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1 Implicit	Reference	

1.1 Introduction	

Debates about the strength of the original schiff are as heated today 
as they were in Oxford’s halcyon days of palaeopragmatics. Is it a 
contracted schif and only schif, as Strawson maintained? Or is it 
equivalent to the non-commutative schif and only if, as Grice 
suggested (tentatively), the illusion of anything stronger attributable 
to conversational implicature? Both camps recognized that schiff 
and only schiff harboured an infinite regress and both saw the 
apocryphal schiff and only if as frivolous. But with the arrival in 
Oxford of advanced American technology, the search began for a 
regress in schif and only schif. And it fell to one (remarkably named) 
Stephen Schiffer, to provide a proof and ibs so fucto crush all 
compositional and commutative pretensions.1 

 It is both a pleasure and a privilege to contribute to this volume 
celebrating Stephen’s work. He has been a great friend and 

                                                
1 The attribution to Schiffer is controversial, of course. It is sometimes claimed that Kripke 
sketched the proof in utero, and that it is, in any case, a corollary of the 1944 Kreisel-
Wittgenstein proof for shef-and-only-shef. The latter claim is doubtful. First, it was not 
until the St Tropez Congress of 1968 that Kreisel proved the free logical schif-und-önly-if 
requires a separate algorithm for each satisfiable model. (See Paris Match, July 1968.) 
Second, prior to Kripke’s work on proper names, no-one distinguished using schiffer (or, 
perhaps, Schiffer) as a name whose reference is fixed by description (the schiff-er, as Quine 
would have put it if he could have) and using it as a straightforward description of the 
unique person schiffing in a given Kaplanian context. Third, as an esteemed logician in my 
own institution has observed, the date of Kripke’s physical birth is hardly evidence for the 
priority of an alleged “Kreisenstein” proof—at least not unless a jejune form of materialism 
is assumed together with a theory of personal identity over time that, in terms of modal 
logic, may involve a technical error. Kripke’s work on schiff remains unpublished, but 
evidence of (an outline of) an independent (picture of a) proof may be gleaned from (a 
mimeograph of) (a transcript of) an (apparently) impromptu lecture Kripke gave (without 
notes) in Helsinki (possibly Stockholm) in January (possibly February) 1961. The 
Draconian word limit imposed by the editor of this volume precludes an examination of 
this important topic here. 
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philosophical interlocutor for the past two decades, and I have 
learned much from his work and his constructive criticisms of my 
own, particularly in immensely enjoyable seminars we have taught 
together. My main topic here is one that has reared it head in some 
of those seminars. Stephen first discussed implicit reference back in 
‘Naming and Knowing’ (1977), where he entertained (and went on 
to refute) a theory according to which speakers reporting beliefs 
refer implicitly to modes of presentation, a theory seen, perhaps, as 
holding out the hope of explaining the apparent substitution failures 
and related puzzles discussed by Frege and Russell. A few years 
later, in ‘Indexicals and the Theory of Reference’ (1981), Stephen 
provided a general definition of implicit reference in terms of a 
broader notion of speaker reference itself defined as singular 
speaker meaning, which he had already defined in terms of 
communicative intentions in his landmark book Meaning (1972). 
(This Grice-inspired, intentional-inferential picture will form the 
backdrop for my own discussion.) 

 In the philosophical literature, implicit reference has been used as 
a philosophical tool in two quite different ways. First, it has been 
used to dissolve puzzles about knowledge, aesthetic judgment, 
moral judgment, necessity, and incomplete descriptions, the 
common idea being that felicitous uses of certain types of key 
sentences involve making implicit reference to such things as 
epistemic standards, standards of personal taste, moral codes, 
modalities, quantifier domains, and comparison classes. Second, it 
has been used to cast doubt on the following claim, which I’ll call 
TCS for “truth-conditional semantics”: 

 (TCS) For every declarative sentence X with all lexical, 
structural and anaphoric ambiguities resolved, the truth 
conditions of (what is said by (or the proposition 
expressed by)) an utterance of X—or of X itself, as 
uttered on a given occasion, or relative to an occasion 
of utterance—are wholly constitutively determined by 
(i) the meanings of the individual words in X, (ii) 
principles of semantic composition that reflect the 
syntactic structure of X, and (iii) the systematic effects 
of a pre-established set of features of the situation or 
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context of utterance (exploited by the meanings of 
indexical expressions). 

 Those who reject TCS often couch their rejections in idioms that 
signal various allegiances. In Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) terms, the 
proposition expressed is often (perhaps always) underdetermined (or 
underspecified) by the mechanical interactions of (i)-(iii). In Perry’s 
(1986) terms, the proposition expressed may contain unarticulated 
constituents, by which he means (roughly) constituents that are not 
the references of expressions in X, as uttered on that occasion. And 
in Schiffer’s (1977, 1981) terms, the presence of such constituents 
demonstrates how implicit reference (or hidden indexicality) may 
have an impact on the proposition expressed.2  

The thrust of Schiffer’s main objection to the implicit reference 
(or hidden indexical) theory of belief reports is that the theory 
requires attributing to speakers beliefs and intentions they simply do 
not possess (about modes of presentation). He has sharpened the 
objection over the years and transposed it into objections to implicit 
reference theories of other phenomena, most notably knowledge 
claims, and perfectly felicitous uses of so-called incomplete definite 
descriptions.3 Schiffer does not deny the existence of implicit 
reference. Quite the contrary. He maintains, for example, that 
speakers refer implicitly to (geophysical or geopolitical) locations 
when using sentences such as  

(1) It’s humid today 

(2) It’s illegal to sell alcohol to anyone under 21 years old. 

                                                
2 Those who reject TCS have really pulled out the literary stops in stating their positive 
proposals for “bridging the gap” (or “taking up the slack”) between the interactions of (i)-
(iii) and the truth conditions of what is said: “pragmatic factors”, “non-demonstrative 
inference”, and unsystematic “contextual effects” are construed as things that may 
“determine” (“fix”, “supply”, “contribute”, “provide”, “furnish”) “parts” (“constituents”, 
“features”, “aspects”) of the content of what is said. Two ways in which they do this are 
usually distinguished: either (i) they “complete” (“fill gaps in”) “partial” (“incomplete”, 
“gappy”) propositions, “saturate” propositional “schemas”, “stabilise” propositional 
“radicals”, “flesh out” propositional “skeletons”, or perform some bluish-collar activity on 
propositional “templates”, “molds”, “dies”, “stencils”, or “blueprints”, or else (ii) they 
“enrich” (“develop”, “expand”) contents that are already fully propositional, by processes 
of “intrusion” (“encroachment”, “infringement”). No names, no pack drill, though I plead 
guilty to “blueprints”. 
3 See Schiffer (1977, 1978, 1981, 1992, 1995a, 1996, 2005, 2006). 
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Such cases are, he says, “paradigm[s] of implicit reference” (1992: 
512). And he maintains that a speaker refers implicitly to Jones if he 
says ‘No’ in response to the question ‘Is Jones here yet’, or if the 
speaker says  

(3) Raking the leaves  

in response to the question ‘What is Jones doing over there?’ 
Schiffer’s attitude towards the notion of implicit reference, as he 
characterizes it, is similar to Grice’s (1981: 187) towards the notion 
of conversational implicature: it captures a pervasive feature of 
ordinary discourse, but we should be “opposed to any kind of sloppy 
use” of it as a “philosophical tool”. An antecedently specifiable 
condition must be met ensuring the presence of the feature in a 
particular case is consistent with what we know (or think we know) 
about the capacity ordinary speakers and hearers have to infer its 
presence. And, according to Schiffer, this condition is simply not 
met by implicit reference theories of belief reports, knowledge 
claims, and definite descriptions. 

 My concern here is less with those particular theories (which I 
agree are flawed) than it is with the phenomenon of implicit 
reference itself, and with a raft of interlocking questions in 
metaphysics, semantics, pragmatics, syntax, and psychology it 
raises. Until we have a much better understanding of implicit 
reference—including an understanding of precisely what constitutes 
it, why and how it arises, what it means to say that it can make a 
contribution to the truth conditions of what is said (the proposition 
expressed) when a sentence is used on a given occasion, the extent 
to which it involves aphonic expressions (whatever they are) in 
syntactic structure, the extent to which it is determined 
systematically by facts about context (whatever they amount to), the 
extent to which it is determined by speakers’ referential intentions 
(whatever they amount to), the roles of such things as salience, 
relevance, mutual knowledge, background beliefs, and 
conversational maxims play in constitutively determining it, 
epistemically determining it, and aetiologically determining it—we 
cannot hope to pronounce on the truth or falsity of TCS, and we 
cannot hope to produce a semantic theory that is empirically 
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substantive in the sense of forming part of an explanation of how we 
are able to express our thoughts and communicate information about 
the external world or about our own mental states so efficiently just 
by producing certain types of audible sounds and visible marks and 
movements. A semantic, syntactic, or pragmatic theory is 
empirically substantive only to the extent that it can play such a role. 
And the technical notions we define and deploy in theorizing about 
language and communication—what is said, speaker meaning, 
semantic content, character, context, presupposition, implicature, 
logical form, binding, indexical, aphonic, extension, intension, 
rigidity, direct reference, speaker reference, implicit reference and 
so on—are empirically substantive only to the extent that they are 
notions that can play explanatory roles in theories that are 
empirically substantive.4 

 As far as implicit reference is concerned, ideally we would like to 
define and deploy a notion that is empirically substantive and at the 
same time does justice to the intuitive proto-theoretic notion 
motivating discussions in the literature. Perhaps there is no notion 
that satisfies both conditions at once. Or perhaps investigation will 
reveal two or more substantive notions that are fused in the intuitive 
notion, notions that play importantly different theoretical roles. 
Thoughts of this kind are familiar from attempts to say what a word, 
a sentence, or an utterance is, or what meaning, saying, referring, or 
knowing are. But ultimately the definitions we gravitate towards 
earn their keep not by yielding results that conform to our proto-
theoretic intuitions or to ordinary uses of words like ‘word’, 
‘sentence’, ‘mean’, ‘say’, ‘refer’, ‘know’, ‘implicit’, and so on—
which certainly help us get started—but in virtue of their roles 
within theories that are empirically substantive. Ordinary usage 
might be where we begin, but it should occasion no surprise that as 

                                                
4 A theory or concept may be of methodological value even if it lacks (and was never 
intended to have) empirical substance. Playing around with it can reveal previously 
unnoticed formal constraints on certain types of theories or concepts, such play being one 
of the things that can help us to get closer to concepts of explanatory value, together with 
the discovery of dead ends, unexpected diversions, exploratory tangents, accidents, and 
plain hard work. 
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the notions evolve to play various theoretical roles there will be 
divergences between ordinary and theoretical usage. 

 The literature on implicit reference has grown enormously since 
the 1990s and surveying it would be virtually impossible, not to 
mention unrewarding. In much of it we do not find Schiffer’s 
perfectly apt label implicit reference but the label hidden 
indexicality, also introduced by Schiffer, with its regrettable 
connotation of indexical items lurking behind branches and leaves in 
the underlying syntactic trees of sentences, items that are 
unvocalized, (hence hidden), phonetically unrealized because they 
lack phonological features—aphonics, to give them a short name—
items whose presence in sentences can, in principle, be revealed by 
work in generative syntax.5 Schiffer is anxious to distance himself 
from this regrettable connotation. Perhaps some cases of implicit 
reference are explained, in part, by the presence of aphonic referring 
expressions, but it is no part of what Schiffer meant by ‘hidden 
indexical’ that this is constitutive of all cases. Best, then, to avoid 
that ghastly label and talk quite generally about cases of implicit 
reference. If there are aphonic referring expressions in natural 
language, we can also talk about aphonic reference in cases where 
implicit reference is explained, in part, by the presence of an 
aphonic. 

 If we are to have a robust conceptual platform upon which 
intelligible debate about implicit reference can take place, we sorely 
need to isolate the core issues, provide the means to eradicate the 
most pernicious confusions, and spell out the syntactic, semantic, 
psychological, and metaphysical commitments of those accounts of 
implicit reference that do not obviously implode. Charges and 
counter-charges abound in the literature, some substantive, others 
purely terminological. One party is said to conflate two conceptions 
of semantics, another party two (or more) notions of what is said, 
yet another party two (or more) notions of context. One party 
assumes an overly narrow (or broad) notion of indexicality, another 
party an overly narrow (or broad) notion of compositionality. One 

                                                
5 Schiffer originally used implicit indexicality (1977: 32 & 33; 1979: 65 & 66), before 
settling on hidden indexicality. 
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fails to appreciate the ineliminable role intentions play in 
determining reference, another the ineliminable role context plays. 
One confuses syntactic facts and semantic facts, another semantic 
facts and pragmatic facts. One fails to distinguish semantic and 
pragmatic processes, another insists the distinction between such 
processes is untenable.  One conflates epistemic and constitutive 
determination, another constitutive and causal determination. One 
conflates sentence meaning and utterance meaning, another 
utterance meaning and utterer’s meaning. One conflates expression 
reference and utterance reference, another utterance reference and 
speaker reference. I could go on. I will go on. One confuses 
semantic properties of words and semantic properties of occurrences 
of words, another semantic properties of word types and semantic 
properties of word tokens. One fails to appreciate that sentences may 
contain aphonics, another that sentences of a spoken language 
cannot possibly contain aphonics. One conflates parts of sentences 
and parts of utterances, another rule-governed syntactic ellipsis and 
informal utterance ellipsis. One confuses arguments and adjuncts, 
another the adicity of predicates and the adicity of the relations 
predicates express. One overlooks the difference between a 
sentence’s surface form and its logical form, another the difference 
between logical form and Mentalese. I could go on. But I’ll stop this 
time. 

 I’m going to begin with informal descriptions of a broad range of 
examples that have been (or might well be) taken to involve implicit 
reference, in an intuitive sense, imposing a minimum of theory, 
waiving syntactic and metaphysical questions about logical form, 
ellipsis, control vs. raising, aphonics, and the nature of words, and 
overlooking—or intentionally blurring—the crucial distinction 
between expressions (i.e. words, phrases, and sentences) and 
utterances of expressions, which will figure prominently in the rest 
of the paper.6 Similarities between some of the examples will be 
obvious, but there is not much systematicity in the way I have 

                                                
6 Throughout, I use ‘expression’ as a generic label for words, phrases, and sentences. In 
certain contexts, I also use the plural ‘words’ as a quasi-generic, as in ‘Sue uttered the 
words, ‘I’m hungry’. 
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ordered or labeled them—indeed, the labels are playful with use and 
mention, and are not intended to suggest particular syntactic, 
semantic, or pragmatic theses.  

1.2 Examples	

 Yes-No Answers. This is one of Schiffer’s (1981) examples. You 
ask me whether Truman is still alive. I say, ‘No,’ intending this to be 
a perfectly adequate way (as, indeed, it should be) of telling you that 
Truman is not still alive. In uttering ‘No’, I am referring to Truman, 
but there is no part of what I utter that I am using to refer to Truman. 
I am referring to him implicitly. (Question: I certainly mean that 
Truman is not still alive; but am I saying he is not still alive?) 

 Imperatives. This is also one of Schiffer’s (1981) examples. Sue 
says to Andy, ‘Pass the caviar, please.’ There is no part of what Sue 
uttered that she is using to refer to Andy. She refers to him 
implicitly. (Question: Does this sort of example involve rule-
governed ellipsis of some sort? For example, is ‘Pass the caviar, 
please,’ an elliptical version of ‘You pass the caviar, please’?)7 

 Implicit Times. Examples of this sort have been discussed by 
Sperber and Wilson (1986). I say, ‘I’ve had an afternoon nap,’ to tell 
you that I’ve had an afternoon nap today. I say, ‘I’ve had a flu shot,’ 
to tell you that I’ve had a flu shot this year. I say, ‘I’ve had 
measles,’ to tell you that I’ve had measles in my lifetime. In each of 
these cases, I refer to some period of time, but there is no part of 
what I utter that I am using to refer to a specific time period. 
(Question: Might we see verb tense as some sort of indexical that 
speakers use to refer to time periods?)  

 Implicit Locations. Examples involving implicit locations have 
been discussed by Perry (1986), Schiffer (1992) and many others.8 
Here is Schiffer (I’ve changed the names to names beginning with 

                                                
7 The presence of ‘please’ seems to preclude Sue from using ‘Pass the caviar’ (a) to talk 
about something she wants done by someone other than her addressee, for example in 
response to ‘What do you want Andy to do next?’, or (b) to make a prediction, for example, 
in response to ‘What do you think Andy will do next?’ But perhaps these answers are 
elliptical forms of ‘I want Andy to pass the caviar’ and ‘I predict Andy will pass the 
caviar’, respectively. The return of the performative hypothesis and generative semantics? 
8 See also Schiffer (1992), Recanati (2001, 2010), and Neale (2007a).  



 

 11 

the letters ‘S’ and ‘A’ to conform to the rest of the paper, ‘S’ 
(suggesting ‘speaker’) and ‘A’ (suggesting ‘addressee’, ‘audience’ 
and ‘auditor’)): 

Andy calls Sue in Chicago and asks about the weather. Sue replies, 
‘It’s raining.’ Here Sue refers to Chicago, and this by virtue of the 
fact that in uttering ‘It’s raining’, she means that it is raining in 
Chicago. In other words, Sue counts as having referred to Chicago 
because the proposition she meant is about Chicago. Notice that 
there is no difficulty whatever in ascribing to S the propositional 
speech act in question: Sue clearly intended Andy to believe that it 
was raining in Chicago, and she is quite prepared to tell you that this 
is what she meant, what she implicitly said, and what she intended 
be to be informed of. Because these things are so clear, Sue’s 
utterance is a paradigm of implicit reference. (1992: 512) 

Similar examples can be constructed by replacing ‘raining’ by 
‘foggy’, ‘humid’, ‘minus 4 degrees Celsius’, ‘6 Beaufort’, ‘warming 
up’, ‘Tuesday’, ‘midnight’, ‘winter’, ‘illegal to φ’, ‘customary to φ’. 
‘quiet’, ‘noisy’, ‘relaxing’. (It would be good for philosophers to 
appreciate that this type of construction is not solely for weather 
reports!) We regularly leave locations implicit, particularly in 
narratives or histories in which a location has already been 
mentioned. (‘Nero stamped out public drunkenness’—in Rome, but 
not in Gaul. ‘It is illegal for anyone under 21 to buy alcohol’—in the 
US, but not in Britain). (Question: Couldn’t we go all relativist with 
such examples, so that the proposition that it’s snowing right now is 
true relative to Chicago but false relative to Tucson?)   

 Implicit Restrictions. This sort of example has been a staple of 
discussions of implicit reference since at least Strawson’s (1950) 
‘On Referring’. It is similar to the previous two, but has interesting 
things in common with the four examples that follow. We can 
provide a simple example by modifying Schiffer’s example 
involving ‘It’s raining’: 

Andy and Sue live in Chicago. They are discussing local politics 
and Andy asks Sue what issues will be important to her in next 
year’s mayoral elections. (No candidates have yet emerged but the 
current mayor has declared categorically that he will not run.) Sue 
says, ‘I want the next mayor to advocate gun control.’ Here Sue 
refers to Chicago, and this by virtue of the fact that in uttering ‘I 
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want the next mayor to advocate gun control’, she means that she 
wants the next mayor of Chicago to advocate gun control. In other 
words, Sue counts as having referred to Chicago because the 
proposition she meant is (in part) about Chicago. Notice that there is 
no difficulty whatever in ascribing to Sue the propositional speech 
act in question: Sue clearly intended Andy to believe that she wants 
the next mayor of Chicago to advocate gun control, and she is quite 
prepared to tell you that this is what she meant, what she implicitly 
said, and what she intended Andy to be informed of. Because these 
things are so clear, Sue’s utterance is a paradigm of implicit 
reference. 

 A similar example: In my Wednesday seminar, I ask those 
attending to let me know by email if it fits in with their schedules to 
bring forward the final seminar of the semester, which is ten weeks 
away, to Tuesday that week so that I can travel to a conference on 
Wednesday. The following Wednesday, I start out by saying, ‘No-
one has sent me an email yet,’ intending this to be a perfectly 
adequate way (as, indeed, it should be) of telling those in the room 
that no-one attending the seminar has sent me an email yet (about 
the proposed rescheduling). I am referring to the people attending 
the seminar, but there is no part of what I utter that I’m using to 
refer to them. I am referring to them implicitly. 

 Traffic (and other) Signs. A more interesting type of case 
involves an official sign that reads ‘No Parking’. The sign (or the 
authority that places it) makes implicit reference to a location. One 
task of the driver is to work out where it is. It is no part of the 
meaning of ‘No Parking’ signs that drivers are not to park on them, 
or not to park on the walls or poles to which the signs are attached. 
Often drivers are being instructed not to park somewhere in any 
more or less car-length space that extends to within about a car-
length of a point at more or less ninety degrees to the sign, or 
something like that. But sometimes the location in question is more 
encompassing, and drivers are usually able to work out where. There 
need be no English words on a parking sign. In fact, sometimes the 
location is referred to explicitly but the ‘No Parking’ element is 
represented by something else:    
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 Implicit Specificity. This is an example of a sort discussed at 
length by Ludlow and Neale (1991). Half a dozen regulars at the 
embassy’s parties have become raucous after rather too much to 
drink. The head of Chancery has made it clear to three of them, 
Jones, Smith, and Brown, that if they want to continue receiving 
invitations they need to pull themselves together or retire for the 
night. But Jones is now in full flight. By nine o’clock, he has spilled 
a few drinks, gathered people around the piano to sing rugby songs, 
fallen over twice in full view of everyone, smashed three Moser 
crystal goblets, and tried to seduce the ambassador’s wife, before 
toppling one last time. We carry him to his car and instruct his 
driver to take him home. As the car pulls out, I say to you, ‘Well, I 
know at least one person who will not be invited here again.’ I don’t 
mention Jones by name or refer to him with an indexical, 
demonstrative, or definite description. I refer to him implicitly. 
(Question: Do I also refer implicitly to Smith and Brown.) 

 Association. For the next example, I’ll just quote a passage from 
Descriptions:  

Suppose it is common knowledge between S and A that the tallest 
man in the world, whoever he is, is spending the weekend with 
Nicola. Suppose that there is no individual o such that either S or A 
believes of o that o is the tallest man in the world; however, it is 
common knowledge between S and A that the tallest man in the 
world (whoever he is) is very shy and that Nicola will take him with 
her wherever she goes this weekend. S and A are at a party on 
Saturday and it is a matter of some interest to S and A whether 
Nicola is present. S overhears a conversation during which someone 
says, ‘the tallest man in the world is here.’ S goes over to A and says 
‘the tallest man in the world is here’ intending to communicate that 
Nicola is here. (Neale 1990: 88) 
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By uttering ‘the tallest man in the world is here’, S means that 
Nicola is here. S does not say that Nicola is here, and does not refer 
to Nicola with the description ‘the tallest man in the world’ or any 
other part of what he uttered. Rather, S conversationally implicates 
that Nicola is here. And in doing so, S is referring implicitly to 
Nicola 

 Deduction. Here’s a similar type of example, also from 
Descriptions: 

Suppose that Scott Soames, David Lewis, and I are the only three 
people in Lewis’s office. Soames has never played cricket and 
knows that I know this. In addition, Soames wants to know whether 
Lewis and I have ever played cricket, so I say,  

    Most people in this room have played cricket 

fully intending to communicate to Soames that Lewis and I have 
both played cricket. There is surely no temptation to complicate the 
semantics of ‘most’ with an ambiguity, no temptation to posit a 
semantically distinct referential interpretation of ‘most people in this 
room’. The natural thing to say is that given his background beliefs 
and given the quantificational proposition expressed by my 
utterance in the context in question, Soames was able to infer the 
truth of a particular object-dependent proposition (or two object-
dependent propositions). I was thus able to convey an object-
dependent proposition by uttering a sentence of the form ‘most Fs 
are Gs’. (Neale 1990: 88)9 

In short, I refer implicitly to Lewis and to myself. 

 Allusion. At a hiring meeting, I say, ‘The last time we hired in 
logic…I’m sure you don’t need to be reminded.’ I am alluding to, 
and expect you to recognize I am alluding to, Professor Gamma-
Minus, whose work on paratactic hyper-implosive polar logic turned 
out to be a spoof. I referred implicitly to Professor Gamma-Minus. 

                                                
9 With the benefit of hindsight, I think this would have been a slightly better example if I 
had set it up like this: Soames has never played cricket and knows that I know this; he also 
knows that I have played cricket and knows that I know he knows this. Soames wants to 
know whether Lewis has ever played cricket, so I say ‘Most people in this room have 
played cricket’, fully intending to communicate to Soames that Lewis has played cricket. I 
have referred implicitly to Lewis. 
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  Implicit Subjects. I turn now to a few examples that involve 
more complexity. This is one that Kripke (1972, 1977) uses to 
illustrate something quite different. Here’s how he presented it in 
‘Naming and Necessity’: 

Two men glimpse someone at a distance and think they recognize 
him as Jones. ‘What is Jones doing?’ ‘Raking the leaves’. If the 
distant leaf-raker is actually Smith, then in some sense they are 
referring to Smith, even though they both use ‘Jones’ as a name of 
Jones. (Kripke 1972: 343, n. 3; 1980: 25, n. 3)  

By saying “they both use ‘Jones’ as a name of Jones” Kripke does 
not mean that in the example they both utter ‘Jones’. The second 
participant doesn’t utter it, all he says is ‘Raking the leaves.’ (These 
are the two facts shall focus on.) All he means is that in their shared 
language ‘Jones’ is a name of Jones. This is made clear in a later 
version of the example: 

Two people see Smith in the distance and mistake him for Jones. 
They have a brief colloquy: ‘What is Jones doing?’ ‘Raking the 
leaves.’ ‘Jones,’ in the common language of both, is a name of 
Jones; it never names Smith. Yet, in some sense, on this occasion, 
clearly both participants in the dialogue have referred to Smith, and 
the second participant has said something true about the man he 
referred to if and only if Smith was raking the leaves (whether or not 
Jones was). (Kripke, 1977: 263)  

Kripke’s point is that despite the fact that ‘Jones’ is a name of Jones 
in the common language of the two participants, they both referred 
to Smith (“in some sense”). Only the first participant uttered the 
name ‘Jones’. All the second participant said was ‘Raking the 
leaves’. So both participants referred to someone (“in some sense”), 
but the second managed to do so without uttering a proper name or 
indeed any referring expression. So as not to get sidetracked by the 
participants’ error about who the person is in the distance, let’s 
simplify Kripke’s example dramatically, concluding with a contrast 
between explicit and implicit reference. I’ll set it out as a block 
quote:  

Two people see Jones in the distance. They have a brief colloquy: 
‘What is Jones doing?’ ‘Raking the leaves.’ ‘Jones,’ in the common 
language of both, is a name of Jones; it never names anyone else. 
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Clearly both participants in the dialogue have referred to Jones. But 
only the first uttered the name ‘Jones’. Despite not uttering ‘Jones’, 
or any other name of Jones, or any other referring expression that 
refers to Jones. the second participant has said something true about 
the man he referred to if and only if Jones was raking the leaves. So 
whereas the first participant referred to Jones explicitly (with the 
name ‘Jones’), the second participant referred to Jones only 
implicitly. 

 Implicit Binding. This type of example goes back to 1960s 
generative grammar (though back then it was billed as involving 
noun-phrase deletion and coreference, which is not at all how it is 
treated today). I am going to provide rather more detail here than I 
did for the other examples because this one raises such important 
issues and is a little more technical. Suppose I say to you  

(1) Sue wants [you to drive].  

(I use pairs of square brackets delimit whole sentences or clauses, 
and sometimes longer noun phrases.) I refer to Sue explicitly with 
the ‘Sue’ (the subject of the main verb ‘want’), and I refer to you 
explicitly with the pronoun ‘you’ (the subject of the embedded verb 
‘drive’, in its infinitival form). Sue is the person I say is doing the 
wanting, and you are the person who will be doing the driving, if 
Sue’s wish is satisfied. Now suppose I say to you  

(2) Sue wants [ __ to drive] 

where the underscore is just an annotation marking the position 
‘you’ occupies in (1). Again, I refer to Sue explicitly using the 
subject of the main verb. But this time there is no referring 
expression, indeed no expression whatsoever, occupying the subject 
position of the embedded verb ‘drive’. So, on the face of it, either 
there is no such position (making (1) and (2) differ syntactically) or 
else the position is unoccupied. (Obviously there is no part of my 
utterance of (2) corresponding to that part of my utterance of (1) 
that is my utterance of ‘you’ (utterances being events) but that is not 
the point.) You have no trouble grasping what I mean by uttering 
(2). And if you did have trouble, I might have attempted to 
paraphrase my remark by saying  

(2′) Sue wants [Sue (herself) to drive]. 
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So perhaps, in the absence of an expression in the embedded subject 
position in (2), the syntactic and semantic conventions of English 
dictate that the sentence is to be understood as if it contained a copy 
of the expression occupying the subject position of the main verb, 
which here is ‘Sue’. On such an account, I refer to Sue twice in 
uttering (2), once explicitly with the name ‘Sue’ (the subject of the 
main verb), qua person doing the wanting, and again implicitly, qua 
person who will be doing the driving, if her wish is satisfied. But if 
the theory is that the expression occurring as subject of the main 
verb (here ‘Sue’) is always treated as if it also occurred as the 
subject of the embedded verb, it will make many patently false 
predictions. For example, it would make (3) and (3′) equivalent, and 
(4) and (4′) equivalent: 

(3) Everyone wants to drive 

(3′) Everyone wants [everyone to drive].  

(4) Everyone but Sue wants to drive 

(4′) Everyone but Sue wants [everyone but Sue to drive]. 

 A more plausible account emerges if we think of the syntactic 
and semantic conventions of English dictating that the purported 
absence of an expression in the embedded subject position in (2), 
(3), and (4) indicates that understanding the sentence requires 
treating that position as if it were occupied by a stilted ‘self’ 
understood as a variable bound by the subject of the main verb, as in 
(2″)-(4″): 

(2″) Suei wants [selfi to drive] 

(3″) Everyonei wants [selfi to drive]  

(4″) [Everyone but Sue] i wants [selfi to drive].10
 

I have italicized ‘self’ to stress its as if-ness here, so to speak. (I’ll 
reinterpret the italicization shortly.) The subscripts on the subject 
noun phrase and self indicates that the former (as if) binds the latter. 

                                                
10 We do sometimes use ‘self’ as a freestanding nominal, as in ‘She has found her true self’ 
or ‘note to self’. 
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(The first pair of square brackets in (4″) just delimits the subject of 
the main verb.) 

 But why all the as if-ness? Why not explore the idea that the 
embedded subject position in these sentences really is occupied by a 
variable bound by the subject of the main verb, an aphonic that has 
the same semantics as stilted-‘self’.11 With the as if-ness dropped, 
we are free to take those occurrences of self in (2″)-(4″) to represent 
the aphonic variable. So there is a word of English we never utter or 
hear, the presence of which in a sentence theorists can signal by 
writing ‘self’ in structural descriptions of sentences. (Although I 
introduced self as an aphonic with the same semantics as stilted-
‘self’, silent self should not be confused with stilted-‘self’. Stilted-
‘self’ is not silent, and silent self is not stilted!) If those explorations 
produced a concrete proposal, it would then be worth exploring how 
best to subsume it under a general account of binding captured by 
lambda-abstraction. And, in fact, all of this has been done.12 

 The following examples are similar insofar as the subject position 
of the embedded verb can be occupied by phonics other than stilted 
‘self’: 

(5) Suei expects [you/selfi to retire next year] 

(6) Suei has memories (fantasies/visions/dreams) of [you/selfi 
hiking in Iceland]. 

(7) Suei remembers (fantasizes/dreams about) [you/selfi hiking 
in Iceland] 

 More Implicit Binding. In following examples, the only phonic 
that can occupy the subject position of the embedded verb is stilted-

                                                
11 I used the term ‘aphonic’ for such expressions in Neale (2004, 2005). To say that they are 
merely ‘unpronounced elements’, as some do, might suggest, wrongly, that speakers have a 
choice as to whether or not to pronounce them. They are, as I said in those earlier works, 
unpronounced and unheard by their nature, or de jure, and the term ‘aphonic’ is meant to 
capture this. Other virtues of the term ‘aphonic’ include its brevity (when contrasted with, 
say, ‘phonologically empty expression’), an obvious contrast with ‘phonic’, and the fact 
that, like ‘indexical’, it may be used as either an adjectives or a noun—‘an aphonic 
indexical’ and ‘an indexical aphonic’ are both well-formed expressions, and sometimes one 
is more useful dialectically than the other. 
12  For a summary, see Heim and Kratzer (1998).  
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‘self’. In (8) and (9), self is bound by the main verb’s subject 
(‘Sue’), but in (11) by its object, (‘everyone’): 

(8) Suei yearns (decided/tried/attempted/failed) [selfi to 
drive]13 

(9) Sue admits (?regrets) [selfi driving without a licence] 

(10) Sue asked (told/ordered/persuaded) everyonej [selfj to 
leave the room]. 

To borrow some jargon from syntax (and to do so rather loosely), 
whereas ‘want’, ‘expect’, ‘remember’, ‘yearn’, and ‘regret’ are 
subject control verbs, ‘ask’, ‘tell’, ‘order’ and ‘persuade’ are object 
control verbs. 

 Yet More Implicit Binding. Here are two types of examples that 
should be of independent interest to philosophers interested in 
presenting claims about meaning, referring, and saying. The first 
involves pairs of locutions much loved by Griceans: 

(11) a. Suei meant/said that p in [selfi uttering x] 

  b. In [selfi uttering x], Suei meant/said that p  

(12) a. Suei referred to o in [selfi uttering x] 

  b. In [selfi uttering x], Suei referred to o.  

The second type of example involves two philosophical favourites, 
the verbs ‘use’ and ‘refer’, and raises an interesting issue that will be 
central when we come to examine different notions of reference: 

(13) Suei used the pronoun ‘he’ [selfi to refer to Andy] 

On the face of it (13) is identical in structure, in the crucial respects, 
with the following: 

                                                
13 Notice the contrast between ‘want’ and ‘yearn’ (the * before ‘you’ indicates its 
unacceptability here): 
 (i)  Sue wants [you/selfi to drive]   
 (ii) Sue yearns [*you/selfi to drive]. 
Interestingly, informants are divided over whether ‘long’ patterns with ‘yearn’ or ‘want’ 
here.  
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(14) Suei used her finger [selfi to refer to (indicate/point out) 
Andy] 

(15) Suei used tweezers [selfi to retrieve the coin] 

(16) Suei used a pistol [selfi to hammer in the nails 

(17) Suei used an abacus [selfi to solve the problem]. 

The indexing I have imposed on these examples takes self to be 
bound by ‘Sue’, so I am assuming ‘use’ is a subject control verb. So 
indexed, (13) is ostensibly being used to make a statement about 
speaker reference (roughly equivalent to ‘Sue used the pronoun ‘he’ 
and in doing so she referred to Andy’). Does ‘use’ have to be a 
subject control verb? Is there a legitimate indexing of (13) on which 
‘use’ is an object control verb, giving us a reading on which self is 
bound by ‘the pronoun “he”’, so that (13) is ostensibly being used to 
make a statement about expression reference (roughly equivalent to 
‘Sue used the pronoun ‘he’ in such a way that it referred to 
Andy’)?14  

 In ordinary conversation, no-one is ever going to ask, “Are you 
trying to tell me that Sue referred to Andy or that the pronoun ‘he’ 
did?” But philosophical discourse about reference is a different 
matter. And there is, of course, a third possibility according to some 
theories: Sue’s utterance of the pronoun ‘he’ referred to Andy. So, 
in principle, we have at least three notions to contend with in 
thinking about reference: 

 (a)  Expression reference: relative to Sue’s utterance, ‘he’ 
referred to Andy 

 (b)  Utterance reference: Sue’s utterance of ‘he’ referred to Andy 

 (c)  Speaker reference: Sue referred to Andy with ‘he’.   

Non-specialist ordinary speakers are highly unlikely to care which 
of (a)-(c) is used to redescribe what is described by (13). As far as 
sentence (13) is concerned, in the indication of evidence to the 

                                                
14 If so, we have a familiar decision to make. If we take sentence individuation to be 
sensitive to binding indices, we will talk about two sentences that sound alike; if not, we 
will talk about a single sentence that is “ambiguous” in respect of legitimate indexings. 
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contrary in a writer’s prose, I suggest we take it as a statement about 
speaker reference, with the indexing I have given it. That is, I 
suggest we insist on ‘use’ being a subject-control verb as far as 
theoretical statements are concerned.15  

1.3 Questions	

I am going to elaborate on a weather report to raise some questions. 
Sue and her husband, Andy, live in London. It’s been unusually, 
uncomfortably hot there for the past two weeks. It’s now 7:30 a.m. 
and the couple are eating breakfast. It’s not yet hot, but Andy, who 
dislikes the heat, fears it will be hot again by noon. Sue picks up the 
newspaper. When she reaches the page containing the weather 
report, Andy says,  

                                                
15 To make sure the idea is not totally off-base, let’s look at isomorphic sentences 
containing a verb we don’t care about instead of ‘refer’. Consider (i)—constructed on the 
basis of a vignette of Searle’s (1969)—where the main embedded verb is ‘fool’: 

(i) [The captured American soldier]i used a line of German poetry [selfi to fool 
the Italians into thinking he was a German officer]. 

The indexing I have imposed on (i) takes self to be bound by ‘the captured American 
soldier’, so I am assuming ‘use’ is a subject control verb. So indexed, (i) is ostensibly being 
used to make a statement about a soldier fooling the Italians. (“He certainly fooled them,” 
we might say.) We can ask the same sort of question that we asked about example (13): 
Does ‘use’ have to be a subject control verb. Is there a legitimate indexing of (i) on which 
‘use’ is an object control verb, giving us a reading on which self is bound by ‘a line of 
German poetry’, so that (i) is ostensibly being used to make a statement about a line of 
German poetry fooling the Italians? (“That certainly fooled them,” we might say.) As 
philosophers of language, we do not have much of a stake in this. We are specialists in the 
study of reference, not the study of fooling (I hope). So with respect to (a′)-(c′) below, we 
are in more or less the situation non-specialist ordinary speakers are in with respect to (a)-
(c) above, viz. baffled by the pedantry involved in trying to separate them:   

(a′) Expression fooling: Relative to the soldier’s utterance, a line of German poetry 
fooled the Italians. 

(b′)  Utterance fooling: The soldier’s utterance of a line of German poetry fooled the 
Italians. 

(c′)  Speaker fooling: The soldier fooled the Italians with a line of German poetry.  

If we change [selfi to fool…] to [selfi hoping to fool…] in (i), there is only one plausible 
reading: 

(ii) [The captured American soldier]i used a line of German poetry [selfi hoping to 
fool the Italians into thinking he was a German officer]. 

Is this is due to a control difference between the subjects of gerundive and infinitival 
clause? Or is it due to the difficulty of imagining a line of poetry (or the utterance of one) 
hoping to do anything, let alone fool Italians? Until I encounter evidence to the contrary, I 
am going to use ‘use’—and use it widely—as a subject control verb. 
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(1) How hot’s it going to be today? 

He could have mentioned London by name, but didn’t. He could 
have used the indexical ‘here’ or a demonstrative or definite 
description such as ‘this infernal city’ or ‘the city of your dreams’. 
But he didn’t. Nonetheless, Sue correctly takes him to be asking 
about today’s temperature in London. But she is more interested in 
the weather in Dubai, where she must fly tonight on business. She is 
surprised to notice that yesterday’s high in Dubai was lower than 
yesterday’s high in London, so before answering Andy’s question 
about today’s forecast for London, she says to him, 

(2) It was hotter yesterday than it was in Dubai! 

Her statement is true if and only if it was hotter in London yesterday 
than it was in Dubai. Indeed, she could just as well have uttered the 
longer sentence (2′) instead of (2): 

(2′) It was hotter in London yesterday than it was in Dubai! 

But she uttered (2). And in so doing she mentioned Dubai by name. 
But, like Andy, she didn’t mention London by name, and didn’t use 
the indexical ‘here’ or a description to refer to it. There was no need: 
a few seconds earlier, Andy had just asked a question about the 
weather in London. She grasped what he meant, and he grasped 
what she meant. 

 Taking the difference between (2) and (2′) at face value, for the 
moment, we can draw upon Schiffer’s terminology and rationale 
here and say that if Sue had uttered (2′) rather than (2), she would 
have referred explicitly to both London and Dubai (as there are 
proper parts of (2) with which she would have referred to London 
and to Dubai, viz. the names ‘London’ and ‘Dubai’). But in fact she 
uttered (2), and when she did so she referred explicitly to Dubai but 
only implicitly to London (as there is no proper part of (2) with 
which she referred to London). But this loose description of Sue’s 
utterance of (2) blurs a number of theoretically important 
distinctions and raises a number of questions whose answers are far 
from clear. For the moment, I’ll just state some of the questions, 
leaving potential answers until we have the pieces we need to make 
certain distinctions. 



 

 23 

 Determination. The first question to ask is a metaphysical one: 

(Q1) What constitutively determines what a speaker refers to 
implicitly in uttering a sentence on a given occasion? 

It does not follow from the mere fact that Sue was in London when 
she uttered (2) that she meant it was hotter in London yesterday than 
it was in Dubai. In fact, it is neither necessary nor sufficient for a 
speaker to be in London to mean this by uttering (2). Consider a 
case where Sue is in Berlin talking on the telephone to Andy in 
London. He has been complaining about the unusual, uncomfortable 
heat. She sympathises, says she has just seen the international 
weather on CNN, and then utters (2). What she means is that it was 
hotter yesterday in London than it was in Dubai, and if all goes well 
Andy recognizes this. So being in London is not necessary. Nor is it 
sufficient: the same case reveals that being located in city x does not 
suffice for a speaker uttering (2) to mean that it was hotter in city x 
yesterday than it was in Dubai. For anyone who has absorbed points 
made by Grice, Schiffer, and Donnellan, the answer to the original 
questions is clear: (a) the place Sue refers to implicitly in uttering 
(2) is determined by her communicative intention in uttering it, an 
intention whose fulfilment (but not identity), consists in its being 
recognised by Andy (qua addressee); (b) the formation of that 
intention is constrained by Sue’s knowledge of the words she is 
using and by certain beliefs she has (or assumptions she is making) 
about Andy, the context, the topic of conversation and probably 
other things, for the simple reason that she cannot have the requisite 
communicative intention unless she thinks there is a good chance 
Andy will recognise it; and (c) Andy’s knowledge of the words Sue 
is using and certain beliefs he has (or assumptions he is making) 
about Sue qua speaker), the context, the topic of conversation and 
probably other things, will play roles in his reaching a conclusion 
about what Sue means, on this occasion, by uttering (2). 

 Individuation. Let’s continue with Sue and Andy at breakfast. 
While reading the newspaper, Sue comes across a story about new 
powers granted to the mayor of London. She decides to tell Andy: 

(3) When it’s snowing, the mayor now has the authority to 
prohibit cycling on the streets. 
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What Sue means by uttering (3) is that when it’s snowing in London, 
the mayor of London now has the authority to prohibit cycling on 
the streets of London. (She does not mean that when it’s snowing in 
Brighton, the mayor of London now has the authority to prohibit 
cycling on the streets of Brighton, for example, though it’s not hard 
to imagine a situation in which someone might mean precisely this 
by uttering (3).) Instead of uttering (3), Sue could have uttered (3′), 
(3″), or (3‴), which contain, respectively, one, two, and three 
occurrences of ‘London’: 

(3′) When it’s snowing in London, the mayor now has the 
authority to prohibit cycling on the streets.  

(3″)   When it’s snowing in London, the mayor of London now 
has the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets 

(3‴)   When it’s snowing in London, the mayor of London now 
has the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets of 
London. 

On the face of it, acts of explicit reference can be counted by 
counting the occurrences of referring expressions in the sentence 
uttered. Had Sue opted for (3‴) instead of (3), she would have 
referred explicitly to London three times (with ‘London’). If she had 
opted for (3″), she would have referred explicitly to London twice. 
If she had opted for (3′), she would have referred explicitly to 
London just once. But she opted for (3), and so did not refer 
explicitly to London at all. She referred to London implicitly. But 
how many times did she do that? Three times? Or just once? If, in 
uttering (3′) she would have referred explicitly to London once, does 
this mean she would have referred implicitly to London twice? And 
if, in uttering (3″), she would have referred explicitly to London 
twice, does this mean she would have referred implicitly to London 
only once? Or do these questions betray a misunderstanding of the 
notion of implicit reference, a misunderstanding based on seeing 
every act of implicit reference as corresponding to an act of explicit 
reference that would have been made if a referring expression had 
been used? 

 The underlying question that needs answering is this: 
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(Q2) Can we count acts of implicit reference this 
straightforwardly? (Can we do it by counting seeming 
absences of potential referring expressions, for example?) 

  Aphonics. Countenancing the possibility of sentences containing 
phonologically unrealized expressions suggests this question: 

(Q3) If a speaker refers to something o implicitly in uttering a 
sentence, X, could a key part of the explanation be that 
there is a syntactic position in X occupied by an aphonic 
term the speaker is using to refer to o? 

 Saying. If the answer to the previous question is affirmative, we 
can ask another: 

(Q4) How plausible is the thesis that in every case in which the 
speaker refers to something implicitly, there is a syntactic 
position in that sentence occupied by an aphonic term the 
speaker is using to refer to that thing? 

 Composition. A related question is this:  

(Q5) If, in uttering a sentence X, the speaker refers to o with an 
aphonic term e occupying a position i in X, does a 
compositional semantic theory do its job by treating e 
itself as referring to o (relative to position i in X)? 

 Logical Form. Related to these questions is another question 
about syntax: 

(Q6) Does positing the existence of an aphonic in a sentence 
require positing a level of syntactic representation such as 
LF (“Logical Form”) distinct from surface form? 

 Mandate. What are we going to say about referring implicitly in 
uttering a sentence X if we reject the idea that X contains a (relevant) 
aphonic? The general question might be put like this: 

(Q7) If it is not the presence of an aphonic in a given sentence X 
that mandates implicit reference, what is it about X, or 
about an utterance of X, that does mandate it? 

 Semantics. There is a serious schism in the philosophy of 
language between those who take the compositional semantic 
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machinery to operate on contents of  expressions (relative to 
contexts) and those who take it to operate on the contents of 
utterances of expressions. The issue is forced by the existence of 
indexical and demonstrative expressions. Practitioners of traditional 
expression-semantics will talk about (e.g.) the contents of the words 
‘I’ and ‘meditate’ relative to a context, and invoke compositional 
machinery that serves up the proposition expressed by the sentence 
‘I meditate’ relative to that context. Practitioners of utterance-
semantics will talk about (e.g.) the contents of the specific 
utterances of the words ‘I’ and ‘meditate’ making up a particular 
utterance of ‘I meditate’, and invoke compositional machinery that 
serves up the proposition expressed by the composite utterance of 
the sentence ‘I meditate’. The respective bearers of content are very 
different beasts. Expressions are abstract entities (abstract artifacts 
perhaps), whereas utterances are acts, hence material events (under 
intentional) descriptions. In many settings, philosophers can afford 
to be agnostic about whether they are assuming expression-
semantics or utterance-semantics. But implicit reference is most 
certainly not one of those settings. Inevitably, we are going to be 
forced to talk about the parts of both sentences and utterances, and if 
we are going to entertain the possibility of sentences containing 
perfectly good expressions that are phonologically unrealized, then 
as a matter of definition we are going to be entertaining the 
possibility of a sentence X containing a part to which no part of any 
utterance of X corresponds.16 So one question we would like to see 
answered is this:  

                                                
16 This is one reason among several for abandoning the practice of calling sentences 
sentence-types and calling utterances, signings, and inscriptions of sentences sentence-
tokens. I shall have something to say later about the complacency the practice engenders, 
and about the unclarity and confusion it can create, particularly in the realm of implicit 
reference. I shall also defend an intentional and, I think, very Gricean account of the facts 
in virtue of which a given utterance is an utterance of a given sentence. (The mere fact that 
outside our theorizing about language, we might point to an inscription of a word and say, 
‘This word is …’ or  the fact that we might say there are 250 words on a page of text or 
4,000 sentences in a book is no reason to panic ourselves into thinking there are two 
different notions of word that our philosophical theories must respect, word-types and 
word-tokens. We can say everything we need to say about such cases perfectly well by 
talking about of words and inscriptions of words.) 
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(Q8) What constraints do an account of implicit reference and 
expression-semantics place on one another? What 
constraints do an account of implicit reference and 
utterance-semantics place on one another? 

 Psychology. Suppose the answer to (Q1) is that the speaker’s 
referential intention determines what a speaker refers to implicitly. 
The following question now arises: 

(Q9) Can we make sense of the idea that speakers have 
referential intentions in connection with aphonics in the 
sentences they are uttering? (Might speakers have implicit 
intentions, as they are said by Chomskyans to have 
implicit knowledge of the presence of aphonics in 
sentences?) 

 Ignorance. What Sue refers to implicitly in uttering (2) is a 
place; and places are things ordinary speakers recognize they are 
talking about. Furthermore, speakers have at their disposal ordinary 
terms with which they can refer to those things explicitly (e.g. 
‘London’ or ‘here’). But the same cannot be said about, say, modes 
of presentation, as Schiffer has stressed. Most speakers have never 
heard or thought about them, and they do not have at their disposal 
ordinary terms with which they can refer to them explicitly. 
Following Schiffer (1977), a number of people have attempted to 
solve puzzles about beliefs and belief reports by appealing to 
theories according to which reporting a belief involves implicitly 
referring to a mode of presentation (or type thereof). So the 
following question needs to be addressed: 

(Q10) Can a speaker refer implicitly to something he or she does 
not know about, such as a mode of presentation? 

2 Methodological	and	Terminological	Issues	

2.1 Intuitions	

Theoretical notions and distinctions often have a basis in intuition, 
and early uses of the terms we select for potentially theoretical 
notions often have a basis in intuitions about pre-theoretical usage of 
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those terms. Cappelen (2012) has argued that there is no special 
class of philosophical uses of the words ‘intuition’ and ‘intuitive’. 
There are just all sorts of uses, some easier to explain than others, 
some more useful than others. There is nothing mysterious in my 
usage above. I’m using ‘intuitions’ to cover fast, pretty reliable 
judgments (some more malleable than others) that human evolution 
and our individual life histories have, in various proportions, tuned 
us to make because of advantages they bestow, judgments we are 
normally not in the habit of justifying because (i) sufficiently similar 
judgments we have made in the past have tended to be beneficial to 
us (as far as we know), and (ii) our being tuned to make such 
judgments enables us to react to certain things sufficiently quickly 
that there is neither the time nor the need—once we’ve acted it’s too 
late—to justify the judgment. Within any individual, judgments of 
this sort surely lie on several sliding scales, speed, strength, and 
robustness being obvious dimensions. Many of them likely form 
clusters on those scales, some clusters quite reasonably called the 
products of proto-theories, particularly when they concern objects or 
events studied in a field in which the judger has received some form 
of training. A seasoned, well-trained academic archaeologist who 
has worked on excavations in Crete for several decades will have 
considerably less trouble than the undergraduate on his first dig 
classifying certain walls, pots, or even pots sherds as, say, Minoan, 
Geometric, Classical, or Roman. His expert judgments might have 
the hallmarks of cognitive reflexes and he might be able to classify a 
hundred sherds in 30 seconds with reasonable accuracy. Not so the 
novice. When it comes to our intuitive judgments about language, 
by the time we are in our late teens we are in a position analogous to 
that of an archaeologist who has received a solid training and gained 
a decent amount of experience in the field. That means there is room 
for some “improvement”, or more “sophistication” or at least more 
“harmony” with the judgments others make. And if we go into 
philosophy or linguistics and so spend a lot of time thinking about 
truth conditions, rigidity, grammaticality, and speaker meaning, it is 
inevitable we will, by dint of training, exposure, and conscious 
shifts, develop more robust and more refined intuitions about the 
applications of words of philosophical significance, for example the 
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verbs ‘mean’, ‘refer’, ‘say’, ‘know’, and ‘believe’, and the nouns 
‘meaning’, ‘intention’, ‘convention’, ‘word’ and ‘sentence’  

 This goes a good way towards explaining why we see ourselves, 
as philosophers, working with a theory of X that can be regarded as 
connected to an earlier proto-theory of X, without being hostage to 
pre-, proto- or semi-theoretic judgments or to “ordinary”, 
“common”, “intuitively correct” or even “somewhat sophisticated” 
uses of key words. Formulating some substantive theories involves 
replacing or sharpening the loose, proto- or semi-theoretical notions 
lurking behind the questions that motivate our early investigations. 
But philosophical investigations have to begin somewhere, and, in 
the early stages, familiar language will be used, and it is hardly 
surprising that formulations of questions about language and 
communication have relied heavily on both immediate reactions to, 
and more sustained reflections on, uses of the words listed in the 
previous paragraph, or that considerable effort has gone into 
“defining” and sharpening the notions these words are meant to 
express in theoretical talk. 

 We cannot take it for granted that we have reached a point where 
the theoretical notions and terms widely used in philosophical 
debates about language and communication are clear and precise 
enough to sustain intelligible empirical theses and debates. The 
number of technical and semi-technical notions invoked has 
increased greatly over the past thirty years or so, and it is perhaps a 
good time for serious philosophical reflection on the coherence and 
utility of many of the notions themselves. Ultimately, notions of 
meaning, saying, implying, referring, and so on are substantive only 
to the extent that they play roles in explaining empirical facts or 
phenomena. The intuitive satisfaction we might find in a distinction 
between two notions—speaker meaning and expression meaning, 
for example, or saying and conversationally implicating—does not 
guarantee we have mastered theoretically significant concepts that 
will have coherent roles in theories of the facts or phenomena we are 
trying to explain. 

 To get close to having such concepts we would need to do at least 
two things. First, we would need to provide clear statements of the 
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substantive questions and the empirical facts we are proposing to 
explain using the concepts in question. (If we are unable to do this, 
we have no rejoinder to claims that we are just philosophers 
spinning our wheels.) Second, we would need to characterize with 
some precision not just the invoked notions themselves but also the 
relations they bear to one another and to other theoretical notions in 
a well-grounded, nexus of notions needed to formulate clear and 
substantive theses about language, meaning, and communication. 

 Oddly, philosophers seem to have become increasingly prone to 
thinking that they can “do semantics” without worrying about 
constitutive accounts of theoretical notions. It is hard to gauge how 
much of this stems from the belief that such questions can be put off 
“for now”, how much from the belief that addressing them at all 
evinces attachment to an outmoded style of philosophy that has no 
bearing on the empirical study of language, and how much is due to 
fashionable talk of “metasemantics” as a philosophical topic in its 
own right. But the idea that we can investigate the semantics and 
syntax of natural language seriously without paying attention to 
these questions is surely absurd. Theories of the semantics of 
particular expressions or linguistic constructions can be at most as 
substantive as the explanatory frameworks within which they can be 
intelligibly placed, and without a grounded nexus of defined 
theoretical concepts there can be no such framework. A semantics 
without philosophical foundations is no semantics at all.17 At most it 
is clever wheel-spinning. And it for this reason that before 
examining implicit reference in detail, I am going to spend a little 
some time articulating a framework within which key questions can 
be formulated and address cogently.  

                                                
17  Something of a “meta” craze has swept through philosophy, and it is now common to 
hear people claiming to specialize in metasemantics, metaphilosophy, meta-metaphysics, 
and meta much else. (The problem may well have started with ethicists talking about meta-
ethics.) Metaphysics done without considering issues the fashionable take to be the subject 
matter of metametaphyics is just metaphysics done badly, and semantics done without 
taking into account issues the fashionable take to be the subject matter of metasemantics is 
just semantics done badly. (Mutatis mutandis for philosophy and metaphilosophy.) In the 
current climate, I doubt it would take much effort to get a popular blog up and running 
devoted to episemantics, parametaphysics, or periphilosophy. 
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2.2 A	Master	Question	

It is a common assumption in work on language and communication 
that expressions (words, phrases, and sentences) have 
representational properties, or meanings.18 Specifying these 
meanings and explaining precisely how the meanings of complex 
expressions are related to the meanings of their parts are widely 
taken to be the principal objectives of theoretical semantics. But this 
can hardly be the starting point for work on language and 
communication. There will be empirical substance to a given 
semantic theory only to the extent that the meanings invoked by the 
theory can figure in explanations of empirical facts and phenomena. 
(Similarly for syntactic theories, for example.) To some extent, any 
substantive specification of the relevant facts and phenomena (and 
of the questions we need to answer to explain them) will be shaped 
by, and evolve in response to, considerations that emerge only in the 
course of theorizing. But it cannot be seriously doubted that central 
among what needs explaining are systematic features of our 
linguistic   and the nature of the cognitive processes and states 
involved in utterance planning and formation (studied by what I call 
formatics) and utterance interpretation (studied by pragmatics), 
where these are taken to be connected in some way to the 
physiological processes and states involved in utterance production 
and utterance perception.19 There are no other empirical facts or 
phenomena that a semantic theory (or, for that matter, a syntactic 
theory) could help explain, so a semantic (or syntactic) theory that 
does not potentially figure in an explanation of the facts and 
phenomena just mentioned must be devoid of substance. 

 Perhaps the preceding remarks sound too theory-laden to be 
compelling. But we can use pre-theoretic – or at least proto-theoretic 

                                                
18 Although I use ‘expression’ as a term that covers words, phrases, and sentences, I 
sometimes I use ‘words’ in a neutral way to cover both individual words and structures or 
words such as phrases or sentences. No confusion should arise. 
19 Specifying precisely what counts as data is fraught with difficulty of course. Behavior 
itself, including linguistic behavior (whatever that amounts to), is sometimes included, as 
are robust judgments that speakers of a language make about vocalizations of symbols of 
that language, followed by the highly theory-laden judgments made by the relevant 
specialists (linguists and philosophers of language). (Compare judgments people make 
about ailments they have and the judgments made by medical professionals.) 
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– language to state the key point in terms of a Master Question that 
takes for granted none of the technology of contemporary theorizing 
deployed (and argued about) so regularly by philosophers, linguists, 
and cognitive scientists in the course of addressing specific 
questions about language and communication. A semantic 
(pragmatic, syntactic, morphological, phonological) theory is  
substantive only to the extent that it can be construed as part of a 
larger—much larger—theory that potentially answers a question we 
might state as follows: 

Master Question: What general facts about our cognitive states and 
processes, what facts about particular physical circumstances and 
social relations, what facts about the various noises, bodily 
movements, and marks we are capable of producing, and what facts 
about acts of producing or displaying them, explain the fact that by 
producing or displaying them we are able to express or sharpen our 
thoughts, and to communicate to others information about the 
external world or about our own beliefs, desires, plans, 
commitments, hopes, fears, feelings etc. so efficiently (i.e. so 
quickly, systematically and consistently)? 

In our attempts to express ourselves or communicate, sometimes 
things go horribly, embarrassingly wrong, of course; but the striking 
fact is how often they don’t, and this is a large part of what needs 
explaining. 

 All substantive work in formatics, pragmatics semantics, syntax, 
morphology, and phonology of natural language is hostage to this 
Master Question. An important task for philosophy is the 
construction of an architecture within which the Master Question 
(henceforth MQ) can be tackled. If we have been going about things 
in the right way in recent years, then that architecture will be one 
within which we can, in principle, produce and suspend many 
interlocking syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic proposals with 
which we are familiar. But (a) neither the architecture nor any 
familiar theory we end up suspending within it needs to be 
mentioned in order to say what the MQ is, and (b) if a particular 
proposal in semantics (syntax, etc.) cannot be construed as part of an 
answer to the MQ then there is nothing that proposal is about.  
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 I do not mean to suggest that the MQ itself contains no hint of 
theory. Proto-philosophical reflection and proto-theoretical 
classification lie behind substantive questions—inquiry has to begin 
somewhere, after all—and doubling back to put anything “proto” on 
a sounder footing (once things get moving) is itself part of the 
process of mature theorizing. (In the present case, we anticipate 
discovering ways of saying usefully what sorts of things noises, 
marks, gestures, information, communication, beliefs, desires, plans, 
commitments, hopes, fears, feelings, cognitive states and social 
relations are, or at least appealing to conceptions of them that seem 
robust enough to occasion no deep concerns.) 

2.3 Content	

Although the verbs ‘mean’, ‘refer’, and ‘say’ figure regularly in 
discussions of semantics, they do not occur in the statement of the 
Master Question. But the verbs ‘express’ and ‘communicate’ do, the 
latter followed by the noun ‘information’. And, plausibly, 
explicating the relevant notion of information will require (1) 
invoking a notion of content relevant to the individuation of certain 
types of mental states (e.g. beliefs) and acts of communication, and 
(2) providing, for any mental state and any object, event, or state of 
affairs, x, an account of when a mental state is about x. So the 
existence of mental states and a robust notion of aboutness are both 
assumed by MQ. Nonetheless, no notion of linguistic meaning or 
natural language has been smuggled in. 

 There is a popular view in the philosophy of mind that having a 
belief (or some other propositional attitude) is, or at least involves, 
standing in a specific type of computational relation to a “sentence” 
of Mentalese (the Language of Thought), a “language” whose 
representational properties or “semantics” cognitive science is trying 
to explicate. But the popularity of a view of the mind that helps 
itself to terms like ‘sentence’, ‘language’, and ‘semantics’ is hardly 
a reason to claim that a notion of linguistic meaning is smuggled 
into all talk of mental states. Nor is popular talk of beliefs and 
mental states referring to things (objects, truth conditions, states of 
affairs, or whatever). (Mercifully, we have not yet been subjected to 
talk of mental states saying or meaning things!) For it was already 
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enough to say that beliefs have content, have truth conditions, or 
represent states of affairs. Nothing is gained by adding that they 
refer to (or say) these things. The point carries over to sub-
propositional contents. There is no upside to saying that beliefs (or 
their parts, if they have them) refer to things they are about. My 
belief that Wellington is the capital of New Zealand is a belief about 
Wellington, about New Zealand, and (perhaps) about a particular 
state of affairs that involves them both. To restate this by saying that 
my belief (or part of it) refers to Wellington and New Zealand is 
hardly progress. We already have the vocabulary we need without 
dragging in the verb ‘refer’—which is already used in talk of people 
and words (and, in some theories, utterances) referring to things. 
The Master Question does not assume the existence of entities that 
refer to things; it just assumes something pretty uncontroversial: the 
existence of mental states that are about things. (Similarly, talk of a 
person referring mentally to a something is hardly progress from 
natural and less misleading talk of a person thinking about a thing.) 

2.4 Meaning	and	Interpreting	

Although the verb ‘mean’ does not occur in the Master Question, 
two reciprocal activities are assumed that we are naturally inclined 
to describe using precisely this verb: 

(1) Someone, S, meaning something by doing something, x, 
on a particular occasion 

(2) Someone forming a hypothesis about what S means by 
doing x on that occasion. 

So before even floating the idea of theories about systems of noises, 
marks, or gestures that have meaning, the Master Question seems to 
have led us into distinguishing (1) theories that concern acts of 
meaning, and (2) theories that concern acts of interpreting acts of 
meaning.  

 This is the starting point for many philosophers in their thinking 
about language and communication.20 Is there any commitment in 

                                                
20 Grice (1957, 1969, 1989), Strawson (1964), Schiffer (1972, 1981, 1982), Bach and 
Harnish (1979), Loar (1981), Neale (1992, 2004). 
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this to the view that language evolved for communication or the 
view that the function (or the purpose) of language is 
communication, as is sometimes claimed? Matters are more 
complex than is usually assumed, I think, and I will not attempt to 
answer the questions here. Suffice to say, answering the Master 
Question requires explaining both linguistic communication and 
linguistic self-expression. (My suspicion is that we shall be unable 
to provide an explanation of one independently of providing an 
explanation of the other and that an understanding of the relation 
between communication, language, and thought will emerge as we 
proceed.) 

 We sometimes communicate with one another in ways that do not 
involve anything usefully called a language (which we might, as a 
first shot, equate with a special system of noises, marks, or gestures). 
And it cannot be discounted that an account of non-linguistic 
communication will shape an account of linguistic communication, 
or that an account of the interpretation of human behaviour quite 
generally will shape an account of interpreting communicative 
behaviour. We reflexively generate hypotheses about the things we 
perceive—objects, situation, events, actions, phenomena, whatever. 
This includes especially the behaviour of conspecifics, which often 
enough we take to be backed by reasons. To interpret an action is 
just to form a hypothesis about the intentions behind it, the 
intentions that explain it.21 When the interpreter has done that—and 
ceases to revise the hypothesis—the interpretive problem is taken to 
be solved. As it is often put, interpreting behaviour is a form of 
mindreading, construed as the capacity non-demonstratively to infer 
the mental states of others (e.g. their beliefs, goals, intentions) from 
their behaviour. The behavior in question will be compatible with all 
sorts of different hypotheses about the intentions behind it—a 
standard case of an empirical hypothesis being underdetermined by 
the available evidence.  

                                                
21  For detailed discussion, see Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995, 2012), Wilson (2005). 
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 Interpreting communicative behavior is a special case of 
mindreading.22 We form hypotheses about the intentions behind 
communicative behavior. Certain of these intentions count as 
communicative intentions (in a sense that needs to be elucidated); 
and a hypothesis about the content of a communicative intention 
someone has in performing a certain act is a hypothesis about what 
the person meant by performing that act. Communicative behavior, 
like any other, is compatible with all sorts of different hypotheses 
about the intentions behind it. And, to this extent, there is no 
guarantee the interpretation an audience comes up with will capture 
what the performer meant. Interpretation always involves a risk, and 
to that extent so does attempting to communicate. 

 Communicative behavior involving the use of language is not 
magically exempted from all of this. The interpreter’s goal—what 
he or she appears to be built to do—is the same whether interpreting 
linguistic or non-linguistic communicative behaviour: identifying 
what the performer meant by engaging in it. Nonetheless, 
interpreting an uttering of a sentence belonging to a language one 
knows is surely a special case of the aforementioned special case of 
mindreading. The interpreter’s understanding of the language used 
will play a major rôle in the interpretation processes, just as it will 
play a major role in the performer’s choice of communicative 
behavior. (Perhaps what is implicated on both sides is knowledge of 
the language, in a sense to be characterised). But there is still no 
guarantee the interpretation an interpreter comes up with will 
capture what the performer meant. Communication still involves 
risk on both sides. 

 I am going to enforce strictly the distinction between what S 
means by doing x and what S communicates by doing x. To call an 
intention a communicative intention is to say it is a specific type of 
higher-order audience-directed intention characteristic of acts of 
meaning. The existence of such an intention no more guarantees its 
fulfillment than the existence of any other intention does. By doing 

                                                
22 For present purposes I sidestep the question of just how special or domain-specific a 
form of mindreading this is. For discussion, see Sperber and Wilson (2012) and Wilson 
(2005). 
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something, x, S communicates to A that p only if S means that p (by 
doing x) and A interprets S as meaning that p (by doing x). 

 We can draw a parallel distinction between interpretation and 
understanding. A understands what S means (by doing x) only if 
what A interprets S as meaning (by doing x) is what S in fact means 
(by doing x). So if A fails to understand, then S fails to 
communicate. (More fully: If A fails to understand that S means that 
p (by doing x), then S fails to communicate to A that p (by doing x).) 
If A fails to understand what S means because A interprets S as 
meaning something other than p, then A misunderstands S. To 
understand is to interpret and get it right; to misunderstand is to 
interpret and get it wrong. (Notice we can say everything we need to 
say without talking about misinterpreting. So I hereby declare that if 
I use ‘misinterpret’ anywhere, it is to be understood as if it were 
‘misunderstand’.) 

 In summary, we can talk about someone, S, meaning something 
by performing some act x, and about someone—typically someone 
else—interpreting S as meaning something by doing x. When things 
go well, the interpreter identifies what the performer means. In such 
cases, the interpreter understands and the performer communicates. 
So communicating stands to meaning as understanding stands to 
interpreting: 

       Actor       Intended Interpreter 

 Act/Activity   Meaning     Interpreting 

 Goal     Communicating   Understanding. 
 

In what follows, I shall adhere to this usage strictly so as to avoid 
certain pitfalls.23 

                                                
23 In Descriptions I was very careful to talk about a (singular) proposition meant rather than 
about a (singular) proposition communicated when talking about referential uses of 
descriptions, but a number of critics missed this. The meaning-communicating distinction is 
still widely ignored in the literature, creating no end of confusion. Failure to respect this 
distinction can lead to the erroneous leap from the true claim that Griceans define speaker 
meaning in terms of communicative intentions to the false claim that they define meaning 
in terms of communication. 
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2.5 Speaker	Meaning	and	Expression	Meaning	

The Master Question mentions noises, marks and bodily movements 
but not linguistic expressions (words, phrases, and sentences). 
Obviously the lion’s share of the efficiency the question mentions 
resides in the use of linguistic expressions. And, just as obviously, 
the efficiency their use affords revolves around (a) the fact that we 
produce things—noises, marks and bodily movements—that are 
their perceptible proxies, and (b) the fact that expressions 
themselves have relatively stable meanings. (Notice it does not 
follow that the perceptible proxies have meaning.) It defies common 
sense to think we can answer the Master Question without invoking 
a notion of expression meaning to accompany the notion of speaker 
meaning that is driving everything.  (It is by no means clear, 
however, that explaining the relation between expression meaning 
and speaker meaning will require invoking any third notion of 
meaning, such as utterance meaning. Whether such a notion is going 
to be needed is something to be investigated.) So at some point we 
are going to have to say what linguistic expressions are, what their 
meanings are, and explain how the meanings of complex 
expressions are related to the meanings of their parts and their 
modes of construction. Obviously simple pairings of linguistic 
objects and messages of the sort found in simple signaling systems 
is not going to capture what is going on in human communication, 
though work done on such systems might provide us with a way in 
and lay some of the groundwork.  

 So what are expressions? And what makes something a 
perceptible proxy for a given expression? Merely invoking a 
distinction between “types” and “tokens”, declaring expressions to 
be types, hence abstract objects, and utterances and inscriptions to 
be tokens of a given type by virtue of possessing some formal 
property, does not constitute much of an answer. And it ducks the 
question of how we come into cognitive contact with expressions. In 
§4, I sketch my own picture (which I think is more Peircean than the 
simplistic picture just presented). The basic idea is that words are 
abstract artifacts, rather like laws, conventions, or songs. To use an 
expression is to perform some act with a convention-involving 
intention, and the act itself (in the case of an utterance or signing) or 
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the product of the act (in the case of an inscription) constitutes a 
perceptible proxy, for example an acoustic proxy in the case of an 
utterance. (This meshes neatly with the Gricean idea that to mean 
something by performing some act (e.g. by producing a perceptible 
proxy of an expression) is to perform it with a certain type of 
audience-directed intention.) So when I talk about using an 
expression X, I am always talking about producing a perceptible 
proxy for X. Or at least, I would always be if I weren’t 
countenancing aphonic expressions! Aphonics create an additional 
difficulty. As a matter of definition an aphonic has no perceptible 
proxies, and that looks like a problem for any theory according to 
which learning a word and becoming a competent user involves first 
encountering at least one perceptible proxy. I’ll put off further 
discussion until §4. 

 A last point about speaker meaning and expression meaning. It is 
almost always speaker interests us in ordinary conversation and in 
many other situations in which we encounter proxies for expressions 
in our daily lives. That is, typically, we care more about what people 
mean than about what their words mean. To say this is not to deny 
that there are times when the exact words are important—when we 
read Acts of Parliament, statutes, or constitutions, for example; 
when listening to trial testimony; when reading novels and 
(especially) poetry, where imagery or feelings may be connected to 
uses of particular words or strings of words (often in ways we have 
difficulty explaining prosaically). Nor is it to deny the obvious fact 
that we attribute meaning when we encounter (what we take to be) 
inscriptions of words and have no idea who produced them; or when 
we look at (what we take to be) inscriptions (or pixel formations) 
that we know have been generated by a computer; or when we see 
seeming inscriptions of words in the sand and know they have been 
formed by nothing more than the wind. But in much of daily life 
words are means to ends and, importantly, so are their meanings. 
Only in special cases are we interested in word meanings per se. 
Canonically, when we encounter utterances, signings, and 
inscriptions of expressions, the largely non-conscious cognitive 
operations that serve up hypotheses about what people mean involve 
registering (if only subdoxastically) the meanings of the words used. 
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But it is a striking fact that much of the time we do not retain the 
exact forms of words speakers, signers, and writers use, even when 
we remember what we took the people to mean. 

3 The	Gricean	Program	

With Schiffer, I maintain that any useful account of what referring 
is and of what referring expressions are must emerge from the sort 
of Gricean framework for semantic explanation that he did so much 
to advance in the 1970s and early 1980s.24 The assumption driving 
this work is that the representational content of psychological states 
is more basic than the representational content of either natural 
language sentences (which are abstract objects) or the noises, 
gestures and marks that “token” them (which are individual objects 
and events).  

 The Gricean aim was to reduce semantic notions to psychological 
notions such as belief and intention. (Grice himself appears to have 
been happy with a functionalist account of psychological states and 
expressed no interest in providing a naturalistic account.) The 
procedure was to produce a nexus of defined notions needed to 
theorize clearly about meaning. The most basic of these notions, for 
Grice, was not linguistic meaning but utterer’s occasion-meaning, 
the notion of someone meaning something by doing something, on a 
given occasion. Following Schiffer (1972), this is usually called 
speaker meaning, though it is not assumed that every act of speaker 
meaning involves speaking, language, or convention. Acts of 
speaker meaning are acts of attempted communication, hence acts 
performed with intentions to affect the psychological states of 
others. So the first task for the Gricean is to define speaker meaning 
by characterizing the nature of these communicative intentions, as 
they are usually called. (Grice calls them M-intentions. Schiffer 
sometimes calls them meaning intentions.) Linguistic meaning is 
then to be defined in terms of speaker meaning, the driving idea 

                                                
24 Schiffer (1972, 1981, 1982). 



 

 41 

being that a theory of linguistic meaning amounts to a theory of 
conventions for performing efficient acts of speaker meaning.25    

Schiffer (1972, 1981, 1982) has pushed the Gricean project 
further than anyone, providing detailed definitions not only of 
speaker meaning and expression meaning, but also of speaker 
reference, and expression reference:26 (1) Expression reference is 
defined in terms of speaker reference (the notion of what it is for a 
speaker to refer to something in doing something on a given 
occasion; (2) speaker reference is defined in terms of speaker 
meaning; and (3) speaker meaning is defined (for non-penumbral 
cases at least) in terms of specific audience-directed intentions 
speakers have in doing something, intentions speakers transparently 
intend their audiences to recognize.  

 The definitions Grice and Schiffer provide are to be understood 
as statements in metaphysics, as attempts to provide constitutive 
accounts of key notions. They are not conceptual analyses, and they 
are not attempts to define intuitive notions or provide synonyms for, 
or semantic analyses of, the verbs ‘mean’, ‘say’, imply’ and ‘refer’ 
as they are used in ordinary English (despite appearances fostered 
by seemingly remorseless appeals to theorists’ intuitions). They are 
ultimately stipulative, earning their keep not by yielding results that 
conform to pre-theoretic intuitions or ordinary uses of terms—
though this is where we have to start—but in virtue of their 
interlocking roles in theories that intended to be part of an answer to 
the Master Question.27 The same is true of theoretically significant 

                                                
25 Some philosophers have followed Anscombe (1963) and others influenced by 
Wittgenstein in (a) disavowing intentions as mental states in terms of which intentional 
action can be explained and (b) turning directly to intentional acts themselves. Griceans 
find the Wittgensteinian considerations invoked in (a) unpersuasive and the behaviouristic 
underpinnings of (b) unpalatable. Schiffer informs me that his talk of intention was meant 
to be a temporary idealization, to be replaced eventually by roughly Bayesian talk of 
degrees of desire and partial belief. 
26 Grice’s own attempts to bring referential notions into the intentional fold can be 
discerned only dimly in his published work—mostly from scattered remarks in Grice 
(1969, 1978, 1981, 1989)—and from his widely disseminated “Lectures on Logic and 
Reality”, from which his 1981 paper is an excerpt. 
27  See Grice (1974: 13) and esp. Schiffer (1981: 68). That said, when Grice wrote 
‘Meaning’ in 1948—it did not make it into print until 1957 when Strawson, fed up with 
Grice’s reluctance to publish it, edited the manuscript and sent it to The Philosophical 
Review on Grice’s behalf—definitions of the sorts Grice was investigating were generally 
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notions of word, sentence, utterance, and so on. Ordinary usage is 
where we begin, but it should occasion no surprise that as the 
notions evolve to play theoretical roles there will be divergences 
between ordinary and theoretical uses of the word ‘word’, for 
example. 

Notoriously, Schiffer later went on to reject the most ambitious 
and (evidently) the most exciting thesis: that linguistic meaning is 
constituted by self-perpetuating regularities in acts of speaker 
meaning.28 But, contrary to what some commentators have 
concluded, Schiffer did not throw out the intentionalist baby with 
the reductive bathwater. To abandon the idea that linguistic meaning 
can be reduced to regularities in acts of speaker meaning is not to 
abandon either (a) the idea that a theoretically robust account of 
speaker meaning (at least for central or canonical cases) can be 
provided without appealing to any other notion of meaning and 
cannot be provided except in terms of speakers’ intentions, or (b) 
the idea that a theoretically robust account of linguistic meaning 
cannot be provided without appealing to the conventional roles 
expressions play in acts of speaker meaning (or the idea that a 
theoretically robust account of expression reference cannot be 
provided without appealing to the conventional rôles expressions 
play in acts of speaker reference, itself understood in terms of 
speaker meaning). In certain key respects, then, Schiffer remains an 
intentionalist—which is why he still places such stock in intention-
based objections to specific implicit reference proposals. Indeed, I 
think he is as mystified as I am by the fact that (a) and (b) have not 
become virtually axiomatic in the philosophical study of natural 
language and human communication. 

                                                                                                            
treated as conceptual analyses. By the time of his 1968 and 1969 publications, Grice had 
already begun moving away from such an understanding and saw himself as explicating 
theoretical notions. Quite how Grice (1971, 1974) and Schiffer (1972) were construing 
their definitions in the early1970s is harder to gauge. But by the early 1980s, Schiffer 
(1981, 1982) was making it very clear that he saw the relevant definitions he was 
examining as constitutive. 
28  See Schiffer (1987), esp. Ch 9. 
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 In view of what is to come in the rest of this paper, I am going to 
articulate, in a form designed for easy back-reference, what I take to 
be the essential features of the Gricean program. 

3.1 Meaning	

(M1)  Speaker Meaning. The most basic notion of meaning is not 
that of a symbol or sign meaning something, but that of 
someone (a “speaker”) meaning something by doing 
something on a given occasion. This is the notion in terms of 
which linguistic meaning and all other public-language 
semantic notions are defined. (Among these are notions such 
as saying, implying, and referring.) Grice’s basic definition of 
speaker meaning is this: 

 By doing something, x, someone, S, meant that p iff 
(roughly) for some audience, A, S did x with the intention 
of activating in A the belief that p via A’s recognizing 
that S did x with this intention.  

 Schiffer’s basic definition is crafted to avoid various 
problems he finds in Grice’s:  

 By doing x, S meant that p iff (roughly) for some 
audience A and relation R, S did x intending S and A to 
mutually know that R(x, p) and, on the basis of this, that 
S did x intending to activate in A the belief that p. (S and 
A mutually know something if (roughly) each knows it 
and knows that the other knows it.)29  

                                                
29 Schiffer’s (1972, 1983) terminology is much clearer than Grice’s, about which there is 
(perhaps unsurprisingly) considerable confusion in the literature, even among avowed 
Griceans. In ‘Meaning’ (1957) Grice called speaker meaning utterer’s meaning. But in his 
William James Lectures (which included ‘Utterer’s Meaning, Sentence Meaning and Word 
Meaning’ (1968) and ‘Utterer’s Meaning and Intentions’ (1969)), he called it utterer’s 
occasion-meaning, which he distinguished from what he (misleadingly) called utterance-
type occasion-meaning (or the occasion meaning of an utterance-type). To talk about 
utterer’s occasion-meaning is to talk about what S means by uttering x on a given occasion. 
To talk about utterance-type occasion-meaning is to talk about what S means by x on a 
given occasion. In specifications of utterer’s occasion-meaning what follows ‘means’ is a 
phrase of the form ‘that p’, whereas in specifications of utterance-type occasion-meaning 
what follows ‘means’ is in quotation marks. Compare the following (the choice of example 
may suggest where I’m heading): 
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 No assumption is made in either definition about the nature of 
x. A speaker may mean something by doing x without the act, 
the product of the act, or any part of either (the act or its 
product) meaning anything. Assuming something along these 
lines can be filled out, an explanatory notion of speaker 
meaning will have been defined (at least for central or 
canonical cases) that makes no appeal to any other notion of 
meaning.30 

 Other theorists find Grice’s and Schiffer’s conditions on 
speaker meaning too strong. Sperber and Wilson (1986) and 
Neale (1992), for example  

(M2)  Expression Meaning. An explanatory notion of 
expression meaning—more generally, utterance-type 
meaning—is to be non-circularly defined in terms of 
certain types of correlations between the production of 
utterance-types and acts of speaker meaning, 
correlations that can be defined without appeal to any 
notion of meaning other than speaker meaning. 
Ultimately, the meaning of a sentence X can be viewed 
as something that constrains (without fully 
determining) what a speaker can mean by uttering X. 

                                                                                                            
(i) By uttering ‘Kennst du das Land wo die Zitronen blühen’, the American soldier 

meant that he was a German officer. 
(ii) By ‘Kennst du das Land wo die Zitronen blühen’, the American soldier meant 

“Knowest thou the land where the lemon trees bloom.” 
In ‘Meaning’ Grice was trying to present an account of utterer’s occasion-meaning (as he 
later called it). But in that early paper—essentially finished in 1948—he used ‘by x’ where 
he would later use ‘by uttering x’. One understandable consequence of his use of ‘by x’ in 
the early paper was that some of the purported counterexamples to his analysis that 
appeared in print prior to the appearance his 1968 and 1969 papers were, in effect, 
purported counterexamples to an imagined analysis of something closer to utterance-type 
occasion-meaning. Among these purported counterexamples, I include Searle’s (1969) 
frequently cited example of the captured American soldier who has learned by heart a poem 
by Goethe but otherwise has no German. Schiffer (1972) provides a very different analysis. 
30 Given common and even theoretical talk about “sending messages”, “communicating” or 
“meaning” things by dressing in certain ways or by wearing certain items of clothing in 
certain contexts, should we also include among acts of meaning, and can we also isolate in 
a useful way, what we might call acts of sporting? That’s a more interesting question that it 
seems initially, one I take up in Neale (forthcoming a). 
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(M3)  Language. A system of utterance-types is a language iff 
(roughly) it is a system of conventions (self-perpetuating 
regularities) within some population for performing acts of 
speaker meaning with those utterance-types.  

(M4) Knowledge of Meaning. S knows the meaning of a complete 
utterance-type X belonging to a language L iff (roughly) S 
knows the communicative intention (more precisely, a 
specific sort of communicative intention) a speaker has if 
sincerely uttering X in conformity with the conventions (for 
performing acts of speaker meaning) that constitute L. 

3.2 Referring	

(R1)  Speaker Reference. The key insight here is due to Schiffer: 
referring is singular speaker meaning; i.e. a referential 
intention is a singular (object-dependent) communicative 
intention:31  

In doing x, S referred to o iff in doing x, S meant 
something the content of which is a singular, o-dependent 
proposition.  

It is in terms of this basic notion of speaker reference—which 
assumes nothing linguistic and no semantic notion other than 
speaker meaning—that all other notions of reference are to be 
defined.32 

(R2)  Expression Reference. An explanatory notion of expression 
reference (more generally, utterance-type reference) can be 
non-circularly defined in terms of correlations between the 

                                                
31 Throughout, I assume, with Schiffer (1981, 1995, 2005), Kaplan (1978a, 1989a, 1989b), 
Evans (1982), Salmon (1986, 2004), Neale (1990). and probably the vast majority of 
philosophers, that an important distinction is to be made between singular (object-
independent) and general (object-independent) propositions, construed as the contents of 
singular (object-independent) and general (object-independent) propositional attitudes. See 
§4.5.  
32 Notice the difference between Schiffer’s position and Bach’s (2001), according to which 
a referential intention accompanying a use of, say, a demonstrative, is a component of a 
communicative intention. I fail to see how any plausible theory of either referential or 
communicative intentions can come out of this idea, which also seems to be part of the 
theories of speaker reference proposed by Stine (1978), Schwarz (1979), and Bertolet 
(1987). See my remarks on intention composition in §3.5. 
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production of utterance-types and acts of speaker reference, 
correlations that can be defined without appeal to any other 
notion of reference or any notion of meaning other than 
speaker meaning.  

(R3) Referring Expressions. We can call the different sorts of 
expressions for which there are such correlations referring 
expressions. And we can distinguish different sorts of 
referring expressions in terms of different types of 
correlations—some may refer only relative to features of the 
context of utterance, for example. 

3.3 Saying	

(S1) Saying. The Gricean idea is that say something is a special 
form of meaning something: 

In uttering a sentence X of language L, S said that p iff S 
meant that p in uttering X and S’s communicative 
intention in uttering X is the specific sort of intention a 
competent L-speaker has if sincerely uttering X in 
conformity with the conventions (for performing acts of 
speaker meaning) that constitute L.  

(This is ultimately a stipulative definition, remember, not an 
attempt to provide a synonym for, or a semantic analysis of 
one use of the verb ‘say’ in ordinary English.) 

(S2)  S may have meant that p by uttering X without having said 
that p. For example, S may have conversationally implicated 
that p.33 

3.4 Act	Composition?	

The fact that saying (something) and referring (to something) both 
involve meaning (something), precludes reading too much of 
theoretical significance into the intuitive idea that the simplest way 

                                                
33  Grice (1961) originally talked about stating and implying. In his William James 
Lectures, where he refined the distinction, he talked about saying and implicating. For 
present purposes, I use ‘implicate’ as shorthand for ‘conversationally implicate’. I largely 
ignore what Grice calls conventional implicature. 
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of saying involves referring and predicating. A referential intention 
is no more than an object-dependent communicative intention: for S 
to refer to o in uttering x is just for S to mean something in uttering x 
and for the content of what S means to be an o-dependent 
proposition. (Referring is singular speaker meaning.) And what S 
means in uttering x is propositional, so full propositional content is 
already involved in anything we are calling an act of referring, it is 
not something that is attained only when an act of referring is 
composed with an act of predicating.34 So the Gricean  rejects the 
claim that a basic act of saying something (in uttering X) is 
composed of two “sub-acts”, a self-standing act of referring to 
something (in uttering X) and a self-standing act of predicating 
something of that thing (in uttering X). (Since all acts of meaning 
are also acts of predicating, and all acts of predicating are eo ipso 
acts of meaning, all acts of referring are also acts of predicating.) 
Anything the Gricean calls an act of saying is an act of meaning of a 
certain type, the details of which will be provided by the definition 
of saying. (That is, all acts of saying are eo ipso acts of meaning, but 
only some acts of meaning are acts of saying.) 

 Cases of implicit reference reinforce the point. Suppose S utters 
(1) and means that it’s snowing in London (at the time of utterance): 

(1) It’s snowing in London. 

For the sake of argument, suppose that in the course of uttering (1), 
S performs a self-standing act of referring to London, an act 
temporally coincident with S’s uttering of ‘London’ (and that 
somehow this act combines with a self-standing act of predication 
temporally coincident with S’s uttering of the rest of the sentence. 
So far, so good. (I doubt it, but let that pass.) But now what are we 

                                                
34 In the course of preparing ‘Term Limits Revisited’ (2008) for republication in a 
collection of papers, I noticed that I originally wrote that acts of saying “comprise” (rather 
than “are”) acts of referring and acts of predicating. That was not the way a good Gricean 
should put the point because it suggests (i) that a located, self-standing act of referring 
somehow composes with a located, self-standing act of predicating to produce an act of 
saying, and (ii) that a self-standing referential intention composes in some way with a self-
standing predicational intention to produce a Gricean communicative intention, which is 
not the Gricean position. 



 

 48 

to say about a case in which S utters (2) and means that it’s snowing 
in London (at the time of utterance): 

(2) It’s snowing. 

When did the self-standing act of referring to London take place? 
There is no sensible answer to this question, and this just confirms 
there is something as deeply wrong in the idea of self-standing, sub-
propositional acts of referring as there is in the idea of self-standing, 
sub-propositional referential intentions. 

3.5 Intention	Composition?	

What goes for acts of meaning goes for the communicative 
intentions with which they are performed. Anything the Gricean 
calls a referential intention is just a singular communicative 
intention. (That is, all referential intentions are eo ipso 
communicative intentions, but only some communicative intentions 
are referential intentions because in principle the content of what a 
speaker means may be an object-independent proposition.) There is 
no commitment in this picture to the bizarre idea that a self-standing 
referential intention composes in some way with a self-standing 
predicational intention to produce a communicative intention. So the 
Gricean rejects the claim that the communicative intention S has in 
saying something (or even just meaning something) is composed of 
two “sub-intentions”, a self-standing referential intention and a self-
standing predicational intention. 

4 Metaphysics	

Intuitively, we think of certain parts of an utterance of a sentence as 
corresponding to parts of the sentence uttered. But talking about 
implicit reference forces us to consider the possibility of 
mismatches, indeed it forces us take seriously the idea that we utter 
sentences containing words we do not utter, words that have no 
phonetic realization. So if we are going to talk seriously about 
implicit reference, we need accounts of (1) what sentences and 
words are, (2) what utterances and their parts are, and (3) the facts in 



 

 49 

virtue of which a given utterance is an utterance of a given word or 
sentence. 

4.1 Words	

What sorts of entities are expressions? This is a notoriously difficult 
question, one that talk of sets, types, tokens, forms, shapes, patterns, 
sounds, properties, universals, stereotypes, templates, causal chains, 
and space-time worms has hitherto done little to illuminate. Just as it 
is doubtful that the notions of meaning, referring, and saying that we 
need to theorize about language will correspond to ordinary uses of 
the verbs ‘mean’, ‘refer’, and ‘say’, so too it is doubtful that the 
notions of word and sentence we need will correspond to ordinary 
uses of the nouns ‘word’ and sentence’.  

 It is often said that expressions must be abstract objects because 
they are not among things we perceive with the senses—we perceive 
objects and events, and these include inscriptions, utterances, and 
signings of expressions. I have no objections. But we can say more 
about words. They are abstract artifacts, along with such things as 
laws, practices, conventions, and social hierarchies.35 Utterances and 
inscriptions (of words and sentences) are concreta we bring into 
existence. Words are abstracta we bring into existence by means of 
our actions, and destroy by means of other actions or just by 
inaction. If a word fails to get uttered for long enough and if all 
inscriptions (and other recordings) of it are destroyed, the word will 
pass out of existence. Surely this has happened. There is a common 
and consistent theoretical usage of ‘word’ that comports with all of 
this. Four examples illustrate the usage, and together they provide a 
reasonable characterization of what a word is.  

 (1) There  are approximately a quarter of a million words in 
English.  

 (2) When you and I both say, ‘I need lunch’, we are uttering the 
same three words, and uttering the same sentence. We aren’t 
producing the same utterance. So: three words, two utterances, one 
sentence, no problem. Mutatis mutandis if we both write ‘I need 

                                                
35 See Neale forthcoming (b). 
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lunch’ on a piece of card (two inscriptions instead of two 
utterances). 

 (3) The sentence ‘The cat ate the mouse’ contains four words. It 
contains five positions in which words occur. But just four words 
occur in the sentence because the word ‘the’ occurs in two of those 
five positions. More concisely: the word ‘the’ occurs twice in that 
sentence. There are two occurrences of the word ‘the’ in the 
sentence. 

 (4) A semantic theory has two components. The lexical 
component specifies the meanings of individual words. The 
compositional component specifies the meanings of sentences on the 
basis of the meanings of the words they contain and the syntactic 
configurations of those words. 

 In non-theoretical contexts, we might well say “There are five 
words in the sentence ‘The cat ate the mouse’.” But so what? We 
know what people are trying to get across with such locutions, and 
they are doing it perfectly well using the word ‘word’ in a way that 
differs from our theoretical usage. I do it myself. I tell students in 
my seminar that their final papers must contain “no more that 6,000 
words.” I rightly complain when one of them turns in a paper that I 
say to him “contains 36,000 words”. And I do not take seriously this 
rejoinder: “It contains only 907 words in the theoretical sense of 
‘word’ you have been talking about in the seminar, the theoretical 
sense that is the subject matter of my paper!” There is no need to 
talk about word-types and word-tokens to describe the situation 
clearly: (i) When I said students’ papers were to contain “no more 
than 6,000 words”, I was talking about the maximum number of 
inscriptions of words there should be on the paper handed in. (ii) 
There were 36,000 inscriptions of words on the paper the student 
handed in. (iii) Each of the 36,000 inscriptions was an inscription of 
one of 907 words. (iv) Quite a large number of those 907 words 
were inscribed more than once. How is it progress to redescribe the 
situation as follows? (i′) When I said students’ papers were to 
contain “no more than 6,000 words”, I was talking about word-
tokens not word-types. (ii′) There were 36,000 word-tokens on the 
paper the student handed in. (iii′) Each of the 36,000 word-tokens in 
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the students paper instantiated one of 907 word-types. (iv′) Quite a 
large number of those 907 word-types were instantiated by more 
than one word-token. From the point of view of theorizing, we do 
not need to countenance two different notions of word—word-type 
and word-token. There are just words (which are abstract artifacts) 
and their perceptible proxies, utterances, signings, and 
inscriptions.36  

 An inscription or utterance of a word is no more a word than a 
transcription or a recording of a speech is a speech, than a 
photograph or a picture of a horse is a horse. Inscriptions, 
utterances, signings, transcriptions, recordings, photographs and 
pictures are proxies, deputies, representations. It is of no 
philosophical moment that someone might point at an inscription of 
a word may say, “I don’t know what this word means”, just as it is 
of no moment that someone holding a transcription of a speech may 
say, “I’ll put the speech on your desk”, or that a salesman showing a 
customer a photograph of a car may say “If you buy this car, we 
insure it for free for the first year.” 

4.2 Word	and	Medium	

I hold that words are medium-relative. Every word is a word in 
some language, and every language is a language in some medium. 
Words of English are intrinsically words of a spoken language (even 
though some people can produce and perceive only inscriptions of 
them). And words of American Sign Language (ASL) are 
intrinsically words of a signed language. It is a contingent fact that 
there is a writing system (orthography) for English. The writing 
system is a method of representing English words (and thereby 
larger units) by making inscriptions.37 In a sense we can make more 

                                                
36 There is another, technical use of ‘utterance’ in some work, an utterance being a 
sentence-context pair. This is not what I shall understand by ‘utterance’ here. 
37 Relative to speech, writing is a very recent phenomenon. For most of human history, no 
spoken language had any written form. As recently as a century ago, only a few hundred of 
the many thousands of languages spoken around the world had anything like a full-fledged 
writing system. Even today, many hundreds of the approximately 7,000 languages still 
spoken — the number has been steadily declining for many decades — have no full-
fledged writing system. The rapid spread of technology, English, and the Latin alphabet 
probably means that almost all spoken languages will have writing systems quite soon, 
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precise later, an inscription is a transposition of something temporal 
into something spatial. ASL is not a system for representing English 
words.38 (It is not the gestural counterpart of the writing system for 
English, for example). It is a distinct language whose syntax, 
morphology, phonology39 and syllables do not reflect the syntax, 
phonology, morphology and syllables of English. To render an 
English sentence in ASL is no less translating than is rendering an 
English sentence in French. (However, some words of English are 
“borrowed” by ASL through the fingerspelling of orthographic 
representations of those words. American and British English are 
mutually intelligible, but American Sign Language and British Sign 
Language (BSL) are not, despite the similarity of social connections 
signers of the two signed languages bear to speakers of more or less 
the same spoken language (with more or less the same associated 
writing system).40 Fingerspelling aside, we can no more talk about 
signing an English sentence in ASL than we can talk about uttering 
an ASL sentence in English or uttering an English sentence in 
German (or, with Neddie Seagoon, sliding down a ship’s rope in 
French to avoid detection at Calais).41 So we can think of uttering an 

                                                                                                            
partly because the number of languages will decline and partly because Latinate systems 
are being developed for many languages lacking writing systems. 
38 ASL is the gestural-visual language used by members of the deaf community in the 
United States and geographically Anglophone Canada). 
39 It is tempting to say ‘counterpart of phonology’, but the term ‘phonology’ is now used in 
connection with signed as well as spoken languages. No confusion should arise. 
40 By standard measures, ASL is closer to French Sign Language (FSL) than it is to BSL. 
ASL and BSL share around a third of their signs, and a high proportion of the shared signs 
of ASL and BSL are not among the most commonly used in either language. Since 
iconicity is exploited more widely in signed languages than it is in spoken languages, more 
sharing and resemblance is due to iconicity in the former. According to Sandler and Lillo-
Martin (2006), the same type of pronominal system is used across quite different sign 
languages. An object being referred to in a discourse is associated with a proprietary 
position in space. (If the object is present, its actual position is used; if it is not present, 
some other position is selected on pragmatic grounds or else arbitrarily). Pronoun signs 
simply point to those positions in space already associated with objects referred to. 
41 It is remarkable how many philosophers of language just assume that ASL is a system 
for representing English words by signing in much the same way that written English is a 
system for representing them by writing. Even those who have written about words and 
signing make this mistake or analogous ones. Hawthorne and Lepore (2011), for example, 
say “the same word can be written, uttered, signed, Brailled, or semaphored”, a claim 
which, as Bromberger (2011) points out, “is symptomatic of an outlook on language too 
removed from reality to warrant any philosophic claim” (2011: 492). In a footnote, they say 
they mean something like “Signed English” not ASL. But as Bromberger points out, and 
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English sentence or signing an ASL sentence as first-order activities, 
producing an inscription of an English sentence as a second-order 
activity, and using Morse or (uncontracted) Braille to produce 
representations of English sentences as third-order activities, Morse 
and Braille being systems for representing inscriptions, which 
themselves represent English sentences.42  

 What the two first-order activities mentioned have in common is 
action produced to be perceived and interpreted. To utter or sign a 
word or sentence is to perform an act. Of course, so is inscribing a 
sentence, but typically it is the inscription, the product of the act, not 
the inscribing itself that is perceived and interpreted, and 
inscriptions are objects. And if there is an action that is interpreted 
in connection with an inscription, it is typically the displaying of an 
inscription rather than the original inscribing. 

4.3 Utterances,	Signings,	and	Inscriptions	

Expressions, unlike utterances and inscriptions of expressions, are 
usually taken to be abstract objects. I regard words as abstract 
artifacts (see below) along with such things as laws, practices, 
conventions, and social hierarchies, things we bring into existence 
by our actions (and destroy by other actions or by inaction). We 
don’t see or hear expressions any more than we see or hear laws, 
conventions, and so on. (1) We see objects and events. Among these 
are objects and events that we bring about. Among those objects we 
bring about are inscriptions of English expressions. Among those 

                                                                                                            
supports with empirical facts about versions of Signed English, also known as Manually 
Coded English, none of them is them is an encoding of English; they all encode a pidgin 
form of ASL, and again the morphology, phonology and syllables in play do not reflect the 
syntax, phonology, morphology and syllables of English, though, by design, word order 
gets pushed to mirror that of English translations of sentences of ASL because the whole 
point of these pidgins is, as Bromberer notes, “to help communication between hearers and 
Deafs, and to help Deafs parse written English.” (2011: 493) 
42 Uncontracted braille is a system used for character-by-character transcription, each 
braille character standing for its printed equivalent. English Braille books are transcribed in 
contracted braille, in which the characters for certain printed letters encode whole words, 
including many favourites from intensional and indexical logic: n for ‘not’, e for ‘every’, c 
for ‘can’, c’t for ‘can’t’, cd for ‘could’, w for ‘will, wd for ‘would’, sh for ‘shall’, t for 
‘that’, td for ‘today’, k for ‘knowledge’, s for ‘so’, and nec for ‘necessary’. (There is no 
contraction for ‘possible’. Perhaps  n nec n works.) Some contractions are irregular, e.g., x 
for ‘it’ (surely a logician’s idea) and xs for ‘its’ (presumably as a bound variable). 
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events we bring about are signings of ASL expressions. (2) We hear 
sounds, acoustic events. Among these are events we bring about, 
which include utterances of English expressions. So utterances, 
signings, and inscriptions are all things we produce, encounter and 
interpret. By producing them, we mean things. And our goal in 
interpreting them is to identify what people mean by producing 
them. 

 The differences between objects and events are summarized 
lucidly by David Wiggins: 

…objects are conceptualized in our experience as occupying space 
but not time, and as existing whole through time….An event does 
not persist in the way a continuant does—that is through time, 
gaining and losing new parts. A continuant has spatial parts, and to 
find the whole continuant you have only to explore its boundary at a 
time. An event has temporal parts, and to find the whole event you 
must trace it through its historical beginning to its historical end. An 
event does not have spatial parts in any way that is to be compared 
with (or understood by reference to) its relation to its temporal 
parts…. Material object and event are in some sense duals 
(Wiggins, 1980: 25-26). 

Duals indeed: objects endure whereas events occur (happen, take 
place, unfold in time); objects are continuants (they persist through 
time), whereas events are occurrents (they take time, have 
durations); objects occupy spatial locations, whereas events occur in 
them; objects have reasonably clear spatial (but less clear temporal) 
boundaries and parts, whereas events have reasonably clear 
temporal (but less clear spatial) boundaries; the parts of objects are 
further objects, whereas the parts of events are further events.43 (To 
acknowledge this duality is not to deny an intrinsic dependence. 
Without objects to participate in them, arguably there are no events; 
and without events in which to participate, arguably there are no 
objects. So, arguably, the ontology of objects and events is a 
dependent duality.)    

                                                
43 There is a view sometimes called perdurantism or four-dimensionalism, according to 
which an object is said to have “a distinct temporal part at every instant of its existence.” It 
is far from clear that there is an intelligible position here.  
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 Utterances, signings and inscriptions are all spatio-temporal 
particulars. Unlike inscriptions, utterances and signings of 
expressions are acts we perform, hence concrete events (under 
intentional descriptions).44 They are occurrents: they occur in spatial 
locations (but do not occupy them), they happen, take place, take 
time, have durations (but do not endure or persist though time), and 
have reasonably clear temporal (but less clear spatial) boundaries. 
Their proper parts are just more concrete events (though not all of 
these sub-events are “sub-acts”).  

 Utterances exploit vocalization, sound and hearing (studied by 
articulatory, acoustic, and auditory phonetics, respectively), 
whereas signings exploit gesture, space and vision. Utterances and 
signings of expressions are alike in being acts performed to serve as 
perceptible proxies for expressions. (This is perfectly consistent 
with the idea that a great number of individual expressions of 
spoken and signed languages come into existence by way of 
utterances and signings.) Utterances are articulatory-acoustic-
auditory proxies, signings are kinetic-spatial-visual proxies. If 
utterances and signings of expressions did not stand proxy for 
expressions, they would not be able to function in the ways they do 
in speakers’ and signers’ dealings with one another. When it comes 
to utterances and signings of whole sentences, a key element of the 
explanation is the fact that some events that are parts of an utterance 
or signing of a sentence correspond to words in the sentence uttered 
or signed—though the correspondence may well be more complex 
than a linear mapping from parts of one to parts of the other. An 

                                                
44 Although utterances and signings are intentional acts, they are not to be identified with 
illocutionary acts. It is perfectly possible to perform two distinct illocutionary acts by 
means of a single act of uttering or signing. The ontological status of illocutionary acts is a 
difficult matter. But Drestske seems to me basically right when he says  

To ask a question, a common way of describing what someone has done, is to 
produce meaningful sounds with a certain intention. To ask a question is not 
merely to have the relevant movement of the lips, tongue, and larynx produced by 
some internal cause, any more than to be a wound is to have the scar produced by 
some puncture of the skin. It is, rather, to have these vocal activities produced by a 
purpose, an intention, or a desire to obtain information. Unless the internal cause 
of speech is some such intention or purpose, the resulting behavior does not 
qualify as asking a question. It might, rather, be rehearsing a line in a play, reading 
aloud, telling a joke, or giving an example. (1977: 8) 
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utterance of the sentence ‘The cat sat on the mat’ will contain, as 
proper parts, two utterances of the word ‘the’, each corresponding to 
a distinct occurrence of the word ‘the’ in the sentence.45 (Mutatis 
mutandis for a signing of an ASL sentence that contains two 
occurrences of the same word.) However, there is some abstraction 
involved in saying this because in ordinary connected speech and 
signing there are no sharp boundaries—whether in articulation, 
acoustics, or auditory experience, in the case of speech, or in kinesis, 
space, or visual experience, in the case of signings—between what 
we are taking to be the various sub-utterances or sub-signings 
because of such things as assimilation. (The abstraction itself is 
quite complex. In the case of an utterance of a sentence, we do no 
justice to the relationship the sound bears to the sentence if we fail 
to appreciate phonological abstraction from the phonetic, 
morphological abstraction from the phonological, and  syntactic 
abstraction from the morphological. Mutatis mutandis for the 
relationship between the bodily movement and the sentence being 
signed.)  

 Besides being the products of a second-order activity, inscriptions 
are quite different from utterances and signings. They are concrete 
objects, continuants, albeit typically discontinuous.46 They endure 

                                                
45 There are four words in the sentence ‘The cat sat on the mat.’ But the word ‘the’ occurs 
in two positions in so there are two occurrences of the word ‘the’ in the sentence. If 
expressions are abstracta, so are occurrences of expressions within other expressions. 
Utterances are not abstracta. So it is obviously false that there are two utterances of the 
word ‘the’ in the sentence ‘The cat sat on the mat’, and if utterances are so-called “tokens” 
of expressions, tokens and occurrences of expressions are not at all the same thing. But an 
utterance of ‘The cat sat on the mat’ will contain two utterances of the word ‘the’, each 
corresponding to a different occurrence of ‘the’ in the sentence. Mutatis mutandis for 
inscriptions and occurrences.  
46 Kaplan (2011) rejects the view that all inscriptions are physical objects. Inscriptions of 
sentences produced by writing on paper with a pen or pencil, by pushing ribbon onto paper 
with typewriter keys, or by writing on a blackboard with chalk are objects made up of ink 
or graphite or chalk. But, says Kaplan, inscriptions are not “necessarily material objects, as 
the cases of words incised into stone and stencils show” (2011: 512). Inscriptions taking the 
form of incised words are “perceivable though nonmaterial…it is the space that we 
perceive, not the hunk of stone” (2011: 510 n 10). This seems wrong. An inscription can be 
touched as well as seen. An inscription produced by carving into stone or wood some is 
certainly different from the other examples just mentioned in that its creation involves the 
removal of matter rather than the addition. When a marble grave stele is made by made by 
removing stone tone from a slab, neither the removed stone nor the resulting slab is the 
same thing as the inscription. But this does not mean “the space we perceive” is the 
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(but not occur, happen, or take place); they persist through time (but 
do not take time); they occupy spatial locations (but do not occur in 
them); they have reasonably clear spatial boundaries; their proper 
parts are further objects. Like signings, inscriptions exploit space 
and vision. But whereas signings exploit motion, inscriptions exploit 
stasis and shape. With sparklers and skywriting, we would need to 
talk about acts of inscribing and ephemeral inscriptions, though 
often there is no point at which the whole inscription exists. To keep 
things manageable, I shall ignore such cases. 

 I shall also ignore cases of displaying inscriptions of sentences. 
One type of example would be the chair of a conference session 
holding up to the speaker a piece of paper upon which he has just 
written ‘5 minutes’. Another would be a homeless person overtly 
holding up before a passerby a piece of card upon which ‘Please 
help me’, a card that he has used repeatedly for some days. 
Displayings of inscriptions are individual intentional acts, like 
utterances and signings. They occur, happen, take place, unfold in 
time, take time, and have durations and reasonably clear temporal 
boundaries; they occur in spatial locations; and their proper parts are 
further events. (The case a homeless person just leaving the sign in 
front of him and not engaging passersby strains this idea, of course, 
as does the displaying of an official sign that reads ‘No Parking’.)  

 I said earlier that an inscription is a transposition of something 
temporal into something spatial. We can be more precise now: an 
inscription of a sentence X is a linear segmentation in space of 
objects, corresponding to a linear segmentation in time of events—
an utterance of X. And in a (roughly) phonemic system of 
inscription (such as the one we use to write English) orthographic 
segmentation is an approximate tracking of phonemic segmentation: 
the linear spatial sequencing of the objects in an inscription tracks 

                                                                                                            
inscription. The inscription is a discontinuous material object composed of certain of the 
smaller edges of the slab, edges locatable by touch but typically located by way of visible 
contrasts of colour and hue, mostly produced by the angle and intensity of light hitting parts 
of the slab, contrasts easily manipulated using artificial lights. If the incised area alone is 
the painted (or filled with a compound of adhesive and other matter), then there are two 
inscriptions that more or less overlap (though I suppose we could instead say we have a 
“belt and braces” inscription) 
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the linear temporal sequencing of events in an utterance. Unlike a 
uttering or signing of a sentence, a displaying of an inscription of a 
sentence typically does not have parts that correspond to parts of the 
sentence inscribed. It is the inscription being displayed that has 
parts, and those parts typically correspond to parts of the sentence 
inscribed. 

 Grice talks about what he regards as a “convenient act-object 
ambiguity” (sometimes called a process-product ambiguity) in our 
use of ‘utterance’. Act-object ambiguities certainly exist in English, 
most obviously with gerundive nominals such as ‘painting’ and 
‘drawing’. When we come across ‘painting’ or ‘drawing’ in a text, 
we can usually tell whether the author is talking about an act or an 
object—or, for that matter, the activity, which is not the same thing 
as any object or any particular act).47 An act of painting or drawing 
can result in an object,—a painting or drawing. The act may take an 
hour, but the object produced might endure for a century. Similarly 
for the non-gerundive nominal ‘inscription’ (though an act of 
inscription might also be called as act of inscribing). If there is, in 
the philosophical literature, a genuinely intelligible application of 
‘utterance’ to objects rather than acts, we can just use the gerundive 
form ‘uttering’ when and only talking about acts. (The count noun 
‘uttering’ would be shorthand for ‘act of uttering’, and the ungainly 
plural ‘utterings’ shorthand for ‘acts of uttering’. Similarly for 
‘signings’, ‘inscribings’ and ‘displayings’.) I’ll stick to ‘utterance’, 
but I might on occasion use ‘uttering’ as a noun to stress that it’s an 
act I’m talking about. 

 Utterances and inscriptions of words are often lumped together as 
“tokens” of word “types” in what are said to be Peirce’s senses. But 
in order to avoid crossing wires, I’m going to introduce the 
gerundive noun ‘tokening’ into the discussion temporarily. Just as 
I’ve been using ‘expression’ as a harmless catch-all term for words, 
phrases, and sentences, I’ll use ‘tokening’ as a harmless catch-all 

                                                
47 Notice ‘sketching’ is different from ‘painting’ and ‘drawing’ in that it is not normally 
used of individual products because of the existence of the simple nominal ‘sketch’. It can, 
however, be used while indicating a sketch (as in ‘Look at how much John’s sketching has 
improved). 
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term for utterances, signings, inscriptions, and nothing else (at least 
for now). So two distinct signings of an ASL expression X are two 
distinct tokenings of X; and two utterances and two inscriptions of 
an English expression Y are four distinct tokenings of Y.  

4.4 Utterance	Identity	

The following questions need to be distinguished: 

(1)  In virtue of what facts is a given utterance an acoustic 
proxy for a given word? 

(2)  What properties of utterances of words enable them to 
function as acoustic proxies for those words?  

The answer to question (2) will doubtless mention types of acoustic, 
articulatory, and auditory properties. But it does not follow that the 
answer to question (1) will. Question (1) is a constitutive question, 
while question (2) is a question in cognitive psychology, informed 
by work in acoustic, articulatory, and auditory phonetics. 

 Unsurprisingly, my own answer to question (1) is intention-
based. I won’t defend my position here but it is roughly this: To 
utter an expression e is (very roughly) to perform an act u that 
exploits the mechanics of articulation to produce a sound sequence 
whose acoustic properties are to provide a basis for the interpreter’s 
perception of auditory properties, which are to provide a basis upon 
which the interpreter is to recognize that the speaker intends u to be 
an utterance of e. Relative to a few reasonable assumptions, this 
effectively means that an utterance u produced by S on a given 
occasion is an utterance of expression e iff S intended u to be an 
utterance of e.48  

4.5 Propositions	

For several reasons, I am going to assume Kaplan’s (1978a, 1989a) 
Russellian propositions throughout: it is well known; it meshes with 

                                                
48 To the extent that my proposal is intentional, I think it puts me on the same side of an 
important fence as, Bromberger (1989), Devitt (1982), Kaplan (1990, 2011), and Richard 
(1990). (Kaplan (2011) has done an excellent job fending off the usual arguments against 
intentionalist accounts of utterances and inscriptions, including specifically the arguments 
of Lepore and Hawthorne (2011). 
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Kaplan’s notions of content and expression reference, which will 
dominate §7; it makes it easy to talk about implicit reference in 
terms of constituents of propositions; and it is frequently used by 
Schiffer himself in discussions of reference.49 

 Following Kaplan, then, propositions are structured entities 
whose atomic parts are objects and properties (and whose non-
atomic parts are structured entities whose atomic parts are objects 
and properties).50 Propositions are assumed to have structure in 
much the same way that sentences do. And just as n-ary sequences 
(ordered n-tuples) can be used to specify the structures of sentences 
(typically using square rather than regular or angled brackets), so 
they can be used to represent propositions. The proposition that Sue 
mediates has Sue and the property of meditating as atomic 
constituents and can be represented as  

        <SUE, MEDITATES>. 

and has the obvious truth condition: it is true iff Sue resides in 
London. It is a singular proposition because it has ‘Sue’ herself as a 
constituent. The proposition that some F is G, by contrast, is a 
general proposition whose atomic constituents are property of being 
F, the property of being G, and the second-order SOME relation 
(which holds between two properties iff the intersection of their 
extensions is non-empty), the, which can be represented as 

≪SOME, F>, G>. 

Assuming a Russellian account of descriptions, the proposition that 
the F is G is a general proposition whose atomic constituents are the 
property of being F, the property of being G, and the second-order 
THE relation (which holds between two properties F and G iff 
everything in the extension of F is in the extension of G and exactly 
one thing is in the extension of F) which can be represented as 

≪THE, F>, G>. 

                                                
49 Schiffer (1981, 1992, 1995, 2006). 
50 Kaplan (1978a, 1987a), Schiffer (1981, 1992, 1995). 
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Nothing that bears on my project here turns on assuming this 
conception of a proposition. But it’s a very convenient conception 
for talking about implicit reference, as we shall see. There is one 
aspect of Kaplan’s conception of propositions that I am not going 
along with here. Following Frege, Propositions are standardly taken 
to have their truth-values eternally. But in Kaplan’s semantics, a 
proposition can have different truth-values at different times. (This 
feature has been criticized by Salmon (1989) and by King (2003).) 
I’ll assume the standard view. 

5 Determination	

5.1 Three	Projects	

Grice’s work has provided the foundations upon which researchers 
have attempted to construct empirical theories of utterance 
interpretation, sometimes called pragmatic theories. Since the basic 
communicative goals of speakers and interpreters are reciprocal—
being understood and understanding, respectively—it is natural to 
think that ideas providing the foundations of an interpreter-side 
pragmatic theory can also provide the foundations of a speaker-side 
formatic theory (construed an empirical theory of utterance planning 
and utterance formation). It has been largely Grice’s theory of 
conversation and his theory of conversational implicature—the two 
should not be conflated—that have provided the impetus for work in 
pragmatics (and for what little work there has been in formatics). 
Three important assumptions run through much of this work. The 
first is that that the goal of ordinary utterance interpretation is 
identifying what speakers mean by uttering what they do. The 
second is that what a speaker, S, means by uttering something, X, on 
a given occasion, is determined by the communicative intentions 
with which S uttered X, which are taken to have something like the 
structure Grice or Schiffer articulates. And the third is that what the 
speaker means is roughly divisible into what the speaker says in 
uttering X and what he or she conversationally implicates.51 

                                                
51 (As I’ve indicated, I’m going to keep the controversial notion of conventional 
implicature out of the picture.) For Grice himself, the connections between his theories of 
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 But it is important to appreciate that a theory of speaker meaning 
of the sort Grice, Schiffer, and others have attempted to provide, is 
at bottom, a theory of the metaphysics of meaning. The definitions 
of speaker meaning that Griceans have articulated, examined, 
refuted, and refined are meant to specify what is constitutive of 
speaker meaning, of the facts in virtue of which someone who does 
such-and-such on a given occasion thereby means that so-and-so. 
And an adequate definition is meant to have a rightful place in a 
well-grounded nexus of notions needed to formulate clear and 
substantive theses about language and communication.52 

 It is to Sperber and Wilson that we can turn for the most serious 
and sustained attempts to use Grice’s ideas as the base upon which 

                                                                                                            
meaning, saying, conversation, and conversational implicature are clear. Importantly, 
nothing is either said or conversationally implicated unless it is meant. (See Grice (1961: 
130; 1978: 120; 1989: 49) as well as the discussions in Bach (1994, 2006), Bach and 
Harnish (1979), Harnish (1976), Horn (1992), Levinson (1983), Loar (1981), Neale (1990, 
1992, 2004), Schiffer (1972), Stalnaker (1989, 2006), Strawson (1990), and Walker 
(1975).) Armed with wooden interpretations of a few passages snipped from two of Grice’s 
William James Lectures, Saul (2002) claims that this “standard” interpretation of Grice is 
incorrect. But the idea that all of these people are wrong about this is scarcely credible for 
many of them studied or worked with Grice, attended his seminars at Oxford or Berkeley 
on a regular basis, discussed meaning and implicature with him at length, or co-authored 
work with him—all of these things, in the case of Strawson. Saul’s interpretations of the 
passages she selects evince considerable confusion about the nature of Grice’s overall 
project and a brand of strained exegesis so lacking in charity and imagination that it leads 
inexorably to attributing to an author views the author could not reasonably be said to hold. 
52 Given how much has been written about Grice’s theories, it is somewhat surprising that 
so little attention has been paid to (1) how Grice saw his theory of conversation figuring in 
explanations of what speakers say, and (2) how much his theory of conversation illuminates 
the inferential character of his theory of speaker meaning. The theory of conversation 
consists of (a) a collection of tentative principles (a Cooperative Principle and attendant 
conversational maxims enjoining truthfulness, informativeness, relevance, and perspicuity), 
and (b) a type of non-deductive reasoning subserving those principles that a speaker could 
reasonably expect an interpreter to be capable of engaging in with a view to identifying 
what the speaker means. The theory is meant to be a localization of a more general theory 
of ordinary rational interaction. But it is not quite as localized as some people seem to 
think. For example, there is no indication anywhere in Grice’s work to suggest he saw these 
principles and the type of reasoning subserving them to have roles only in explanations of 
what a speaker conversationally implicates. Indeed, upon reflection it is clear that Grice 
appreciated their roles in connection with what a speaker says. Schiffer (2005), Stalnaker 
(1989: 527) and I appear to belong to a small minority who explicitly acknowledge the 
second point. Indeed, it is striking how regularly the second point is explicitly denied by 
people whose work is heavily influenced by Grice’s52 and how little attention has been paid 
to the roles the theory of conversation plays within his overall theory of meaning. An 
unfortunate consequence of this is that the question, which bothered Grice, of the 
conditions under which a given part of what a speaker means in uttering X is also part of 
what the speaker says in uttering X gets virtually ignored. 
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to construct a pragmatic theory. In their hands, Grice’s rational 
reconstruction of the type of argument an audience should be 
capable of constructing to verify the presence and content of a 
conversational implicature is at best something that points in the 
direction of a theory of non-demonstrative inferences that need to be 
characterized in terms of brute facts about human cognition. So 
pragmatics, for Sperber and Wilson, is straightforwardly part of 
cognitive science. Appreciating this difference in interests is vital to 
clear-headed theorizing in both pragmatics and the underlying 
philosophy of language and metaphysics, particularly when 
discussing implicit reference, as we shall see soon enough. The 
difference was something I tried to bring out in my 1992 review of 
Grice’s Studies in the Way of Words, where I  stressed 

[the] distinction between (i) accounts of what S said and what S 
meant by uttering X and (ii) accounts of how hearers recover what S 
said and what S meant by uttering X….What S meant by uttering X 
is determined solely by S’s communicative intentions; but of course 
the formation of genuine communicative intentions by S is 
constrained by S’s expectations: S cannot be said to utter X M-
intending A to φ if S thinks that there is very little or no hope that S’s 
production of X will result in A φ-ing….S’s conceptions of such 
things as the context of utterance, the topic of conversation, 
background information, and A’s ability to work out what S is up to 
may all play rôles in the formation of S’s intentions; but this does 
not undermine the view that what determines what S means are S’s 
communicative intentions. (Neale, 1992: 552-3).53 

(I am using ‘communicative intention’, ‘M-intention’, and ‘meaning 
intention’ interchangeably.) There are four basic points about 
speaker meaning here. (I’ll put aside saying for a while.)  

(1) The first point is straightforward but often missed, 
nonetheless: 

                                                
53 The distinction between (i) and (ii) is also emphasized by Bach (1997: 39; 1999: 72; 
2000: 271; 2001: 29-30; 2005: 43), Devitt (1981: 32-36), and Fodor and Lepore (2005: 8-
9). See also Neale (2004: 76; 2005: 180; 2007a: 359 n 7; 2013, passim). In the quoted 
passage, I have changed to the present tense the original, ‘said’ and ‘meant’ as ‘say’ and 
‘mean’ now seem better to my ear. 
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the need to separate [A] the metaphysical question concerning what 
determines (or fixes) what S means and [B] the epistemological 
question concerning what is used by those other than S to identify 
what S means (a question to be answered by a theory of 
interpretation) (Neale 2005: 180).54 

I’ll say more about this in §§5.2-5.4. 

 (2) Assuming the answer to [A] is “the communicative intentions 
with which S uttered X”, [A] and [B] must both be separated from a 
third question: 

[C] the aetiological question of what bears on the formation of the 
communicative intentions that determine the content of what S 
means by uttering X. 

This is topic of §5.4. The Gricean recognizes that [A]-[C] are 
conceptually distinct but also that their answers will be mutually 
constraining because of the reciprocal nature of the goals S and A 
have by virtue of (i) their roles in communicative situations and (ii) 
the cognitive asymmetry of their situations with respect to S’s 
communicative intentions.55 This is something I shall spell out in 
§§5.5 & 5.6. 

 (3) The third basic point about speaker meaning here is that “the 
context of utterance, the topic of conversation, and background 
information” play no role in answering either [B] or [C]. In an 
answer to [C], all the work is all done by “S’s conceptions of such 
things” and S’s conception of “A’s ability to work out what S is up 
to”, for it is these conceptions that “may…play roles in the 
formation of S’s [communicative] intentions”.56 Quite generally, it is 

                                                
54 Again, see Bach, Devitt, Fodor and Lepore, and Neale (references are in the previous 
footnote). In a similar vein, see also Renfrew’s (1982) emphasis on the need for 
archaeology to distinguish [A] the metaphysical question of the origins, nature, and 
evolution of intelligent behaviour, [B] the epistemological question of identifying such 
behaviour on the basis of the archaeological record, and [C] the methodological question of 
the framework within which we can make inferences about intelligent behaviour from 
material culture. On the nature of the relations between pragmatic, legal, and archaeological 
interpretation, see Neale (forthcoming b). 
55 This comes out particularly clearly in Grice’s discussion of conversational implicature, 
which greatly illuminates his account of speaker meaning.. 
56 While the quoted material makes it clear that it is S’s conception of the context of 
utterance, the topic of conversation, background information, and A’s ability to work out 
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S’s own cognitive life that fuels and constrains the formation of S’s 
meaning intentions. (If a certain version of externalism is true, then 
community standards, causal chains, and divisions of linguistic 
labour may certainly bear on the contents of some of S’s mental 
states, including the contents of certain intentions S forms; but that 
does not mean these things themselves bear on the formation of 
intentions having those contents. The only things that bear on that 
are things happening in S’s head.) Similarly, in an answer to [B], 
there will be roles for A’s conceptions of “the context of utterance, 
the topic of conversation, and background information” as well, of 
course, as “A’s ability to work out what S is up”. I elaborate in §§5.7 
& 6.8 

 (4) A point regularly missed in legal and literary theory, and 
sometime in philosophy, is that “the formation of genuine 
communicative intentions by S is constrained by S’s expectations”. 
The precise nature of the constraint is something I discuss in §5.9. 

5.2 Metaphysics:	Constitutive	Determination	

Unfortunately, in much of the literature on intention-based theories 
of meaning, questions [A]-[C] are not always clearly separated, or 
when they are their mutually constraining nature is simply 
overlooked. One reason for this seems to be the conflation of 
different notions of “determination” when talking about content, the 
failure to appreciate that [i] is about a constitutive notion of 
determination, [ii] is about an epistemic notion, and [iii] is about an 
aetiological notion, as I shall call it. [i]-[iii] can be refined as 
follows: 

(CQ) In virtue of what facts does someone, S, mean whatever he 
or she means by performing something, x, on a given 
occasion? 

(EQ) What sorts of information, what principles, and what types 
of cognitive states and processes are involved in the 

                                                                                                            
what S is up to that does the theoretical work, the ellipted material slips up in mentioning 
“facts about the context of utterance, the topic of conversation, background information, 
and so on” where it should be mentioning S’s conception of facts about the context …”. 
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(typically spontaneous) arrival in the mind of an 
interpreter of a (typically resilient) conclusion about what 
S means by performing x on that occasion? 

(AQ) What sorts of information, what principles, and what types 
of cognitive states and processes are involved in the 
formation of the communicative intentions S has in 
performing x on that occasion? 

(Since the constitutive, epistemic and aetiological questions are 
questions in metaphysics, pragmatics, and formatics, respectively, it 
won’t hurt if I sometimes call them the metaphysical, pragmatic, and 
formatic questions.) 

 CQ is a question in metaphysics about the nature of something, a 
question about the constitutive determination (or constitution) of the 
content of an act of speaker meaning. An answer to CQ is a theory 
of speaker meaning. The classical Gricean answer—that the content 
of what S means by uttering something X (or, more generally, 
performing something x) on a given occasion is wholly determined 
by the communicative intentions S had in uttering X (or performing 
x)—makes no mention of an addressee’s interpretive abilities, and 
no mention of such things as the context of utterance, the topic of 
conversation, background information, discourse structure, salience, 
relevance, conversational maxims, pragmatic inference, social 
conventions, norms, or practices, community standards, expert 
opinions, and causal chains. Even linguistic meaning is left out, and 
that has baffled people who have run together two or more of CQ, 
EQ, and AQ. (See below.)  

 One is certainly free to debate the correctness of the intentionalist 
answer to CQ. But it would be a mistake to complain that the answer 
smuggles in facts about S’s addressee or about the context of 
utterance, the topic of conversation, background information, 
discourse structure, salience, relevance, conversational maxims, 
pragmatic inference, etc. To think such facts are smuggled in is to 
conflate constitutive determination with either epistemic or 
aetiological determination. (See below.)  
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5.3 Pragmatics:	Epistemic	Determination	

EQ is not a question about the nature of speaker’s meaning, it’s 
question about the identification or recovery, or epistemic 
determination of speaker meaning by an interpreter, a question in 
pragmatics, the study of utterance interpretation, and thereby a 
question in cognitive psychology. Sometimes interpreters fail to 
identify what the speaker means. They may recover nothing; or they 
may get it wrong, “recover” the wrong thing, so to speak. So, strictly 
speaking, pragmatics concerns itself with the sorts of information, 
the principles, and types of cognitive states and processes involved 
in reaching conclusions about speaker meaning, conclusions that are 
typically resilient and formed spontaneously as the outputs of 
cognitive mechanisms that are quite likely tailored to the recovery of 
communicative intentions. So one would expect an answer to EQ to 
make reference to at least the following: 

(1)  An assumed linguistic meaning of X, as constitutively 
determined by the conventions of the language to which X 
belongs (which may or may not be explained in terms of 
regularities in speaker meaning). 

(2)  The contents of perceptual states and memory.  

(3)  All manner of beliefs and expectations (including 
especially beliefs about the speaker).  

(4)  Cognitive processes and principles governing the 
identification, evaluation and integration of information 
arriving from various channels and sources (including 
especially information deriving from (1)-(3)).  

A pragmatic theory, then, will specify the fully general component 
of an explanation of how interpreters reach the conclusions they do 
about what speakers mean by uttering whatever speakers utter on 
given occasions, whilst accommodating the fact that, in any 
individual case, there will be much that is not general or systematic 
but local or specific. 
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 There is no obvious delimitation of the mental states whose 
informational contents are alluded to in (3) above.57 In principle, in 
any particular case, all sorts of information might be exploited by A 
in the process of reaching a conclusion about what S means, 
including (but certainly not restricted to) information flowing from 
what I shall call A’s assessments of (i.e. perceptions, conceptions or 
estimations of, and beliefs and expectations about) such things as 
those on the following list, which I’ll call £:  

•  the topic of conversation; 

• the general nature of the discourse;  

• the extent to which S can be assumed to believe that S and 
A share specialized knowledge of what is being discussed;  

• the relative salience for S of objects in the immediate 
environment;  

• the relevance to S of certain types of information;  

• prior conversations with S or people who know S;  

• S’s general knowledge; S’s general intelligence; the extent 
to which S can be presumed to be a rational, cooperative 
speaker;  

• S’s conception of power relations involving S and A; 

• S’s fluency in the language to which X belongs; 

• the extent to which S can be assumed to be operating in 
accordance with various norms, conventions, practices, 
maxims, canons, and community standards; 

                                                
57 If Chomsky (2000) and Fodor (1983, 1987, 2001) are right, then asking for a theory of 
interpretation is tantamount to asking for a complete ‘theory of mind’ because the 
hypotheses audiences form about what speakers mean are the outputs of a central all-
purpose inference system that can access all manner of information from all manner of 
sources, making them etiologically very unlike the outputs of cognitive modules (in 
Fodor’s sense) such as the perceptual channels. But if Sperber and Wilson are right, they 
are the products of a dedicated inference system that forms “a sub-module of the mind-
reading module, with its own special-purpose principles and mechanisms” Wilson (2005: 
1129). 
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• the extent to which S is a stickler for accurate or careful 
wording; 

• the extent to which S’s choice of language (in general, or 
given the topic at hand) can be presumed to be affected by 
emotional, cultural, social, or political considerations. 

£ is not even close to exhaustive. In principle, A’s assessments of 
any item on £ could play a rôle in A’s reaching a particular 
conclusion about what S means on a given occasion by uttering X. 

 Despite the very different natures of CQ and EQ, carelessness 
with the verbs ‘determine’ and ‘establish’ can lead to their 
conflation. Consider the following statement of a seemingly 
interesting question: 

(5) How is what S means in uttering X on a given occasion 
determined? 

Someone using this form of words could be asking either of two 
questions, one about constitutive determination, the other about the 
process of epistemic determination: 

(5′) What (constitutively) determines what S means by uttering 
X on a given occasion? 

(5″) What is involved in an interpreter’s (epistemically) 
determining what S means by uttering X on a given 
occasion? 

But (5′) and (5″) are just casual ways of asking CQ and EQ, 
respectively, the former being a question about constitutive 
determination, the latter a question about epistemic determination.58 

 When philosophers and linguists start throwing around 
expressions like ‘context’, ‘background’, ‘discourse structure’, 
‘salience’, ‘relevance’, or ‘conversational maxims’ in their 
discussions of “determining” the content of what S means, we must 
be on guard. The concepts behind some of these expressions might 

                                                
58 Specific arguments that involve conflations of CQ and EQ, as well as some involving the 
conflation of CQ and AQ, and conflations of EQ and AQ are discussed in detail in my 
‘Determining Meaning’. 
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well secure roles in the epistemic determination of the content of 
what S means, i.e. roles in a cognitive theory of utterance 
interpretation. But it does not follow that they also play roles in the 
constitutive determination of what S means. 

5.4 Formatics:	Aetiological	Determination	

Like EQ, AQ it is ultimately a question in cognitive psychology, but 
a question to be answered by what I call a formatic theory, a theory 
of utterance planning and utterance formation. (Such a theory 
should no more be confused with a theory of utterance production 
than a pragmatic theory of utterance interpretation should be 
confused with a theory of utterance perception.) A formatic theory is 
a theory of the sorts of information, the principles, and the types of 
cognitive states and processes leading to a pairing of a particular 
sentence (or smaller expression) X, with a particular proposition—
the one that is the content of S’s communicative intention in uttering 
X.59 (There is no assumption here that S begins with a propositional 
content he intends to communicate and then mentally searches for 
words that he believes will, if uttered in the present circumstances, 
have the best chance of communicating it. More plausibly (in many 
cases at least), S has a general idea of what he wants to 
communicate and this gets sharpened as different forms of words are 
considered. Furthermore, the idea that there is some specific 
proposition that is the content of the speaker’s communicative 
intention must be seen as an idealization. Often there will be 
indeterminacy as to precise content. When it comes to the content of 
conversational implicatures, this is something Grice (1975) 
acknowledges. And as Buchanan and Ostertag (2005) and Wilson 
and Sperber (2011) and others have pointed out, indeterminacy 
extends to what is said, particularly in so far as it includes implicit 
reference.) So a formatic theory will specify the fully general 
component of an explanation of how speakers come to form the 
communicative intentions they do, whilst accommodating the fact 

                                                
59 I have resisted talk of “utterance creation” and “utterance production” as both have 
incorrect connotations.  
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that, in any individual case, there will be much that is not general or 
systematic but utterly local or specific.  

 To cut a long story short, one would expect an answer to AQ to 
make reference to the speaker-side analogues of (1)-(4) above, 
including the speaker-side analogues of the things on list £. To the 
extent that S’s assessments of anything δ that bears on the formation 
of S’s communicative intentions, let us say that δ is an aetiological 
determinant of the content of S’s communicative intentions and that 
δ aetiologically determines (together with many other things) those 
intentions. Importantly, it does not follow from δ’s being a 
aetiological determinant of a particular communicative intention S 
has in uttering x on a given occasion that δ is a constitutive 
determinant of what S means by uttering x on that occasion. 

 So once again, we must be on guard when philosophers and 
linguists begin throwing around expressions like ‘context’, 
‘background’, ‘discourse structure’, ‘salience’, ‘relevance’, or 
‘conversational maxims’ in their discussion of “determining” the 
content of what S means. The concepts behind some of these 
expressions might well secure roles in the aetiological determination 
(or constraining) of the content of what S means, i.e. roles in a 
cognitive theory of utterance formation. But it does not follow that 
they also play roles in the constitutive determination of what S 
means. 

5.5 The	Relation	between	Formatics	and	Pragmatics	

A theory of communication includes a theory of the cognitive 
processes involved in utterance interpretation (pragmatics), and a 
theory of the cognitive processes involved in utterance planning and 
formation (formatics). Where a pragmatic theory will specify the 
fully general component of an explanation of how interpreters form 
the hypotheses they do about what speakers mean by uttering 
whatever they utter on given occasions, a formatic theory will 
specify the fully general component of an explanation of how 
speakers come to form the communicative intentions they do (both 
theories accommodating the fact that, in any individual case, there 
will be much that is not general or systematic but local or specific). 
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 The relation between formatics and pragmatics is as 
straightforward as the reciprocal relation between speakers and their 
intended interpreters: the latter seek to understand and former seek 
to be understood, and both parties operate in accordance with this 
implicit assumption unless there is good reason not to. Meaning and 
interpreting stand to one another in much the same way that selling 
and buying stand to one another. For the most part, we operate on 
the assumption that various sorts of transactions will put us in a 
position to better do the things we want or need to do. (There are 
pathological cases, of course, in both economic and linguistic 
transactions—the person whose principle desire is to keep as much 
money as possible in a box under the bed; the person whose main 
desire is to use money to amass more of it, with no apparent further 
aim; the person who talks just for the sake of talking—but this does 
not detract from the overall utility of thinking about communication 
in a transactional way.) So it is not surprising that the vocabulary of 
economics has always appealed to those working in the intentional-
inferential tradition. We find talk of linguistic “transactions”, talk of 
talk “exchanges” (“exchange” of words and “exchanges” of 
information, some more “valuable” than others), and talk if “trade-
offs” between “expenditure” of cognitive effort and “richness” of 
cognitive “rewards”.60 Among the goods we produce are marks, 
sounds, and gestures; utterances, inscriptions, and signings. 
Restricting attention to things we produce intentionally, ‘producer’ 
and ‘consumer’ are useful modality-neutral words we can use to 
label people performing acts of meaning and acts of interpreting. 
The two sides of communication—the sending and receiving, the 
producing and consuming—are inextricably bound.   

 A theory of communication includes a theory of the cognitive 
processes involved in utterance interpretation (studied by 
pragmatics), and a theory of the cognitive processes involved in 
utterance formation (studied by formatics).61 (The overarching 

                                                
60 There are two pieces of economic vocabulary that that I think should be resisted. Words 
and sentences are sometimes regarded as “coins” or “counters”, and languages as the 
“currencies” to which they belong. I think such talk ultimately does more harm than good. 
61  A pragmatic theory in this sense has been developed over the years by Sperber and 
Wilson (1986) and Wilson and Sperber (2012). 
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relationship between a formatic theory and a pragmatic theory seems 
relatively straightforward, each mirroring or inverting the other, so 
to speak. But the relations they bear to a semantic theory are a 
matter of intense debate, much turning on whether a semantic theory 
can be understood as a theory about what speakers tacitly know or 
understand about the languages they speak.) 

 There is no prospect of explaining an interpreter’s capacity to 
interpret a speaker without explaining a speaker’s capacity to exploit 
the interpreter’s capacity, and vice versa. Speakers and interpreters 
are intentional agents with reciprocal goals: interpreters seek to 
understand and speakers seek to be understood. And both sides 
operate in accordance with this tacit assumption unless there is good 
reason not to, and also in accordance with the tacit assumption that 
their respective ways of operating are mutually sustaining. So 
answers to CQ, EQ, and AQ will place constraints on one another, 
despite being quite different sorts of questions. And it is a virtue of 
Gricean theories that CQ, EQ, and AQ are not conflated while the 
proffered answers are nonetheless tightly interlocked. What S means 
by uttering x on a given occasion is constitutively determined by S’s 
communicative intentions in uttering x; but the fact that it was x that 
S uttered is partly a function of S’s presumptions about what might 
be expected to impinge upon A’s effort to identify those intentions. 
CQ, EQ, and AQ fit together thus: 

The question of what constitutively determines what S meant by 
uttering X (on a given occasion) and the question of what is 
involved in epistemically determining (ascertaining, identifying, or 
at least arriving at a conclusion about) what S meant by uttering X 
(on that occasion) are conceptually distinct, even though the 
formation of the communicative intentions that constitutively 
determine what S meant is typically aetiologically determined, in 
part, by S’s conceptions of the sorts of things S may reasonably 
presume to be potentially involved in A’s epistemically determining 
what S meant. 

5.6 Idealization	

It is important to appreciate that in a formatic theory no appeal is 
made to anyone’s actual ability to grasp a speaker’s communicative 
intention. The work is all done by “S’s conceptions [emphasis 
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added] of such things as the context of utterance, the topic of 
conversation, background information, and A’s ability to work out 
what S is up to for it is these conceptions that play rôles in the 
formation of S’s communicative intentions” (Neale, 1992: 552-3). 

Quite generally, it is S’s own cognitive life that fuels the formation 
of S’s communicative intentions. (If a certain version of externalism 
is true, then community standards, causal chains, and divisions of 
linguistic labor may certainly bear on the contents of some of S’s 
mental states, including the contents of intentions S forms; but that 
does not mean these things themselves bear on the formation of 
intentions that have those contents.) 

Conceptually, (i) and (ii) are distinct: 

(i)  What S meant by uttering X (on a given occasion) 

(ii)  What S’s addressee A took S to mean by uttering X (on that 
occasion). 

When things go well, (i) and (ii) coincide. When they don’t, it’s too 
bad. But no philosophical puzzle results when (i) ≠ (ii), when, for 
example, S meant that p, but A took S to mean p′. In particular, it 
does not follow that there is some third thing for which the 
proposition that p and the proposition that p′ are competing 
candidates.62 Perhaps S or A, or both, could have done better in the 
circumstances. Perhaps S could have chosen slightly better words, 
and if he’d uttered X′ (instead of X), A would have taken him to 
mean that p (rather than p′). Perhaps A wasn’t listening as carefully 
as he should have been, and if he had been he would have taken S to 
mean that p (rather than p′). 

 There is some third thing theorists can talk about, but it is not 
something for which (i) and (ii) are candidates: 

(iii) What a reasonable, attentive, informed interpreter would 
take S to have meant by uttering X (on that occasion). 

When we construct pragmatic theories, theories of utterance 
interpretation, we cannot help thinking in terms of (iii). But that’s 

                                                
62 See Neale (2005) 
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because a pragmatic theory is an idealized theory of the epistemic 
determination of what speakers mean, not a theory of its constitutive 
determination. Similarly, when we construct formatic theories, 
theories of utterance planning, we cannot help thinking in terms of 
(iv): 

(iv) What a reasonable, attentive, informed speaker would have 
meant by uttering X (on that occasion). 

And that’s because a formatic theory is an idealized theory of the 
aetiological determination of the communicative intentions with 
which speakers produce their utterances. 

5.7 The	Pragmatic	and	Formatic	Roles	of	Linguistic	Meaning	

So where does linguistic meaning fit into the this account of speaker 
meaning? The short answer is that although it plays no role 
whatsoever in answering CQ, it plays rôles in answering both EQ 
and AQ. Schiffer has it exactly right when he says, 

what a speaker means supervenes entirely on her communicative 
intentions, regardless of what the sentence she utters means 
(…while speaker-meaning isn’t a function of sentence-meaning, but 
only of communicative intentions, the role of sentence-meaning is to 
make known the speaker’s communicative intentions: the hearer is 
intended to rely on her knowledge of what the sentence means in 
order to infer what the speaker meant in uttering the sentence). 
(Schiffer, 2006: 57) 

Knowledge of the meaning of (6) isn’t the only thing S intends A to 
rely on in reaching a conclusion about what S means. Suppose S 
utters (6): 

(6) I think everyone is here. 

S and A both recognise that no fact about (6) itself will tell A who is 
speaking, where exactly S intends by ‘here’, what S intends to be the 
reach of ‘everyone’, whether S is being ironic, speaking literally, or 
speaking metaphorically, or what S is conversationally implicating 
(if anything). A pragmatic theory concerns itself with the sorts of 
information and types of cognitive states and processes involved in 
interpreters forming hypotheses about what speakers mean. And the 
information in question includes information about linguistic 
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meaning—which the Gricean sees as constitutively determined by 
conventions explained in terms of regularities in speaker meaning—
and a whole lot more. Similarly, a formatic theory concerns itself 
with the sorts of information and the types of cognitive states and 
processes involved in pairing a particular utterance type, X, with the 
particular proposition that is the content of S’s communicative 
intention in uttering X. Again, the information in question includes 
information about linguistic meaning (and a whole a lot more). To 
reiterate, the relation between formatics and pragmatics is as 
straightforward as the reciprocal relation between speakers and their 
intended interpreters: the latter seek to understand and former seek 
to be understood. Where a pragmatic theory specify the fully 
general component of an explanation of how interpreters form the 
hypotheses they do about what speakers mean by uttering whatever 
speakers utter on given occasions, a formatic theory will specify the 
fully general component of an explanation of how speakers come to 
form the communicative intentions they do (both theories 
accommodating the fact that, in any individual case, there will be 
much that is not general or systematic but local or specific). 

5.8 The	Pragmatic	and	Formatic	Roles	of	Context	

So where does context fit into this picture of speaker meaning? The 
short answer—which should sound familiar—is that although it 
plays no role whatsoever in answering CQ, it plays rôles in 
answering both EQ and AQ. The point is appreciated by Kent Bach: 

It is one thing for something to be determined by context in the 
sense of being ascertained on the basis of contextual information 
and quite another for it to be determined by context in the sense of 
being fixed by contextual factors (epistemic vs. constitutive 
determination) (2000: 271). 

 In the crucial respect, context is just like linguistic meaning: the 
interpreter uses it as evidence in reaching a conclusion about the 
content of what the speaker means. Since this use of context is part 
of a story about the epistemic determination of that content, we call 
this its pragmatic (or epistemic) role in the overall picture.  
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 The speaker’s use of context is reciprocal: it is part of a story 
about the utterance’s causal history, a story about the pairing of x 
and with that content, a story about the aetiology of a 
communicative intention. Call this the formatic (or aetiological) role 
of context. In conclusion, context plays no rôle in the constitutive 
determination of the content of what the speaker means by uttering 
x, for that is wholly determined by the communicative intentions S 
had in uttering x. 

5.9 Formatics:	Constraints	on	Communicative	Intentions	

Communicative intentions cannot be formed on a whim. I 
mentioned an epistemic constraint above:  

the formation of genuine communicative intentions by S is 
constrained by S’s expectations [emphasis added]: S cannot be said 
to utter X M-intending A to φ if S thinks that there is very little or no 
hope that S’s production of X will result in A φ-ing” (Neale 1992: 
552).  

The word ‘expectation’ is used in a variety of ways. The 
expectations I am talking about here are simply beliefs about the 
future—beliefs about the likelihood of one’s communicative 
intentions being recognized.  

 I have been told many times that the constraint I mention on the 
formation communicative intentions is an arbitrary one theorists 
impose in order to deflect charge of humpty-dumptyism and 
counterexamples to a Gricean account of speaker meaning or an 
intentional account of statutory interpretation. The charge is utterly 
baseless. The constraint is a consequence of an epistemic constraint 
on intentions quite generally. Grice and Schiffer provide brief 
statements about the nature of the constraint in question. According 
to Grice: 

it is in general true that one cannot have intentions to achieve results 
which one sees no chance of achieving (Grice 1969: 158; 1989: 98). 

The negation-modal combinations ‘cannot’ and ‘no chance’, and the 
epistemic character of ‘see no chance’ make this a tricky remark to 
interpret univocally. If the epistemic character comes from the verb 
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‘see’ rather than from the modal ‘chance’, then reading ‘if φ then ψ’ 
as a strict biconditional, the condition Grice is stating appears to be 
one of the following (by contraposition): 

(1) S intends to φ only if ¬(S believes ¬(S can φ))  

(2) S intends to φ only if S believes (S can φ). 

(2) imposes a stronger condition on intending than (1) does. 
Evidently Grice (1971) came to think that even (2) is not strong 
enough. There is, he claims, a serious infelicity involved in saying “I 
intend to φ, but I might not φ”, and he suggests this is due to the fact 
that S’s intending to φ requires S’s “having no doubt” or “being 
sure” that S will φ. (1971: 266).63 So Grice’s condition is effectively 
(3): 

(3) S intends to φ only if S believes (S will φ).64 

Schiffer’s (1972) version of the epistemic constraint is weaker: 

In general, one cannot do an act x with the intention of bringing 
about a certain result if one knows or believes that one will not 
thereby bring about that result. (Schiffer 1972: 69) 

This is effectively (4): 

(4) S intends to φ only if ¬(S believes ¬(S will φ)) 

 Whichever of (1)-(4) we go with, there appear to be 
complications. Donnellan, brings out two. First, he says that 

Intentions…are essentially connected with expectations. Ask 
someone to flap his arms with the intention of flying. In response he 
can certainly wave his arms up and down….But this is not to do it 
with the intention of flying. Nor does it seem to me that a normal 
adult in normal circumstances can flap his arms and in doing so 
really have that intention. Perhaps one can, by a stretch of the 

                                                
63 In unpublished work, Grice (1974) rejects Davidson’s suggestion that the infelicity be 
accounted for in terms of conversational implicature. 
64 See also Audi (1973),  Harman (1974), and Pears (1985). Audi suggests that intending to 
φ amounts to believing one will φ while having one’s actions guided by a desire to φ. As I 
read Grice, he had already recognized a problem with this as he floats the idea that 
intending to φ amounts to believing that one will φ on the grounds that one desires to φ 
(1971: 278–9). This idea is criticized by Bratman (1987: 19-20) on the grounds that the 
epistemic component is insert. 
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imagination, conceive of someone (a child, say, who has seen birds 
flying) doing this. But such a person—the child, for example—
would have expectations not shared with us. (Donnellan, 1968: 
212). 

In a footnote, he suggests the precise connection between intentions 
and expectations is more complex: 

I have, I think, oversimplified…What we can do with a certain 
intention not only depends upon expectations, but also upon the 
possibility of other means [emphasis added] of accomplishing the 
same end and upon incentives [emphasis added]. A man in the water 
from a sinking ship might move his arms with the intention of 
swimming a hundred miles to shore, if that is the only hope, even 
though he has no rational expectation of doing it. But is it open to an 
ordinary man at the beach to strike out with that intention? 
(Donnellan,1968: 212, n 10.) 

Schiffer thinks the moral of such examples is that 

…while [it] is generally the case [that one cannot do something with 
the intention of bringing about a certain result if one knows or 
believes that one will not thereby bring about that result], it is not 
necessarily the case. A person trapped in a burning building might 
leap from a seventh floor window with the intention of saving his 
life. Somewhat analogously, it is not uncommon to try to convince 
someone that p despite its being virtually certain that one will fail 
(Schiffer, 1972: 69). 

Harman, disagrees: 

But, if the person who leaps from the seventh floor does not believe 
that he will save his life, he does not leap with the simple intention 
of saving his life. He leaps, perhaps, intending to save his life if he 
can. He leaps in the hope of saving his life. If he tells himself that he 
intends in this way to save his life, he speaks bravely but 
inaccurately (Harman, 1974: 228-29) 

 I’m inclined to think the weak modal constraint, (1) above, is 
quite strong enough if understood correctly. My own formulation 
makes reference to what the agent believes to be impossible, with 
the modality left unspecified: 

The formation of genuine intentions is severely constrained by 
beliefs. I cannot intend to become a prime number, intend to digest 
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my food through my lungs on alternate Tuesdays, or swim from 
New York to Sydney because (roughly) I cannot intend what I 
believe to be impossible (Neale 2005: 181). 

In any particular case, some non-empty class of modalities will be 
relevant to producing a sensible interpretation, so Donnellan’s talk 
of “the possibility of other means” of accomplishing the same end 
and his talk of reward possibilities fall into place when discussing 
the sorts of emergency counterexamples that Donnellan and Schiffer 
have produced without resorting to a stronger constraint such as (2) 
or (4).65 This is the constraint I shall now assume. 

 Let us turn now to communicative intentions. A communicative 
intention is not something similar to an ordinary intention but more 
complex. It is an ordinary intention, but it has a complex content. To 
say that it is higher-order is just to say that its content includes other 
mental states. To say that it is audience-involving is just to say that 
its content includes a specific audience. In fact, the content of a 
communicative intention includes the mental states of a specific 
audience, including certain mental states of the audience that include 
mental states of the speaker. And of course it has as part of its 
content that the audience recognise that the speaker intends the 
audience to have a certain cognitive reaction via recognising that 
that speaker intends the audience to have that reaction. Furthermore, 
unlike many ordinary intentions, communicative intentions are 
ephemeral. I may have had a longstanding intention to visit Egypt—
for twenty years, let us suppose. I  may reflect on this intention, 
think about things that have so far precluded me from going (time, 
money, political unrest, etc.). I may even make sketchy plans I 
might be able to implement next year, thinking this is finally the 
year I can go. Communicative intentions are not like this. 

 What this all means is that my modal constraint on intentions has 
considerable bite when it comes to communicative intentions. For S 
to form a genuine communicative intention, S must, in effect, 

                                                
65 This is meant to be understood as an account of the nature of intention. In a seminar we 
taught together at Rutgers, John Hawthorne pointed out to me it sounds like a hidden 
indexical (implicit reference) account of intention attribution. To the extent it is, it may 
well be subject to Schiffer’s meaning-intention problem.  
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quickly pair a proposition and a sentence X in a special way: S must 
think that by uttering X, S will likely get his audience, A, to 
recognise that S intends A to think that p (for example) at least partly 
on the basis of recognising that S uttered X intending A to think that 
p. The formation of such an intention is constrained by S’s beliefs. If 
S believes A will not recognize that S intends A to think that p, for 
example, then S doesn’t communicatively intend A to believe that p, 
so S does not mean that p by uttering X. As Grice says,  

success…requires those to whom communications or near 
communications are addressed to be capable in the circumstances of 
having certain thoughts and drawing certain conclusions (Grice 
1969: 158; 1989: 98-99).  

Assuming this is something a rational speaker S appreciates, and 
assuming S is being co-operative, if what S means by uttering X on a 
given occasion is determined by the communicative intentions S has 
in uttering X, then S cannot mean that p by uttering X if S believes it 
is impossible for his audience A (or at least any rational, reasonably 
well-informed interpreter in A’s shoes) to construe S as meaning that 
p by uttering X.66 Donnellan puts the basic point well in his response 
to the claim that intention-based accounts of meaning and reference 
succumb to Humpty-Dumptyism:  

whether [the speaker] can form [an intention involving recognition 
on the part of his audience of his intention] may depend upon what 
expectations he has about his audience and their ability to grasp his 
intention. It does not follow, then, from this analysis that speakers 
might, out of the blue, mean anything at all by any utterance. And 
the existence of an established practice may be usually required for 
speakers to have the right expectations (Donnellan, 1968: 212) 

Linguistic meaning gets into the picture as follows: The 
psychological processes involved in the formation of any 
communicative intention with which S utters X, and in A’s reaching 
a conclusion about the content of that intention are constrained by 
what S and A take to be X’s meaning (if it has one) and (in the 
absence of indication to the contrary) by general principles 

                                                
66 Neale (2004: 77; 2005: 181). 
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governing cooperative behaviour that S and A mutually assume S is 
observing in uttering X. 

6 Referring	

It is not hard to find philosophical prose in which speakers, 
utterances, and sentences are taken to refer to things. In connection 
with utterances of an expression e, we find locutions of roughly the 
following types used on a regular basis in the literature: 

(1) What the speaker referred to with/using e, on a given 
occasion of utterance.   

(2) What a given utterance u[e] of e referred to. 

(3) What e referred to, as uttered on a given occasion (or 
relative to a given utterance u[e]). 

Much work in semantics and the philosophy of language takes an 
expression-based notion of reference, along the lines of (3), to be the 
key notion (and, perhaps, also the most basic notion), the one of 
relevance to a compositional semantic theory, which composes the 
semantic values of expressions, relative to utterances. A good 
portion of that work follows Kaplan (1989a) in cashing out relativity 
to an utterance in terms of relativity to a context, construed as an n-
ary sequence of facets of the utterance to which the references of 
certain expressions are sensitive—for example, its producer, its time 
of occurrence, and its place of occurrence, to which the references 
of the words ‘I’, ‘now’, and ‘here’ are taken to be sensitive.  

 But some work takes an utterance-based notion of reference, 
along the lines of (2), to be the key notion, the idea being 
(apparently) that a compositional semantics composes the 
(unrelativized) semantic values of specific utterances of 
expressions. I shall have more to say about this difference in §7. But 
right now my focus is work that takes a notion of speaker reference 
to be the most basic notion (and possibly also the key notion), the 
one in terms of which both expression reference and implicit 
reference are to be defined. But in order to produce adequate 
definitions, we need to start with a more basic notion speaker 
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reference. And it is here that we can turn to Schiffer’s (1981) 
brilliant work on reference, which is far and away the most 
sophisticated in the Gricean tradition.  

6.1 Schiffer’s	Definition	of	Speaker	Meaning	

A theory of implicit reference must fit into a broader theory of 
speaker reference. Schiffer’s insight is that speaker reference is just 
singular speaker meaning. Before seeing it defined and where that 
leads, we need to tidy up the format of Gricean definitions in the 
light of the metaphysics sketched earlier. Consider the following 
definition of speaker meaning, which is essentially Grice’s: 

(GM) In doing x, S, meant that p iff (roughly) for some audience, 
A, S did x intending to activate in A the belief that p via A’s 
recognition that S did x with this intention. 

In (1) the apparent variable x appears three times, and each time it is 
as part of the phrase ‘do x’ (with suitable tense and aspect). But 
what does x range over? That’s an infelicitous question because x is 
not straightforwardly a variable in (1). We often talk about “doing 
things”, and all of the following count as cases of doing x in the 
sense relevant to understanding (1): uttering a sentence, pointing at 
something, nodding, frowning, and banging a fist on the table. So it 
is not x but the entire phrase ‘do x’ (with suitable tense and aspect) 
that is functioning as the variable in (1). This means there is no 
reason we could nor reformulate (1) using ‘x-ing’ rather than ‘doing 
x’. But to avoid crossed wire let’s use φ-ing:  

(GM′) In φ-ing, S, meant that p iff (roughly) for some audience, 
A, S φ-ed intending to activate in A the belief that p via A’s 
recognition that S φ-ed with this intention.  

 Now let’s look at Schiffer’s account of speaker meaning, which 
assumes a notion of mutual knowledge:67 

                                                
67 Schiffer (1972: 30-42) originally provided a complex definition of a technical notion of 
mutual knowledge. For present purposes, it will be enough to say, as he does in his 1981 
paper, that two people mutually know that p if each knows that p, and knows that the other 
knows that p. See Schiffer (1981: 96n16). 
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(SM) In doing x, S meant that p iff for some audience A and 
relation R, S did x intending S and A to mutually know that 
R(x, p) and, on the basis of this, that S did x primarily 
intending to activate in A the belief that p. 

There are three points to notice about SM: 

 (i) It makes no assumption about the nature of R. As Schiffer puts 
it, “R may be any relation which S thinks will do the job…[though] 
pretty clearly, some relations are better than others.” (1981: 65) And 
one task of an intention-based theory of meaning is to spell out those 
relations—some of which may well involve conventions, or self-
perpetuating regularities, within some group of people to which S 
belongs—without appealing to any undefined notion of expression 
meaning, and without appealing to what I earlier called the 
pragmatic or formatic rôles of either linguistic meaning or context.  

 The other two points concern ‘R(x, p)’:  

 (ii) The occurrence in ‘R(x, p)’ contains an occurrence of x that 
does not occur as part of the variable phrase ‘do x’. So if we simply 
replace all occurrences of ‘do x’ by ‘φ’ in SM (if we replace doing 
x’ by ‘φ-ing’, and ‘did x’ by ‘φ-ed’) we are still left with an 
occurrence of x. 

 (iii), ‘p’ is not functioning in ‘R(x, p)’ in the same way that it’s 
functioning in the phrases ‘meant that p’ and ‘the belief that p’. In 
the last two, we can replace ‘p’ by a sentence. In ‘R(x, p)’ we cannot 
replace ‘p’ by a sentence. It’s as if Schiffer wants to use both ‘that p’ 
and ‘p’ as alternative names of the proposition that p, but that’s not 
possible because they are not even of the same grammatical category 
Perhaps the problem is only grammatical in the end, but it needs 
fixing. The fix is easy: replace the occurrence of ‘p’ in ‘R(x, p)’ by 
‘the proposition that p’ or by ‘that p’, at least assuming that ‘that p’ 
is a name of the proposition that p. But just in case there turns out to 
be a problem treating ‘that p’ as a name of the proposition that p 
(which, in fact, there is) let’s just stipulate that ‘p*’ is a name of the 
proposition that p and use it in place of the infelicitous ‘p’ in ‘R(x, 
p)’. So, dealing with both problems at once we get the following: 
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(SM′) By φ-ing, S meant that p iff for some audience A and 
relation R, S φ-ed intending S and A to mutually know that 
R(S’s φ-ing, p*) and, on the basis of this, that S’s primary 
intention in φ-ing was activating in A the belief that p. 

This allows for the possibility (without requiring) that S and A 
mutually know that R holds between S’s φ-ing and p* because there 
is some relation R′ that they mutually know holds between φ-ing and 
p*. 

6.2 Schiffer’s	Definitions	of	Speaker	Reference:	Referring-in	

For the Gricean, speaker reference is more basic than expression 
reference. Various intentional definitions of speaker reference have 
appeared over the years in the Gricean literature, but all can be 
swept aside apart from Schiffer’s basic notion, which he calls 
referring-in, and the notions that it can be used to define. The 
brilliance of Schiffer’s definition of this basic notion of speaker 
reference is its simplicity. Schiffer saw that speaker reference, when 
stripped down, is just singular speaker meaning. Simplifying and 
adjusting to comport with SM′, his definition of the basic notion of 
speaker reference (and, indeed, the most basic of all referential 
notions) amounts to this: 

(SR)  In φ-ing, S referred to o iff the content of what S meant by 
φ-ing is an o‐dependent proposition, a singular proposition 
that has o as a constituent.68 

                                                
68 Schiffer’s  definition is strikingly different from Kripke’s (1977) notion of speaker’s 
reference (which is defined in terms of his Kripke’s notion of semantic reference, reversing 
the Gricean direction of explanation), different from earlier Grice-inspired intentional 
definitions given by Stine (1978) and Schwarz (1979), and different from later ones given 
by Bertolet (1987) and Bach (1992). On Stine’s account, by uttering e, S referred to o iff S 
uttered e intending (1) that S’s utterance of e bring it about that a certain audience A 
identify o, (2) that A recognize S’s intention (1), and (3) that A’s recognition of S’s 
intention (1) shall function as at least part of A’s reason for identifying o. Stine glosses the 
notion of identifying that the definition invokes as “picking out who it is one has in mind (a 
transparent notion for which substitutivity of identity for singular terms holds)” (1978: 
323). The only constraint imposed on S’s choice of e in referring to o is that S be capable of 
forming the intention that the use of e will enable A to identify o. Bertolet (1987) suggests 
trading S’s intention that A identify something for S’s intention to direct A’s attention to 
something. In a similar vein, Bach takes a referential intention to be “the intention that 
one’s audience identify, and take themselves to be intended to identify, a certain item as the 
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As with SM′, no assumption is made in SR about the nature of R, 
and no mention is made of the pragmatic or formatic roles of either 
linguistic meaning or context. 

 Of course, the following question is unanswered: In virtue of 
what fact is a speaker’s communicative about o rather than o′ or o″? 
But this does not mean the original question has not been answered, 
even answered satisfactorily, in the context in which it was asked. 
But it does mean that we have brought out a question about thought 
content that needs answering. 

6.3 Schiffer’s	Definitions	of	Speaker	Reference:	Referring-by	

Schiffer defines a narrower notion of speaker reference that he calls 
referring-by. In the tidier format, Schiffer’s definition of referring-
by (way-of) comes to this: 

(RB) In φ-ing, S referred to o by (way of) ψ-ing iff (1) S’s ψ-ing 
was a proper part of S’s φ-ing, and (2) for some audience A 
and some relation R, S intended S and A to mutually know 
that R(S’s ψ-ing, o) and, at least partly on the basis of this, 
that S referred to o in φ-ing.69 

                                                                                                            
referent by means of thinking of it in a certain identifiable way” (1992: 143) These 
accounts are problematic precisely because they appeal crucially to notions of, and 
awareness of, sub-propositional content. There is no space to discuss this matter here. 
69 Schiffer says that RB is a simplification that covers only cases of what he calls primary 
reference. Suppose there are two old clocks in the house, one in the study, the other in the 
kitchen. A tells S he will spend the morning doing household chores, and S says,  

(i) The clock in the study needs winding up. 
So ‘uttering (i)’ will be φ-ing in this example. According to Schiffer, in uttering (i) in the 
described scenario, S refers to a certain thing (qua its being a clock in a certain study), and 
S means that that thing needs winding up. But S also refers to another thing (qua its being a 
study), but refers to this solely to enable A to identify the clock. As Schiffer puts it, S makes 
primary reference to the clock in the study but a non-primary reference to the study. The 
machinery of object-containing propositions is helpful here: If, in φ-ing, S makes primary 
reference to o, then o is a constituent of the proposition that is the content of what S means 
in φ-ing. But if S makes only secondary reference to o, then o need not be—and in a good 
many cases will not be—a constituent of that proposition; o’s impact on the proceedings 
may be limited to the role S intends A’s recognition that o is being referred to is to play in 
leading A to identify S’s primary reference. In some cases, the thing to which S makes non-
primary reference will turn out to be a constituent of the proposition expressed, if only 
because S may make primary and non-primary reference to the same thing: if S and A 
mutually know that Fred is the tallest person in his family, S could use the definite 
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description ‘the tallest person in Fred’s family’ referentially in uttering (ii) and mean that 
Fred is a fool: 

(ii) the tallest person in Fred’s family is a fool. 

In so doing, S would be making non-primary reference to Fred by uttering ‘Fred’, non-
primary reference to Fred’s family by uttering ‘Fred’s family’, and primary reference to 
Fred by uttering ‘the tallest person in Fred’s family’. (I use this example elsewhere to 
demonstrate the futility of objecting to the utility of a Gödelian description merely on the 
grounds that it contains a referential component used to refer to the unique object satisfying 
the matrix of the description as a whole. See Neale (2008: 416-18).) S could also inform A 
of something A did not previously know by uttering (iii): 

 (iii)  the tallest person in Fred’s family is Fred. 

But in such a case S would be using ‘the tallest person in Fred’s family’ attributively. 
 Schiffer’s distinction between primary and non-primary reference is intimately, but not 
perfectly, related to a syntactic distinction he draws between primary and non-primary 
occurrences of (purported) singular terms. An occurrence of a singular term t in a sentence 
X is primary iff t is not a proper constituent of an occurrence of some other singular term in 
X. So, in example (i) the occurrence of the noun phrase ‘the clock in the study’ is primary, 
whereas the occurrence of ‘the study’ is secondary. An adequate recursive definition would 
entail that the occurrence of ‘the study’ in, say, ‘the pendulum inside the clock in the study 
is cracked’ is tertiary. The machinery of object-containing propositions is helpful again: If t 
has a primary occurrence in a sentence X, then (typically) the thing, o, that S refers to by 
uttering t will be a constituent of the proposition that is the content of what S means by 
uttering X; but if t has a non-primary occurrence, then (typically) the thing o, that S refers to 
by uttering t will not be a constituent of that proposition: o’s impact on the proceedings 
may be limited to the role S intends A’s recognition that S is referring to o by uttering t is to 
play in leading A to identify what S is referring by uttering the smallest singular term F(t) 
of which t is a proper part. F(t) might be a proper constituent of some larger singular term 
G(F(t)), of course. So in sentence (1) above, the occurrence of the description ‘the tallest 
person in Fred’s family’ is primary, the occurrence of the description ‘Fred’s family’ 
secondary, and the occurrence of the name ‘Fred’ tertiary. 
 The relation between the syntactic notion of a primary (secondary, tertiary,…) 
occurrence of a singular term and the notion of a primary (secondary, tertiary,…) reference 
is similar to the one between the syntactic notion of an indicative sentence and the notion of 
an assertion, or the one between the syntactic notion of an interrogative sentence and the 
notion of a question. In a sense that intention-based semantics aims to make precise, 
indicative sentences have some property that makes their use “maximally efficacious”, as 
Schiffer (1981: 66) puts it, as a means for making assertions. (The existence of expressions 
having this property is virtually assured, Schiffer maintains, by the need to make assertions 
and broadly Gricean assumptions about the nature of rational behaviour and cooperative 
endeavours.) But in the right circumstances, indicative sentences can certainly be used to 
make requests. (‘You’re standing on my foot.’) Similarly, interrogative sentences have 
some property that makes their use maximally efficacious as a means for asking questions. 
But in the right circumstances they can certainly be used to make requests. (‘Do you realize 
you’re standing on my foot?’) Similarly, secondary occurrences of singular terms have 
some property that makes their use maximally efficacious as a means for making secondary 
references, but in the right circumstances, they can be used to make primary references: 
 A:   How was the food at Maxim’s the last time you ate there?  

S:   Excellent, though the woman who tied Mick Jagger to his chair during dessert 
complained about the Nonnettes de poulet Agnès Sorel. 
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(This allows for the possibility (without requiring) that it is mutual 
knowledge between S and A that R holds between S’s ψ-ing and o 
because it is mutual knowledge between S and A that some relation 
R′ holds between ψ-ing and o.) As Schiffer notes, some relations 
will be better than others for making known one’s referential 
intentions and we can conjecture that a handful of different relations 
R will suffice for the cases of most interest (relations correlated in 
fairly systematic ways with a handful of significant (and definable) 
classes of referring expressions.) Although RB does not assume that 
either φ-ing or ψ-ing involve the use of language, obviously the 
cases of principal interest are those in which S’s φ-ing is S’s 
utterance of some expression (e.g. a sentence), and S’s ψ-ing is S’s 
utterance of some sub-expression (e.g. a name or a pronoun). 
Suppose Sue utters sentence (2): 

(2) I admire him. 

And suppose that in doing so she means that she admires Andy. 
Then we can say that, in uttering (2), Sue referred to herself by 
uttering ‘I’ and that she referred to ‘Andy’ by uttering ‘him’. As we 
might put it, informally for now, Sue referred explicitly to herself 
and to Andy. 

6.4 Referring	with	an	Expression:	Referring-with	

We’ve got two notions of speaker reference in play, one more basic 
than the other and defined in terms of speaker meaning. Neither 
notion assumes the use of language. I want now to use these notions 
in defining a notion of speaker reference that is specific to the use of 
language. This means helping myself to notions such as language, 
sentence, expression, and (later) referring expression. Ultimately, all 
of these notions need to be defined, but my goals here are not 
reductive. The main goal is getting the notion of speaker reference 
we need to characterize implicit reference and to make sense of the 
idea of aphonic referring expressions. But I shall also endeavour to 
explain why I think the only notion of expression reference we need 
is one that de jure makes it identical to speaker reference. 

 Since the same expression may occur more than once in a single 
sentence, we need to mention occurrences of expressions in 
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sentences to get the definition right. And in order to forge a proper 
link  between speaker reference and expression reference (to the 
extent such a notion is needed), we need to talk about occurrences of 
expressions in the right way. Classical semantics does not talk about 
the semantic properties of occurrences of expressions, it talks about 
the semantic properties of expressions relative to their occurrences 
(or relative to particular syntactic positions they occupy). So if we 
want to define expression reference in terms of speaker reference we 
need to set off on the right foot. Let X and e range over expressions: 

(RW) In uttering X, S referred to o with e, relative to its i-th 
occurrence in X, iff for some audience A and relation R, in 
uttering X, S intended S and A to mutually know that 
R(e, i, o) and, at least partly on the basis of this, that S 
referred to o in uttering X. 

Suppose Sue utters sentence (3) in the course of a conversation: 

(3) Andy told him to call him. 

And suppose that in so doing Sue means that Andy told John to call 
him, Andy. Then we can say that, in uttering (3), Sue referred to 
Andy with ‘Andy’ (relative to its sole occurrence in (3)) and also 
with ‘him’ (relative to its second occurrence in (3)), and that she 
referred to John with ‘him’ (relative to its first occurrence in (3)). 

 Notice that if RW is correct, referring to something with an 
expression requires having propositional attitudes about it relative to 
a position the expression occupies. Is that psychologically plausible? 
I think so. Ordinary speakers understand quite well that someone 
can be referring to one person by ‘his’ relative to it’s first occurrence 
in (4) and someone different with ‘his’ relative to its second 
occurrence: 

(4) John told Paul that Ringo thought George had hidden his 
drumsticks inside his guitar amplifier. 

They might not state it quite like that, but that’s irrelevant. 

 A note on ‘mean by’: although the preposition ‘by’ has been 
appropriated by RB, the definition of referring-by, and although 
‘mean’ has been appropriated by SM, the definition of speaker 
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meaning, it will do no harm on occasion to use ‘mean by’ as a 
synonym for ‘refer with’. So, for example, I’ll use the following 
interchangeably: 

S referred to o with e   (e.g. Sue referred to Andy with ‘he’) 
S referred to o using e   (e.g. Sue referred to Andy using ‘he’) 
S meant o by e.     (e.g. Sue meant Andy by ‘he’). 

6.5 Interpreters	Don’t	Always	Get	it.	So	What?	

In §5.6, I mentioned that no philosophical puzzle results when (i) ≠ 
(ii):  

(i)  What S meant by uttering X (on a given occasion) 

(ii)  What S’s addressee A took S to mean by uttering X (on that 
occasion). 

When things go well, (i) and (ii) coincide. When they don’t, it’s just 
too bad. But if, for example, S means that p, yet A takes S to mean 
that p′, this does not mean there is some third thing for which the 
proposition that p and the proposition that p′ are competing 
candidates. This is so obvious that one really has to wonder how 
philosophy got itself into such a pickle when it comes to reference. 
Conceptually, (i′) and (ii′) are distinct: 

(i′) What/whom S referred to with/using e (on a given 
occasion) 

(ii′)  What S’s addressee A took S to refer to with e (on that 
occasion). 

When things go well, (i′) and (ii′) coincide. When they don’t, it’s too 
bad. But no philosophical puzzle results when (i′) ≠ (ii′), when S 
referred to o with/using e but A took S to refer to o′ with/using e, for 
example. In particular, there is no third thing for which o and o′ are 
competing candidates. Perhaps S or A, or both, could have done 
better in the circumstances. Perhaps S could have chosen a slightly 
better expression, and if he’d uttered e′ (instead of e), A would have 
taken him to be referring to o (rather than to o′). Perhaps A wasn’t 
listening as carefully as he should have been, and if he had been he 
would have taken S to be referring to o (rather than to o′). 



 

 91 

 In the case of both meaning and referring there is some third 
thing theorists can talk about, though it is not something for which 
the other two things are candidates: 

(iii) What a reasonable, attentive interpreter would take S to 
mean by uttering X (on that occasion). 

(iii′)  What a reasonable, attentive interpreter would take S to be 
referring to with/using e (on that occasion). 

When we construct pragmatic theories, theories of utterance 
interpretation, we cannot help thinking in terms of (iii) and (iii′). But 
that’s because a pragmatic theory is an idealized theory of the 
epistemic determination of what speakers mean and refer to, not a 
theory of the constitutive determination of these things. Similarly, 
when we construct formatic theories, theories of utterance planning 
and formation, we cannot help thinking in terms of (iv) and (iv′): 

(iv) What a reasonable, attentive speaker would mean by 
uttering X (on a given occasion). 

(iv′)  What a reasonable, attentive speaker would be referring to 
with/using e (on a given occasion). 

And that’s because a formatic theory is an idealized theory of the 
aetiological determination of the communicative intentions, 
including referential intentions, with which speakers produce their 
utterances. 

 Referring is often said to be like hitting a target with an arrow. 
We can certainly distinguish (i″) and (ii″): 

(i″)  The thing S intended/meant to hit with an arrow (on a 
given occasion) 

(ii″)  The thing someone else, A, took S to intend/mean to hit 
with that arrow (on that occasion). 

In some cases, (i″) and (ii″) coincide. But no philosophical puzzle 
results when they don’t, when, for example, S intended/meant to hit 
o with the arrow, but A took S to intend/mean to hit o′ with that 
arrow. In particular, there is no third thing for which o and o′ are 
competing candidates—they are not competing candidates for what 
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S actually hit with the arrow, for example, which might have been 
be o″. 

 In the light of these considerations, it is hard to get excited about 
some of the cases philosophers have contrived to differentiate the 
predictions made by specific theories about what a speaker “really” 
refers to in a given case (or about what a given expression refers to). 
In a famous example of Kaplan’s, unbeknownst to him the picture of 
Rudolph Carnap that usually hangs on the wall behind him has been 
replaced by on of Spiro Agnew. What does Kaplan refer to when he 
points, without looking, to the area of the wall where the picture of 
Agnew now hangs, the area in which the picture of Carnap usually 
hangs, when he says ‘That is a picture of one of the greatest 
philosophers of the twentieth century’? Call the picture of Carnap o. 
Kaplan has seen o, on the wall behind his desk many times, let us 
suppose, and he has various singular beliefs about o, including the 
belief that it is on the wall behind him. Moreover, his 
communicative intention concerns o, so the answer to the question is 
clear: Kaplan is referring to o. The fact that his addressee might 
(though need not) think he is referring to the picture of Agnew, call 
it o′, is completely irrelevant. As is the fact that a reasonable, 
attentive interpreter might (but need not) take him to be referring to 
ο′. (Sometimes you refer to o and everyone else thinks you are 
referring to o′. Life’s tough. But not so tough that we can’t have a 
straightforward account of what speakers refer to with 
demonstratives.) It’s easy to construct more complex versions of the 
story. Suppose o usually hangs on the wall to Kaplan’s left. As in the 
original version, o has been replaced by o′. Kaplan sees o′ in his 
peripheral vision and assumes it is o. Here Kaplan has a false belief 
about o and a false belief about o′. Does he have referential 
intentions (i.e. singular communicative intentions) about both 
objects? Perhaps. But what seems important is that his primary 
communicative intention concerns o, the picture about which he has 
a good number of beliefs, the picture that is of someone he believes 
to be one of the greatest philosophers of the twentieth century.  

 To the extent that we are going to need a theory of the reference 
of a demonstrative itself,  it is already looking as though it will 
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specify that, relative to a context, a demonstrative refers to whatever 
the speaker in that context is referring to with it. (See §7.8) 

6.6 Referring	with	an	Aphonic	

In principle, RW allows for the possibility that a speaker can refer to 
something with an expression e without uttering e—if a is an 
aphonic expression in X. Suppose that, in uttering (5), Sue meant 
that it snowed in London this morning: 

(5) It snowed this morning. 

The theorist who maintains that sentence (5) contains an aphonic 
referring expression, e, might wish to say that Sue referred to 
London with e, without commitment to the absurd idea that Sue 
uttered e. As far as reference with an aphonic reference is 
concerned, we can say this (again with X and e ranging over 
expressions): 

(RA) In uttering X, S referred to o with an aphonic e, relative to 
its i-th occurrence in X, iff (i) S referred to o with e, 
relative to its i-th occurrence in X, and (ii) no part of S’s 
utterance of X was an utterance of the i-th occurrence of e 
in X. 

Since RA appeals to the notion defined in RW, if RA is correct, 
referring to o with an aphonic requires having propositional attitudes 
about that aphonic (relative to a position or occurrence). But is it 
really plausible to maintain that ordinary speakers have 
propositional attitudes about aphonics? And what about those 
syntacticians who don’t believe in aphonics and even argue 
emphatically against postulating them? Do they hold inconsistent 
beliefs? This seems like a genuine problem for the very idea of 
referring with an aphonic.  

 Schiffer (1992, 2005) has raised a related problem for implicit 
reference theories of attitude reports and knowledge, which he calls 
the meaning-intention problem. I shall hold off serious discussion of 
this until §9 but it will prove helpful to get Schiffer’s basic point on 
the table right away and ramp it up. The implicit reference theory of 
belief reports, according to Schiffer, attributes to ordinary speakers 
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beliefs and intentions about mode of presentation types because the 
theory states that speakers make implicit reference to such entities 
when they use belief sentences of the form ‘S believes that p’; but, 
says Schiffer, ordinary speakers have “no conscious awareness” of 
such entities, so they simply do not mean what the implicit reference 
theory says they mean.70  

 So if the advocate of the implicit theory of belief reports 
postulates an aphonic in a sentence with which the speaker refers to 
a mode of presentation type, the problem Schiffer brings up is 
actually worse than he thought it will attribute to ordinary speakers 
beliefs and intentions about things they don’t know about and 
reference to those things with expressions they don't know about!  

 But galvanized by Schiffer’s use of the expression “conscious 
awareness” in stating the meaning-intention problem and by 
Chomskyan talk of tacit knowledge of language, and more general 
talk of tacit beliefs, desires, and intentions (including Loar’s (1976) 
suggestion that both S’s communicative intentions and A’s 
recognition of them might be partly unconscious), one might be 
tempted to deal with the two problems just raised by taking the 
relevant mental states to be tacit (in some sense that would need to 
be elucidated), thereby explicitly defeating any suggestion of 
conscious awareness of aphonics or mode of presentation types. 
Whether there is anything of value in this is something to consider 
after examining Schiffer’s criticism of the implicit reference theory 
of belief reports. 

6.7 Referring	Implicitly	

Schiffer provides a sufficient condition for referring implicitly which 
amounts to this: 

(RI) In φ-ing, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in φ-ing, S referred 
to o and (ii) S’s φ-ing properly contained no ψ-ing by S 
such that S referred to o by (way of) ψ-ing.  

                                                
70 Schiffer (1992: 512-14).  
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RI does not assume that either φ-ing or ψ-ing involve the use of 
language. If S manages to communicate to A the singular proposition 
that B is obnoxious by ostentatiously holding his nose as B passes, 
then, according to RI, S referred to B implicitly. So RI doesn’t 
delimit the type of implicit reference we are really interested in, 
examples of which were given in §1. So let’s provide a related 
sufficient condition that is specific to cases involving the use of 
language. One possibility is to produce a restricted version of RI by 
taking S’s φ-ing to be S’s utterance, u[X], of expression X:  

(RI′) In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in uttering X, S 
referred to o and (ii) there was no part, u[e], of u[X] such 
that S referred to o by u[e]. 

Since this is stated in terms of referring-by and talks explicitly about 
parts of utterances, I’ll call this an utterance-based sufficient 
condition for implicit reference to o. The alternative is an 
expression-based condition, stated in terms of referring-with and 
explicitly invoking parts of expressions:  

(RI″) In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in uttering X, S 
referred to o and (ii) there was no part, e, of X with which 
S referred to o. 

There’s an interesting difference between RI′ and RI″. Consider 
Sue’s utterance of (5) again. By uttering (5), Sue meant that it 
snowed in London this morning. If it turns out there is no aphonic in 
(5), then RI′ and RI″ both declare this to be a case of implicit 
reference to London. But if it turns out that (5) contains an aphonic 
and that it is with this aphonic that Sue refers to London, only RI′ 
declares this a case of implicit reference to London. RI″ is simply 
silent on the matter (it’s a sufficient condition only, and the 
condition is not met). 

So the question arises, do we want to use ‘implicit reference’ in 
such a way that it is an open question whether Sue referred 
implicitly to London until we know whether of not sentence (5) 
contains an aphonic with which Sue referred to London? I think not. 
First, there are plenty of syntacticians who do not posit the existence 
of aphonic expressions, so we don’t want our definition of implicit 
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reference to be hostage to a disputed thesis in syntax, Second, we 
want to use it as a general label for all sorts of cases, such as those 
mentioned in §1, some of which might turn out involve aphonic 
reference. This way we can easily state various theses people might 
wish to defend: 

• Some implicit reference is aphonic reference 

• All implicit reference is aphonic reference  

• No implicit reference is aphonic reference 

• All implicit reference in which the subject of the main clause is 
not uttered is aphonic reference. 

And so on. So I hereby stipulate that RI′ states a sufficient condition 
for a case to involve implicit reference to o.  

 There is no difficulty stating conditions necessary and sufficient 
for a case to involve explicit reference: 

(RE) In uttering X, S referred to o explicitly iff there was a part, 
u[e], of u[X] such that S referred to o by (way of) u[e]. 

Cases involving explicit and implicit reference to the same thing 
prevent us from replacing ‘if’ by ‘iff’ in RI′. This is important. Let’s 
return to the story of Sue and Andy from §1 and develop the 
questions it raised. Sue comes across a story in the newspaper about 
new powers granted to the mayor of London. She decides to tell 
Andy by uttering (6): 

(6)   When it’s snowing, the mayor now has the authority to 
prohibit cycling on the streets. 

What Sue means by uttering (6) is that when it’s snowing in London, 
the mayor of London now has the authority to prohibit cycling on 
the streets of London. According to RI, Sue has referred implicitly 
to London.  

 There is nothing about (6) itself that means it can be used 
felicitously only when there is a place x such that the speaker means 
the mayor of x now has the authority to prohibit cycling on the 
streets of x. In bizarre political circumstances—in the context of a 
discussion of the absurdity of a Government directive giving the 
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Mayor of London sweeping new powers including the control of 
traffic in Brighton, for example—Sue might, by uttering (6), mean 
that when it’s snowing in Brighton, the mayor of London now has 
the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets of Brighton; or 
(worse, I suppose) that when it’s snowing in London, the mayor of 
London now has the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets of 
Brighton. In these two cases, Sue would be referring implicitly to 
both Brighton and London. But the cases seem to differ from one 
another in an interesting way. And it is very tempting to say that the 
difference is in how many times Sue would be referring to Brighton 
and how many times she would be referring to London. That is, it is 
tempting to say she would be referring twice to Brighton and once to 
London in the first case, but twice to London and once to Brighton 
in the second case. 

 Let’s return to the original case in which Sue means that when 
it’s snowing in London, the mayor of London now has the authority 
to prohibit cycling on the streets of London. Now consider the 
seemingly strange question: how many times did Sue refer to 
London (implicitly) in uttering (6)? Once? Three times? If she 
referred to London three times, and if we are to take talk of ‘times’ 
at face value, shouldn’t we be able to say something sensible about 
the temporal relations these three times bear to one another? We can 
make some headway in assessing the intelligibility of these 
questions by reflecting on the fact that instead of uttering (6), Sue 
could have uttered (6′), (6″), or (6‴), which contain, respectively, 
one, two, and three occurrences of ‘London’: 

(6′)   When it’s snowing in London, the mayor now has the 
authority to prohibit cycling on the streets.  

(6″)   When it’s snowing in London, the mayor of London now 
has the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets. 

(6‴)   When it’s snowing in London, the mayor of London now 
has the authority to prohibit cycling on the streets of 
London. 

If Sue had uttered (6′), (6″), or (6‴), she would have referred to 
London explicitly (because in each case she refers to London by 
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uttering ‘London’). Intuitively, we also want to say that in uttering 
(6′) or (6″), Sue would have referred to London implicitly as well as 
explicitly.  But RI′ is silent on this matter. If we changed the ‘if’ to 
‘iff’, RI′ would rule that she would not have referred to London 
implicitly. So what do we need to do to RI′ to get necessary and 
sufficient conditions for implicit reference?  

 If Sue had opted for (6‴) instead of (6), she would have referred 
to London three times explicitly (by uttering ‘London’), each time 
corresponding to an occurrence of ‘London’ in (6‴). Assuming a 
Kaplanian account of structured propositions, the proposition that is 
the content of what Sue would have meant by uttering (6‴) contains 
three “occurrences” of London itself (or whatever the metaphysical 
counterparts of occurrences are), i.e. it would contain London in 
three distinct positions. Using pared down Kaplanian notation (see 
§6.2) we can represent the proposition like this, assuming (probably 
wrongly) that ‘when’ is a binary sentence connective: 

(WHEN, ((…LONDON…), 
((THE, (…LONDON…)), (…LONDON…)))) 

 If Sue had opted for (6″) instead of (6), she would have referred 
to London only twice explicitly (by uttering ‘London’), each time 
corresponding to an occurrence of ‘London’ in (6″). But how many 
times would  Sue have referred to London altogether in uttering 
(6″)? If she would have referred to it twice explicitly (by uttering 
‘London’) shouldn’t we want to say that she would also have 
referred to it once implicitly? After all, the proposition that is the 
content of what she would have meant is identical to the one that is 
the content of what she meant when she uttered (6): it still contains 
London in three positions. (It is not the proposition that London is 
such that when it’s snowing there its mayor can prohibit cycling on 
its streets, with ‘there’, and ‘its’ (relative to both positions) bound by 
‘London’.) 

 If Sue had opted for (6′) instead of (6), she would have referred to 
London explicitly just once (by uttering ‘London’). Does this mean 
that she would have referred implicitly to London twice? If so, does 
that mean we can ask about the temporal order of her acts of implicit 
reference in uttering (6′) just as we can ask about the temporal order 
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of her acts of explicit reference in uttering (6″)? Does it mean we 
can count acts of implicit reference performed in uttering sentences 
(6)-(6‴) by counting seeming absences of ‘London’ in sentences (6), 
(6′), and (6″) when compared with sentence (6‴)?  

 We can go some way towards sorting all of this out if we redefine 
explicit reference as follows: 

(RE′) In uttering X, S referred to o explicitly n times iff there 
were n parts u[…], of u[X] such that S referred to o by 
uttering u[…]. 

Now we can define implicit reference as follows  

(RI‴)In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly m times iff (i) S 
referred to o explicitly n times and (ii) S referred to o m+n 
times. 

But we are still left with a question. When Sue refers explicitly to 
London twice in uttering (6″), we can say when she refers to it in 
connection with snowing—when she utters ‘London’ the first time. 
And we can say when she refers to it in connection with 
mayorhood—when she utters ‘London’ the second time. But what 
are we to say about when she refers to it implicitly, in connection 
with streets? After she has already referred to it explicitly? Right 
after she utters ‘streets’? Similar questions arise in connection with 
an utterance of (6′). Does Sue refer implicitly to London in 
connection with mayorhood before she refers to it implicitly in 
connection with streets? Do such questions betray a 
misunderstanding of the notion of implicit reference, a 
misunderstanding based on treating implicit reference on the model 
of explicit reference?  

7 What	is	Said	and	the	Composition	of	Content	

7.1 What	is	Said	

So far, I have managed to discuss implicit reference, and speaker 
reference more generally, without talking about expression 
reference, semantic composition, or what is said. But the reason 
implicit reference has become such an important topic in the 



 

 100 

philosophy of language is the purported impact it has on what is 
said, which has been said to demonstrate that TCS is false and that 
traditional compositional semantics cannot do what its advocates 
want and need it to do. However, it is not clear that all participants 
in these debates have been engaging with one another intelligibly. 
One problem is a possible difference of focus that can be obscured 
by that sheepishly passive nominal ‘what is said’. “Said by what?” 
one might well ask. What is the entity that says something, in the 
requisite sense, when someone utters a sentence on a given 
occasion? The speaker? The utterance? The sentence? Does it 
matter?  

Just as we find philosophers talking about what speakers, 
utterances, or expressions refer to (see §6), so too we find 
philosophers talking about what speakers, utterances, or expressions 
say. Locutions of roughly the following types are used on a regular 
basis in the literature: 

(1) What the speaker said in uttering X (or with X) on a given 
occasion. 

(2) What a given utterance u[X] of X said. 

(3) What X said, as uttered on a given occasion (or what X 
said relative to a given utterance u[X]). 

Any given theorist might simply define a technical sense of ‘say’ in 
connection with an expansion of one of these three forms and then 
stipulate that expansions of the other two are to be treated as 
stylistic variants. (The expansions of (2) and (3) will have to make 
explicit mention S, who is implicit at present, via the expressions 
‘utterance’ and ‘uttered’.) But that is not what theorists have done, 
and their allegiance to one or other type of locution seems to 
indicate what it is they are trying to characterize with talk of what is 
said.  

 When Grice and Schiffer talk about saying, for example, they 
consistently talk about what a speaker says in uttering X (in line 
with locution-type (1)) and for good reason: a speaker’s saying 
something in uttering X, for the Gricean, is a special case of a 
speaker’s meaning something by uttering X. The Gricean attempts 
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define the notion of what a speaker says in uttering X, on a given 
occasion, in terms of the logically prior notion of what a speaker 
means by uttering X, on a given occasion. So, like the Gricean 
notion of speaker meaning it assumes, the Gricean notion of saying 
is psychological—to say something by uttering X is to have 
communicative intention in uttering X—the whole idea being to 
articulate a notion of saying that can play a role in a theory forming 
part of an answer to the Master Question. And it is for this reason 
that Grice—contrary to what some people have argued—allowed for 
the possibility of implicit reference having an impact on what is 
said. (See §7.2) 

 When philosophers talk about saying in connection with semantic 
composition, however, they tend to talk either about what sentences 
say (relative to occasions of use, utterances, contexts of utterance, or 
whatever) (in line with locution-type (2)) or about what utterances 
of sentences say (in line with locution-type (3)). Sometimes, the 
choice depends upon whether the theorist is assuming a traditional 
semantic theory that composes the semantic values of expressions, 
or a theory that composes the semantic values of utterances of 
expressions; but matters are complicated by the fact that sometimes 
talk of what is said by ‘an utterance of X’ is more plausibly 
construed as shorthand for talk of what is said by X relative to a 
given utterance of it (or relative to a context), (or what is said by the 
pair consisting of X and a given utterance of it (or a context)), and 
the difference is important, as we shall see. Theories that compose 
the semantic values of expressions (suitably relativized) involve 
quite different commitments from theories that compose the 
semantic values of utterances of expressions, and these 
commitments bear on how implicit reference is to be explained and 
how to think about the role of aphonic referring expressions in cases 
involving implicit reference, (See §§7.4 & 7.5.)  

7.2 What	is	Said:	The	Gricean’s	Intentional	Notion	

For Grice, saying and implicating are both things speakers do. At 
the beginning of ‘Logic and Conversation’, Grice tells us that “I 
shall, for the time being at least, have to assume to a considerable 
extent an intuitive understanding of the meaning of say” (1975: 44; 
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1989: 24-25), adding that “in the sense in which I am using the word 
‘say’, I intend what someone has said to be closely related to the 
conventional meaning of the words (the sentence) which he has 
uttered” (1975: 44; 1989: 25).71 His “favored, and maybe in some 
degree artificial, sense” of ‘say’ (1968: 225; 1989: 118) might well 
diverge occasionally from an intuitive sense but the favored sense is 
one Grice “expect[s] to be of greater theoretical utility than some 
other sense of ‘say’ would be” (1989: 121). In the favored sense, a 
speaker does not say that p in uttering X unless S means that p by 
uttering X.72 More precisely, what S says in uttering X is determined 
by the confluence of (i) what S means by uttering X and (ii) what X 
itself means, the idea being that what S says in uttering X is that 
portion of what S means by uttering X that conforms to X’s 
meaning.73 What S  means by uttering X is determined by the 
communicative intentions S has in uttering X; and what X itself 
means is cashed out in terms of conventions for performing acts of 
speaker meaning in uttering X (or at least in terms of systematic, 
self-perpetuating correlations between productions of X and acts of 
speaker meaning). In effect, then, the meaning of a sentence X is 
something that constrains (without fully determining) what a 
speaker can say by uttering X.74 With Schiffer (1982), we can 

                                                
71 Earlier, Grice (1961) talked about a speaker stating rather than saying something. 
72 See also Schiffer (1972: 112-14). 
73 Grice (1989: 87-88) Still more precisely, (i) should be replaced by (i′) what S centrally 
means by uttering X, where what S centrally means excludes what S conventionally 
implicates. For discussion, see Neale (1992). A second condition Grice imposes effectively 
excludes from what is said anything that does not bear on its truth or falsity. In uttering 
‘Ann isn’t here yet’, all S says, on Grice’s account, is that Ann isn’t here. S does not say 
that Ann is on her way or expected, or that someone thinks she is. Nonetheless, by using 
‘yet’, S is suggesting—conventionally implicating, as he puts it—that someone, perhaps S, 
thinks that Ann is on her way or expected. But the truth or falsity of this suggestion has no 
bearing on the truth of falsity of what S said. Similarly, in uttering ‘Ann is poor but she is 
honest’, all S says is that Ann is poor and Ann is honest. S does not say anything about the 
relation between poverty and honesty (or about the relation between Ann’s poverty and 
Ann’s honesty). But by using ‘but’ rather than ‘and’, S is suggesting (conventionally 
implicating) that someone, perhaps S, thinks there some particular relation—contrast or 
unexpected co-occurrence, for example—that is of conversational relevance, but the truth 
or falsity of the suggestion has no bearing on the truth of falsity of what S said.I do not 
mean to be endorsing this picture, I am simply specifying a condition Grice’s places on 
saying. Grice’s notion of conventional implicature is essentially Frege’s notion of 
colouring. For discussion, see Neale (1999). 
74 The data Grice and Schiffer mined to test potential analyses of meaning were, for the 
most part, reasonably ordinary intuitions about the truth or falsity of a definiendum used to 
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characterize the notion of speaker saying we want roughly as 
follows:  

(SS) In uttering X, S said that p iff (i) S meant that p, by uttering 
X, and (ii) the communicative intention S had in uttering X 
is of the sort a speaker must have to utter X, sincerely, 
literally, and in conformity with the conventions 
constituting the language L to which X belongs. 

 What Grice says about referring sheds more light on his notion of 
saying. He brings together saying and pronouns in a passage whose 
first sentence I have already quoted. Here is the full passage:  

In the sense in which I am using the word ‘say’, I intend what 
someone has said to be closely related [emphasis added] to the 
conventional meaning of the words (the sentence) which he has 
uttered. Suppose someone to have uttered the sentence ‘He is in the 
grip of a vice.’ Given a knowledge of the English language, but no 
knowledge of the circumstances of the utterance, one would know 
something [emphasis added] about what the speaker had said, on the 
assumption that he was speaking standard English, and speaking 
literally. One would know that he had said, about some particular 
male person or animal x, that at the time of the utterance (whatever 
that was), either (1) x was unable to rid himself of a certain kind of 
bad character trait or (2) some part of x’s person was caught in a 
certain kind of tool or instrument (approximate account, of course). 
But for a full identification [emphasis added] of what the speaker 
had said, one would need to know (a) the identity of x, (b) the time 
of utterance, and (c) the meaning, on the particular occasion of 
utterance, of the phrase in the grip of vice [a decision between (1) 
and (2)] (1975: 44; 1989: 25). 

                                                                                                            
describe an occasion of utterance in which a proposed definiens (specifying the structure 
and content of an audience-directed intention) seemed clearly true or clearly false. From the 
outset, evidently Grice thought this method of closing in on a robust and theoretically 
useful notion of what the speaker means would not be as helpful in closing in on a 
correspondingly useful notion of what the speaker says, and he has good reason to believe 
this: in ordinary, tutored, and semi-theoretical talk there are in fact genuine differences in 
the strengths of intuitions about, on the one hand, what S means and, on the other, what S 
says and implicates; and, of course, numerous cases in which intuitions about what S means 
are clearer and more robust than those about what S says were precisely what was fuelling 
debates in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s about the meanings of (e.g.) ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if’ ‘the’, ‘a’, 
‘some’, ‘know’, ‘look’, ‘try’, and ‘voluntary’, the very cases that provided much of the 
substance to, and philosophical interest in, Grice’s attempt to draw a clear line between 
what S says and what S implicates. 
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  (i) In the first sentence of this passage, Grice is making a 
constitutive point of epistemic significance. He was almost 
pathologically cautious in his wording, and it is striking that he says 
“closely related to” and not “largely determined by” or “is a function 
of” the conventional meaning of X. The reasons are not hard to find. 
First, as mentioned already, on his account nothing counts as part of 
what S says unless it is part of what S means. Second, Grice thought 
that what a speaker refers to implicitly in uttering X can contribute to 
what the speaker says in uttering X. I’ll come back to this in a 
moment. 

 (ii) In the remainder of the passage, Grice is talking 
straightforwardly about epistemic determination. Contrary to what 
many people who quote this passage seem to think, Grice is not 
making the constitutive claim that what S says on a given occasion 
by uttering a sentence X is determined by the meaning of X and 
something like a context (in the formal sense) that encodes key 
features of the situation of utterance. He is claiming that an 
interpreter’s knowledge of English will carry him only so far in 
attempting to identify (epistemically determine) what the speaker has 
said in uttering ‘He is in the grip of a vice’. If the interpreter has “no 
knowledge of the circumstances of the utterance” but can take it for 
granted that the speaker (whoever that was) was speaking literally 
using standard English, given his knowledge of English he would 
know “something [emphasis added] about what the speaker had 
said” Among the things the interpreter would not know about what 
the speaker said are (a) who the speaker was referring to with ‘he’, 
(b) the time the speaker was referring to (which is standardly the 
time the utterance takes place), and (c) which of the two meanings 
of ‘in the grip of a vice’ the speaker intended. These things all have 
to be inferred by the interpreter. And if his theory of conversation 
can throw light on how  interpreters identify conversational 
implicatures it can certainly throw light on the (typically) easier task 
of identifying who speakers are referring to with personal pronouns 
and the like.  

 In Grice’s (1969b, 1970, 1975, 1981) discussions of definite 
descriptions, we get more information about what is said, and also 
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find Grice committing himself to the view that implicit reference 
can have an impact on what is said, in his sense.  

 (1) Grice says his use of ‘say’ leaves it open whether two people 
who, in 1967, knew that Harold Wilson was the British Prime 
Minister, said the same thing when one uttered ‘Harold Wilson is a 
great man’ and the other ‘The British Prime Minister is a great man’ 
(1975: 45; 1989: 26). In effect, then, he leaves it open whether 
(some) descriptions are (sometimes) referring expressions and 
whether the content of what is said is a singular proposition (which 
presumably it would have to be if Grice’s two speakers from 1967 
said the same thing). 

 (2) Although Grice’s use of ‘say’ leaves it open whether (some) 
descriptions are (sometimes) referring expressions, he actually 
thinks (unlike Schiffer (1995, 2005)) that “descriptive phrases have 
no relevant systematic duplicity of meaning; their meaning is given 
by a Russellian account” (1969b: 143) and that a type of case that 
Donnellan (1966) used with a view to demonstrating that speaker 
reference with a description has an impact on what is said, 
demonstrates no such thing.  

 (2) Grice (1969b) invokes his distinction between what S says 
and what S means in defending a unitary Russellian semantics for 
definite descriptions. He considers the following cases: 

(i) A group of men is discussing the situation arising from the death 
of a business acquaintance, of whose private life they know nothing, 
except that (as they think) he lived extravagantly, with a household 
staff that included a butler. One of them says “Well, Jones’s butler 
will be seeking a new position.” 

(ii) Earlier, another group has just attended a party at Jones’s house, 
at which their hats and coats were looked after by a dignified 
individual in dark clothes with a wing-collar, a portly man with 
protruding ears, whom they heard Jones addressing as “Old Boy,” 
and who at one point was discussing with an old lady the cultivation 
of vegetable marrows. One of the group says “Jones’s butler got the 
hats and coats mixed up.” (1969: 141).  

Grice observes that case (ii) has two interesting features that are not 
shared by case (i). First, only in case (ii) has some particular indi-
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vidual been “‘described as’, ‘referred to as’, or ‘called’, Jones’ but-
ler by the speaker” (1969: 141). Second, in case (ii), someone who 
knew that Jones had no butler and who knew that the man with the 
protruding ears, etc. was actually Jones’s gardener “would also be in 
a position to claim that the speaker had misdescribed that individual 
as Jones’ butler” (1969: 142). 

 Let’s take the first feature of case (ii) that Grice mentions to be 
characteristic of a referential use of a definite description. (There are 
better characterizations, but that doesn’t matter here.) Presumably, 
since he is happy to say some particular individual has been 
“referred to” as Jones’ butler, Grice would be happy to say that the 
speaker, S, referred to that individual with ‘Jones’ butler’ (in the 
sense of RW in §6.5). The second feature Grice mentions—
misdescription—is not characteristic of referential usage; it is 
merely a feature of certain examples that makes them useful for 
illustrating the difference between referential and Russellian uses, 
which is why Donnellan (1966) and Grice (1969) used such 
examples.   

 To understand what is going on in case (ii), Grice explicitly 
invokes the distinction between saying and meaning (1969b, 142). 
For continuity, I’ll state everything in terms of Russellian 
propositions. If o is the person S was referring to in uttering (1) (in 
the sense of RI from §6.4)  

(1) Jones’s butler got the hats and coats mixed up 

then the content of what S means is a singular proposition. But no 
such proposition is the content of what S says, according to Grice, 
despite the fact that S referred to o with ‘Jones’ butler’ (in the sense 
of RW in §6.5). The fact that S referred to o with ‘Jones’ butler’ is 
simply not enough, Grice’s suggests, for o to be a constituent of 
what is said. In fact, this conclusion more or less follows from his 
definition of saying because what S says in uttering X is that portion 
of what S means by uttering X that conforms to X’s meaning. As far 
as Grice is concerned, what is said in this case is perfectly well 
captured by the general proposition flowing from Russell’s Theory 
of Descriptions, viz. the proposition that Jones has exactly one 
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butler and whoever is a butler of Jones got the hats and coats mixed 
up.75  

 Famously, Donnellan (1966, 1968, 1981) argues that what the 
speaker refers to in such a case is a constituent of what is said. 
Schiffer (1995) agrees. If Donnellan and Schiffer are right, then 
such examples constitute a prima facie threat to a standard 
compositional semantics unless the semantics of descriptions specify 
(compositionally?) that their references are fixed by speakers’ 
referential intentions (see §7.8). 

 (3) Grice presents an implicit reference theory of incomplete 
definite descriptions and suggests that the things referred to 
implicitly have an impact on what is said. In the second of his 1970 
‘Lectures on Logic and Reality’, published in 1981, Grice considers 
utterances of incomplete descriptions: 

Consider utterances of such  a sentence as ‘The book on the table is 
not open.’ As there are, obviously, many books on tables in the 
world, if we are to treat such a sentence as being of the form ‘The F 
is not G’ and as being, on that account, ripe for Russellian 
expansion, we might do well to treat it as exemplifying the more 
specific form ‘The F which is φ is not G’, where ‘φ’ represents an 
epithet to be identified in a particular context of utterance (‘φ’ being 
a sort of quasi-demonstrative [emphasis added]). Standardly, to 
identify the reference of ‘φ’ for a particular utterance of ‘The book 

                                                
75 There is an odd feature of Grice’s analysis of case (ii): he does not mention implicature. 
Putting aside things S may mean in uttering a natural language sentence X that do not turn 
on exploiting the semantic conventions of X—e.g., in cases where S screams out his words, 
bangs his fists on the table while talking, or violates a maxim of politeness or etiquette—it 
seems to be part of Grice’s general picture that what S means in uttering a sentence of 
natural language comprises what S says and (conventionally or conversationally) 
implicates. So given that Grice holds (a) that S referred to o with ‘Jones’ butler’, and (b) 
that S means that o got the hats and coats mixed up, one might have expected him to say 
that (c) that S implicated that o got the hats and coats mixed up.75 But Grice doesn’t say 
this. (Nor does Kripke (1977), in presenting his “Gricean” account.) This is why, in 
Descriptions, when I put forward my own generalized conversational implicature account 
of what S means, complete with the requisite “Gricean derivation” of the implicature in 
accordance with Grice’s “calculability” requirement, I carefully avoided attributing the 
account to Grice himself (or to Kripke).75 Indeed, it seemed to me at the time that Grice’s 
failure to draw upon his theory of conversational implicature at this juncture evinced a 
failure of nerve, that his silence was a bit of a dodge that left his account incomplete, and 
the account I gave in the book was the sort I thought Grice should have given. I now think 
there are better accounts. See Neale (2004). 
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on the table is (not) open’, a hearer would proceed via the 
identification of a particular book as being a good candidate for 
being the book meant, and would identify the reference of ‘φ’ by 
finding in the candidate a feature, for example, that of being in this 
room, which could be used to yield a composite epithet (‘book on 
the table in this room’), which would in turn fill the bill of being an 
epithet which the speaker had in mind as being uniquely satisfied by 
the book selected as candidate. If the hearer fails to find a suitable 
reference for ‘φ’ in relation to the selected candidate, then he would, 
normally, seek another candidate. So determining the reference of 
‘φ’ would standardly involve determining what feature the speaker 
might have in mind as being uniquely instantiated by an actual 
object, and this in turn would standardly involve satisfying oneself 
that some particular feature actually is uniquely satisfied by a 
particular actual object (e.g. a particular book) (Grice, 1981: 276-
77). 

Although Grice does not use the verb ‘say’ in this passage in 
connection with what the speaker does, it is hard to see how to read 
his talk of the form ‘The F is not G’, when ripe for Russellian 
expansion, exemplifying the form ‘The F which is φ is not G’, 
“where ‘φ’ represents an epithet to be identified in a particular 
context of utterance (‘φ’ being a sort of quasi-demonstrative)” as 
anything but a proposal about the content of what the speaker says, 
indeed, one according to which implicit reference makes a 
contribution.  

 Despite Grice’s objective, his remarks here provide much of what 
is needed for what I shall call the Argument from Priority for a 
referential semantics for definite descriptions. The argument I have 
in mind is stated clearly by Schiffer (2005): 

when a definite description is used referentially, a hearer cannot 
even identify candidate descriptive propositions except on the basis 
of knowing that to which the speaker was referring in uttering the 
definite description, and this is incompatible with the claim that the 
Russellian theory explains the referential uses. (2005: 88) 

So, where Grice takes A’s identification of the implicit content that S 
intends A to recognize as completing the content of ‘the F’ to 
proceed via A’s identification of a particular F as being a good 
candidate for being the F that S meant, and then A’s satisfying 
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himself that the candidate possesses some property that S could 
reasonably be thought to believe is possessed by no other F, Schiffer 
holds that A’s identification of a candidate property that S could 
reasonably be thought to believe is possessed by no F other than the 
one he meant must proceed via A’s identification of the F the 
speaker meant. Whoever is right about the details, the moral Schiffer 
draws is surely right: coming to identify a property that no F other 
than the one S is referring to plays no explanatory role whatsoever, it 
is an epicycle whose sole objective is to ensure that incomplete 
descriptions used referentially do not constitute counterexamples to 
a unitary Russellian theory of descriptions.76 

 As Grice says, “unanswered questions remain” about his 
“reliance (without much exposition) on a favoured notion of 
‘saying’ which needs to be further elucidated” (1989: 86-87). But (i) 
the examples involving pronouns and descriptions that he discuses 
together with (ii) the fact that he takes what S says in uttering X to 

                                                
76 What I shall call the Argument from Parity against the unitary Russellian account is also 
due to Schiffer (1995, 2005, 2006). A type of example he has deployed several times makes 
the case nicely. See Schiffer (1995, 2005, 2006). In truncated form, here is Schiffer’s most 
recent version (I use S, A and o again instead of “real” names): 

Suppose S and A are dining in a restaurant and S draw’s A’s attention to a couple at 
a nearby table and says, ‘The guy’s drunk’. Here S’s primary communicative 
intention isn’t to tell A some general proposition to the effect that the such-and-such 
guy (e.g. the guy over there) is drunk, a proposition that can be true in worlds in 
which the indicated man doesn’t even exist; rather, S uttered ‘the guy’ so that S 
would be recognized by A to be referring to the man in question—o, to give him a 
name—and S’s primary communicative intention was to tell A something about 
him, namely, that he is drunk; and this proposition can be true in an arbitrary 
possible world only if o,  the man to whom S referred in uttering ‘the guy’, exists 
and is drunk in that world. So it’s arguable that S’s uttered token of ‘the guy’ is 
functioning as a singular term, and that the proposition expressed by S’s utterance—
what S said in producing his utterance—is an o-dependent non-descriptive 
proposition which is true in an arbitrary possible world w if, and only if, o is drunk 
in w. (2006: 54) 

Of course, Russellians have come up with ingenious ways of obtaining an o-dependent 
proposition that S meant, usually as a proposition meant but not expressed. But as Schiffer 
points out, those Russellians who espouse an intention-based theory of meaning face a 
serious problem. The relevant meaning-intentions S has in the example are identical to 
those he would have had if, instead of utterring ‘The guy’s drunk’, S had uttered ‘He’s 
drunk’, referring deitically to o. So, assuming S would have expressed a simple o-
dependent proposition if he had used ‘He’s drunk,’ S must have expressed precisely that 
proposition when he uttered ‘The guy’s drunk’. So ‘the guy’ is functioning as a referring 
expression. 
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be that portion of what S means by uttering X that conforms to X’s 
meaning, (iii) the fact that what S means by uttering X is determined 
by the communicative intention S had in uttering X and (iv) the fact 
that he wants the meaning of X cashed out in terms of systematic, 
self-perpetuating correlations between productions of X and acts of 
speaker meaning gives us a better understanding of Grice’s notion of 
saying than we have of some competing notions and an indication of 
its role in a theory forming part of an answer to the Master Question. 

7.3 What	is	Said:	The	Kaplanian’s	Compositional	Notion	

Kaplan’s semantic theory uses a technical notion of what is said by a 
sentence.77 This is not surprising, given that the theory is rooted in 
the formal semantics (model theory) for a formal language 
containing demonstrative and other indexical expressions, a logic of 
demonstratives, as Kaplan calls it. However, the earliest semantics 
for such languages, made no room for anything corresponding to 
any useful notion of what is said. The idea was (roughly) to 
relativize the truth values of sentences to “contexts”, thereby 
capturing the intuitive idea that, for example, sentence (1)  

(1) I live here now 

is true in contexts in which (roughly) the speaker, at the time of 
utterance, lives in the location in which utterance takes place, and 
false in contexts in which (roughly) the speaker, at the time of 
utterance, does not lives in the location in which utterance takes 
place. Montague (1974) aimed to capture this by generalizing the 
formal semantics for modal logic (due to Kripke)—itself a 
generalization of the formal semantics for extensional logic (due to 
Tarski). Where modal logic appeals to a technical notion of truth at 
(i.e truth relative to) a point, known as a world, the indexical 
generalization appeals to a technical notion of truth at an index. 
Informally, an index represents a context of utterance; formally, it is 
an n-ary sequence whose entries are a world and any other entities 
upon which the truth and falsity of sentences depend. More 

                                                
77 See Kaplan (1978a, 1978b, 1989a, 1989b). Kaplan occasionally lapses into saying ‘what 
the speaker says’, but the context makes it clear this is only stylistic, that he is still talking 
about the technical notion of saying his theory uses. 
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generally, where modal logic appeals to the technical notion of an 
expression’s extension at a world, the indexical generalization 
appeals to a notion of an expression’s extension at an index (one 
entry of which is a world). For a language containing ‘I’, ‘you’, 
‘now’, and ‘here’, for example, an index might be a sequence 

 <s, a, t, p, w> 

whose elements (coordinates/entries) are a speaker s, an addressee a, 
a time t, a place p, and a world w.  Sentence (1) will be true relative 
to some indices and false relative to others, the relevant truth value 
determined by the index in question and the functions from indices 
straight to extensions (that are, in this set up, effectively the 
“meanings” of the expressions in (1)) and rules of composition. 

 Kaplan’s semantics emerged in the wake of perceived problems 
with Montague-style systems. Kamp (1971) and Vlach (1973) 
pointed out that Montague’s indices needed to be split into two 
because of sentences like (2): 

(2) Once, everyone now alive had not yet been born. 

What is required for (2) to be true at an index c? For one thing, the 
quantified sentence embedded under ‘once’ must be true at some 
time prior to the time of c, which in turn requires understanding the 
quantifier phrase ‘everyone now alive’ as within the scope of ‘once’, 
which in turn requires understanding its restriction ‘now alive’, and 
its parts ‘now’ and ‘alive’ as within the scope of ‘once’. But this is 
inconsistent with ‘now’ referring to the time of c—effectively 
pulling what it modifies outside the scope of any temporal 
modifiers—thereby restricting its coverage to people alive at the 
time of c.  

 The problem was solved by splitting a Montague index into two 
(giving us what is known as a double-indexing or two-dimensional 
logic). One of the new indices, contained the “fixed” (i.e. operator 
insensitive) elements, such as the world and time of the context of 
utterance. The other contained “shiftable” (i.e. operator-sensitive) 
world and time elements, which may be “shifted” for expressions 
occurring within the scope of modal or temporal operators.  
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 In Kaplan’s hands, this becomes a distinction between a context 
(of utterance) and a circumstance (of evaluation), respectively. On 
Kaplan’s account, expressions have semantic contents relative to (or 
in) contexts.78 The content of a singular referring expression e (in 
context c), is the object to which e refers (in c). The content of a 
sentence X (in c) is a proposition—the proposition the sentence 
expresses (in c). It is this, the proposition expressed by a sentence X 
(in c) that Kaplan identifies with what is said by X (in c). (For that 
reason, I shall allow myself to talk about constituents of what is said 
when talking about constituents of  propositions expressed.) 

 We need to distinguish contexts in the intuitive sense of 
situations in which real people (with beliefs, desires, intentions, 
fears, interests, biases, and so on) produce utterances— the things I 
have been calling contexts of utterance, occasions of utterance, or 
utterance situations—and contexts in the technical sense within 
Kaplan’s theory, which are n-ary sequences whose entries  include 
those things in the situation of utterance upon which the contents of 
words might depend—everything apart from their meanings that is. 
The meanings of expressions, which Kaplan calls characters, are 
functions from contexts to contents.79 Putting it all together, a 
context is an n-ary sequence whose entries are exhausted by objects 
representing those facets of occasions of utterance that characters of 
certain words systematically exploit, hence facets to which the 
contents of those words are systematically sensitive. 

                                                
78 For certain purposes, Kaplan(1978a) is happy to talk about the content of an utterance of 
a sentence, though sometimes he means a sentence-context pair when he talks this way. 
79 In Kaplan’s formal theory, contents are functions from “circumstances of evaluation” to 
extensions. It is common to take such circumstances to be possible states of the world 
(though Kaplan’s preferred conception of a circumstance includes a time along with 
possible state of the world, which accords with his preferred conception of a proposition as 
something that can have different truth-values at different times). On such an account, 
contents are represented by intensions, so the content of a sentence, in a context, is 
effectively a truth condition as it is represented by a function from possible states of the 
world to truth values (sentence extensions). That is good enough for capturing validity, and 
presumably this is why he says that structured propositions are not a part of his theory, if he 
means his logic of demonstratives. (1989a: 496). Certainly no commitment to structured 
propositions as sentence contents follows from accepting Kaplan’s account of character and 
content, which can be tailored to fit any truth-conditional semantics. But philosophically 
the idea is still that the content of a sentence is a proposition, where a proposition has a 
truth condition but is too fine-grained to be identified with one.  
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 The character of ‘I’ is just a function that takes a context c as its 
argument and returns the speaker in c as the word’s content, in c.80 
The character of ‘here’ is a function that takes a context c as its 
argument and returns c’s location as the word’s content. To know 
the character of ‘I’ is to know that, canonically, the speaker or writer 
uses it to refer to himself or herself, and this is something I know 
about the word of ‘I’ just by virtue of being a competent speaker. So 
the content of an atomic expression e (in a context c) is determined 
by e’s character. And the content  (in c) of a complex expression X is 
determined by (i) the contents (in c) of X’s atomic expressions, and 
(ii) rules of content composition that determine the content (in c) of 
a complex expression Y from (a) the contents (in c) of Y’s parts and 
(b) Y’s syntactic structure.81 

 I said earlier that I’m following Kaplan in taking propositions to 
be structured entities whose atomic parts are objects and properties 
(and whose non-atomic parts are structured entities whose atomic 
parts are objects and properties). The connection with Kaplan’s 
semantics is straightforward. Propositions have structure, in much 
the same way that sentences and ordered n-tuples do, and the objects 
and properties that are their atomic constituents are the things that 
referring expressions and predicates have as their contents, in 
contexts. So the content of ‘Sue resides in London’ (in c) is the 
singular proposition that Sue resides in London, which has Sue, 
London, and the property of residing-in as atomic constituents (these 
being the contents (in c) of ‘Sue’, ‘London’ and ‘resides in’ 
respectively).  

                                                
80 Kaplan actually talks about the agent of the context rather than the speaker. This is for 
reasons to do with logic—Kaplan does not want ‘I am speaking’ to come come out as a 
logical truth, for example. None of this matters for present purposes. 
81 It is an interesting theoretical question whether there is a need for a complete semantics 
to compose characters. On the face of it, we might end up with two related compositional 
theories. Then again, it might turn out that a compositional theory of character is idle (or 
worse), that character is construed as a useful property only of atomic expressions. (King 
and Stanley (2005) have given good reasons for thinking this is so.) Or it might turn out 
that we cannot have a complete compositional theory of content that is not itself fuelled in 
places by deliverances of a compositional theory of character. (See Braun (1994, 1996) and 
the objections raised by King and Stanley (2005).) These are not things to be decided in 
advance of serious theorizing. 
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 I have said nothing about the characters of demonstrative 
expressions yet (‘this’, ‘that’, ‘this F’, ‘that F’. ‘he’, and ‘she’, 
relative to some uses). Before looking at them, at the limitations of 
Kaplan’s theory, and at Kaplan’s notion of what is said, we need to 
look at how semantic composition works and at the difference 
between the traditional composition of expression-contents and the 
composition of utterance-contents, difference that have a bearing on 
how we think about character and content in connection with 
implicit reference and especially aphonic reference, if it exists. 

 For all I’ve said so far, it’s not obvious how there could be a 
substantive disagreement between (1) a theorist talking about what a 
speaker says by uttering a sentence on a given occasion and (2) a 
theorist talking about what the sentence says relative to a context 
intended to model that occasion of utterance when (1) and (2) assign 
different truth conditions to “what is said”. If there is no single 
notion of “what is said” about whose content they genuinely 
disagree, there are two important consequences, one for each party, 
the combination of which seems to have cancelled them both out in 
the minds of many theorists. First, it underscores the need for those 
who talk about what speakers say (state, explicate) not to overstate 
what the impact of implicit reference on “what is said” demonstrates 
about the utility of a theory whose compositional machinery delivers 
the content of what sentences say, relative to contexts. Second, it 
underscores the need for those who talk about what sentences say, 
relative to contexts, to explain why that notion of saying has a role 
to play in a theory forming part of an answer to the Master Question, 
unless it is meant to coincide with the Gricean nottion. (The overtly 
psychological and communicative characteristics of the Gricean 
notion were, from the outset, meant to equip it with the properties it 
needs to play such a role.) Perhaps, as theories develop, we will 
discover the need for both notions of saying. Or perhaps they will 
ultimately coalesce, extensionally, Kaplanians and Griceans finding 
themselves as talking about the same thing but from two different 
perspectives, one centered on facts about sentences being used, the 
other on facts about the intentions (or other mental states) of 
competent users of those sentences. 
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7.4 Composing	Expression-contents	

Theorists who talk about saying and referring in broadly Kaplanian 
terms, take the compositional component of a semantic theory to 
compose expression-contents. (To say this is not to deny that when 
discussing a particular utterance of a sentence they are happy to talk 
about the content of the utterance or the content of the sentence-
context pair. It’s to say that as far as the formal machinery of their 
semantic theories are concerned, composition is on the contents of 
expressions, relative to contexts, not on, say, utterances or 
expression-tokens.) The overall picture is as follows (for the time 
being I shall artificially restrict attention to sentences in which no 
expression occurs more than once): 

(1) What is said by a declarative sentence X in a context c 
(which models an occasion of utterance) is wholly 
determined by  

(i) The contents (in c) of the expressions that are X’s 
atomic constituents, and  

(ii) Rules of content composition that wholly determine 
the content (in c) of a complex expression Y on the 
basis of Y’s syntactic structure the contents (in c) of 
Y’s constituents.  

(2)  The content (in c) of each atomic constituent e of X is 
wholly determined by a proprietary rule (a character) 
specifying e’s content (in a context), a rule represented by 
a function from contexts to contents.  

(3)  If e is singular referring expression, e’s content (in c) = e’s 
reference (in c). 

Since a theory of this sort composes expression-contents, call it a 
compositional expression-semantics.82 When we come to look at 

                                                
82 Salmon (2005) distinguishes what he calls the expression centered conception of 
semantics and the speech act centered conception. I think that what he calls the expression 
centered conception is to be found motivating theories whose core is what I am calling the 
composition of expression-contents. But what he calls the speech act centered conception 
seems to be motivating a considerably broader range of theories than those whose core is 
what I am calling the composition of utterance-contents. Traditional semantic theories 
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implicit reference and aphonics, the following consequence of (1)-
(3) will be important: 

(4)  If X is a sentence containing a singular referring 
expression e, the reference of e (in c) is a constituent of 
what is said by X (in c).  

7.5 Composing	Utterance-contents		

A fair number of philosophers assume (and very occasionally argue) 
that indexicality and other forms of context-sensitivity require us to 
attribute semantic content not to expressions, relative to contexts, 
but to utterances of expressions or “token-expressions”. Since a 
theory of this sort composes utterance-contents, I’ll call it a 
compositional utterance-semantics.  

 Things are a little more complicated for utterance-semantics than 
they are for expression-semantics as we need to talk about those 
parts of a single utterance of a sentence X—presumably temporal 
parts—that are themselves utterances of constituents of X (I continue 
with the artificial restriction to sentences in which no expression 
occurs more than once):  

(1′) What is said by a given utterance u[X] of a declarative 
sentence X is wholly determined by  

(i) The contents of those parts of u[X] that are utterances 
of X’s atomic constituents, and  

(ii) Rules of content composition that wholly determine the 
content of an utterance u[Y] of a complex expression Y 

                                                                                                            
compose expression-contents. I suspect two things have drawn people to theories that 
compose utterance-contents—though I have seen neither mentioned explicitly in the 
literature. The first is the assumption, quite unjustified, that composing utterance-contents 
opens up space of accommodate all manner of content-affecting implicit reference whereas 
one that composes expression-contents can accommodate only a very restricted range of 
cases. The second thing that appears to have drawn people to utterance-semantics is the 
belief that the type-token distinction provides an important part of a proper implementation 
of Kaplan’s theory and a proper explanation of his character-content distinction: word-
types have characters, word-tokens have content. But this belief is just false. Kaplan’s 
semantics is all about properties of expressions and is completely silent on properties of 
utterances of expressions. (For those who still like type-token talk, Kaplan’s semantics 
concerns properties (characters, contents, and more) of expression-types and is silent on 
properties of expression-tokens). 
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on the basis of Y’s syntactic structure and the contents 
of those parts of u[Y] that are utterances of constituents 
of Y.  

(2′)  The content of each part of u[X] that is an utterance of an 
atomic constituent e of X is wholly determined by a 
proprietary rule (a character) specifying u[e]’s content, a 
rule represented by a function from utterances to contents.  

(3′)  If u[e] is an utterance of a singular referring expression e, 
u[e]’s content = u[e]’s reference. 

When we come to look at implicit reference and aphonics, the 
following consequence of (1′)-(3′) will be important: 

(4′)  If u[X] is an utterance of a sentence X and has as one its 
parts an utterance u[e] of an expression e that is a singular 
referring expression in X, the reference of u[e] is a 
constituent of what is said by u[X]. 

7.6 Expression-contents	and	Aphonics	

Expression-semantics is perfectly consistent with the existence of 
aphonic referring expressions. Let Φ(e) be a simple sentence 
comprising a one-place predicate Φ and a phonic referring 
expression e (an indexical pronoun, for instance). In an expression-
semantics, such as Kaplan’s, the proposition expressed by Φ(e) (in 
context c) is determined by the contents of Φ and e (in c) and the 
relevant principles of semantic composition. The contents of the 
atomic constituents Φ and e (in c) are determined by their 
characters. The connection between content and reference lies in the 
fact that it is e’s reference (in c) that constitutes e’s content (in c). So 
the referent of e (in c) will be a constituent of the proposition 
expressed by Φ(e) (in c).  

 Now let e be an aphonic referring expression. If e is to have a 
content (in c) it needs to have a character. If e’s content (in c) is to 
play a role in determining the content (in c) of a sentence X 
containing e, e must occupy a specific syntactic position in X (no 
less than a phonic referring expression must). For any postulated 
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aphonic expression e in any sentence X, it would seem we can have 
no formal complaint as long as the following conditions obtain: 

(a)  e belongs to a specific syntactic category; 

(b)  e occupies a specific syntactic position in X; and  

(c)  e has a character, which maps a context c to e’s content (in c).  

The question is whether aphonics that philosophers have stampeded 
into postulating do satisfy these conditions. Another, seemingly 
innocuous, constraint on e suggests itself as this point:  

(d)  the content of e (in c) is the sort of thing that at least one 
phonic could have as its content in some context or other. 

But as we shall see later, it is a feature of some postulated aphonics 
that they do not satisfy (d). Furthermore, we can demonstrate, by an 
argument similar to Schiffer’s (1992) meaning-intention objection to 
implicit reference theories of attitude reports, that this is a fatal 
problem for the postulation of those aphonics. Indeed, it puts 
pressure on the very idea of aphonic referring expressions. (If 
learning a word and becoming a competent user involves first 
encountering at least one perceptible proxy, there will be further.) 

7.7 Utterance-contents	and	Aphonics	

Utterance-semantics does not fare as well with aphonics. Utterance-
semantics specifies the proposition expressed by a particular dated 
utterance of a sentence X by composing the contents of particular 
dated utterances of the expressions that are the constituents of X (in 
accordance with principles of semantic composition reflecting X’s 
syntactic structure).  

 (i) Let u[Φ(e)] be a particular utterance of sentence Φ(e) by S. 
Utterance-semantics specifies the proposition expressed by [Φ(e)] 
by composing the contents of utterances of Φ  and e by S. But not 
just any utterances of Φ  and e. The relevant utterances are those that 
are adjacent parts of u[Φ(e)], which we can represent as u[Φ] and 
u[e]. Since u[Φ(e)] is an event (under an intentional description), 
presumably temporal adjacency will be the relevant notion, so we 
can take u[Φ(e)] to be a linear temporal sequencing of events, 
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u[Φ]⏜u[e]. Utterance-semantics, then, assumes not only that 
sentences have parts (as does expression-semantics, of course), but 
also that utterances of sentences have parts, some of which 
correspond to parts of the sentences they are utterances of. As such, 
it needs some sort of story about the metaphysics of utterances and 
their parts, and about the facts in virtue of which some part of 
u[Φ(e)]—a temporal slice of it—is u[e], for example.  

 (ii) Where do the contents of u[Φ] and u[e] come from? From the 
characters of Φ  and e. In an expression-semantics, the character of e 
is a function that takes a context and returns e’s content relative to 
that context. So, as I emphasized earlier, one and the same object, 
the referring expression e, has a character and a content (in a 
context). And the content it has, in a context, is determined by the 
function that is its character and the particular context that is its 
argument. In utterance-semantics, by contrast, expressions have 
characters but utterances of expressions have contents. And these 
characters will be functions from utterances to (unrelativized) 
utterance-contents. This will be important in a moment. 

 (iii) Now comes the trouble. Let u[Φ(e,f)] be a particular 
utterance of Φ(e,f), a simple sentence made up of a two-place 
predicate Φ, a phonic referring expression e, and an aphonic 
referring expression f. While u[Φ(e,f)] has u[e] as one of its parts, it 
does not have u[f] as one because there is no such thing as u[f]. By 
definition, there are no utterances of aphonics. There is nothing 
paradoxical involved in saying that an utterance of a sentence that 
contains an aphonic does not contain an utterance of that aphonic. If 
there are aphonics, and if f is one of them, then there can certainly be 
utterances of sentences containing f, but there can be no utterances 
of f itself. There can be an utterance u[Φ(e,f)] of the sentence Φ(e,f), 
for example, but its parts will be just u[Φ] and u[e]. Since the 
content of u[Φ(e,f)] is wholly determined by the contents of its parts, 
the proposition expressed by u[Φ(e,f)] will contain the object that is 
the referent of u[e] but no object that is the referent of u[f] since 
there is no such thing as u[f]. And that makes a total mockery of the 
idea that f is a referring expression.  
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 Not only can no content be associated with f in connection with 
any utterance of Φ(e,f), f itself can have no character. To see this, 
return to the question of where the contents of u[Φ] and u[e] come 
from? They come from the characters of Φ  and e. But remember, in 
utterance-semantics, expressions have characters and utterances of 
expressions have contents. So the phonic referring expression e has 
a character but utterances of e have contents. And e’s character is a 
function from utterances to contents of particular utterances of e. 
Now take f, the aphonic referring expression in Φ(e,f). What is f’s 
character? It can’t be a (useful) function from utterances to contents 
of particular utterances of f because there are no utterances of f. In 
short f has no character. And anyone who advocates utterance-
semantics and posits aphonics must give up one or the other.  

 As far as I can make out, there is no good argument in the 
literature for composing utterance contents rather than expression 
contents. So I will simply drop all talk of utterances having contents, 
and with it all talk of utterances of referring expressions referring to 
things and all talk of utterances of sentences expressing propositions 
or saying things. 

 That does not mean we can drop all talk of utterances. We will 
need to appeal to utterances in order to define implicit reference in a 
way that is not hostage to whether or not there are aphonic referring 
expressions. 

7.8 The	Shady	Characters	of	Demonstratives	

According to Kaplan’s original theory, 

Some of the indexicals require, in order to determine their referents, 
an associated demonstration: typically, though not invariably, a 
(visual) presentation of a local object discriminated by a pointing.  
These indexicals are the true demonstratives, and ‘that’ is their 
paradigm. The demonstrative (an expression) refers to that which 
the demonstration demonstrates. I call that which is demonstrated 
the ‘demonstratum’….The linguistic rules which govern the use of 
the true demonstratives ‘that’, ‘he’, etc., are not sufficient to 
determine their referent in all contexts of use. Something else—an 
associated demonstration—must be provided. The linguistic rules 
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assume that such a demonstration accompanies each (demonstrative) 
use of a demonstrative  (1989a: 490). 

The idea seems to be that that the character of a “true 
demonstrative” specifies that the “associated demonstration” 
determines the content of a demonstrative in a context. Two 
objections to this idea strike me as fatal. First, sometimes there is no 
demonstration as none is needed. (As Evans (1985) observes, a 
soldier who faints in the heat at a parade while the rest of his 
company remain standing to attention makes himself salient and an 
easy referent for ‘he’—‘He must be dehydrated’, an observer might 
say.’) Second, a demonstration is an act, and acts are individuated in 
part by the intentions with which they are performed. Demonstrating 
o involves more than simply having one’s arm and forefinger 
extended and lined up with o. S’s arm and forefinger might be 
extended in this way towards a wall while asleep in a darkened 
room, and when S mutters in his sleep, ‘That’s good’, he can hardly 
be credited with demonstrating and referring to the wall, and saying 
that the wall is nice. Without taking into account the speaker’s 
intentions, the idea of a demonstration determining the reference of 
an expression falls flat. (Intentional but nonetheless lazy or vague 
demonstrations reinforce the point.)  

 So what are the characters of ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘this’, and ‘that’? How 
plausible is it that they can be represented as functions from contexts 
to contents? As Gareth Evans notes, “All that the conventions 
governing the referring expression ‘he’ insist upon, in any given 
context, is that the object referred to should be male” (1982: 312). 
“There is no linguistic rule which determines that a ‘he’ or a ‘that 
man’ refers to x rather than y in the vicinity, or that it refers to 
someone who has just left rather than someone who has been 
recently mentioned’ (1985: 230-1). A theory according to which the 
characters of ‘he’, ‘she’, or any other referring expression for that 
matter, are imbued with some principle about salience would surely 
have to go down as one of the daftest ideas ever put forward in the 
philosophy of language. As Schiffer (2003, 2005) notes, in 
discussing who the speaker is referring to with ‘she’ on a given 
occasion, 
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The literal speaker is…constrained to refer to a female who is 
contextually salient with respect to the topic of conversation, but 
that is only because the speaker can’t hope to have his referential 
intentions recognized unless his audience can single out a particular 
female as the most likely candidate for being the referent (2003: 
122) 

We do not even have to say that [its character] constrains the 
speaker to refer to a contextually salient female, since the speaker 
cannot intend to refer to a particular female unless he expects his 
hearer to recognize to which female he is referring, and the 
expectation of such recognition itself entails that the speaker takes 
the referent to have an appropriate salience (2005: 1141) 

And the formation of genuine communicative intentions (of which 
referential intentions are a species) is subject to some serious 
constraints.  

Let’s stick with speaker reference for a moment. At a certain 
point in a conversation we are having, you suggest inviting Sue to 
give the keynote lecture at a conference we are organising.  I say to 
you, 

(1) She gave a brilliant lecture at the Graduate Center last 
year. 

Suppose I mean that Sue gave a brilliant lecture at the Graduate 
Center last year. I have the relevant communicative intention. The 
content of that proposition is a singular proposition that has Sue as a 
constituent. I am referring to Sue in uttering (1), as per RI. 
Furthermore, I am referring to Sue with ‘she’, as per RW. The 
formation of my communicative intention in uttering (1) is 
constrained by the (known) conventions governing the referring use 
of ‘she’ as well as by a host of other I talked about in some detail in 
§5. So if I had not thought that the female I planned to talk about 
was not salient enough, in the context, to be recognized as such, I 
simply could not have formed the requisite referential intention. 
This is not something built into the meaning of ‘she’! It’s far more 
basic than that. 

Suppose you took me to be referring to Sue with ‘she’. How did 
you reach that conclusion? In such an everyday situation, something 
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like the following is a reasonable sketch of an answer: you assumed 
that my utterance was intended as a contribution to the discussion 
we were having about Sue and Ann; you had just asked me whether 
we should invite Sue to give the keynote lecture at the conference 
we are organising, and you are confident I heard and understood 
your remark; so the evidence strongly suggested to you that I was 
referring to Sue, that my intention was to be talking about Sue.83 
This has nothing to do with you knowing, by virtue of knowing the 
meaning of ‘she’, that I must be referring to a salient female! (Of 
course, this answer does not constitute a theory: it is merely a set of 
statements about (some of) the local evidence you draw upon in 
interpreting my remark.) This reinforces an important point I 
discussed in §5: the interpreter’s objective is establishing what the 
speaker means, and in this particular case, the route to that involves 
establishing who I’m referring to with ‘she’. 

But notice, officially we have not answered the questions the 
advocate of Kaplanian expression semantics needs to answer:  

(i)  What does the pronoun ‘she’ refer to, relative to a context? 

(ii)  What is the character of ‘she’? 

(iii)  Since a context is an n-ary sequence whose entries are 
objects representing those facets of occasions of utterance 
that characters of certain words systematically exploit, 
hence facets to which the contents of those words are 
systematically sensitive, what is the relevant object that is 
to be added to contexts to provide something the character 
of ‘she’ will exploit i.e. take as an argument for which it 
will return the content of ‘she’, in a context? 

 (i) Given that I referred to Sue with ‘she’, in uttering (1), and 
given that you, the interpreter, had as an objective establishing who I 
was referring to, if we can generalize from this case the only 

                                                
83 In a different setting, the following might be a more appropriate answer: you were 
examining the results of functional magnetic resonance imaging and polygraphs you had 
subjected me to during and shortly after my uttering and you have interpreted the results as 
evidence strongly suggesting that I was referring to Sue. 
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plausible answer to question (i) is that, in c, ‘she’ refers to 
whichever female the speaker in c is referring to. 

(ii) What about the character of ‘she’. Schiffer suggests the only 
hope for the Kaplanian is something like “that function that 
maps…‘she’ [relative to a context c] onto x just in case x is the 
female to whom the speaker [in c] intended to refer [with it]” (2005: 
1141). But even this has problems, as we can see by addressing 
question (iii). 

(iii) Suppose for the moment that a context is a sequence (s, t, p, 
w), the first element of which is its speaker, the second its time, the 
third its location, and the fourth its world. There are two important 
points to note.  

(a) The first three elements of a context are those facets of an 
occasion of utterance that the characters of the words ‘I’, ‘now’ and 
‘here’ exploit, the facets to which the contents of those words are 
sensitive. In any given context modelling a situation of utterance, its 
first element is there because it is (or at least represents) an 
utterance’s speaker, not because it is the referent of ‘I’.84 Indeed, the 
whole idea is that the first element of a context is the referent of ‘I’ 
in that context because the first element of a context is (or at least 
represents) the utterance’s speaker. Mutatis mutandis for the second 
element (the utterance’s time) and ‘now’, and the third element (the 
utterance’s location) and ‘here’.  

(b) The contents of ‘I’, ‘now’ and ‘here’ in a context c are all 
elements of c. So the character of ‘I’, ‘now’ or ‘here’ is not just a 
function from contexts to contents, it is also (by design?) a function 
from contexts to elements of those contexts. More precisely, the 
character of each of these words is a function that takes a context c 
as argument and returns one of c’s elements as the word’s content in 
c.  

So what is the character of ‘she’? What facet of a situation of 
utterance does its character exploit, i.e. what facet is its content 

                                                
84 In Kaplan’s logic, the first element is merely a context’s agent. But in any context 
modelling a situation of utterance, the first element will be the utterance’s speaker.  
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sensitive to, what facet are we going to make the fifth element of 
contexts to supplement the other four s, t, p, w?  

If the character of ‘she’ is to be a function that takes a context c 
as argument and returns one of c’s elements as the content of ‘she’ 
in c (as the characters of ‘I’, ‘now’, and ‘here’ do), then the female 
that the first element of c is referring to with ‘she’ will have to be 
the fifth element of the context. But notice this means whereas s, t, 
p, w, are elements of c because they are (or at least represent), 
respectively, an utterance’s speaker, time, and place, the fifth 
element is in there because only because it’s the female the first 
element of c is referring to with ‘she’, and not because it is a facet of 
the situation of utterance—the female referred to might be a 
thousand miles away in a lead-lined room with no wifi or telephone. 
So the whole theory becomes a mockery.85  

Suppose instead we take the fifth element of contexts to be a 
referential intention.86 Now we have to give up the idea that the 
character of ‘she’ is (like the characters of ‘I’, ‘now’, and ‘here’ do) 
a function that takes a context c as argument and returns one of c’s 
elements as the word’s content in c, otherwise ‘she’ will refer in c to 
referential intention the speaker in c has in uttering it! Furthermore, 
making a speaker’s intention an element of a context means 
forsaking part the original idea (imported from work on indexical 
logics) that the elements of contexts are (or correspond to) public, 
objective, mind-independent features of situations of utterance.  

So a rather different type of character is required for ‘she’, one 
that does not have to return an element of context c as the content of 
‘she’ relative to c. Suppose we put the speaker’s referential intention 
back into the context as one of its elements. What would the 
character of ‘she’ have to look like? Schiffer (2005) has provided 
the answer and explained its consequences. (I have modified 

                                                
85 Of course, there may be more than one occurrence of ‘she’ in a given sentence, and the 
first element of c might be using each to refer to a different female; so the fifth element of a 
context should really be a sequence of females—one for every occurrence of ‘she’ in a 
sentence—to which the first element of the context is referring with ‘she’ (relative to 
occurrences). 
86 More precisely, a sequence of such intentions. See previous footnote. 
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Schiffer’s prose and definitions to reflect an expression semantics 
rather than the sort of utterance semantics Schiffer seems to 
endorse, and changed ‘token’ to ‘utterance’ where it is still needed): 

…the meaning of ‘she’ (very roughly speaking) merely constrains 
one uttering it to be referring to a female….What fixes the referent 
of ‘she’ [relative to an utterance of it] are the speaker’s referential 
intentions in producing that [utterance], and therefore in order for 
Kaplan to accommodate [utterances of] ‘she’, he would have to say 
that a speaker’s referential intentions constitute one more 
component of those n-tuples that he construes as “contexts.” 
[Footnote omitted.] The trouble with this is that there is no work for 
Kaplanian contexts to do once one recognizes speakers’ referential 
intentions. The referent of a pronoun or demonstrative [relative to an 
utterance of it] is always determined by the speaker’s referential 
intentions. If the speaker who utters ‘I’ does not intend to refer to 
herself by ‘I’ [relative to that utterance of it]—say, if she uttered ‘I 
picked a peck of pickled peppers’ merely to work on her 
elocution—then she is not speaking literally and thus ‘I’ does not 
refer to herself or to anything else [relative to that utterance], since 
she is not saying anything about herself or anything else. The 
difference between ‘I’ and ‘she’ is that the meaning of ‘I’ constrains 
the literal speaker to be referring to herself, whereas the meaning of 
‘she’ merely constrains the speaker to be referring to a female. 
Kaplan’s notion of “context” is superfluous. He would have done 
better to have said that the character of an expression…is a function 
that maps possible [utterances] of [it] onto contents.  Then he might 
to a first approximation have said: 

The character of ‘she’ is that function f such that, 
necessarily, for any utterance τ of ‘she’ and any x, 
f(‘she’, relative to τ) = x iff x is the female to whom the 
speaker refers with ‘she’. 

The character of ‘I’ is that function f such that, 
necessarily, for any utterance τ of ‘I’ and any x, f(‘I’, 
relative to τ) = x iff x = the speaker and the speaker 
refers to himself with ‘I’. (2005: 1141) 

I’ll call these shady characters. In line with the expression 
semantics I have been assuming, these characters need to be 
transposed. So, for example, we get this for ‘she’: 
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 The character of ‘she’ is that function f such that for any x, 
any occurrence i of ‘she’ in any sentence X, any utterance τ 
of X, f(‘she’, X, i, τ) = x iff x is the female to whom the 
speaker refers with ‘she’ relative to its i-th occurrence in 
X. 

As noted earlier, originally, Kaplan (1989a) treated the reference 
of a demonstrative as determined by a demonstration (‘typically, 
though not invariably, a (visual) presentation of a local object 
discriminated by a pointing” (1989a: 490). But later, Kaplan (1989b) 
shifted to treating the reference of a perceptual demonstrative, 
relative to a context, as determined by a ‘directing intention’ (a 
referential intention informed by perception) and treating the 
demonstration as “a mere externalization of this inner intention” 
(1989b: 582). Commenting on this change, Schiffer says, 

Kaplan himself came to appreciate that the reference of a term like 
‘she’ or ‘that’ is determined by the speaker’s referential intentions 
and not by any reference-independent contextual factor, but it is not 
clear he realized that this in effect ruined his conceptions of 
characters as functions from indices to contents.  For the only way 
of keeping indices along with the fact that reference is determined 
by the speaker’s referential intentions is to take the referential 
intentions as a component of the index for ‘she’ et al. The trouble is 
that then the notion of an ‘index’ is rendered superfluous. (2003: 
112) 

I agree. To know the meaning of the word ‘she’ is to know that on a 
proper literal use the competent speaker is referring to a female. 
Since an expression semantics needs to take ‘she’, as used on given 
occasion, to have a reference, it should take whatever the speaker is 
referring to with ‘she’ on a given occasion to be the reference of 
‘she’, relative to that occasion of utterance. To know the meaning of 
the word ‘I’ is to know that on a proper literal use the competent 
speaker is referring to himself or herself; so our semantics should 
take the reference of ‘I’, as used on a given occasion, to be whoever 
the competent user of ‘I’ is referring to with it? Mutatis mutandis for 
‘we’, ‘here’, ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘now’, ‘today’, and (importantly) any 
aphonic referring expressions. 
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 The upshot of all this is that when it comes to a demonstrative e, 
an adequate expression semantics will take e’s reference in a context 
c to be identical to what the speaker in c is referring to with e. More 
precisely, we can say this:  

(DR) Relative to its i-th occurrence in a sentence X, what a 
demonstrative d refers to, in context c, is identical to 
whatever the speaker in c referred to with e, relative to its 
i-th occurrence in X. 

 I mentioned in §6.5 that Kaplan refers to the picture of Carnap, 
not the picture of Spiro Agnew, when he says ‘That is a picture of 
one of the greatest philosophers of the twentieth century’ in his 
famous example. The picture of Carnap is the only one about which 
Kaplan has a relevant singular communicative intention. So by DR, 
the word ‘that’, relative to the context (or utterance), refers to the 
picture of Carnap. End of story. 

7.9 Aphonics:	“Syntactically	Licensed”	Implicit	Reference	

Expression-semantics, as noted earlier, is perfectly consistent with 
the existence of aphonic referring expressions. Claiming that the 
phrase-marker for a sentence X contains an aphonic e is not 
something to be undertaken lightly, and any such a claim will be 
empty unless certain conditions are satisfied. As noted earlier, For 
any postulated aphonic expression e in any sentence X, the following 
conditions at least must obtain: 

(a)  e belongs to a specific syntactic category; 

(b)  e occupies a specific syntactic position in X; and  

(c)  e has a character, which maps a context c to e’s content (in 
c). 

And, perhaps, we might also wish the following to obtain: 

(d)  the content of e (in c) is the sort of thing that at least one 
phonic could have as its content in some context or other. 

The question is whether the sorts of aphonics that philosophers have 
postulated to explain cases of implicit reference satisfy these 
conditions. A few examples involving implicit reference from §1 
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will provide a sense of the issues that arise, examples which have 
been claimed to contain aphonics. I’ll put in angled brackets an 
English expression which, in the context, has the same (or 
approximately the same) content as the purported aphonic, and I’ll 
put the angled brackets in a position (linearly speaking) that the 
purported aphonic might be thought to occupy. In the first examples, 
I help myself to self again: 

(1) a. Sue expects [<self> to retire next year] 

 b. Sue remembers [<self> hiking in Iceland] 

 c. Sue admits [<self> driving without a licence] 

 d. S meant that p [in <self> uttering X], 

 e. S referred to A [by <self> uttering ‘she’] 

In each of (1a)-(1e), the aphonic occurs as the subject of an 
embedded clause and is bound by the subject of the main clause. But 
only in (1a) and (1b) is the position occupied by the aphonic 
available to a phonic noun phrase. But assuming the aphonic is a 
noun phrase, conditions (a) and (b) are satisfied. And if it’s always 
understood as a variable bound by the subject of the main clause, 
there is no obvious reason to think this type of aphonic cannot have 
a character that captures this, so let’s take condition (c) to be 
satisfied. ((1a) will come out as equivalent to [λx: x expects x to 
retire next year](Sue), let us suppose.) Matters are more complicated 
with condition (d). In (1a) and (1b), ‘she herself’ can just about 
replace the aphonic. But it cannot do so in (1c)-(1e). 

7.10 The	Shady	Characters	of	Aphonics	
In each of (2a)-(2c), the purported aphonic would refer to a 
timeframe (though perhaps there is no aphonic and the tense of the 
verb refers to a timeframe, in which case nothing needs to be added 
about the syntax):87 

(2) a. I’ve had <today> an afternoon nap 

 b. I’ve had <this year> a flu shot  

                                                
87 See Stanley (2007) for possible implementations. 
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 c. I’ve had <in my lifetime> measles  

Whether we are talking about the referent of an aphonic or the 
referent or the verb tense, the only plausible story about what it 
refers to is whatever the speaker is referring to with it. We can 
transpose Schiffer’s remarks about ‘she’ to get another shady 
character: 

The literal speaker is…constrained to refer to a [timeframe] [that] is 
contextually salient with respect to the topic of conversation, but 
that is only because the speaker can’t hope to have his referential 
intentions recognized unless his audience can single out a particular 
[timeframe] as the most likely candidate for being the referent 
(transposing Schiffer 2003: 122) 

We do not even have to say that [its character] constrains the 
speaker to refer to a contextually salient [timeframe], since the 
speaker cannot intend to refer to a particular [timeframe] unless he 
expects his hearer to recognize to which [time] he is referring, and 
the expectation of such recognition itself entails that the speaker 
takes the referent to have an appropriate salience (transposing 
Schiffer 2005: 1141) 

We can state the shady character of the tense marker or temporal 
aphonic e as follows, in line with an expression semantics: 

 The character of timeframe tense marker or aphonic e is 
that function f such that for any x, any occurrence i of e in 
any sentence X, any utterance τ of X, f(e, X, i, τ) = x iff x is 
the timeframe to which the speaker refers with e relative to 
its i-th occurrence in X. 

 Examples (3a)-(3c) raise some interesting questions:88  

(3) a. It’s foggy <in London/here/there> right now 

 b. It’s quiet <in Zermatt/here/there> right now 

 c. It’s currently illegal to sell alcohol to people under 21    
<in New York State>. 

                                                
88 I discuss these example and the problems they raise in detail in Neale (2007a). 
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Suppose there is an aphonic in these sentences that refers to a 
location.89 We need to know to what syntactic category it belongs 
and where it occurs (which node immediately dominates it, what is 
its sister node, and so on). I’m not sure if anyone has addressed 
these questions. Is it a noun phrase (on the model of ‘London’ or 
‘the capital of England’)? Or something of whatever syntactic 
category ‘here’ and ‘there’ and ‘in London’ belong to? Or does it 
belong to some altogether different syntactic category, perhaps, one 
that no phonic expression belongs to? Presumably the answer to this 
question puts constraints on where in the sentences it occurs. Then 
there’s the question of whether it is present in the following 
sentences or is it “overwritten”, as it were, by ‘here’ or by ‘in 
London’? 

(3) a. It’s foggy here right now here 

 b. It’s foggy in London right now in London 

 c. It’s foggy here in London right now. 

If e aphonic is overwritten, we need know the mechanics of 
overwriting. If it is not, we need to know where it occurs in these 
sentences, what node immediately dominates it and so on. These are 
important questions about the syntactic structures of (3a)-(3c).  

 How does the purported aphonic function semantically? There 
are two parts to this question: what is its character, and what sort of 
thing does it have for its content (relative to given context or 
utterance)? Since its content can vary across contexts, it is tempting 
to call e an indexical. But it does not have the character of any 
known phonic indexical.90 In particular, it does not have the 
character of either ‘here’ or ‘there’ because a speaker inside or 
outside London can use (1) to say it’s foggy in London right now. 
Its character is wholly non-perspectival, so if we take seriously, as 
perhaps we should, the fact that traditional talk of indexicality, 
deixis, and egocentricity—see the work of (e.g.) Reichenbach, 

                                                
89 Stanley (2010) considers a more sophisticated implementation where the aphonic is an 
event variable. This seems rather strained for cases like ‘It’s noon’, and ‘it’s autumn’ and 
‘It’s quiet’. The difference is irrelevant for my purposes here.  
90 For more detail see Neale (2007a). 
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Russell, Kaplan, Perry, and Evans—involves various forms of 
perspective, it would be somewhat misleading to call this aphonic 
indexical. So let’s just call it context-sensitive. (On this usage, the 
indexical expressions in a language will be a subset of its context-
sensitive expressions.) But what is its character? If it’s a genuine 
expression, surely it has one. Since, by hypothesis, it has no 
phonology, without some evidence of its existence motivated by 
grammatical considerations, i.e. considerations of syntactic 
distribution, the postulation of such an expression might seem little 
more than an ad hoc attempt to cling to the thesis that any content-
affecting case of implicit reference involves referring to something 
with an aphonic. But we can conjure up a shady character again: 

 The character of the location aphonic e is that function f 
such that for any x, any occurrence i of e in any sentence 
X, any utterance τ of X, f(e, X, i, τ) = x iff x is the location 
to which the speaker refers with e relative to its i-th 
occurrence in X. 

The moral for the moment is that with the exception of those 
aphonics that function as bound variables, the others we have 
considered all have shady characters: each refers, in a context c, to 
whatever the speaker in c is referring to with it. This is not, of 
course, an argument against their existence. It’s simply grist for the 
mill that expression reference is just speaker reference with a 
referring expression (i.e. referring-with in the sense of RW in §6.4), 
a position I have advocated elsewhere.91 I do not mean to be 
suggesting that aphonic referring expressions with shady characters 
present a technical problem for an expression-semantics. They do 
not, and aphonic referring expressions, if they exist, are as rigid as 
phonic referring expressions.92  I am simply pointing out that the 
compositional machinery runs on contents that expressions have 
because of what their users are referring to with them. 

                                                
91 Neale (2004, 2005). 
92 See Neale (2008) for discussion. 
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7.11 The	Shady	Characters	of	Descriptions	
If it turns out that we have to attribute shady characters to definite 
and demonstrative descriptions too (which I am not claiming we do), 
then assuming that proper names are individuated partly in terms of 
their bearers (which I am not claiming they should be), perhaps only 
names will remain to have references determined independently of 
speaker reference. In the 1960s and 1970s, some major figures 
weighed in on this matter, particularly in connection with 
descriptions.93 Geach, Grice (as we have seen), and Kripke all 
argued that (explicit) speaker reference—which Geach called 
personal reference and Kripke called speaker’s reference—has no 
impact on what is said.94 Donnellan, by contrast, argued that in some 
cases it does, drawing on cases in which a speaker refers to 
something o with a definite description ‘the F’ that does not itself 
refer to o or (in a Russellian spirit) whose matrix F is not uniquely 
true of o (or, indeed, even true of o).95 

There is no reason, of course, why there should not be cases in 
which there is de facto coincidence of expression reference and 
speaker reference. But in such a case the question would still arise 
whether it is in virtue of o’s being the reference of ‘the F’ (as 
determined compositionally, independently of speaker reference) or 
in virtue of o’s being the thing S is referring to with ‘the F’ that o is 
a constituent of what is said. A more interesting question is whether 
it makes sense to talk about cases in which there is de jure 

                                                
93 Geach (1962), Linsky (1963), Strawson (1974), Donnellan (1966, 1968, 1979), Grice 
(1969a, 1970), Kripke (1977), and Kaplan (1978a).  
94 But Grice (1970) and Kripke (1977) both allow for the possibility that a speaker’s 
referring to some object o with e on a given occasion may make o salient enough to be the 
reference of some other expression the speaker (or his or her addressee) utters on this (or 
some closely connected) occasion.  
95 Despite attempts by Grice (1969b) and others to deflect such examples by invoking an 
independently motivated distinction between what a speaker says and what a speaker 
means, I think it’s fair to say the principal upshot of half a century of debate is that speaker 
reference (as determined by the speaker’s referential intentions) is a partial determinant of 
the proposition expressed in many cases involving utterances of definite and demonstrative 
descriptions and utterances of ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘here’ and ‘there’. (I say subtleties 
aside because maintaining that speaker reference (as determined by the speaker’s 
communicative intentions) is a partial determinant of the proposition expressed in many 
cases involving utterances of ‘the F is G’ or ‘that F is G’ need not involve denying that the 
descriptions are quantificational. See Neale (2008) for discussion.) 
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coincidence of the reference ‘the F’ and the object S is referring to 
with it? In view of what has been said above about simple 
demonstratives, there is surely nothing incoherent in the idea that the 
character of ‘the F’ determines its reference, in c, to be whatever the 
speaker in c is referring to with it.  

This is effectively Donnellan’s (1979) position when it comes to 
referential uses of definite descriptions. It prompts questions about 
implementation. If ‘the F’ is a referring expression (on at least some 
its uses) we need to know whether it is in virtue of the character of 
the word ‘the’ alone that the reference of ‘the F’ is whatever the 
speaker is referring to with it? If the answer is affirmative, we need 
to explain the role of ‘F’ in ‘the F’. Perhaps the right thing to say, 
with Donnellan and also with Kaplan (1978a) and Schiffer (1995, 
2005), is that it makes no contribution to content but is simply a 
means of directing the addressee towards the right object.96 The idea 
would have to be, I suppose that ‘F’ gets its content in the usual 
way, as it does when it is part of ‘every F’, ‘some F’ and so on, but 
the character of ‘the’, unlike the character of ‘every’ and ‘some’, 
obliterates the content ‘F’ during the process of content composition 
by dictating that ‘the F’ refers to whoever the speaker is referring to 
with it. If such a theory can handle ‘the F’, presumably it can handle 
‘this F’ and ‘that F’ too, though some work would be needed to 
tease apt the intuitive differences in meaning between ‘the’, ‘this’ 
and ‘that’ as they occur in ‘the F’ etc. There’s obviously a great deal 
to say about this idea, but not here.97 

7.12 Semantically	Licensed	Implicit	Reference:	Saturation		

For a while, I have been tacitly assuming that anything that is a 
constituent of the proposition expressed by a sentence X (relative to 
a context c) is the content of some expression (phonic or aphonic) 
that is a constituent of X. But suppose we found that in order to 
construe a Kaplanian notion of what is said as having any 
explanatory value we had to allow for the possibility that relative to 

                                                
96 There is a good deal to say about this, but limitations of space preclude further 
discussion. 
97 For thoughts about these differences, see Neale (2007b, 2008). 
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at least some contexts, the proposition expressed by some sentence Y 
has as one of its atomic constituents an object that is not the content 
(relative to those contexts) of any expression (phonic or aphonic) in 
Y. To allow for such a possibility would be, of course, to allow for 
the possibility of a case implicit reference without aphonic reference 
having an impact on the proposition expressed.98  

 In the face of an example of this sort, a defender of TCS might 
still claim that the implicit reference in question is under linguistic 
control. Felicitous utterances of the following involve implicit 
reference: 

(4)  a. The mayor <of Chicago> earns less than the chief of 
police <in  Chicago> 

       b. Native speakers <of English> often confuse ‘may’ and 
‘might’. 

Perhaps the implicit reference is syntactically licensed, each of these 
sentences containing a relevant aphonic.99 But even if there are 
syntactic grounds for not postulating aphonics in these sentences, 
there would still be a non-trivial linguistic component to an 
explanation of why speakers refer implicitly in uttering them: the 
semantics of nominals such ‘mayor’ and ‘speakers’ cry out for two 
relata and so for implicit reference. Necessarily, or so it would seem, 
to be a mayor (president, king, local, native, citizen, foreigner) one 
has to be a mayor (president etc.) of (or relative to) somewhere or 
something.100 Implicit reference is needed in order to obtain 
something fully propositional. As Recanati (2002, 2004) puts it, 
saturation of an implicit relatum position is called for.  

(I say ‘relatum’ position, not ‘argument’ position for a reason. In 
the literature, the word ‘predicate’ gets used in two closely related 
ways that do not produce co-extensional results unless a special 
stipulation is made. Sometimes, an expression is said to be an n-
place predicate because it expresses an n-place relation. Call this the 

                                                
98 In Perry’s (1986) language, the proposition would contain an unarticulated constituent, 
relative to Y and c. 
99 See Stanley (2007). 
100 For discussion, see Neale (2007a). 
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semantic notion of a predicate. But sometimes an expression is said 
to be an n-place predicate because it combines with n singular terms 
to form a sentence (open or closed). Call this the syntactic notion of 
a predicate. Unless it is stipulated that for any expression R in 
language L, R expresses an n-place relation iff R combines with n 
singular terms to form a sentence of L, the semantic and syntactic 
notions do not have to coincide in extension. So, for example, an 
expression that is an n-place predicate syntactically could be an n+1-
place predicate semantically. So when a theorist claims that a given 
verb is a two-place predicate, we need to know whether to take the 
claim syntactically or semantically. An easy way to avoid confusion 
here is to reserve the word ‘predicate’ for the syntactic notion and 
draw on the notion of a relation, when talking about semantics. So, 
instead of saying, for example, that ‘mayor’ is a one-place predicate 
syntactically but a two-place predicate semantically, we can say that 
‘mayor’ is a one-place predicate that expresses a two-place relation. 
Correspondingly, we can reserve ‘argument’ for a syntactic notion 
(something occupying a specified position in a sentence) and 
relatum for a semantic notion (something occupying a specified 
position in a proposition). 

My point here is that we have here a way of licensing implicit 
reference linguistically without appealing to aphonic referring 
expressions: the meaning of a predicate may simply demand it. 
Could a theory of content composition accommodate this in some 
way, despite requiring the proposition expressed to contain one 
more constituent than there would be constituents of the sentence? 
Presumably it could if the character of a relational predicate can be a 
semi-shady. And if it could, then there would be no need to see TCS 
falsified by semantically licensed implicit reference 

7.13 Pragmatically	Licensed	Implicit	Reference:	Enrichment		

The meanings of nouns such as ‘table’, ‘man’, and ‘dog’ do not cry 
out for a second relatum or implicit reference. Implicit reference is 
not needed in order to obtain something fully propositional. 
Nonetheless, it is often the case that when S uses a sentence 
containing such a noun, S has in mind a property “richer” than the 
one that might be thought to be the noun’s meaning, a property that 



 

 137 

A must recover in order to identify the proposition S is expressing. 
In the right circumstances, S might use sentence (5), for example, 

(5) Every widget I purchase cracks within a week 

and thereby say that every widget S purchases from Acme Widgets 
cracks within a week of S’s purchasing it from Acme Widgets. 
(Imagine S explaining to the CEO of Acme Widgets, who is one of 
his two widget suppliers, why he is now going to buy all of his 
widgets from the other supplier.) 

 So, when it comes to utterances of (5), we don’t have 
semantically licensed implicit reference. So either it is syntactically 
licensed because (5) contains an aphonic, or else it is pragmatically 
licensed, a case of what is often called enrichment: implicit 
reference is not something that is needed in order to obtain a 
complete proposition, it’s something needed to obtain the right 
proposition. So if the implicit reference involved in an utterance of 
(5) cannot be explained in terms of an aphonic and syntactic 
licensing, it falsifies TCS. As far as I have been able to ascertain, no 
strong argument for or against the presence of an aphonic (5) has 
been provided. The binding and intersection arguments given by 
Stanley and Szabó (2000) and Stanley (2007) for an aphonic 
occurring with every nominal in a sentence are unpersuasive;101 but 
so are the reasons that have been given for endorsing an utterance-
semantics that rules out by fiat the existence of aphonics that have 
contents relative to contexts. 102  

                                                
101 See Recanati (2004), Neale (2005), Collins (2008). 
102 Sophisticated treatments of a purported aphonic in sentences such as (4a), (4b), and (5) 
have been presented by Stanley and Szabó (2000) and Stanley (2007). According to Stanley 
and Szabó, for example, every nominal has associated with it an aphonic domain variable 
“assigned” a value “by context” and composition. The variable is a complex element they 
represent as f(i) a compound of two variables, one individual, i, the other functional, f: 

  (i)  [DP every [NP [N 〈man, f(i)〉]]] 

Here’s the idea: 
The value of ‘i’ is provided by context, and the value of ‘f’ is a function 
provided by context that maps objects onto quantifier domains. The restriction 
on the quantified expression ‘every man’…relative to context would then be 
provided by the result of applying the function that context supplies to ‘f’ to 
the object that context supplies to ‘i’….Since we are taking quantifier domains 
to be sets, relative to a context, what results from applying the value of ‘f’ to 



 

 138 

8 Implicit	Reference	and	Attitude	Reports	

8.1 Believing	

The words ‘report’, ‘ascription’, and ‘attribution’ are used 
ambiguously in the literature on so-called propositional attitude 
reports. Sometimes they are used to talk about sentences with 
subordinated verbs of propositional attitude, and sometimes to talk 
about acts performed with such sentences. I’ll use the nouns 
‘report’, ‘ascription’ and ‘attribution’ to apply only to the latter. So 
attitude reports (ascriptions, attributions) are acts typically 
performed using attitude sentences (sentences containing 
subordinated attitude verbs). Correspondingly, the things I am 
referring to with the subjects of the verbs ‘report’, ‘ascribe’, and 
‘attribute’ will always be speakers. 

 According to Schiffer, “If English has a compositional truth 
theory…the best account of the logical form of belief ascriptions, on 
the assumption that they have a logical form,…is…the hidden-
indexical [implicit reference] theory…whose essential idea must 
have occurred to anyone who has thought seriously about the 
semantics of belief sentences (1992: 500).103 According to this 

                                                                                                            
the value of ‘i’ is a set. Relative to a context, ‘f’ is assigned a function from 
objects to sets. Relative to a context, ‘i’ is assigned an object. The denotation 
of ‘〈man, f(i)〉’ relative to a context c is then the result of intersecting the set of 
men with the set that results from applying the value given to ‘f’ by the 
context c to the value given to ‘i’ by c. That is (suppressing reference to a 
model to simplify exposition), where ‘[α]c’ denotes the denotation of α with 
respect to the context c, and ‘c(α)’ denotes what the context c assigns to the 
expression α:   

 [〈man, f(i)〉] = [man] ∩{x: x ∈ c(f)(c(i))}. (2000a: 251-3). 

On this account, interpreting an utterance of a sentence containing ‘the mayor’ or ‘every 
man’ or ‘speaker’ requires identifying the value “context” has “assigned” to ‘f(i)’ via 
identifying the values “context” has “assigned” to ‘i’ and ‘f’. As far as (4a) is concerned, 
the proposal is no more than a formal way of saying that interpreting an utterance of it 
involves identifying which mayor the speaker is referring to. 
103 See also Schiffer (1977, 1978, 1981, 1987b, 1995a, 1996, 2005). In his earliest 
discussion, he calls it the “implicit indexical treatment” (1977: 66). A compositional, truth-
theory for a natural language L is taken by Schiffer to be a finitely stateable theory that 
delivers, for each sentence x of L, a theorem of the form 
 x is true in L if and only if p 
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theory, when speakers ascribe beliefs, they make implicit reference 
to mode of presentation types. This is meant to provide a way of 
tacking with Frege’s puzzles because it is possible for someone to 
believe a proposition under one mode of presentation while 
disbelieving it under a second and suspending judgment about it 
under a third. clauses. Underpinning the implicit reference theory is 
the idea that, as Schiffer puts it, “necessarily, to have a belief about 
a thing is to have a belief about it under a mode of presentation” 
(1977: 65, 1978: 179) This looks like a metaphysical claim about the 
nature of belief, a constitutive claim that is conceptually distinct 
from any linguistic claim we make about the English verb ‘believe’. 
(Not only is the constitutive claim distinct from the syntactic claim 
that ‘believe’ is a three-place predicate, strictly speaking it is also 
distinct from the semantic claim that ‘believe’ expresses a three-
place relation, for one might hold that the semantics of the verb 
‘believe’ does not do justice to the notion of belief posited by an 
empirical theory of the mind.) 

8.2 Logical	Form	

Concerning the semantics of ‘that’-clauses, Schiffer tells us that as it 
occurs in sentence (1), 

(1) Ralph believes that Fido is a dog. 

“[the] ‘that’-clause, ‘that Fido is a dog’, is a referential singular term 
whose referent is the singular proposition <Fido, doghood>” (1992: 
504). The real action concerns the semantics of ‘believe’. 
Superfically, it looks like a two-place predicate expressing a two-
place relation between a believer and a proposition. But according to 
the implicit reference theory, “‘believes’ [is] a three-place relational 

                                                                                                            
where p specifies the truth conditions of x. Schiffer actually says finitely “axiomatizable”; 
so does Ludlow (1994) in his response to Schiffer (1992). They both mean finitely 
“statable” as they do not mean to disallow perfectly good theories that contain axiom 
schemata yielding infinities of axioms. As Field (1972) observes, a natural way of handling 
variables within a truth-conditional semantics that draws on a Tarskian account of 
quantification is with an infinity of reference with respect to sequence axioms flowing from 
a single, finitely statable axiom schema for variables 

(∀s)(xk, s) = sk 

where ‘s’ ranges over sequences, 1≤k≤n, xk is the k-th variable, and sk is the k-th element of 
s. 
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predicate holding among believers, Kaplan propositions, and modes 
of presentation of those propositions (1992: 504).104 The following 
is supposed to capture the “logical form” of what is said when 
someone utters (1):  

 (1ʹ)  ∃m [φ*m ∧ B(Ralph, 〈Fido, doghood〉, m)].105 

Here is part of what Schiffer says by way of fleshing out the idea: 

The hidden-indexical theory says that the logical form of an 
utterance of [(1)] may be represented as [(1ʹ)] where φ* is an 
implicitly referred to and contextually determined type of mode of 
presentation. By a type of mode of presentation I mean merely a 
property of modes of presentation….The reference to a type of 
mode of presentation is implicit in that, although an utterance of the 
sentence requires the speaker [emphasis added] to be referring to a 
type of mode of presentation whenever the sentence is uttered, there 
is no word in (1) which refers to that type. (1992: 503) 

This prompts questions about what Schiffer means by ‘logical 
form’. That no syntactic claim is intended is clear from the 
following passage: 

an utterance of the sentence (1) requires reference to a type of mode 
of presentation…This contextually determined reference to a type of 
mode of presentation is by a “hidden-indexical” in that there is no 
actual indexical in (1) that refers to it (1992: 504). 

So Schiffer is certainly not proposing (1′) as a schematic rendering 
of the syntactician’s LF for (1). The idea is, rather, that (1′) is a 
perspicous representation of the truth conditions of the proposition 
expressed that respects some aspects of the structure of sentence (1). 
(The picture Schiffer presents can be adapted to either of my 

                                                
104 For simplicity, I follow Schiffer in suppressing a fourth, temporal relatum, the time at 
which the believer believes the proposition under the mode.  
105  Presumably, having an intention concerning something also requires having the 
intention concerning it under some type of mode of presentation. Exercise for the reader: 
spell out the logical form of (i) with relevant aphonics, then specify the characters of those 
aphonics, and derive the sentence’s content, relative to a context, compositionally: 
 (i) S intends to activate in A the belief that p via A’s recognizing that S uttered X with 
this intention. 
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preferred ways of talking. In classical Gricean terminology, (1ʹ) is a 
representation of the truth conditions of the proposition that is the 
content of what the speaker says in uttering (1) on a given occasion. 
Alternatively, (1ʹ) is a representation of the truth conditions of the 
proposition expressed by the sentence, relative to an utterance (or in 
classical Kaplanian terminology, relative to a context.)  

8.3 The	Meaning-Intention	Problem	

Schiffer’s meaning-intention problem exploits a purported 
disanalogy. The implicit reference accounts of condition reports and 
attitude reports assume some metaphysics: it is in the nature of (e.g.) 
raining that it takes place somewhere; and it is in the nature of (e.g.) 
believing that it takes place under a mode of presentation. It is in the 
epistemic realm, according to Schiffer, that something important 
separates the accounts. If S says something using ‘It’s raining’ and is 
asked to specify where he is saying that it is raining, S can provide a 
clear and sensible answer. But if S says something using (1) and is 
asked to specify which mode of presentation type Ralph believes 
that Fido is a dog under, typically S will have no idea what to say. I 
want to work through this purported contrast slowly, drawing upon 
the notions defined earlier, to establish (a) precisely what Schiffer is 
and is not claiming, and (b) whether there is any good response the 
implicit reference theorist can make.  

 Schiffer begins as follows (I have replaced his interlocutors by S 
and A, making S female): 

A calls S in Chicago and asks about the weather. S replies, ‘It’s 
raining.’ Here S refers to Chicago, and this by virtue of the fact that 
in uttering ‘It’s raining’, she means that it is raining in Chicago. In 
other words, S counts as having referred to Chicago because the 
proposition she meant is about Chicago. Notice that there is no 
difficulty whatever in ascribing to S the propositional speech act in 
question: S clearly intended A to believe that it was raining in 
Chicago, and she is quite prepared to tell you that this is what she 
meant, what she implicitly said, and what she intended A to be 
informed of. Because these things are so clear, S’s utterance is a 
paradigm of implicit reference. (1992: 512) 
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In order to demarcate clear battle lines and ensure that Schiffer’s 
discussion of implicit reference accounts of incomplete definite 
descriptions does not create the wrong impression, I should stress 
that Schiffer’s point in could have been made just as well with an 
example involving an attributive use of an incomplete description: 

Andy and Sue live in Chicago. They are discussing local politics and 
A asks S what issues will be important to her in next year’s mayoral 
elections. (No candidates have yet emerged but the current mayor 
has declared categorically that he will not run.) S says, ‘I want the 
next mayor to advocate gun control.’ Here S refers to Chicago, and 
this by virtue of the fact that in uttering ‘I want the next mayor to 
advocate gun control’, she means that she wants the next mayor of 
Chicago to advocate gun control. In other words, S counts as having 
referred to Chicago because the proposition she meant is (in part) 
about Chicago. Notice that there is no difficulty whatever in 
ascribing to S the propositional speech act in question: S clearly 
intended A to believe that she wants the next mayor of Chicago to 
advocate gun control, and she is quite prepared to tell you that this is 
what she meant, what she implicitly said, and what she intended A 
to be informed of. Because these things are so clear, S’s utterance is 
a paradigm of implicit reference.106 

Of course, interpreting attributive uses of “incomplete” descriptions 
(or other “incomplete” noun phrases, such as ‘everyone’ or ‘no-
one’) is not always this straightforward, but that is besides the point. 
In respect of communicative intentions the examples in the last two 
“quotations” are on a par. 

                                                
106 In both [19] and [19ʹ], the implicit reference is to a location. This is not essential to the 
“paradigm” Schiffer is talking about. Donnellan’s famous example of an attributive use of 
‘the murderer’ would have served as well: 

[19ʺ] Two detectives S and A are looking down at Smith’s mutilated corpse. They 
have no suspect and no clues as to who committed this act, but the state of Smith’s 
body prompts S to say, ‘The murderer is insane.’ Here S implicitly refers to Smith, 
and this by virtue of the fact that in uttering ‘The murderer is insane’, she means that 
the murderer of Smith is insane.’ In other words, S counts as having referred to Smith 
because the proposition she meant is (in part) about Smith. Notice that there is no 
difficulty whatever in ascribing to S the propositional speech act in question: S clearly 
intended A to believe that Smith’s murderer is insane, and she is quite prepared to tell 
you that this is what she meant, what she implicitly said, and what she intended A to 
be informed of. Because these things are so clear, S’s utterance is a paradigm of 
implicit reference. 
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 Belief reports, according to Schiffer, are very different from 
statements made with ‘It’s raining’ and ‘I want the next mayor to 
advocate gun control’. I will quote Schiffer’s argument here in close 
to its entirety. We are to imagine that S utters (2) during a 
conversation about airfare bargains:  

(2)  Harold believes that TWA is offering a New York-Paris 
return fare for $318.  

Here is Schiffer: 

According to the [implicit reference] theory, there is a property φ of 
modes of presentation of the proposition that TWA is offering a 
New York-Paris return fare for $318 such that S referred to φ in her 
utterance. If this is true, then, presumably, it is because S, in 
producing her utterance, meant some proposition about φ in just the 
way that [in the previous example involving her utterance of ‘It’s 
raining’] she meant some proposition about Chicago. But…it is 
doubtful that S meant any such thing [in the present example]. 

 We had no trouble saying what Sue meant in uttering ‘It’s 
raining’: she meant that it was raining in Chicago. But what that 
implies a reference to a type of mode of presentation does S mean in 
uttering (32ʹ)? [I.e., what does S mean in uttering (32ʹ) that implies 
a reference to a type of mode of presentation? SN.] It must surely be  

(2ʹ)   that there is something that both has φ and is such 
that Harold believes the proposition that TWA is 
offering a New York-Paris return fare for $318 
under it.  

for some particular property φ of modes of presentation of the 
proposition that TWA is offering a New York-Paris return fare for 
$318. But…neither S nor her audience is aware of her meaning any 
such thing [my italics, SN]. [In the ‘It’s raining’ case] S is 
consciously aware of both the form of the proposition she meant 
(she is aware that she meant that it is raining in Chicago) and the 
implicitly referred to thing the proposition is about (she is aware that 
she meant that it is raining in Chicago). But [in the TWA example] 
it is doubtful that the non-philosopher S has conscious access to the 
form of (2ʹ), and it is especially doubtful that she has conscious 
awareness of referring to any mode-of-presentation property. That is 
to say, if she did mean a proposition of form (2ʹ), then she has no 
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conscious awareness of what property φ that proposition is about, 
and no conscious awareness, therefore, of what she meant in 
uttering (2) [emphasis added]. 

  Neither we nor S can say what mode-of-presentation property 
was referred to in her utterance of (2). Just try to say it. The 
referred-to property, if it exists, would be given by a completion of 
the form 

The property of being an m such that to 
believe the proposition that TWA is offering a 
NewYork-Paris return fare for $318 under m 
requires thinking of TWA, the offering 
relation, New York, Paris, the US dollar 
currency, the number 318 [and so on for the 
other components of the proposition] 
in…ways, respectively. 

But the non-philosopher S has no access even to this form of 
specification, and who among us can offer to replace the three dots? 
Now, of course, it is in principle possible to have knowledge of such 
a property even though one cannot specify it in the forgoing 
way…for example…knowledge of it under some quite extrinsic 
description. But I submit that it will be obvious on reflection that S 
has no such alternative way of explicitly picking out a property of 
modes of presentation to which she is implicitly referring in her 
utterance of (2). There is no sentence σ such that S can say ‘I meant 
that σ’, where ‘that σ’ explicitly refers to a proposition of (2ʹ)’s 
form. Thus, if the [implicit reference] theory is correct, then S has 
no conscious awareness of what she means, or of what she is saying, 
in uttering (2), and this is a prima facie reason to deny that she 
means what the theory is committed to saying she means (1992: 
512-14). 

  The meaning-intention problem also arises, Schiffer believes, for 
implicit reference theories of both knowledge claims and uses of 
incomplete definite descriptions. According to so-called 
contextualist accounts of knowledge claims, for example, speakers 
make implicit reference to epistemic standards, which Schiffer takes 
to be on par with making implicit reference to mode of presentation 
types: 
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No ordinary person who utters “I know that p”, however articulate, 
would dream of telling you that what he meant and was implicitly 
saying was that he knew that p relative to such-and-such standard. 
(1996: 326-27.)107 

Similarly, implicit reference accounts of referential uses of 
incomplete definite descriptions such as ‘the table’ are vulnerable to 
the meaning-intention problem. For even if there are some cases in 
which speakers do implicitly refer to very obvious things, the 
plethora of cases in which they do not makes Schiffer’s point just as 
destructive for its intended target. At the very least Schiffer can say 
this:  

Typically, an ordinary person who uses ‘the F’ referentially in 
uttering ‘The F is G’, however articulate, will not be willing to say 
that what he meant and was implicitly saying was that an F that is 
uniquely such-and-such is G. 

 Assuming that the usual Fregean problems for belief reports carry 
over to knowledge claims, the full-blown implicit reference theorist 
will maintain that S makes implict reference to three distinct things 
when uttering (33): 

(3) Ralph knows the pillar-box is red. 

Combining Schiffer’s notation with Kaplan’s for the propositional 
constituents associated with uses of descriptions, the “logical form” 
of (3) will be  something like (3ʹ): 

(3ʹ)  ∃m∃s∃r [φ*m ∧ ψs ∧ χr ∧ K(Ralph, 〈〈THE, 
pillarboxhood, r〉  red〉, s, m)] 

where φ* is a contextually determined mode of presentation type, ψ 
a contextually determined property of epistemic standards, and χ a 
contextually determined property that holds of exactly one thing that 
is a pillar-box.108 Actually, it is not obvious to me there is anything 

                                                
107 Schiffer presents a barrage of other arguments against contextualist accounts of 
knowledge claims. 
108 Since, as Austin (1950) noted, a woman’s hair might be blonde naturally but dyed red, 
or red naturally but bleached blonde, a contextualist might want to make room for the 
“way” in which something is being said to be red. I shall say no more about this. Pursuant 
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in the result of combining implicit reference accounts of attitude 
reports and knowledge claims that ensures there is not something 
like a scope ambiguity here. Do the theories of modes of 
presentation and epistemic standards, together with their underlying 
metaphysics, ensure that knowing something relative to standard s 
under mode of presentation m is the same thing as knowing 
something under mode of presentation m relative to standard s? 

 I want now to look at several replies to the meaning-intention 
problem that are instructive. 

8.4 The	Intention-Rejection	Reply	

According to the Intention-Rejection Reply, the communicative-
problem arises only if it assumed that speaker-meaning is defined in 
terms of intentions about mutual knowledge, or at least in terms of 
audience-directed intentions. But this is incorrect. Certainly Schiffer 
stresses the point that on standard, intentional accounts of speaker-
meaning, S cannot mean something without intending to be 
understood: S’s meaning that such-and-such involves S’s intending 
her audience A to recognize that this is what she means; in which 
case, S’s referring to something e involves S’s intending A to 
recognize that she is referring to O. And assuming such an account 
of speaker-meaning, the requirement that there exist some type of 
mode of presentation φ* such that S means that Ralph believes that 
TWA is offering a New York-Paris return fare for $318 under a 
mode of presentation of type φ cannot be satisfied unless S intends 
her audience to recognize that she means that Ralph believes that 
TWA is offering a New York-Paris return fare for $318 under a 
mode of presentation of type φ*. In summary, if (i) S is aware of 
what she means, and (ii) A understands S perfectly well, S simply 
does not mean what the hidden-indexical theory says she means. 

 But notice that the point about S’s audience understanding her is 
not really necessary to generate the basic form of the meaning-
intention problem—it just drills it home. Schiffer stated the basic 

                                                                                                            
to the remark I made earlier about the quantifier-variable apparatus in (1ʹ), surely the 
hidden-indexical theorist doesn’t need the quantifier-variable apparatus in (3ʹ) either. 
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problem without mentioning audiences explicitly earlier. Of course, 
his own informal talk of what S means is audience-invoking.109 But 
this should not obscure the fact that the meaning-intention problem 
is not circumvented by adopting, say, Searle’s (1979) audience-free 
but still intention-based characterization of speaker-meaning. 
Indeed, even if one were persuaded (for some bizarre reason) that 
speakers’ intentions play no role whatsoever in an account of 
speaker-meaning, the basic problem persists because the only 
assumption about speaker-meaning Schiffer’s argument actually 
assumes is that speakers are aware of what they mean. (If there are 
philosophers who deny this, it serves no purpose talking to them.) 

8.5 The	Acceptable	Mismatch	Reply	

The Acceptable Mismatch Reply misses the point of the meaning-
intention problem in much the same way as the Intention-Rejection 
Reply, but it brings out an important fact about our use of natural 
language and leads nicely into a third, related reply. According to 
the Acceptable Mismatch Reply, when, in uttering x, S refers to a 
mode of presentation type, it is not a requirement on A 
understanding S that there be a single type of mode of presentation 
type upon which S and A both fasten. Indeed, in some cases a shared 
mode of presentation-type might be impossible. The basic point 
originates with Frege, at least for first-person thoughts, and is 
broadened to third person cases by Evans (1982), Sperber and 
Wilson (1986), and others:  

Two people may be able to think of the same man that he has gone, 
without being able to think exactly the same thought, because they 
might not individuate him in exactly the same way. Similarly, by 
saying, “He has gone” I may induce in you a thought which is 
similar to mine in that it predicates the same thing (that he is gone) 
of the same individual . . . It seems to us neither paradoxical nor 
counterintuitive to say that there are thoughts that we cannot exactly 
share, and that communication can be successful without resulting 
in an exact duplication of thoughts in communicator and audience. 
(Sperber and Wilson 1986: 193) 

                                                
109 Schiffer believes that ultimately it should be possible to expunge reference to audiences 
in a final definition of speaker meaning. 
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But there is no comfort in this idea for the implicit reference theorist 
of attitude reports—Sperber and Wilson themselves do not claim 
there is—because the basic form of the meaning-intention problem 
itself does not assume that successful communication involves mode 
of presentation type replication; it assumes only that speakers are 
aware of what they mean. 

8.6 The	Indeterminacy	Reply	

The Acceptable Mismatch Reply is closely related to the 
Indeterminacy Reply, according to which Schiffer’s meaning-
intention problem amounts to no more than the bald assertion that a 
speaker’s meaning-intentions in acts of implicit reference must be 
held to higher standards of determinacy than those in acts of 
explicit, full phonic reference. This reply actually misses the point 
of the meaning-intention problem too, but I shall ignore this fact and 
simply show that there is no truth to the claim that Schiffer assumes 
higher standards of determinacy for implicit reference. The 
Indeterminacy Reply might be prompted by pulling together two 
passages from Schiffer, the first (allegedly) arguing that explicit 
reference involves tolerable indeterminacy, and the second 
(allegedly) motivating the idea that implicit reference involves 
catastrophic indeterminacy: 

Suppose you call Ernie Lepore in New Brunswick and ask him 
where Jerry Fodor is. ‘He’s here,’ Ernie replies. To what does the 
utterance of ‘here’ refer? To New Brunswick? To Rutgers 
University? To Douglas Campus? To Davison Hall? To Ernie’s 
office? The example is underdescribed, but even if I fully describe 
it, there need not be a definite answer. Almost certainly, Ernie’s 
utterance of ‘here’ doesn’t refer to some definite region of space. 
The word is being used to make a vague or indeterminate reference. 
(1995: 112) 

the implausibility of S’s meaning a proposition of form (32ʹ) [is] on 
a par with that of a certain way of trying to extend the description 
theory to “incomplete” definite descriptions [used referentially]. The 
idea there is that, when a speaker utters a sentence like ‘The dog has 
fleas’, then there must be some property φ such that she means the 
proposition that the thing that is uniquely a dog and φ has fleas. 
What makes this so implausible is that there will typically be a 
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number of potentially completing descriptions that are equally 
salient in the context (e.g., the dog that I own, the dog we are both 
looking at, the spotted dog in the green chair, and so on). 
Consequently, it is highly implausible that there will be one such 
description such that the speaker intends it to be understood between 
her and her audience that she means a proposition containing that 
very description. 

 Now, just the same problem arises with the meaning claim 
required by the hidden-indexical theory. For if a proposition is 
believed under one mode of presentation, then it will typically be 
believed under many modes of presentation. Further, each of those 
modes of presentation will instantiate infinitely many types of 
modes of presentation, many of which will be equally salient in the 
communicative context. This makes it extremely implausible that of 
all the equally salient types of ways that Ralph has of believing the 
proposition about TWA, S should mean—and intend to be taken to 
mean—a proposition about one definite one of them. (1992: 516) 

Now Schiffer has been arguing for the theoretical importance of 
implicit reference for a long time, so even if he is arguing that 
explicit reference often involves a tolerable degree of indeterminacy 
(as he surely is), he can hardly be construed as motivating the idea 
in that implicit reference per se engenders catastrophic 
indeterminacy in speaker-meaning. He is simply pointing out (a) 
that the implicit reference theory of attitude reports leads to 
catastrophic indeterminacy, and (b) that this is not the only implicit 
reference theory that does so: the implicit reference theory of 
referential uses of incomplete definite descriptions, appealed to by 
those wishing to defend a unitary quantificational account of 
descriptions, also leads to catastrophic indeterminacy. This does not 
commit Schiffer to saying the meaning-intention problem arises for 
implicit-reference theories of incomplete quantifier phrases per se, 
for that is a very natural theory to hold in connection with the 
subject expressions in utterances of the following, for example 
(assuming the description in (34) is being used attributively): 

(4) Most working people earn more than $100 a month 

(5) Nero stamped out public drunkenness. 

(6) The next mayor will inherit a major budgetary deficit. 
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All we find with these cases, is the usual, tolerable form of 
indeterminacy we found earlier. 

 This interpretation is supported by pulling together two earlier 
passages, the net result of which would have Schiffer saying the 
following: 

You call Ernie Lepore in New Brunswick and ask him how the 
weather is. “It’s raining here,” he replies. To what does his utterance 
of “here” refer? To Central New Jersey? To New Brunswick? To 
Douglas Campus? . . . Almost certainly, Ernie’s utterance of ‘here’ 
doesn’t refer to some definite region of space. The word is being 
used to make a vague or indeterminate reference. Moreover, nothing 
would be appreciably different if Ernie had not included the word 
‘here’, if he had replied ‘It’s raining,’ and made a vague or 
indeterminate implicit reference. Ernie’s utterance would have been 
a paradigm of both implicit and indeterminate reference. 

 In summary, although Schiffer sees implicit reference to mode of 
presentation types as leading to catastrophic indeterminacy in a 
speaker’s meaning-intentions, this has nothing to do with any 
general fact about implicit reference or with the general sort of 
indeterminacy that any theory of quantification (and all sorts of 
other theories) must be able to accommodate. 

8.7 The	Extrinsic	Parameters	Reply			

The Extrinsic Parameters Reply aims to show that facts about 
ordinary uses of certain temporal expressions show the meaning-
intention argument is too strong to be useful. Consider the following 
sentences: 

(7) It’s noon 

(8) It’s summer 

(9) The train is travelling at 100 mph 

(10) The collisions occurred simultaneously. 

In its most simplistic form, the Extrinsic Parameters Reply is this: (i) 
When S uses (7), what he says is true only relative to a particular 
time zone; when he uses (8), only relative to a particular 
hemisphere, and when he uses (9) or (10), only relative to a 
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particular rest-frame; (ii) thousands of years of speech testify to the 
fact that speakers and hearers can communicate perfectly well 
without knowing about time-zones, hemispheres, or rest-frames; so 
(iii) the fact that a speaker using one of these sentences is unable to 
describe clearly such a parameter is no barrier to his having clear 
communicative intentions; similarly, (iv) the fact that a speaker 
using a belief sentence or a knowledge sentence is unable to 
describe clearly the relevant mode of presentation type or epistemic 
standard is no barrier to his having clear communicative 
intentions.110  

 There is much that is problematic in this train of thought, not 
least of which is the fact that once speakers learn about time-zones, 
hemispheres and rest-frames, and learn a few additional words, they 
can easily describe the parameters relevant to the truth or falsity of 
what they are saying with (35)-(38) on particular occasions, and 
will, in fact, unprompted, often make explicit reference to these 
entities in ordinary conversation: 

(7ʹ) It’s noon GMT (in London) 

(8ʹ) It’s summer in the southern hemisphere (in Australia). 

                                                
110 The claim that we are all relativists of a sort about truth, that no-one takes propositions 
to be true or false absolutely because the same proposition can be true at one possible world 
and false at another is the confused product of allowing oneself to be steered more by 
formal machinery than by the philosophical problems engendering it. To express an interest 
in the truth of a proposition is to express an interest in how things are: A proposition is true 
or false depending upon how things are. The philosopher who finds solace is construing 
this as talk of propositions being true or false relative to the way things are has no more 
discovered a pervasive relativism than the logician who talks of truth in a model. Within a 
semantic framework that appeals to the machinery of possible worlds, the surrogate for a 
proposition’s being true (“relative to the way things are”) is its being true at the actual 
world, where the actual world is conceived as one of an indefinite number of ways things 
could have turned out. But the perfectly sensible idea that we can, within such frameworks, 
characterize a proposition’s being true in this way should not mislead us into thinking that 
because there are roles in certain logics for talking about a sentence’s being true/false 
(expressing a truth/falsehood, expressing a true/false proposition) with respect to 
collections of parameters (“circumstances of evaluation”) that include worlds and times 
(and perhaps locations), that there are interesting choices to be made about the nature of 
propositions, that we are free to view “them” as true or false relative to worlds, or relative 
to worlds and times, or relative to worlds, times, and locations, or relative to worlds, times, 
locations, epistemic standards, aesthetic standards, and so on. 
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By contrast, learning about modes of presentations for a quarter of a 
century has not put me—or, I hazard, anyone else—in a position to 
describe clearly the alleged mode of presentation types relevant to 
the truth of falsity of what I say when I utter attitude sentences. (In 
ordinary talk, ‘GMT’ and ‘in the southern hemisphere’ are no more 
technical terms or theoretical jargon than ‘acceleration’, ‘vacuum’, 
and ‘sentence’ are.) So there is little to comfort the implicit 
reference theorist of belief reports in the following passages, despite 
the superficial feel good factor: 

Consider our practices of reporting velocity. A claim that an object 
is moving at a certain velocity makes sense only if it is understood 
with respect to what the velocity is to be assessed. We say that 
velocity is relative to an observer, or a frame of reference—we must 
count something as stationary. But we articulate this additional 
parameter of velocity claims only when it is not obvious what is to 
count as stationary. We have in English a number of general-
purpose constructions for articulating commonly suppressed 
constituents of a claim. We say, ‘with respect to . . .’ or ‘relative to . 
. .’ or ‘in the sense that . . .’. The more likely the unarticulated 
constituent is to be unclear, the more likely it is that we have a 
natural way to articulate it. 

In the case of belief reports, in which notions are unarticulated, we 
do have rough and ready ways to clarify just which notions we mean 
to talk about. We say, for instance, that Miles believes that Edward 
is a peasant in one way—the way related to the boy in front of him, 
not in the way related to the Prince. Or we add to the report, “that is, 
he thinks the boy in front of him, who really is Edward, is a 
peasant.” Or we specify how Miles would or would not “put” his 
belief. Or we allude to the evidence which led Miles to form the 
belief, or to the actions it would be likely to bring about. Each of 
these devices can succeed in distinguishing among the two notions 
which in context can seem equally relevant, thus eliminating 
possible confusion about which notion we mean to talk about. 

We do not, of course, have a very direct way of specifying the 
notions we mean to talk about in belief reports. This is due to the 
fact that it is almost always obvious which notion a speaker is 
talking about. Where it is not, we either use one of the devices just 
mentioned, or leave the language of belief reporting altogether and 
talk instead about what the agent would say or would do. (Crimmins 
and Perry 1989: 701) 
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Suppose I judge perceptually that two events happen 
simultaneously, and I am right. The fact that makes me right is that 
those two events were simultaneous relative to my certain frame of 
reference . . . The frame of reference in question is not determined 
by a representation in my thought, but by the broader situation in 
which my judgment takes place. A theorist who is analyzing the 
way an agent handles information and uses it to guide action may 
have to pay attention to factors the agent’s cognitive system can 
safely ignore. The theorist’s interest may be precisely how these 
factors can be ignored—how architectural or external constraints 
make internal representations unnecessary. It is the speed of light 
that allows us to get by with a two-place concept of simultaneity. It 
is the shortness of our arms compared to the width of time-zones 
that allows us to ignore the latter when we read our watches. (Perry 
1993: 221) 

Perry is talking here about factors external to us—time-zones and 
rest-frames—about which we may be ignorant but about which we 
may acquire knowledge and thereby easily refine our linguistic 
behaviour. Mode of presentation types are not like this at all. They 
are supposed to be things under which beliefs are had, and learning 
about their existence and a great deal of information about their 
roles in theories of language and mind doesn’t even put theorists in a 
position to articulate the truth conditions of the propositions they 
actually express on given occasions using belief sentences if the 
hidden-indexical theory of belief reports is true. 

8.8 The	Tacit	States	Reply	

I turn finally to what Schiffer sees as the implicit reference theorist’s 
best bet: (a) concede that S is not “consciously aware” that she 
means a proposition of form (2ʹ) under any mode of presentation 
type, and (b) maintain that S meant such a proposition nonetheless 
because she tacitly had the requisite beliefs and intentions. Schiffer 
finds two serious problems with this idea: 

[According to the Tacit States Reply] not only do ordinary belief 
ascribers have no conscious knowledge of what they are asserting, 
they also turn out not to have the conscious thoughts they think they 
have. S clearly thinks she has conscious knowledge of what she is 
saying in uttering (2). She is quite prepared to say, “Look, what I am 
saying, and all that I am saying, is that Ralph believes that TWA is 
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offering a New York-Paris return fare for $318.” In other words, she 
thinks she is consciously aware of what she is saying in uttering (2), 
but the tacit-intention line implies that here she is in error: the only 
proposition she expresses in uttering (2)—viz., some proposition of 
form (2ʹ)—is not anything of which she is conscious. What makes 
this error aspect of the tacit-intention proposal problematic is not 
merely that it riddles the propositional-attitude ascriptions of 
ordinary speakers with error; it also forces us to qualify our views 
about first-person authority in an important way. S does not have the 
privileged access to what she consciously means, intends, and 
believes in uttering (2) which one might reasonably have supposed 
to be part of a normal person’s functional architecture. (1992: 515) 

The weight Schiffer places in the second part of this passage on 
first-person authority about the contents of one’s conscious beliefs 
and intentions and about what one consciously means, intends, and 
believes is sure to bother some with a strong anti-Cartesian bias, but 
I am inclined to treat Schiffer’s remarks (like virtually all remarks 
about first-person authority, privileged access, and incorrigibility) as 
shorthand that could ultimately be spelled out without generating too 
much controversy. 

Schiffer’s main point here raises a serious problem for the idea of 
referring with an aphonic, at least for many hypothesized aphonics: 
it seems to require attributing to an ordinary speaker, ignorant of 
syntactic theory, the belief that he and his hearer A have mutual 
knowledge about an expression whose very existence is debated by 
linguists. At present, I see no way of avoiding this conclusion, 
despite thinking that aphonic reference is part of the explanation of 
many cases of implicit reference. And on that unsatisfactory note, I 
will end.  

  

Definitions 

(SM) In doing x, S meant that p iff for some audience A and 
relation R, S did x intending S and A to mutually know that 
R(x, p) and, on the basis of this, that S did x primarily 
intending to activate in A the belief that p. 
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(SM′) By φ-ing, S meant that p iff for some audience A and 
relation R, S φ-ed intending S and A to mutually know that 
R(S’s φ-ing, p*) and, on the basis of this, that S’s primary 
intention in φ-ing was activating in A the belief that p. 

(SR)  In φ-ing, S referred to o iff the content of what S meant by 
φ-ing is an o‐dependent proposition, a singular proposition 
that has o as a constituent. 

(SS) In uttering X, S said that p iff (i) S meant that p, by uttering 
X, and (ii) the communicative intention S had in uttering X 
is of the sort a speaker must have to utter X, sincerely, 
literally, and in conformity with the conventions 
constituting the language L to which X belongs. 

(RB) In φ-ing, S referred to o by (way of) ψ-ing iff (1) S’s ψ-ing 
was a proper part of S’s φ-ing, and (2) for some audience A 
and some relation R, S intended S and A to mutually know 
that R(S’s ψ-ing, o) and, at least partly on the basis of this, 
that S referred to o in φ-ing. 

(RW) In uttering X, S referred to o with e, relative to its i-th 
occurrence in X, iff for some audience A and relation R, in 
uttering X, S intended S and A to mutually know that 
R(e, i, o) and, at least partly on the basis of this, that S 
referred to o in uttering X. 

(RA) In uttering X, S referred to o with an aphonic e, relative to 
its i-th occurrence in X, iff (i) S referred to o with e, 
relative to its i-th occurrence in X, and (ii) no part of S’s 
utterance of X was an utterance of the i-th occurrence of e 
in X. 

(RI) In φ-ing, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in φ-ing, S referred 
to o and (ii) S’s φ-ing properly contained no ψ-ing by S 
such that S referred to o by (way of) ψ-ing. 

(RI′) In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in uttering X, S 
referred to o and (ii) there was no part, u[e], of u[X] such 
that S referred to o by u[e]. 
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(RI″) In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly if (i) in uttering X, S 
referred to o and (ii) there was no part, e, of X with which 
S referred to o. 

(RI‴) In uttering X, S referred to o implicitly m times iff (i) S 
referred to o explicitly n times and (ii) S referred to o m+n 
times. 

(RE) In uttering X, S referred to o explicitly iff there was a part, 
u[e], of u[X] such that S referred to o by (way of) u[e]. 

(RE′) In uttering X, S referred to o explicitly n times iff there 
were n parts u[…], of u[X] such that S referred to o by 
uttering u[…]. 

(DR) Relative to its i-th occurrence in a sentence X, what a 
demonstrative d refers to, in context c, is identical to 
whatever the speaker in c referred to with e, relative to its 
i-th occurrence in X. 
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