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Meaning



What is meaning?

(What are we talking about 
when we use words like 

‘meaning’, ‘means’, ‘meant’, etc.)



‘Meaning’
natural  

meaning
non-natural 

meaning
Grice seems to think that this is an ambiguity, 
just like the ambiguity in ‘club’ or ‘bank’ 

Instead of definitions of these two senses of 
‘meaning’, Grice gives us a series of linguistic 
tests to distinguish them. 
The rest of the essay is all about non-natural 
meaning.



timeless 
meaning

non-natural meaning 
(meaningNN)

the kind of 
meanings had by 
words, sentences, 
and other types of 

utterances 
a.k.a. standing 

meaning, linguistic 
meaning

utterer’s  
meaning

the kind of meaning 
that people do in 

(or by) saying 
things. 

a.k.a. speaker 
meaning, utterer’s 
occasion meaning



1. What is timeless meaning? 

2. What is it for a speaker to mean something by 
uttering something? 

3. What is the relationship between these two? 

4.What is the relationship between both of 
these notions and the psychological states of 
the speaker? 

5. What is the relationship between linguistic 
and nonlinguistic communication?



Mental States 
Specifically:  

Communicative Intentions

Speaker Meaning 
(a.k.a utterer’s meaning)

Expression Meaning 
(a.k.a linguistic meaning, timeless meaning)

EXPLAINED IN TERMS OF

EXPLAINED IN TERMS OF





Utterer’s Meaning (1957): 
“A meantNN something by [an utterance] x” 
is (roughly) equivalent to "A intended the 
utterance of x to produce some effect in an 
audience by means of the recognition of this 
intention” 

(A is an arbitrary speaker) 
(x is an arbitrary utterance)



Utterer’s Meaning (1969, p.165): 

(U is an the utterer, x is an utterance, A is the 
addressee, r is U’s intended response.)



1. What is timeless meaning? 

2. What is it for a speaker to mean something by 
uttering something? 

3. What is the relationship between these two? 

4.What is the relationship between both of 
these notions and the psychological states of 
the speaker? 

5. What is the relationship between linguistic 
and nonlinguistic communication?



5.What is it to perform an illocutionary 
act? What is the difference between 
different kinds of illocutionary acts?



Utterer’s Meaning (1969, p.165): 

First proposal: the kind of speech act U performs 
depends on what kind of response (r) U intends to 
produce. 
Assertions correspond to beliefs, directives 
correspond to intentions.



Utterer’s Meaning (1969, p.165): 

Problem: this is not fine-grained enough. For example, 
how can we distinguish polite requests from forceful 
commands?



Schiffer’s Proposal (Meaning, 1972, ch.4) 
S performs a speech act by uttering u if and 
only if S utters u intending: 
(1)to produce thereby a certain response Δ in 

a certain addressee A; 
(2) that A recognize S’s intention (1); 
(3)that A’s response Δ be at least partly based 

on of her recognition of (1). 
(4)that A’s response Δ be at least partly based 

on some further reason ρ.



From Meaning to Illocution 
S asserts that p by uttering u if and only if S 
utters u intending: 
(1)to produce thereby a belief that p in a 

certain addressee A; 
(2) that A recognize S’s intention (1); 
(3)that A’s belief be at least partly based on of 

her recognition of (1). 
(4)that A’s belief be at least partly based on 

her belief that S knows that p .



From Meaning to Illocution 
S requests A to φ by uttering u if and only if S 
utters u intending: 

(1)to produce thereby an intention to φ in a 
certain addressee A; 

(2) that A recognize S’s intention (1); 
(3)that A’s belief be at least partly based on of 

her recognition of (1). 
(4)that A’s belief be at least partly based on A’s 

belief that S desires for A to φ.



From Meaning to Illocution 
S commands A to φ by uttering u if and only if 
S utters u intending: 
(1)to produce thereby an intention to φ in a 

certain addressee A; 
(2) that A recognize S’s intention (1); 
(3)that A’s belief be at least partly based on of 

her recognition of (1). 
(4)that A’s belief be at least partly based on A’s 

belief that S has threatened to harm A if A 
fails to φ.



Timeless Meaning: 
“x meansNN (timeless) that so-and-so" 
might as a first shot be equated with 
some statement or disjunction of 
statements about what 
"people" (vague) intend (with 
qualifications about "recognition") to 
effect by x 
(x is an arbitrary utterance-type)



Problems with this general approach? 
•Problems about talk of propositional attitudes 
in general. (Folk psychology is not scientific—
see behaviorism and eliminative materialism) 

•Even if folk psychology is fine, the mental states 
that Grice posits are too complicated! I don’t 
have all those thoughts every time I speak! 

•The mind is not more fundamental than 
(conceptually or explanatorily prior to) 
language.



Objections to Intentionalism 
•We can have the required intentions without 
meaning anything. (‘Utterer’s Meaning…’, pp.
93–105, SWW version) 

•We sometimes mean that p without 
intending to get our addressee to believe p 
(ibid, pp.105–112) 

•We sometimes speak, and apparently mean 
something, with no intended audience at all. 
(ibid, pp.112–116)



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
Suggests an explanation of how linguistic 
conventions can arise in the first place:  
•We start out communicating non-
conventionally. 

•Our ways of  non-conventionally 
communicating sets precedents. 

• Conventions emerge from those precedents. 
By contrast, Austin struggles to explain how 
felicity conditions could arise in the first place.



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
• Grice’s theory makes communication (both 

linguistic and nonlinguistic) a special case of 
metacognition (a.k.a. mindreading, theory of 
mind, folk psychology). 

• Metacognitive explanations of social 
phenomena are well supported by experimental 
research. 

• See, e.g., the work of Jerry Fodor, Susan Carey, 
Boaz Keysar, Dan Sperber & Deirdre Wilson, 
Thom Scott-Phillips, Herbert Clark, etc.



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
•There is even some hope of understanding 

how human communication evolved out of 
animals’ more rudimentary metacognitive 
abilities. 

•See, for example: Baboon Metaphysics by 
Dorothy Cheney and Robert M. Seyfarth.



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
•By contrast, it’s hard to see how Austin could 

explain the origin of speech acts without also 
appealing to facts about metacognition to get 
it all started. 

•And, presumably, we must appeal to 
metacognition to explain non-linguistic, non-
conventional communication. 

•But then why think that metacognition is 
irrelevant when language is involved?



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
•Austin couldn’t give plausible felicity conditions 

for illocutionary acts like stating, requesting, 
questioning. 

• Intentionalists argue that these are precisely 
the acts for which no conventional felicity 
conditions are required. 

•(Of course, that’s not to say that there aren’t 
some essentially conventional or institutional 
speech acts, like marrying or christening ships.)



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
•Intentionalism also offers a better explanation 

of the context-sensitivity of speech acts. 

•E.g.: ‘Give me some money.’  

•Is this a command, a polite request, or some 
advice?  

•You can’t know just by knowing the relevant 
conventions. Plausibly, it is the speaker’s 
intentions that make it one kind of speech act 
rather than another.



Advantages of Grice over Austin 
• Intentionalism also suggests a way of 

understanding indirect speech acts. 

• E.g., commanding someone to move by saying, in 
the right circumstances, ‘you’re in my way’. 

• Similarly metaphor, irony, sarcasm, hyperbole, etc. 

• It’s hard to see what Austin could say about these. 

• (We’ll return to this topic later.)


