to misinterpret her utterance X if 

and only if she utters X with the intention that H interpret X as true if and only if truth 

conditions TC, obtain, with the further intention that H instead interpret X as true if and 

oniy if TC,. And this is nonsense-one cannot intend that one's audience interpret one's 

utterance as true if and only if TCI and imtead interpret it as true if and only if TC, 

where TC, and TC, are a hypothesi different. 

In order to preserve the supposition that the intention that one's utterance be 

misinterpreted is a higher level intention, then, we need an alternative account of how 

f i s t  meaning is specified in Talmage's example. In particular, somehow we need to keep 
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separate what we want to cal1 her f ~ s t  intention-that is, the intention that her utterance 

be taken as true if and only if the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of 

epithets-and her intention that her utterance be interpreted by this particular interpreter 

as true if and only if the demonstrated item is a nice derangement of epitaphs. 

Generally, first meaning is specified by the speaker's intention that her utterance be 

interpreted as she intends, provided that she equips the interpreter with enough clues to 

suppose that he will, or at least rnight, interpret it this way. In Talmage's example, as 

we found, because the interpreter is "Iess adept than most in noticing simiiarities in 

sound," and because Taimage knows this, she cannot be said to have provided him with 

enough clues to reasonably expect that he will interpret her utterance as being true if and 

only if the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets. Indeed, this is why we 

felt forced to conclude that her utterance does not, after d l ,  have a first rneaning. But 

critical to Talmage's story is that it is this par-cular interpreîer who cannot be expected 

to interpret her utterance as true if and only if the demonstrated item is a nice 

arrangement of epithets. If we consider a broader audience-specifically, one which 

includes a radical interpreter-we can Say with confidence that she hm in fact provided 

enough clues to reasonably expect that an interpreter-again, specifically, a radical 

interpreter-will interpret her utterance as tme if and only if the demonstrated item is a 

nice arrangement of epithets. Why the confidence? Because an integral element of 

Talmage's exarnple is that a radical interpreter would understand her utterance this 

way-indeed, this is what gives content to her claim that first meaning and meaning 

generated via the me thodology of radical interpretation do no t al ways coincide. 
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Consider again the example in which my lawyer intends me to misinterpet our 

contract. Suppose 1 sign the contract. My lawyer then explains in considerably plainer 

language what the contract means. 1 protest and, feigning ignorance, she claims that I 

must have misinterpreted the document. But her daim that I have misinterpreted the 

document really matters only when a judge rules in her favour-that is, when he decides 

that the contract in fact means that she is to receive the bulk of the settlement. In 

Talmage's example, we might employ the mythical radical interpreter in the role that the 

judge plays in Our contract example. That is, the radical interpreter can provide the 

yardstick against which we measure whether a speaker has provided her audience with 

enough clues to reasonably expect that her utterance will be interpreted as she intends. 

Thus we might adjust our characterisation of first meaning to reflect this: the fust 

meaning of an utterance is specified by the speaker's fmt intention-that is, the intention 

that her utterance be understood a certain way-provided that she equips her audience 

with enough clues so that she might reasonably expect that a radical interpreter would 

interpret it as she intends. 

According to the Davidson Talmage describes, first meaning arises only when the 

particular interpreter with whom the speaker is interacting identifies correctly the 

speaker's first intention. Certainly there is support for this interpretation in Davidson's 

writingd4 According to our revised understanding of first meaning, however, that a 

'' Recall the quotation: 
m o r  me the concept of "the meaning" of a word or sentence gives way to the 
concepts of how a speaker intends his words to be understood, and of how a 
hearer understands them. Where understanding matches intent we can, if we 
please, speak of "then meaaing; but it is understanding that gives Lüe to meaning, 
not the other way around. ("The Social Aspect of Languagew 6) 
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parricular interpreter misinterprets or does not understand a speaker's utterance does not 

preclude the utterance fiom having a f i s t  meaning. What is critical, in addition to the 

speaker's frst intention, is that she equip the interpreter with enough dues to interpret 

her utterance as she intends-that is, that she be CO-operative to the extent that a radical 

interpreter could interpret her utterance as she intends. Indeed, just as there are places 

where Davidson seems to attribute to partr'cuiar interpeters the roIe of constraining fust 

meaning there are also places that support our revised interpretation. For example, 

Davidson writes, if communication succeeds, "the speaker must intend the hearer to 

interpret his words in the way the speaker intends, and he rnust have adequate reason to 

believe that the hearer will succeed in interpreting him as he intends" ("Communication 

and Conventionn 277). Here Davidson attaches importance to the reasonableness of the 

speaker's expectation that she be understood as she intends, but not to whether the 

particular interpreter actually interprets the utterance as the speaker intends. If Our 

revised analysis of fust meaning is granted, then the notions of fist  meaning and the 

rneaning generated from the methodology of radical interpretation are not in fact distinct. 

Note also that according to our revised interpretation Davidson would have an 

answer to Dummett's example of someone who issues a series of insults in English to an 

Italian police oficer, not expecting to be understood ("A Nice Derangernent of Epitaphs: 

Some Comments on Davidson and Hackhgn 472). Dummett argues that the utterances 

clearly have meaning according to the conventions of English, but that we are forced on 

Davidson's account to conclude that they are meaningless because the speaker does not 

want to be understood. On our revised account of fmst meaning, however, Dummett's 
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speaker's words do have a f ~ s t  meaning because, though he is not being cooperative with 

the particular interpreter to whom his remarks are directed, he hm provided enough clues 

that a radical interpreter would interpret his words as he intends them to be understood. 

Non-Literal Language and Radical Interpretation 

What of the case non-literal utterances and radical interpretation? Again, though 

Davidson applies the term radical interpretation to every act of interpretation, it will 

sharpen our focus if we consider the case in which a speaker's utterances are wholly 

unfamiliar to us. In such a scenario, there are, it seems , two barriers to the 

interpretation of non-literal utterances. First, recall that criticai to the success of radical 

interpretation is that the interpreter be able to identifj successfully when the speaker 

holds a sentence to be true, even if the content of the sentence is unknown. The 

identification of the attitude of holding a sentence to be true is critical to the success of 

radical interpretation. But many non-literai utterances, in particular many figurative 

utterances, are held by a speaker to be false on their literal interpretation ('Sampras never 

loses!', 'My car is my life', 'The hills are dive with the sound of music'). Further, it is 

not clear that in the case in which a speaker's utterances are wholly unfamiliar to the 

interpreter, the interpreter will be able to identiv when a speaker is employing a non- 

literal device." . 

l5 The exception being the case in which a non-literal attitude is detected by the interpreter, 
though he does not know the content of the utterance. It was suggested previously, for example, 
that in some instances one might detect an ironicai tone in a speaker's voice though one does not 
know what the speaker's utterance means. In such a case, one might override the principle of 
charity and suppose the speaker to hold his utterance to be false. 
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In any case, there is a more serious issue. Recall that one cannot interpret a non- 

literal utterance without first knowing what the utterance means literally because any non- 

literal effects (Le., conversational implicatures) are parasitic on the literal meaning of the 

utterance. In general, then, one cannot begin to interpret a speaker's non-literal 

utterances unless one aiready knows much about the speaker's language. Thus non-literal 

utterances are unhelpful at best and dismptive at worst to the process of radical 

interpretation. l6 

Davidson on the Distinction Beiween Literal and Non-literal 

Thus far outlined, Davidson7s account sui& us well. The notion offirst meaning provides 

us with a clear domain of meaning. Each sentence has one and only one meaning, as 

specified by its author's f ïs t  intention (provided, of course, that he is behg cooperative). 

According to Davidson, al1 ulterior purposes to which the sentence might be put are 

relegated to the realm of use. In Gricean terms, what a speaker says is identified with 

the meaning of her utterance whereas what she implicates by her utterance is confined to 

the realm of use. Al1 utterances, literal or non-literal, mean what the words mean, and 

nothing else-figurative language and other implicatures are paras itic on fus t meaning . 

Accordingly , strictl y speaking there is no such thing as, Say, metaphorical meaning. l7 

Tennyson's metaphor 'Sleep is the brother of deatb' rneanr just that sleep is the brother 

of death (which is absurd), though we cm add that Tennyson uttered this sentence with 

l6 Indeed, a native speaker who wishes to avoid being interpreted might succeed if she utters 
exclusively non-literal utterances. 

'' cf. Davidson, "What Metaphors Mean." 
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the (higher level) intention that we should notice the similarities and differences between 

the physical States of sleep and death. According to Davidson, then, non-literal devices 

such as metaphor, irony, hyperbole, and the like are relegated to the domain of use. 

They are, like issuing a promise. tellhg a story or making a joke, things which we do 

with language. 

Davidson and Non- Verbal Communicafion 

Having introduced his account of f ~ s t  meaning, Davidson writes, "Nothing said so far 

limits f i s t  meaning to language" ("A Nice Derangernent of Epitaphsn 436). Indeed, 

according to our analysis thus far, it would seem that there is no principled reason why 

the notion of first meaning could not be applied to cases of non-verbal communication. 

As we learned from Grice, if a gesture, a non-verbal vocalisation18, a drawing, or the 

like succeeds in conveying a particular message, it is because we attribute to the author 

of the gesture or sound or drawing the intention that we should understand it in the way 

the author intends. Indeed, non-verbal acts of communication (or, rather, attempts at 

communication) are generated by the same non-linguistic intentions as verbal utterances. 

One might suppose, then, that we cm assign first meaning to non-verbal utterances. 

Thus, just as my verbal utterance has a fust meaning because 1 intend you to interpret it 

as having certain tnith conditions, and you do, so might a wave of my arms, a groan or 

1 am thinking here of cases iike 'brrr' (to express one's uncomfortable chill), 'umrnm' (to 
mark a pause in one's thought process), 'hmmm' (to express doubt), and the like. 1 am not 
thinking of vocalisations whose purpose is not to communicate something-for example, 
invoiuntary vocalisations, such as when one is startled, or noises such as those one makes to 
startle someone. 
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an arrow inscribed on a poster.lg Indeed, treating non-verbal language this way appears 

to be consistent with the role Davidson attributes to the concept of a language. He 

writes, "The point of the concept of a language.. . is to enable us to give a coherent 

description of the behaviour of speakers, and of what speakers and interpreters know that 

allows them to cornmunicate" ("The Second Person" 256-57). If this broad conception of 

a language is in fact at the core of Davidson's approach, then, it would appear that non- 

verbal language should be incorporated into his account. That is, because non-verbal 

language is integral to interpersonal communication, one might argue that "a coherent 

description of the behaviour of speakers, and of what speakers and interpreters know that 

allows them to comrnunicate" must include an account of non-verbal language. To be 

sure, this would corne with certain advantages. To begin, incorporating non-verbal 

language into an account of frst  meaning would obviate the difficult (perhaps impossible) 

task of demarcating cleariy between those noises and inscriptions which qualiQ as verbal 

and those which do not. Further, it would meet our supposition that verbal language is 

but one element of the broader phenornenon of interpersonal communication. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that Davidson wants to keep separate verbal and non- 

verbal language. Verbal language is unique, he thinks, because it is utterly systematic: 

[I]n the case of a language the hearer shares a complex system.or theory 
with a speaker, a system which rnakes possible the articulation of logical 
relations between utterances, and explains the ability to interpret novel 
utterances in an organised way. ("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 436). 

l9 Moreover, treating non-verbal language this way fiees us to speak of non-literal uses of 
non-verbai language, as in the case when someone issues a 'thumbs up' sign ironically during a 
fierce rain Storm. 
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Davidson argues that a competent speaker or interpreter of a language is able to create 

and interpret sentences that she has never before encountered, and that "[tlhis is possible 

because [she] can learn the semantic role of each of a finite number of words and phrases 

and c m  learn the semantic consequences of a ff i te number of modes of composition" 

("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 437, insert mine). Indeed, he argues that we cannot 

describe the totality of the knowledge possessed by the speaker or interpreter of a 

language-that is, their knowledge of the truth conditions of an indef~tely  large number 

of sentences-without employing a recursive theory ("The Second Person" 257). As we 

have found, he thinks that one mode1 for such a machine is a theory of tmth dong the 

lines of a Tarski truth definition. The linguistic ability of a speaker is specifiable by the 

T-theory (Le., collection of T-sentences and their entailment relations) which applies to 

the totality of utterances (actual and possible) of the language that the speaker is speaking 

at a particular tirne." 

One might retort that we can construct T-sentences for Our drawings, non-verbal 

vocalisations, gestures, and the like-for example, 'A 'thumbs-up' gesture is tnie for you 

at time t if and only if things are okay' (or something like this). But this would be to 

misconstrue the way that Davidson says T-sentences are generated. T-sentences are not 

generated one at a tirne. Indeed, though we may have inductive evidence for a particular 

T-sentence as it applies to a particular utterance, this is evidence for the rneaning of that 

utterance only, and precisely in so far as, it is evidence for a truth-theory which ailows 

" Davidson does not think that a T-theory describes a khd of propositional knowledge 
possessed by the speaker of the language; rather, a T-theory provides us with an adequate 
description of the Linguistic abilities of the speaker, including the ability to create novel sentences 
("A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs" 438). 



170 

us to derive the relevant T-sentence as a theorem. That is, evidence for a T-sentence is 

evidence for the meaning of the utterance only in conjunction with evidence for other T- 

sentences which, taken together, allow us to formulate a truth-theory. Thus, the evidence 

is evidence for the meaning of an utterance in so far as it permits us to situate each 

utterance in the structure that relates each semantically to one another via the principle of 

cornpositiodity. Put another way, the meaning of a sentence just is this smctural 

location in the language of which it is a part. Therefore, according to Davidson, 

inductively determining the T-sentence that gives the truth condi?icns of an utterance, and 

theoretically determining the meaning an utterance has, are distinct. The former involves 

empirical observation and developing theories about the speaker's beliefs, both of which 

require attending to the context of the utterance. The latter is a semantic claim which 

projecü beyond any particular context which inductively supports it. Thus although 

context provides inductive evidence for which T-sentence applies to an utterance, the T- 

sentence itself is generated by the theory of meaning that describes the language of which 

the utterance is a part. Davidson would deny T-sentences to non-verbal language because 

non-verbal language is not systematic in the same way as verbal language. In particular, 

non-verbal language is not compositionai. That is, in the case of non-verbal language, 

the requisite semantic structure that would permit us to situate a particular non-verbal 

utterance in a system-i.e., a language-that relates it semantically to other (verbal and 

non-verbal) utterances is absent. 

Of course, we might regard it as a weakness of Davidson's account that it treats 

language as utterly recursive. Indeed, Ian Hacking challenges Davidson on this very 
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point ("The Parody of Conversationn 455-456). That is, diough we might agree that 

language is compositional, we might question the necessiw of accounting for this 

compositionality with one dl-encompassing recursive system. Moreover, we might add 

to this doubt our concern that because T-theories apply only to verbal behaviour, 

Davidson artificially isolates linguistic meaning from the broader realm of interpersonal 

communication. One of the lessons Grice taught us was that to mean sornething by an 

action one must be in possession of a certain kind of intention, and that these intentions 

guide linguistic and non-linguistic actions alike. Perhaps, then, the inability of a T-theory 

to account for non-verbal language can be counted against Davidson's account of 

language. Nevertheless, we should not be too quick to dismiss tmth-theories. To be 

sure, a truth-theoretical account of linguistic ability has its virtues. Importantly , T- 

theories retrieve for Davidson much of the explanatory power of the orthodox position. 

Specifically, the appeal to T-theories provides Davidson with a way of accounting for our 

ability to create and interpret novel sentences, and a way of explaining entailment 

relations benveen sentences. 

First Meaning and Literal Meaning 

As usefd as Davidson's notion of first rneaning is to our investigation, it is not without 

its problems. Davidson identifies literal meaning with f ~ s t  meaning. His point in doing 

so is to pry apart the notions of Iiterai meaning and conventional meaning. But his 

subsequent identification of first rneaning with literai meaning is problematic. Though we 

might agree with Davidson that Mrs. Malaprop's utterance 'This is a nice derangement of 



epitaphs' meam that the demonstrated item 

we might deny that it means this literally. 

172 

is a nice arrangement of epithets, nevertheless 

That is, we might argue that although Mrs. 

Malaprop's utterance meam, according to her f ~ s t  intention, that the demonstrated item 

is a nice arrangement of epithets, it meam literally, Le., means-according-to-the- 

standardri-of-our-iing~i~c-community1 that the demonstrated item is a nice derangement 

of epitaphs. Contra Davidson, then, it would seem that we should distinguish between 

first meaning and literal meaning. 

Indeed, there are utterances for which a first meaning is absent and yet we do not 

want to Say that they are devoid of meaning. A child Iearning English might transcribe a 

token of a written English sentence into her notebook without any idea of what it means 

in English. Depending upon her native language, she rnay not even recognise the 

letters-her task may be simply to copy a set of characters from one page to another. In 

such a me ,  we would Say that she is not in possession of the requisite first intention to 

speciQ a first rneaning of the sentence she inscribes. Thus, although we would Say that 

the sentence means sonzething-i.e., it rneans what it means according to the standards of 

English-it lacks a first meaning. Alternatively, we can imagine a slightly more fantastic 

case in which books fall from a shelf onto a type-writer producing a token of an English 

word or phrase. Though we would not hesitate to say that the word or phrase means 

something (again, it means what it means in English), to be sure, the books will not be in 

possession of the requisite fust intention to speciQ a first meaning of the word or phrase. 

Keeping separate the notions of first meaning and literal rneaning provides us with a 

rneans of explaining the above types of situations. 
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There are M e r  advantages to this approach. To begin, enlisting a community- 

standard based notion of literal meaning answers the concern that 'This is a nice 

derangement of epitaphs' is a malaprop just because there are facts about our language 

against which it is a rni~take.~' More broadly, this approach allows that in practice a 

notion of correctness arises only within the context of a linguistic community-it does 

this precisely by providing a role for that community. Davidson himself gestures in this 

direction: "Perhaps we could even agree.. . that without a social envuonment nothing 

could count as misappiying words in the way that it must be possible to misapply words 

in speech" ("The Social Aspect of Languagen 3). A socially based notion of literal 

meaning bas the additional advantage that it provides us with a means of explainhg the 

anonymous letter scenario. In the anonymous letter scenario, faced with a dearth of clues 

as to the first intention of the author and, so, to the first meaning of her sentence, we 

attribute to the sentence the meaning (Le., the tmth conditions) that accord with our 

perception of the standards of Our linguistic community. Indeed, this explanation applies 

equally to literature, graffiti and other cases in which we are unable to interact socially 

with the speaker. 

What of the implications of this for our notions of communicated and strict literal 

rneaning?n Because, as in the case of malaprops and the like, the meaning that the 

speaker intends to comrnunicate by her utterance is not always the same as the literal 

" cf. Hacking, "The Parody of Conversation" (450). 

" Recall that comnicated  literal meaning was characterised as the rneaning that a speaker 
intends to cornrnunicate by her utterance, and that the strict literal meaning of an utterance is, 
roughly, how it might be interpreted by a logician or an unforgiving lawyer. 
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meaning of her utterance according to the standards of her linguistic community, i.e., 

because first meaning and literal meaning sometimes diverge, we need to adjust our 

notion of communicated literal meaning. The result is this. For any utterance the 

following classifications of meaning may apply: the utterance rnay have afim meaning as 

specified by the first intention of the speaker; further, the utterance may have a 

communicated literal rneaning as specified by the standards of her linguistic community; 

finally, the utterance rnay have a strict ZiteraZ meaning, also specified by the standards of 

her linguistic community. Although the comniunicated and stkt  Ziteral meaning of the 

utterance both are specified by the standards of our linguistic community, nevertheless, 

they may be distinct. 

No doubt there are cases in which one or more of these classifications does not 

apply. As we discovered above, there are utterances which have no f is t  meaning, but 

have a communicated and stricr literal meaning, as in the case of the word or sentence 

produced by the books that falt on the type-writer. Likewise, there are utterances that 

have a first meaning, but no commmicated or strict literal meaning, as in the case of an 

idiomatic expression. Nevertheless, there is still a sense in which first meaning is basic. 

m a t  is, although communicated and strict literal meaning belong, in a sense, to the 

language comrnunity as a whoie, they depend for their origins on first meaning? 

One might argue that a word or phrase X acquires the commicated literal meaning M if 
and only if some (many?) members of the linguistic community utter X with the (first) intention 
that it be understood to mean M (Le., as tme if and only if tnith conditions TC obtain). A sirnilar 
account could be given for strict literal meaning. In both cases, however, we need to delve 
deeper into who sets the standards that determine Literai rneaning, and by what means. More wiil 
be said about this below. The point here is sirnply that first meaning is necessarily prior to 
comnicated or strict literal meaning. 
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Though al1 three classifications may apply to an utterance, their content may or 

rnay not be distinct. For example, though a sincere utterance of 'This pen is red' might 

have the same first rneaning, communicafed literal meaning and strict literal meaning, my 

malaprop 'Al1 men are cremated the same' will have as its frst rneaning that al1 men are 

created the same (or, perhaps, that d l  men are created exactly the same), as its 

communicated literal meaning that al1 men are cremated the same and, as its smmct literal 

meaning that al1 men are cremated txactly the same. In the case of malaprops, slips of 

the tongue, and the like, f rst meaning and commzinicated literal meaning will necessarily 

diverge (though the communicated literal meaning and stnkt literal rneaning may or may 

not diverge). 

The question remains, how are the standards that determine communicated and 

strict literal rneaning established? There is no easy answer to this question. Given the 

pervasiveness in everyday discourse of mdaprops , ungrammatical utterances, 'teenager- 

talk', slips of the tongue, non-literal language, and the like, it would appear that 

Linguistic standards are not settled according conventions understood as statistical 

n~rrnalities.'~ But how else might they be settled? Here 1 think we might take a cue 

from Hilary Putnam's notion of the division of linguistic labour. According to Putnam, 

every linguistic community has some terms whose associated 'criteria' are known only to 

a subset of members of that linguistic community, and whose remaining members depend 

" Nor could they be settled by conventions understood as pre-arrangeci agreements, as in the 
case when the members of a basebail team agree in advance that a certain hand gesture means 
steal. Members of linguistic communities do not gather together to decide in advance of 
communicative encounters what the words and phrases of their language will rnean-indeed, it 
would be impossible to accomplish this without there being a system of communication dready in 
place. 
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on, and defer authority to, these experts ('The Meaning of 'Meaning'" 227f.). Thus 

although I might have in my vocabulary the word 'goid', and I may use it to 

communicate successfully about various gold things, 1 defer to orhers the authority of 

determining what exactly qualifies as goid. Indeed, among the members of a linguistic 

community some individuals or groups generally are considered more authoritative than 

others as to what certain words and phrases of the language mean. These individuals or 

groups include experts in specialised fields-for example, physicists serve as the arbiters 

of meaning for technical terms unique to physics. geologists for the terms unique to 

geology, astrologers for the terms unique to astrology, and so forth. 

But what of words and phrases with wider currency? Though Putnarn intends his 

notion of the division of linguistic labour to apply only to "some terms" of a language, 

one might ask whether in fact it applies across the board. Indeed, for some languages 

linguistic standards are deterrnined by a recognized authoritative body, such as the 

Académie Française in France, the Academia della Crusca in Italy and analogous 

institutions in Spain and Russia. However, for many languages, including English, no 

such body exists. Rather, in many of these languages the role of arbiter often is played 

by the dic t i~nary.~ Indeed, on the whole, speakers of English appeal to, and are 

willing to be corrected by, a good dictionary if and when they are unsure of the standard 

(i.e.. proper) use of a word or phrase. For example, in a debate with Mrs. Malaprop 

about the literal meaning of her utterance, one can imagine drawing her attention to the 

~5 Though to be sure there exist dialects for which there exists neither an accepted body who 
establishes standards nor a dictionary. 



177 

meanings of her words as given in an appropriate-i.e, conternporary and 

respected-English dictionary. Nevertheless, because for any given language there may 

exist competing dictionaries, and at points these dictionaries will disagree, and because 

dictionaries are always, snictly speaking, out of date, they are imperfect arbiters of literal 

rneaning. That is, although there c m  be little doubt that dictionaries (in English and in 

other languages) play a centrai role in establishing standards of proper usage, we need to 

treat our understanding of their role with  are.^^ 

Reconciliation 

We are now in a position to reconcile the two seemingly opposed observations made in 

the Introduction. Recail that the first observation was that there exists no sufkiently 

determinate set of sufficiently subtle criteria to support a principied distinction between 

literal and non-literal language. Recall also that the second observation was that we need 

something like the literalhon-literai distinction to explain (in part) how figurative 

language works. Because community-based linguistic standards are dynamic and not 

without controversy, determining the bounds of literal meaning for al1 words and phrases 

of a language is impracticable. This coincides with the f i t  observation. Bordedine 

cases of literal and non-literal language are borderline just because the standards that 

determine their proper (literal) meaning are not yet settled. Indeed, sometimes (ofien?) 

we will be unable to decide the literahon-literd status of a particular utterance. 

Nevertheless the notion of first meaning allows us to make a principled distinction 

26 See the Appendix for a fiiier discussion of dictionary meaning. 
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between what a speaker says and what he irnplicrres or mes his utterance to achieve. 

This coincides with the second observation. For any utterance, what it means, if 

anything, is specified by the speaker's fxst intention, and is distinct fkom what the 

speaker means to accomplish by issuing that utterance (for example, to make a 

metap hor) . Thus the two observations are reconciled by acknow ledg hg different roles 

for different notions of meaning: f h t  meaning is a semautic notion and applies to 

individual speakers and their particular utterances; literal meaning is a pragmatic notion 

that captures the role of comrnunity-wide linguistic standards. 

Thus whether an utterance qualifies as literai or as non-iiterai depends in part on 

which notion of meaning. f is t  meaning or community-standard based literal meaning, is 

taken as foundational. Hence in assessing the stah~s of Mrs. Malaprop's utterance 'This 

is a nice derangement of epitaphs', for example, fist  we must decide against which 

standard of meaning we want to measure it. By her own linguistic standards her 

utterance means that the demonstrated item is a nice arrangement of epithets (an utterance 

which she might employ ironicaily, or metaphorically, or the like). Strictly speaking, by 

the standards of our linguistic cornmunity, her utterance is nonsensicai. 



Conclusion 

A philosophically sound account of linguistic meaning depends on keeping separate the 

meanings of the words and sentences of a language and the uses to which those words 

and sentences are put by the speakers of that language. Put another way, a 

philosophically sound account of Linguistic meaning depends on sustaining the distinction 

between the Iiteral meanings of utterances and their non-literal uses. Nevertheless, as we 

have found, arriving at a suitable account of literal meaning is not without its difficulties. 

If we suppose that a sentence means literally what it means according to some external 

standard such as Fregean senses or shared linguistic conventions, then we cannot account 

for Our ability to interpret utterances which are wholly unfamiliar to us. If we suppose 

that a sentence means literally what a speaker intends it to be taken to mean (with 

appropriate constraints), then we cannot account for our ability to interpret utterances for 

which the speaker's intention is unknown or absent. In the pages above 1 argue that these 

and other important issues pertaining to Iiteral rneaning can be resolved if we adopt an 

account that acknowledges that there are three distinct standards of meaning: first 

meaning, communicared literal meaning and strict Iiteral meaning . The fust meaning of 

an utterance is specified by the speaker's fxst intention-that is, the intention that her 

utterance be understood as having certain truth conditions-provided that she equips her 

audience with enough clues so that she might reasonably expect that a radical interpreter 

would interpret it as she intends. It is this notion of meaning which is foundational. 

Further, however; an utterance may have a strict Ziteral meaning and/or a communicated 
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lireral meaning, both of which depend for their content on the standards of the linguistic 

community to which the speaker belongs. 

Equipped with this distinction we are better positioned to explain the nature of the 

distinction between literal and non-literal language. In particular, whether an utterance is 

employed literally or non-literally depends on which of the above notions of meanhg we 

take as Our starting point. Thus the same utterance may, according to the standards of 

Our linguistic community, be non-literal, though, according to itsfirst meaning, it is 

literal. Moreover, equipped with this distinction we are better positioned to reconcile the 

seemingly contradictory observations made at the outset of Our investigation. It is true 

that there exists no sufficientiy determinate set of sufficiently subtle critena to support a 

principled distinction between literal and non-literal language, provided that we employ as 

Our starting point either the notion of comrnunicated literal meaning or the notion of strici 

literal meaning. This is because the communicared or strict literal meaning of an 

utterance depends for its content on community-based linguistic standards, standards that 

are dynamic and sometimes controversial. Nevertheless, we can make a principled 

distinction between what someone says and what she implicates-that is, between the 

meaning of her utterance and its non-literal effects-provided that we employ as Our 

starting point the p s t  meaning of her utterance-that is, the meaning of her utterance 

according to her own linguistic standards. 



AppendUi 
Dictionary Meaning 

Dictionaries do several things very well. They set standards of proper spelling and 

pronunciation. They track the evolution of the lexicon. They demarcate the bounds of 

verbal language. And, to be sure, they play a central role in determining standards of 

linguistic use.' Interestingly, however, in no major dictionary of the English language is 

it claimed explicitly that its objective is to provide, by means of definitions, the Literal 

rneanings of the words and phrases contained thereh2 One might retort that aithough it 

is not acknowledged explicitly, nevertheless it is implied that it is in fact literal uses, or 

literal meanings, that are the subject matter of dictionaries. There are, however, reasons 

to resist this conclusion. Consider, for example, that no major English dictionary defmes 

'literal meaning' as anything like "the corresponding dictionary definition. * Rather, 

l Monolingual dictionaries as we know them-that is, as alphabeticaiiy organised records of 
the correct spelling, pronunciation, grammatical status, meaning and etymology of the vocabulary 
of a Ianguage-are a relatively recent phenornenon. They arose out of the desire to estabiish an 
authoritative voice to settle differences over proper spelling, pronunciation and interpretation, 
The first attempt to map the English lexicon as a whole was Dr. Samuel Johnson's two volume 
Dictiunary of the English Language (1755). Johnson's entries were based on examples taken 
from the works of best writers of the era, including Dryden, Milton and Addison, in an effort 'to 
preserve the purity . . . of our English idiom" (qtd. in Cowie, " Language as words: Iexicography " 
674-75). Johnson's dictionary was greeted enthusiastically and, for roughly seventy years, stood 
without serious cornpetition. 

Included under the scope of this c l a h  are Webster's Amencan Dictionary of the English 
Language ( 1  828), Richardson's New English Dictionary (1 837), A Universal and Critic~i 
Dictionary of the English Language (1 847), A Complete and Universai Dictionary of the English 
Language (1848), me Impen'al DictiDnary (1850), m e  N m  English Dictionary (1888), 2icre 
Ceniury Dictionury (1 889)- The Arnerïcan Encyclopaedic Didonary ( 1  8%). Standard Dictionary 
of the English Lunguage (1897), March's ïbesaum and Dictionary of the English Language 
(lgO2), Universal Dictionmy of the English Language (1 932)' me Oxford English Dictionury 
(1933), Collins English Dictionary (1979) and The Longman Dictionary of the English Language 
(1984). 
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cypically they defme 'literal' as "primitive" or, negatively , as "not figurative or 

metaphoricai. *3 Why would lexicographers avoid making the daim that their definitions 

provide literal meanings? Unbounded by such a narrowly defined objective, dictionaries 

are free to (and do) include defuiitions of dying metaphors, common slang and vulgar 

expressions, and the like, while avoiding the debate whether these are in fact cases of 

literal Ianguage. The dictionary on my desk, for example, includes definitions of 'louse' 

as "contemptible person," 'sheep' as "bashful or docile person," and 'acrobat' as "one 

who changes position nimbly in argument." 

Aside fiom the obvious hesitation among lexicographers to define their task as that 

of providing literal meanings, there are other rasons to aeat carefully the identification 

of literal meaning and dictionary definition. To begin, there is the banal but important 

auth that for many languages there are severai dictionaries, and at points these 

dictionaries disagree. This concern involves not only cornpeting definitions of words and 

phrases that are simpiy difficult to defm-for example, 'loveT and 'good'-but also 

expressions for which the correct use is in d i~pu t e .~  Moreover, because languages 

evolve, strictly speaking, dictionaries are always out of date. New words enter the 

In rare cases we tbd more mysterious defuiitions, such as in nie Unbersal Dicrionary of 
the English Language (1932), which defines "Literai meaning" as "words in their narrowest or 
baldest sense"; or in A Universal and Cntical Dictionary of the English Language, which defines 
"Iiteral" as, surprisingly, "primitive or literal meaning." 

Some dictionaries explicitly acknowledge that certain definitions of correct usage are in 
dispute. The Og?ord English Diaionury, for exampie, reserves the designation D for entries of 
this sort. 
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language, existing words acquire new uses, old uses become outdated, and so forth.' 

Though it may be agreed that dictionaries cannot provide a complete and timely 

picture of the literal meanings of the words and phrases of a language as a whole, what 

of their success with individual entries? Might not one argue that in many cases the 

definition for an individual entry could serve as its literal rneani~g?~ Were a dictionary 

definition of a word or phrase to serve as its literal meaning, we would expect that the 

definition and the word or phrase it defines could be substituted for one another in al1 

literal contexts without changing what is said. So, for example, if the definition of 

'bachelor' is "unmarried man," then in al1 literal contexts, we should expect that one may 

be substituted for the other without changing the meaning of the utterance. Indeed, in a 

sentence such as "Ka! is a bachelor" we might substitute 'unmarried man' for 'bachelor' 

and arrive at a sentence that means the same as the original. But consider the sentence 

"A bachelor is an unmarried man." Substituting 'unmarried man' for 'bachelor' in this 

sentence yields "An unmarried man is an unmarried man," which conveys something 

altogether different. Or, to borrow an example from Baker and Hacker, although "time- 

table" or "tabular statement" might be offered as the definition of "schedule," consider 

Lexicographers know this. Consider this passage from the Historical Introduction to the 
Oxford English Dictionary: 

There are many claimants to admission into the recognized vocabulary (where 
some of them wili certainly someday be received), that are already current coin 
with some speakers and writers, and not yet 'good English', or not Engiish at d l ,  
to others. There are many words of which it is doubtful whether they are stiii to 
be comidered as part of the living language; they are dive to some speakers, and 
dead to others. (Ogord English Dicrionary xxviü) 

Of course, for any given word or phrase, there are likely to be severai dictionary definitions 
on offer. Generally, however, context provides the necessary ches as to which definition applies. 
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the inapplicability of their substitution in the sentence "The trains are running on 

schedule" (Longuage, Sense and Nonseme 2 15). 

There is the M e r  point that many words and phrases are so basic and so widely 

understood that their definitions are invariably less clear than they are. Although it is a 

longstanding principle of lexicography that a definition should employ terms that, in 

Samuel Johnson's words, are "las abstruse than that which is to be explained," this is 

not always easy (qtd. in Longman Dictionary of the English Language xi). Consider, for 

exarnple, Johnson's own definition of 'network' as "any thing reticulated or decussated, 

at equal distances, with interstices between the intersectionsn (qtd. in Longman Dictionary 

of the English Language xi). Or consider the Concise OMord Dictionary's definition of 

'sky ' as "(the vault of) heaven, weather or climate evidenced by it. " 

Further, of particula. interest to our investigation, dictionaries can play but a 

limited roIe in understanding the distinction between strict and communicated literal 

rneaning . Indeed, dictionaries themselves do not draw this distinction explicitly . 

Moreover, in cases when strict and communicated literal rneaning diverge, although 

sometirnes a dictionary will lead us both to the strict literal meanhg and to the 

communicated literal rneaning of the sentence, in other cases it will lead us only to the 

strict literal meaning of the sentence. Consider again the sentence 'The room was silent'. 

According to my dictionary 'silent' is defmed both as "quiet" and as " noiseless, " thus 

leading me to choose between the reading that the people/things in the room were quiet 

and that the room was without any noise whatever. But recall the sentence 'Nobody 

knows the trouble I've seen'. The dictionary on my desk defines 'nobody' as "not any 
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person; not anybody ; no one" which Ieads us only to the s t & ~  literal rneaning of the 

sentence-Le., that nobody, not even the speaker, knows the troubles the speaker has 

encountered. Thus in determinhg the comnicated Iiteral rneaning of this 

sentence4.e.. that nobody but the speaker knows the troubles the speaker has 

encountered-my dictionary is of little help. 
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