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It is uncontroversial that many expressions in natural language are context-
sensitive, in the sense that the very same words can be use to (primarily) convey
different meanings in different contexts. The sort of expressions I have in mind are
(but not limited to), in addition to indexicals like I, you, today, now, etc. and
demonstratives like this, that, etc., things like gradable adjectives (e.g. tall, heavy,
rich, boring...), color adjectives (e.g. green, red, blue...), quantifiers (e.g. every
bottle, many students...), meteorological predicates (raining, snowing, humid...), re-
lational expressions (e.g. enemy, local, coming, going, on the left...), possessives
(e.g. Claudia’s art, Stacey’s candy...), and (if contextualism is right for the follow-
ing expressions) epistemic modals, knowledge claims, and predicates of taste. It is
considerably more controversial to say that many expressions such as these exhibit
a semantic context-sensitivity, in the sense that the semantic content (as opposed to
the pragmatically conveyed content) of a sentence containing the expression varies
from context to context. But it is by no means controversial to say that many philoso-
phers and linguists treat context-sensitivity in this way. It is this sort of semantic
treatment of context-sensitivity that I’m interested in. The semantic treatment of
context-sensitivity leaves us with a metasemantic question:1 what determines the

1I am following Glanzberg (2007, 2009), and King (2013, 2014a,b) in calling this a metasemantic
question about context-sensitivity. Semantic questions are descriptive; they describe what the
values of linguistic expressions are. By contrast, metasemantic questions are foundational; they ask
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value of a context-sensitive expression in context? For example, is it a matter of the
speaker’s intentions? The audience’s understanding? The question or topic under
discussion? Salient objects? The prior linguistic information from the discourse?
The practical interests of the conversational participants? Call an answer to the
metasemantic question that appeals primarily to intentions an intentionalist metase-
mantics for context-sensitivity. Call an answer to the metasemantic question that
appeals primarily to other features, like the physical environment, salient objects,
the question under discussion, prior linguistic information, etc. a non-intentionalist
metasemantics.

On the way I am defining things, an intentionalist metasemantics does not nec-
essarily rule out a role for non-intentional features of context in the metasemantic
story. It could be that in cases in which speakers’ intentions do not fully determine
a value other features enter the story. Likewise, a non-intentionalist metaseman-
tics does not necessarily rule out a role for intentions; it could be that they play
a role when non-intentional features do not fully determine a value. This is what
I mean by the locution ‘primarily’; on an intentionalist metasemantics, intentions
play a primary, necessary role. Without (appropriate) speaker’s intentions, there
is no value for a context-sensitive expression in context. But I leave it open as to
whether other features play a secondary role in cases in which the intentions are not
sufficient for determining a value. Similarly, in a non-intentionalist metasemantics,
non-intentional features of context like the ones mentioned above play the primary,
necessary role, leaving it open for now which ones play a role and in what balance.
But there could be times in which these features are insufficient for determining a
precise enough value and speaker’s intentions have to play a role as well. I leave this
open for the purposes of the paper. Of course, these are not exhaustive options; it
could be that neither plays a primary role, and the correct metasemantic account is
intentionalist and non-intentionalist in roughly equal parts. I also put this question
aside for the purposes of the paper, as my main target is the very popular view that
the metasemantics for context-sensitive expressions is entirely intentionalist (with no
real role for non-intentional features), and my view is that many (though perhaps
not all) context-sensitive expressions have a non-intentionalist metasemantics (with
the possibility of intentions playing a secondary role). I will not fully defend an non-
intentionalist metasemantics in this paper; it is considerably more limited in its scope.
l offer one line of argument against an intentionalist metasemantics and in favor of a
non-intentionalist one, focusing solely on the case of gradable adjectives. I will argue
that no matter how sophisticated a speakers’ intentions account one adopts, and no
matter how much speakers’ intentions are constrained by non-intentional features,

by what means a linguistic expression comes to have that value.
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if they are the primary determinant of the standard of comparison for a gradable
adjective in a context, this gives speakers far more authority over what their words
mean than they in fact have.

There are a lot of things that are meant by the term “context”. In one sense, it
refers to the actual situation in which an utterance takes place; it is a location in
space and time, full of events, people, objects, etc. On the other hand, it refers to a
more technical notion, something that tracks certain pieces of information about a
discourse. There are two dominant approaches to treating context formally. One is
the Kaplanian approach, where contexts are conceived as indices of a limited number
of elements, such as the speaker, addressee, location, etc. This works best for the
automatic indexicals like ‘I’ and ‘here’, which are commonly treated in terms of
their characters, i.e. as simple functions from these sorts of contexts to contents.2

The other formal notion of context comes from the dynamic tradition (be that a
tradition of dynamic semantics or pragmatics). These tend to consist of more than
just a limited number of elements designed for treating indexicals. For example,
a context in the tradition of Stalnaker is the common ground, that is, the mutual
knowledge or presumptions of the conversational participants. Lewis in Scorekeeping
in a Language Game proposed that contexts keep track of things like presuppositions,
salient objects, points of reference, standards of precision, and accessibility relations.
Linguists like Craige Roberts (among others) think contexts track the questions
under discussion. And most dynamic semantic systems treat contexts as tracking a
mix of these things (as well as discourse referents, which model the objects under
discussion). These types of more complex contexts, which model something like the
information state of a discourse at any given point, tend to be better suited for more
complex kinds of context-sensitivity, since it’s not clear that we can neatly define
a character that takes a single element from an index and returns it as the value
in context for the non-automatic indexicals. It these latter kinds of contexts that I
will generally have in mind when I use the term “context”. But a few caveats are
in order. I make no claims about exactly what these contexts look like; I tend to
think our formal notion of context should contain whatever we need it to contain,
that is, whatever sort of information is tracked in a conversation for the purposes
of context-sensitivity and discourse management more generally. Relatedly, this
formal notion of context is not, of course, completely separate from the informal
notion of the actual situation. The context represents relevant aspects of actual (or

2It should be noted that aside from “I”, which most people agree automatically returns the
speaker, it is not really clear that other indexicals are all that automatic. For example, if you are
in California and ask me where Jenn is and I say “Jenn is here”, does “here” refer to New York
City? To Brooklyn? To my apartment?
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counterfactual) utterance situations. Finally, nothing rests on taking contexts to be
these more complex objects. If it can be shown that the relevant elements can be
incorporated in a Kaplanian framework, so be it; I have no particular argument here
against it.

Gradable adjectives are terms like tall, rich, strong, happy, deep, large, and ex-
pensive, which can be measured in degrees, as evidenced by their ability to enter in
comparative constructions — e.g. Max is taller than Marjorie — and combine with
degree morphology, such as more, less, very, and enough — e.g. The pool is very deep
vs. *The pool is very indoors. The truth of sentences containing gradable adjectives
in their unmarked positive form, e.g. Marjorie is tall, are always evaluated relative
to a contextually provided standard of comparison. Without some standard, it is
hard to see how to evaluate the truth of a sentence like Marjorie is tall — things are
not simply tall or not tall, but rather, roughly speaking, tall for a 4th-grader or tall
for an adult female basketball player. Most linguists treat the semantics of gradable
adjectives in terms of degrees, which are abstract representations of measurement.
A set of degrees totally ordered with respect to some dimension (such as height or
cost) is a scale. So, for example, in the case of tall, the standard for comparison in a
particular context might be some degree on a scale of height, say, the height of the
average American fourth grader, or 55 inches.

I am interested in the syntax-driven accounts of context-sensitivity endorsed by
philosophers and linguists like Stanley (2000, 2005), Szabó (2001), Stanley & Szabó
(2000), Kennedy (2007) and Glanzberg (2007, 2009), in which an unpronounced
variable (or variables) at the level of syntax demands to be saturated with a value
in order for a complete proposition to be expressed. This makes the metasemantic
question rather straightforward: what determines the value of such a variable at a
context?3

On some accounts of gradable adjectives, like Kennedy (2007)’s popular account,
the variables are for degrees, so the context-sensitive element to be determined by
the metasemantics is a degree itself. Other accounts have property variables for com-
parison classes instead, which, depending on the account, may or may not determine
a degree. That is, the context-sensitive element to be determined by the metase-
mantics is a property, like being a fourth-grader. I will largely adopt a simplified
version of Kennedy (2007)’s account, both for ease of exposition and because of its
popularity, but I don’t want to rest too much on this, and so will continue to mention
the comparison class alternative when applicable.

3While thinking of context-sensitivity in this way makes the question posed particularly clear,
what follows is also relevant to other views of context-sensitivity. More generally, we can think of
the meta-semantic question as: what determines context-sensitive content in context?
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Kennedy posits a null morpheme in the unmarked positive form that he calls pos,
which takes a gradable adjective denotation (a function from individuals to degrees,
i.e., something of type 〈e, d〉) and returns a property of individuals (i.e., something
of type 〈e, t〉). What pos does, exactly, is take a gradable adjective like tall and
make it into the property of having a degree of height that is at least as great as the
contextually determined standard. Specifically, Kennedy treats the semantics of pos
as follows (where g is a gradable adjective variable and x is an individual variable):

(1) JposK = λgλx.g(x) ≥ s(g)

s is a contextually determined function from adjective meanings to degrees, which
determines the standard of comparison (i.e. a particular degree), for example:

(2) a. Marjorie is tall.

b. J[Marjorie [[pos ][tall]]]K = tall(Marjorie) ≥ s(tall)

(2) is true iff Marjorie is tall to a degree at least as great as the contextually prevailing
standard. In Kennedy’s account, the context-sensitive element to be determined by
the metasemantics is the function s. I’ll adopt a simplified version of this account
throughout the paper, where instead of thinking of the variable as one for a function
from adjective meanings to degrees, I’ll think of it just as a degree variable, that is,
I will treat the semantics of pos as:

(3) JposK = λgλx.g(x) ≥ dc

(3) does the same thing as (1), except that the context-sensitive element to be deter-
mined by the metasemantics is a degree itself, rather than a function from adjective
meanings to degrees. I adopt this simplification in part as a concession to my op-
ponent: as people like Glanzberg (2007, 2009) and King (2014b) have noted, it is
implausible that speakers have intentions about things like functions from adjective
meanings to degrees.4 It is much more plausible to think that speakers (at least
sometimes) have intentions about degrees.5 But I am not pursuing this particular
objection in the present paper, and for my purposes, nothing rests on the simpli-
fication but ease of exposition. I only bring up the point because if it turns out

4This is similar to the meaning-intention problem that Schiffer (1992, 2005) raises for speakers’
intentions regarding modes of presentation in things like belief ascriptions.

5Or, as we’ll see later in the discussion of King’s account, intentions about objects that determine
degrees.
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the simplification is wrong, so much the worse for the proponent of an intentionalist
metasemantics.

A few other things to note before turning to the central argument. I will use
abbreviations of the form adjectivedegree, e.g. tall1ft, to mean that the threshold
for tallness in the context is at least 1 foot. Kennedy assumes precise degrees are
determined in context (part of the motivation for his view is to resolve the vagueness
of the adjectives), but nothing that I say rests on there being a precise threshold. I
will speak as though a precise threshold is determined in context, but none of my
arguments are affected if it turns out that a range of degrees or vague threshold
is determined instead, since none of my arguments rest on borderline cases or the
idea that a precise threshold is determined. Finally, it should be noted that some
gradable adjectives are unidimensional, like tall, in that they are only ever measured
along a single dimension (i.e. height, in this case). Others are multidimensional, like
large, happy, or rich, in that they can be measured across multiple scales, depending
on the context, e.g. large when predicated of a city can mean large in population or
large in area, or some combination of both. Like many others who write on the topic,
for the purposes of this paper I’m assuming that the multidimensionality issues have
been resolved before dealing with the context-sensitivity introduced by the need for
a standard of comparison.6

Though a lot has been written about the metasemantics of demonstrative ex-
pressions like this and that, comparatively little has been written about the metase-
mantics of context-sensitive expressions like gradable adjectives (as well as other
phenomena that are often treated in terms of hidden variables at the level of syntax,
like those listed at the beginning of this paper).7 While some of the same issues are
bound to come up in both cases, it is not clear whether the same metasemantic story
will work both for demonstratives and other context-sensitive expressions (indeed it
is also unclear whether one metasemantic story works for all the other expressions).
One of the reasons to doubt whether the same account will work for both is that
it is plausible that what it takes to successfully refer to an object or individual is
not the same as what it takes to successfully saturate one of these context-sensitive
expressions with an appropriate value. This is not to say that the account might not
end up uniform in the end, but that since these are different phenomena, there is at
least prima facie reason to think we can’t just transfer the same metasemantic story

6It is beyond the scope of the present paper to consider what the resolution of the multidimen-
sionality of gradable adjectives shows (if anything) about the metasemantics of gradable adjectives
in context. For more on the multidimensionality of gradable adjectives see Kennedy (2013) and
McNally & Stojanovic (2014).

7Notable exceptions to this are Glanzberg (2007, 2009), King (2014b), and Gauker (1997, 2010).
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from the one to the other.
It is often assumed that the metasemantics of context-sensitive expressions has

very much to do, if not everything to do, with speakers’ intentions. Most often, the
view is not spelled out; but hands are waved in the direction of something as follows.8

Call this view Speaker Intentions:

Speaker Intentions: The value in context of a hidden variable is completely de-
termined by what the speaker intends the value to be.9

Speaker Intentions completely does away with the speaker meaning/semantic
meaning distinction when it comes to hidden variables. That is to say, the standard
of comparison is completely determined by the speaker’s intentions, so whatever
threshold for tallness or richness the speaker means when she says “Max is tall” or
“Marjorie is rich” just is the semantic value of the hidden variable for “tall” or “rich”
in that sentence relative to the context.

This immediately presents two related problems, both of which can go under the
heading the speaker authority problem. The first is a Humpty Dumpty type problem:
there is nothing in this account that prevents a speaker from successfully intending
the wrong kind of comparison class or a degree on the wrong scale as the value
for the standard of comparison, and successfully doing so. For example, tables is a
comparison class appropriate for some gradable adjectives (something can be large
for a table or strong for a table), but not appropriate for others (it’s odd, to say
the least, to say that something is rich for a table or happy for a table). According
to the speaker intentions account, one can use happy to literally mean happy for a
table, as long as one has the suitable intentions. But surely this is as counterintuitive
as Humpty Dumpty being able to use the word “glory” to mean a nice knock-down

8One place where the view is worked out (though not for gradable adjectives in particular) is in
the work of intentionalists about semantics more generally, i.e., those who work in the tradition of
Grice, such as Stephen Schiffer (e.g. Schiffer (1977, 1981)) and Stephen Neale (e.g. Neale (2005,
2007)). But these are views in which speaker meaning is always taken as the basic semantic notion;
there is no robust notion of semantic meaning (or expression meaning) independent from speaker
meaning, whether it be for context-insensitive or context-sensitive language. As I will return to
later, the proponents of the kind of syntax-driven context-sensitivity I am addressing here are not
intentionalists about language more generally. It is only when it comes to context-sensitivity that
intentions are appealed to in the metasemantics.

9This is the most flat-footed version of a speaker intentions view. There is of course room for
nuance here; for example constraining the intentions in a Gricean way. I won’t concern myself with
the various possible versions of a speaker’s intentions view, since I will soon turn to a speaker’s
intentions view that is highly constrained. It will become clear that since the problems remain for
that view, they are problems for the various versions of a more basic speaker’s intentions view.
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argument in Through the Looking Glass, in that there are certain things speakers
can’t do with certain expressions given the conventions of their language. Arguably,
while happy can mean a lot of things (happy for a baby, happy for a recovering
depressive, happy for a cat), it can never mean happy for a table (at least in a literal,
non-fictional setting). If we consider a degree variable instead, the same problem
arises. The scale has to be appropriate to the adjective. So for tall an appropriate
degree is on a scale of heights, for rich an appropriate degree is on a scale of income or
some other measure of wealth (but not a measure of height). Again, there is nothing
stopping a speaker with suitably confused beliefs from intending, for example, a
degree of height as the threshold for richness, e.g. Max is rich2ft. For similar reasons
as the previous case, this seems to be an unhappy result.

Having mentioned it, I’m going to put this first problem aside for now, noting
only that the proponents of speaker intentions have to say something about these
sorts of cases, either how and why they are ruled out, or why these results are in fact
acceptable (preferably something of the former, to my mind). But even granting that
there is some way to constrain speakers’ intentions so they have to be semantically
appropriate — i.e. they can’t betray Humpty-Dumpty-esque linguistic incompetence
— a similar problem remains. Even constrained to being semantically appropriate, I
contend that the values of these hidden variables don’t depend on the intentions of a
speaker. Speakers just don’t have (complete) authority over what terms like rich and
tall mean when they use them in context. Most of the time, it is hard to separate
speakers’ intentions from non-intentional features of conversational, like the question
under discussion, linguistic and non-linguistic background information, etc. This is
because speakers will generally have intentions that match the sort of content that
makes sense given these features. After all, if a speaker intends something that is
completely irrelevant to the question under discussion or the background information,
communication will often be unsuccessful. But there are cases in which these come
apart, particularly cases in which the speaker has idiosyncratic or false beliefs. It is
in these cases that we can see that it is the non-intentional features of context that
are doing the work.

To see this, let’s consider a few concrete examples.

Case 1:

Ingrid and Gertrude are discussing their mutual friend, Henry, who has
been struggling recently, since he broke up with his boyfriend and lost
his job all in the same week. Ingrid asks Gertrude how Henry is doing,
since Gertrude is closer with Henry and has been seeing him quite often.
Henry is normally a fairly jovial guy, not normally susceptible to bouts of
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depression except when times are truly hard, as they have been recently.
Gertrude has recently been pretty pessimistic about life and has a very
low bar for happiness — just a few bars on the happiness scale is sufficient
for her to consider someone happy, since almost everyone seems happier
than her. Suppose the abstract measurement of happiness is a numerical
happiness scale on which 1 is a very low level of happiness (say, extreme
depression) and 100 is a very high level of happiness (ecstasy). The level
of happiness that Gertrude has in mind is around a 5. Something close
to extreme depression, but with the odd moment of smiling here or there.
Thinking firmly of happy5, Gertrude says to Ingrid:

(4) Henry is happy.

According to speaker intentions, (4) expresses the proposition that
Henry is happy5. Henry, though quite depressed, does occasionally crack
a smile, and so is in fact at least happy5.

10 So according to this account,
(4) is true. But intuitively it is not a true answer to Ingrid’s question.
Henry is actually quite depressed.

Case 2:

Ingrid is looking for recruits for her team in a local amateur weight-
lifting competition. She asks Gertrude whether she knows any strong
people who would be willing to join her team. Gertrude (who is quite
frail) thinks it is very hard to lift even 1 lb , and so someone who can lift
1 lb is pretty strong. Her friend Henry can lift well more than 1 lb (at
least 2 or 3!), though he is unable to lift a 10 lb weight. Firmly intending
the threshold for strong to be the ability to lift 1 lb, Gertrude says to
Ingrid:

(5) Henry is strong.

According to speaker intentions, (5) expresses the proposition that
Henry is strong1lb, which is true. But intuitively (5) isn’t true. Henry
can’t even lift 10 lbs!

In some ways, this is an even worse problem than the previous one. It’s not
clear that the speaker in the examples from the Humpty Dumpty problem I posed

10This is all in terms of a degree semantics, but we can imagine the same thing in terms of a
comparison class semantics, where the comparison class Gertrude has in mind is something like
extremely depressed people.
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can speak truly, since it’s not clear what it would be for something to be happy for
a table or rich beyond 2 feet. But the speakers in the cases just outlined are not
linguistically incompetent — the thresholds they have in mind are perfectly good
according to the semantics; they are horrible given the context. The speakers in the
examples speak truly according to the speakers intentions account. This makes it far
too easy to say truly of someone that they are rich, tall, strong, or happy. I am not
arguing that happy can never mean happy5 or that strong can never means strong1lb;
in fact, there are certainly contexts in which it can, like when we are talking about
the happiness of people who have been depressed for a long time, in comparison
to other people who have been depressed for a long time, or when we are talking
about the strength of babies. The point is that they cannot so mean in just any old
context, so long as that’s what the speaker has in mind. What seems to matter for
the meaning of happy in case 1 is that Henry is normally of average happiness, what
average happiness is in the general population, that Ingrid has inquired after Henry’s
well-being knowing that he has been having a hard time lately (and so is inquiring as
to whether he is still feeling down or not). Similarly in case 2, what matters is that
the practical interests of the conversational participants are to put together a team
for a local amateur weight-lifting competition, or that the question under discussion
is who would be good for a team for a local amateur weight-lifting competition, and
facts about the world, such as what average adults are able to lift and the weight of
the weights to be lifted at amateur weight-lifting competitions.

Of course, there are things that the speakers’ intentions proponent can say on his
or her behalf, but before I address potential objections and replies, I want to turn
to a more sophisticated speakers’ intentions account, Jeff King (2013, 2014a,b)’s
coordination account. Even though speakers’ intentions are much more constrained
on his view, and constrained in such a way that it doesn’t encounter many of the
problems of speaker intentions, his view still faces both versions of the speaker
authority problem. It is informative for the project of defending a non-intentionalist
metasemantics for context-sensitivity to see that even an extremely sophisticated
intentions view still encounters these problems. Every time a constraint is added, it
becomes clearer that the root of the problem is speaker intentions and not something
else. When moving from the Humpty Dumpty problem to the speaker authority
problem, it became clear that the problem is not solved by constraining speaker
intentions so that they cannot violate the semantics of the expression; it is not
really a problem of linguistic competence. With the addition of King’s constraints,
one thing that will become clear is it is also not really a problem of conflating
the speaker meaning/semantic meaning distinction, because King easily makes a
distinction between the two, and it is not a problem of successful communication

10
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(which is lacking in cases 1 and 2), because successful communication is built into
King’s account.

On King’s account, the semantic value of a context-sensitive variable in context
is the value v that meets the following two criteria:

1. The speaker intends v to be the value of the variable in the context.

2. A competent, attentive, reasonable hearer who knows the common ground of
the conversation at the time of utterance would know that the speaker intends
v to be the value of the variable in the context.11

Call King’s account coordination. King (2014b) argues that coordination is
the correct semantics for all context-sensitive expressions aside from the automatic
indexicals. King’s central insight is that to determine a semantic value for a context-
sensitive expression in context, the speaker not only has to intend a value, but
also discharge her responsibility to successfully communicate. One is of course not
responsible for an uncooperative interlocutor, which is why King includes the quali-
fications of competent, attentive, reasonable, and knowing the common ground. Fol-
lowing King, abbreviate these four qualifications as an idealized hearer. Furthermore,
(King, 2014b, 116) writes that “many, many factors about the context of utterance,
including the meanings of the words the speaker is uttering, prior discourse, ques-
tions under discussion, etc. constrain what a speaker can reasonably intend to be
the value of a use of a demonstrative [sic]12 and determine that an idealized hearer
who knows the common ground of the conversation would know what the speaker
intends” (emphasis in the original).

Examining King’s account is informative to the task at hand for at least two
reasons. First, one might think that what has gone wrong in cases 1 and 2 is that
Gertrude hasn’t discharged her responsibility to successfully communicate to Ingrid.
In the cases described, Ingrid would understand Gertrude to be saying that Henry
has a normal level of happiness relative to an average person (case 1) and that Henry
is strong enough to be on an amateur weight lifting team (case 2). It is helpful to see
that the problem is independent from speaker meaning/hearer interpretation mis-
match; as we will see below, it arises even when there is no such mismatch. Second,

11King puts these criteria in terms of objects, since he takes referential demonstratives as his
paradigmatic case. Talk in terms of objects does not seem appropriate for the case at hand,
or the when talking about context-sensitive expressions more generally. He also uses the term
supplementive as a theory neutral term for context-sensitive expressions that do not automatically
get a value given their character, rather than talking in particular about hidden variables.

12King uses the term “demonstrative” here, but it is explicitly in a context in which he means it
to apply to all context-sensitive expressions, including gradable adjectives.

11
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one might also wonder, and rightfully so, if there is any need for a non-intentionalist
metasemantics when we can build non-intentional features of context into a speaker
intentions account like coordination as constraints on the speaker’s intentions.
In this way, we can vindicate the intuition that non-intentional features of context
play an important role while maintaining the straightforward view that intentions
determine content. Recall that when introducing the notion of an intentionalist and
non-intentionalist metasemantics, I left it open that speakers’ intentions as well as
non-intentional features of context could play some role in both accounts, the dif-
ference is whether they play a primary or secondary role. In the case that speakers’
intentions do indeed play a role in both an intentionalist and non-intentionalist ac-
count, and the difference is whether they play a primary role, one might wonder what
is the deep difference between coordination where we have speakers’ intentions
constrained by the meaning of words, prior discourse, the question under discussion
etc. and a non-intentionalist account in which the value is determined by a balance
of these factors plus speakers’s intentions.13

There is an important difference, one that is brought out by cases in which
the speaker’s idiosyncratic beliefs, or the fact that she has such beliefs, is common
ground.14 One big difference between coordination and speaker intentions is
that in the former, the idealized hearer has to know what value the speaker intends.
Thus, having a sympathetic audience, i.e., one who shares the speaker’s viewpoint
or is otherwise in a position to recognize her intentions, satisfies this extra criterion.
This raises the question: if we believe in things like public, shared languages like
English or French, is there more to determining the semantic content of a context-
sensitive expression than finding a sympathetic audience (in addition to having the
appropriate intentions)? Perhaps the (Gricean) intentionalist about semantics thinks
that there is not. But as I mentioned above, most if not all of those who endorse
the syntax-driven, semantic context-sensitivity at hand are conventionalists about
semantics when it comes to context-insensitive language. And the conventionalist
about language certainly believes that expression-meaning takes more than a sym-

13A similar question arises for those who are fans of a more traditional Gricean intentionalist
approach (e.g. Stephen Neale) and who require that the appropriate sorts of intentions for com-
munication are ones that the speaker expects to be recognizable to her interlocutor, and thus she
will be constrained by things like the conventions of the language, background information, topic
of conversation, etc. in the formation of her communicative intentions.

14Note that King can’t simply give up the common ground criterion — this would make discharg-
ing one’s responsibility for successful communication much too difficult, since speakers would not
be able to rely on any of the mutual presumptions between speaker and hearer. Spelling everything
out as though there are no mutual presumptions between speaker and hearer is simply not feasible,
nor is it an accurate description of what actually goes on in conversation.
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pathetic audience when it comes to context-insensitive language. If Alice talks to
Humpty Dumpty a second time, he can fully expect that she will get his meaning
of a nice knockdown argument, but it no more makes “glory” mean that the sec-
ond time than it did the first.15 Of course, the answer may turn out to be ‘no’
— I don’t mean to pose the question rhetorically; perhaps the correct metaseman-
tics for context-sensitive language is intentionalist, even if it is non-intentionalist for
context-insensitive language. But, I think, like in the case of semantics more gener-
ally, there is a deep difference between an intentionalist account (however constrained
by non-intentional features) and a non-intentionalist account. Just like the case of
context-insensitive language, in the case of context-sensitive language, independent
of the questions of what the speaker meant and what the interpreter understood,
there is the question of what was the content expressed (relative to the context)? Dif-
ferent answers are predicted by non-intentionalist and intentionalist metasemantics
for the cases below, even if both metasemantics include a role for the opposing fea-
tures. What does the work not only matters for getting the account right; it makes
different predictions.16

Both speaker authority problems arise for coordination. Suppose, as King
does, that contextual factors such as the meaning of the words constrain a speaker’s
intentions as to what she can intend a value to be such that it be known by an
idealized hearer. Then we are left with a dilemma: either the constraint is only in
play so long as the hearer would not understand her intention were it not in play,
in which case the constraint need not be abided by in the case in which the relevant
idiosyncratic beliefs (or the fact that the speaker has them) are common ground,
or this constraint is always in play, in which case, it is not just the coordination
account that determines the value of the variable, but also the meaning of the words
in the discourse. To illustrate, as long as it is common ground that tables can be
happy or that one can be financially worth 2 feet (or that the speaker so thinks),
there is nothing to stop a use of a sentence of “Max is happy” from having as its
semantic content Max is happy for a table or “Max is rich” from having as its semantic
content Max is rich2ft on the coordination account (both criteria of the account will

15There is of course a complicated question of how many audience members need to be ‘sympa-
thetic’ to this new meaning and how often it needs to be used in this way before the public meaning
does change. Language changes.

16Neale (Forthcoming) argues that no philosophical puzzle arises when what a speaker means and
what a hearer interprets doesn’t match. I agree with this, but not with his conclusion that appealing
to speaker meaning is all we need when it comes to context-sensitivity. It is not a philosophical
puzzle, but there is an interesting philosophical question distinct from speaker meaning and hearer
interpretation: what was the content of what the speaker said? As the examples below will illustrate,
this question doesn’t just arise when there is speaker meaning/interpretation mismatch.
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be satisfied). All we need is a group of conversational participants with sufficiently
weird, shared beliefs, e.g. they think tables are animate or that wealth is measured
by the height of one’s money in $1 bills stacked on top of each other. This doesn’t
strike me as a much better result than the case of the speaker with lonely, unshared
idiosyncratic beliefs, though communication will be successful. On the other hand,
if the constraint is always in play, regardless of whether the speaker’s intentions are
independently recognizable, then we must admit that at least some non-intentional
features of discourse play a role in determining the value of the variables in addition
to the criteria of the coordination account. This is not in itself enough to say that
the non-intentional features play a primary role — this consideration alone by no
means establishes any such thing — but it would show that intentions, or coordinated
intentions, alone are not sufficient, even when the speaker has very precise intentions
that an idealized hearer recognizes.

Putting this problem aside again, let’s just assume for the sake of argument that
a speaker’s intentions are constrained by the semantics of the relevant term in such
a way that a speaker can only successfully intend a degree of richness on a scale of
wealth, etc. The second problem of speaker authority still remains for coordina-
tion. As I said, I don’t think the central problem of the cases above was Gertrude’s
failure to successfully communicate (though this was one of the problems). I think the
central lesson for the metasemantics of gradable adjectives was that Gertrude doesn’t
have the authority, or at least not very much authority, to determine what the stan-
dard of comparison for happy or strong is in a given context.17 It is non-intentional
features of the context, such as the question under discussion, and features of the
world, such as how strong the average (local) adult is and how heavy the weights are
in a normal local amateur weight-lifting competition that determine what happy and
strong mean in Gertrude’s mouth. To see this, let’s look at some more examples,
this time ones that seem to satisfy coordination.

Case 3:

Gertrude and Ingrid are looking to put together a team for the local,
amateur weight-lifting competition. They live in a house with a lot of
weak roommates, including themselves. Most can hardly lift 1 lb. Henry
is the only one who can lift a few pounds or open a fresh jar of pickles,
though he is unable to lift a 10 lb weight. They don’t get out much,
so neither of them realize that most adults can actually lift a lot more.

17Recall that I’m leaving it an open question at this point whether speaker intentions can play
some determining role, for example in the case where the non-intentional features of context do not
determine a particular standard but several equally good standards.
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Determined to get more involved in their community, they decide to put
together this team. Gertrude says:

(6) If we find some strong people, we won’t be embarrassed.

Ingrid agrees and says:

(7) Let’s put Henry on the team; he is strong.

Gertrude agrees. Since it is part of the common ground that being able
to lift (let’s suppose) 2 lbs is the threshold for strong, according to the
coordination account, (6) expresses the proposition that If Gertrude and
Ingrid find strong2lb people for the team, they won’t be embarrassed and
(7) expresses the proposition (among other things) that Henry is strong2lb.
Thus Gertrude has spoken falsely (because having someone on the team
who can lift only a couple of pounds is not sufficient for not being em-
barrassed) and Ingrid has spoken truly. But intuitively, it is just the
opposite!

Case 4:

Gertrude and Ingrid have taken some drugs that have the side effect of
inducing certain kinds of paranoia. For example, it causes a paranoia
about drowning. Though they can accurately perceive depth, to them,
even a few inches of water, though they perceive it veridically and know
it is only a few inches of water, seems like a lot. Looking at it induces
the same feeling we might get when seeing an Olympic diving pool, for
example, it can cause fear of drowning. Their roommate Henry has just
been taking a bath and forgot to drain the tub completely again. An-
noyed, Gertrude and Ingrid go to unplug the drain. But both stop in fear
when they see the 10 inches or so of water left in the tub. Gertrude says:

(8) If I fall in, I might drown. The water is deep!

Ingrid agrees. By hypothesis, both are correctly perceiving the tub as
having about 10 inches of water in it. Gertrude clearly intends just
a few inches of water to be the threshold for deep. According to the
coordination account, (8) expresses the true proposition that the water is
deep5in. But it doesn’t seem like Gertrude speaks truly when she describes
the 10 inches of water in the tub as being deep.
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In these two cases, the criteria for determining a value for the coordination ac-
count are met: Gertrude intends a certain value, and her hearer Ingrid, knowing the
common ground, can easily recognize the value. But the problem here again is that it
is non-intentional features of the context that determine what strong and deep mean:
the question or topic under discussion, the practical interests of the participants, and
the non-linguistic background of the conversation. In case 3, the threshold for strong
depends on the fact that the topic under discussion is an amateur weight-lifting
competition, and facts about how much amateur weightlifters can lift. If they were
talking about something else, say a professional weight-lifting competition, it would
determine a different value; similarly, if they were talking about an amateur com-
petition but the facts were different, for example, if the average adult had different
weight-lifting abilities than they actually do, the threshold would be different. Sim-
ilarly, in case 4, it seems that what contributes to the intuitive threshold for deep
is that the question or topic under discussion is adult humans drowning and the
relevant facts about how much water that takes (among, potentially, other things).
Again, if the topic under discussion was babies or mice drowning, or fact about
adult humans were different, the threshold for deep in the context would likewise be
different.

Does King’s claim that many, many factors about the context of utterance con-
strain what a speaker can reasonably intend come to the rescue here? Unsurprisingly,
I think the same dilemma arises here as in the previous problem. King can certainly
appeal to whatever contextual factors he needs when the speaker would otherwise
fail to discharge her responsibility to successfully communicate. After all, in normal
cases, if the question under discussion regards a weight-lifting competition, but the
speaker secretly intends that the threshold for “strong” be the ability to lift 2 lbs,
an idealized hearer who knows the common ground would not be able to recognize
the intention (and so forth for other non-intentional features). So King is right that
contextual factors like the question under discussion, prior discourse, etc. will often
come into play on his account. But the question at hand is what is actually doing
the work in determining values at contexts. If a proponent of coordination wants
to say that these factors are always constraints, even when the criteria of the coordi-
nation account are otherwise met, we have to ask ourselves what is really doing the
metasemantic work. The cases I have raised are precisely where (some of) the non-
intentional contextual features come apart from the need to make one’s intentions
recognizable. Gertrude can make her intention that the threshold for strong is the
ability to lift 2lb easily recognizable despite the fact that this fails to be constrained
by the question under discussion being about amateur weight-lifting competitions
and the facts about the weight-lifting abilities of the world (or community) in which
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the conversation is taking place. I have been arguing that when these come apart,
it becomes clear that the non-intentional features, and not intentions, are doing the
metasemantic work.

From these examples as well as the discussion of the first kind of speaker au-
thority problem, we can see how there are deep differences between an intentional-
ist metasemantics that appeals to non-intentional features and a non-intentionalist
metasemantics that appeals to intentional features. On an intentionalist account,
even one like coordination, non-intentional features are not necessary conditions
for determining content. On the other hand, on a non-intentionalist metasemantics,
these features are necessary conditions for determining content. Since a full metase-
mantics gives us the necessary and sufficient conditions for determining content, this
is a big difference between the accounts, even if it is conceded that both features
come into play (or often come into play) in both kinds of accounts. And I have
been arguing that in cases where they come apart, it becomes clear that the non-
intentional features are playing a primary role, that they are necessary conditions on
determining content.

At this point the defender of speaker intentions or coordination (call the
disjunction of these two positions SI/C) might have some objections. First, she might
object as follows. I’ve argued that the SI/C accounts predict that the speakers speak
truly in the above cases, and that this is the wrong result — intuitively, they speak
falsely. But the SI/C proponent can say that this intuition is wrong. Her theory
delivers the right result; the speakers do speak truly. The intuition that they speak
falsely comes from the fact that they say something irrelevant, or not useful, or
misleading (from our perspective). In other terms, in case 3, (7) is true, but not in a
way that is relevant to being in an amateur weight-lifting competition. And in case
4, (8) is true, but not in a way that is relevant to an adult drowning.

This makes it very easy to say something true using a gradable adjective. On the
speaker intentions account, all I have to do is have the relevant intentions. But even
on the coordination account, all I have to do to truly call someone or something rich,
happy, tall, long, deep, strong, etc. is to find myself the right kind of audience, one
that shares my beliefs or who is even just in a position to recognize my intentions,
even if they don’t share my beliefs. I’ve already tried to make my cases fairly extreme,
but this position also commits us to increasingly implausible truths as the beliefs of
the interlocutors become more bizarre, e.g. suppose in case 4 we were dealing not
with 10 inches of water but with 0.5 inches of water and comparably more extreme
paranoia. Such cases can be multiplied. (Again, this is not to say that the threshold
for deep cannot be below 0.5 inches; perhaps that is very deep for a flea. The point
is we cannot truly say that 0.5 inches of water is deep when the conversation is about
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humans drowning.) Second, in case 3, the SI/C account had it that Gertrude spoke
falsely when she said “If we find some strong people, we won’t be embarrassed”. Yet
the intuition is that she spoke truly. It’s more difficult to run the proposed SI/C
defense in reverse, to claim that Gertrude spoke falsely yet relevantly. I suppose there
is something they can say here, that Gertrude spoke falsely, but she accidentally
said something that isn’t misleading since the very same words can be used to say
something true in the context (if her intentions had been different). But this is an
even more convoluted explanation than for the cases in which the speaker speaks
truly but irrelevantly.

A second objection goes as follows. When extending the coordination account
to context-sensitive expressions beyond demonstratives, particularly in the case of
gradable adjectives, King allows that speakers might not always have direct, de
re intentions about particular numerical thresholds for the adjectives they use. He
thinks that sometimes, in fact probably oftentimes, speakers have in mind something
that indirectly determines a threshold, such as an object or a set of properties that
exemplifies the level of tallness, richness, strength, etc., that the speaker has in mind.
This object or set of properties in turn determines the threshold. So the right way
to characterize Gertrude’s and Ingrid’s intentions in case 3 is as the indirect “strong
like person o”, where person o is a typical adult male amateur weight-lifter. This
determines the threshold for strong in the context, which yields the appropriate
threshold and the intuitively correct truth values for the sentences uttered.

It’s not clear that this is going to help. First of all, it’s not obvious why we
should so characterize their intentions when they have a very clear idea of what they
consider strong, and that they have Henry in mind as a good candidate for a strong
person. Since Henry is the person they have in mind, why is he not the object o
that determines the threshold? Since Henry can only lift a few pounds, the threshold
will be too low, as in the original case. It has already been stipulated in the case
that Gertrude and Ingrid don’t get out much and so don’t know anything of the
lifting abilities of ordinary adults. We can further stipulate that they don’t know
anything about amateur weight lifting competitions, in that it is perfectly consistent
with their beliefs that these competitions require lifting 5 lb weights. Again, now if
they think of a certain kind of person who would be a good competitor in such a
competition, even if they are not thinking of Henry, they are thinking of the sort of
person who has a good chance of successfully lifting a 4 or 5 lb weight. Again, the
threshold is set, intuitively speaking, far too low for what they are talking about.

In addition, in cases such as 3 when speakers have a clear numerical standard in
mind, or at least a clear idea of what sort of person they consider strong, whether
that is in terms of exact numbers or not, it seems ad hoc to characterize their inten-
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tions in such a way that if we were to ask the speakers themselves, they themselves
would place paradigmatic cases of what they have in mind on the wrong side of the
threshold. That is to say, as the current objection on behalf of SI/C would have it,
the speaker’s intention determines one thing, based on the intention as characterized
by “strong like person o”, say strong100lbs, but when asked about specific people,
e.g. Henry, if he is a paradigmatic case of a strong person, they would say yes, even
though Henry is nowhere near strong100lbs (and they know this). So despite having
paradigmatic cases of strength in mind, somehow their intention gets it wrong (by
their own lights) and right (by the lights of someone with true beliefs about the
strength of average adult men). I by no means want to rule out that sometimes
when our intentions are characterized one way, they might determine something we
wouldn’t recognize as what we intended (Frege cases teach us that we shouldn’t
rule this out). But when the account is supposed to be that when a speaker uses
a gradable adjective, she has in mind either (or both) a degree or a paradigmatic
case (or cases) and these determine the the value of the variable in context (so long
as they guarantee communication with an idealized hearer), there doesn’t seem to
be a principled reason to say that what the speaker has in mind in terms of specific
degrees or paradigmatic cases doesn’t determine the value of the parameter in these
problematic cases. To get the cases right, the speakers would have to be extremely
deferential to the question under discussion, with a vague intention that the object or
property that determines the standard be of the appropriate kind. At this point, it
seems that the question under discussion is what is doing the work, not the speaker’s
intentions. Moreover, there’s no real reason on a SI/C account to think the speaker
has to be deferential in this way. As I argued above, the motivation for including
the question under discussion as constraining speaker’s intentions was that in many
contexts, if the speaker does not so constrain her intentions, her intentions will not
be recognizable to the idealized hearer. But this constraint is not required in all
cases. If the common ground is set up in the way described in the above cases, the
speaker’s intentions can be perfectly clear without being deferential in this way to
the question under discussion. And it’s not clear why one would otherwise impose
such a constraint on speaker’s intentions.

Finally, the SI/C proponent might say one of the two following related things.
Perhaps the speaker has the de dicto intentions “strong for an amateur weight-lifting
competition” and “deep for a human”, and this determines a value for the degree
variable. Or maybe the right semantics for gradable adjectives is one that takes a
comparison class, not a degree, and so the intentions are about comparison classes,
and the right way to characterize the comparison class is with properties like being an
amateur weight-lifter and being an adult human. This would yield that in the context

19



Draft: please do not cite or circulate without permission. Comments welcome!

strong means strong for an amateur weight-lifting competitor (or maybe strong for
an adult human) and deep means deep for an adult human, respectively, which seems
to yield the right results in terms of intuitive meaning and the truth values of the
sentences of which they are a part.

Again, it doesn’t seem that speakers’ intentions are doing much work here. I have
no doubt that for any case, we can find some plausible description of the speaker’s
intention (perhaps a very vague one) that will get the values right. But they have to
be deferential to the linguistic context and the question under discussion in such a
way that the intention is that the comparison class be whatever is appropriate for the
context. And so it is the context, and not the intentions, that are really doing the
work. After all, Gertrude and Ingrid have their friend Henry in mind when they use
the term strong. Why is the comparison class not people like Henry? Furthermore,
there are plenty of cases (if not the ones already described) in which the speakers
might have no beliefs or thoughts at all about the appropriate comparison class.
Consider a situation like the following:

Case 5:

Gertrude and Ingrid live in a small town, where the cost of living is very
low. An income of $40 000 a year lets anyone lead a somewhat opulent
life in the town. They commonly consider $40 000 a year income as
the threshold for rich, as does most everyone in their town. They are
talking about their mutual acquaintance Henry, who lives in New York
City, where he makes $45 000 a year. Gertrude says to Ingrid:

(9) Henry must be doing well in New York City. He’s rich.

In this case, we can imagine that Gertrude and Ingrid have no idea that rich for New
York City is a completely different comparison class from rich for our small town; in
fact, they have no thoughts or beliefs about what it is to be rich for a New Yorker,
or how much things cost in New York City. They don’t think of there being any
financial distinction between their town and New York. So there is little reason to
think they intend the comparison class for New York City.

Moreover, one can construct problematic cases focusing solely on comparison
classes. Suppose Gertrude always thinks of strength in terms of horses, and this
is well known to her friends. It’s just a funny thing about Gertrude, that she has
horses so much on the mind, that she is blind to other comparison classes for strength.
Suppose Ingrid is putting together her weight-lifting team and Gertrude says “Henry
is not strong”, because Henry is not strong for a horse. Ingrid recognizes Gertrude’s
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intentions that the comparison class be horses, but intuitively when the question
under discussion is what people are good candidates for Ingrid’s team, and the subject
of the sentence is Henry (a human), no matter what Gertrude intends, and no matter
that these intentions are successfully communicated, Gertrude cannot mean strong
for a horse. So retreating to comparison classes rather than degrees, I think, is not
much help at all.

I have argued that the speaker authority problem shows that there is a problem
with all accounts of the metasemantics for gradable adjectives that appeal primar-
ily to speakers’ intentions, no matter how constrained those speaker intentions may
be. Furthermore, the examples and ensuing discussion show that the problem with
intentionalist accounts is not really a linguistic incompetence problem (though that
may be a problematic aspect of the original Humpty Dumpty objection), since the
problem arises even in cases where all conversational participants are perfectly lin-
guistically competent. It is also not really a problem of conflating speaker meaning
with semantic meaning, since King easily distinguishes between the two (semantic
meaning satisfies the criteria of coordination, speaker meaning depends only on
the speaker’s intentions). And it is not really a problem of failing to successfully
communicate (although this is an additional problem for speaker intentions),
since this is the central constraint in King’s account. Rather, the problem stems
from intentions playing the primary role in determining the semantic value of these
kinds of context-sensitive expressions. This gives us good reason to explore a non-
intentionalist metasemantics, one in which the question under discussion, the salient
objects, the prior linguistic discourse, and facts about the world play the primary
role in determining the value of hidden variables in gradable adjectives. If this worry
extends to other context-sensitive expressions that are treated with hidden variables
at the level of syntax — and I think it does extend to at least some — there is
good reason to think a significant group of context-sensitive expressions demand a
non-intentionalist metasemantics.
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King, Jeffrey. 2014b. The Metasemantics of Contextual Sensitivity. In Alexis Burgess
& Brett Sherman (eds.), Metasemantics: New Essays on the Foundations of Mean-
ing, 97–118. Oxford University Press.

McNally, Louise & Isidora Stojanovic. 2014. Aesthetic Adjectives. Paper draft for
the volume Semantics of Aesthetic Judgement ed. James Young.

Neale, Stephen. 2005. Pragmatism and Binding. In Zoltán Szabó (ed.), Semantics
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