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FACTS, TRUTH CONDITIONS, AND THE SKEPTICAL SOLUTION
TO THE RULE-FOLLOWING PARADOX

Scout Soames
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Introduction

In chapter 2 of Wittgenstein: On Rules and Private Language,' Saul Kripke
presents a skepiical argument, inspired by Wittgensiein's rule-following para-
dox, for the paradoxical conclusion that there are no facts about what we mean by
our words. In chapter 3 Kripke outlines what he calls a “skeptical solution™ to the
paradoy, What makes the position skeptical is that it purporis to accept the star-
ting conclusion that there are no facts about meaning; what makes it a solution 15
that it nevertheless defends the correciness of ordinary meaning ascriptions, such
as the claim that 1 mean, and have meant, addition by “+". On the face of it this
is extremely puzeling. If | really have meant addition by *+", then surely it is true
that I have meant addition by ‘+°, in which case it is a fact that | have meant
addition by ‘<", and hence there 15 a fact about what 1 have meant by my words.

This puzzle reflects a deep interpretive problem arising from an (acknowl-
edged) unclarity in Kripke's discussion regarding what conception of fact 15
involved in the skeptical argument in ¢chapier 2, and the skeptical solution in
chapter 3. I will argue that this unclarity reflects & fundamental tension in the
text. O the one hand. there is a very natural and minimal conception of fact
talk according te which the skeptical argument presents a powerful and trou-
bling line of reasoning for a truly radical skeptical conclusion, However, on
this interpretation the skeptical solution is utterly implausible, even incoherent,
thus leaving a “straight solution"—of the sort | argue for in “Skepticism about
Meaning: Indeterminacy, Normativity, and the Rele-Following Paradox™*—as
the only appropriate response 10 the poradox, On the other hand, there is a
different interpretation in which the facts maintained to be superfluous by the
skeptical solution play a contentious explanatory role in theories of meaning
and understanding. On this interpretation the skeptical solution has some im-
portant, though circumscribed, lessons to teach—Ilessons which can, 1w some
extent, be established independently, as [ will try to show. Unfortunately, this
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interpretation also faces o fundamental difficulty. If one adopts it, then it is
hard 1o make sense of the orniginal skeptical argument at all, let alone to see it
a8 presenting any genuinely skeptical, or truly surprising conclusion,

In this pager | wall Nesh out these two imerpretations and try to determine io
what extent the tension berween them can be resolved, I wiall begin by reviewing
the apparent scructure of the skeptical argument and the basic strategy of the
skepiical solution. 1 will then articulate two different versions of the skepuical
solution. based on two different conceptions of the sorts of meaning facts they are
taken 1o deny. After evaluating and drawing out the positive lessons to be learned
from each version, I will close by taking up the question of whether it is possible
b give a single coherent invterpretation of Knpke’s text.

The Initial Skeptical Argument and Radical Skepticism about Meaning

The main skeptical argument developed by Kripke in chapter 2 can be re-
constructed as being of the following form:*

P1. If in the past it was a fact that I meant addition by "+, then either:
(i) this fact was determined by non-intentional facts of the following
SOTIS:
or
{ii} the fact that [ meant addition by "+ was a primitive fact; that is, 2
fact not determined by non-inteniional facts,
P2. It is not the cace that non-intentional facis of tvpe (i) determined that |
meeant addition by *+°.
P3. Itisnod the case that the Fact that I meant addition by "+ " was a primitive
fact.

1. Therefore, in the past there was no fact that T meant addition by *+",

pMuch of chapter 2 is devoted to canvassing the potential meaning-determining
facts needed 1o fill out premise 1, and (o establishing premise 2 by showing that
none of these facts really do determine meaning. For example, even if we gram
that whatever | meant by *+" must conform to my past calculatons using th
svmbaol, these calculations are not sufficient to determine that 1 meant addition by
it, since the values of the addition function far cutstrip the limited number of
calculations | have made. Mor can we appeal to the beliefs we used sentences
conlaiming "+ to express, of to the computational algorithm we asseciated with
the sign. The problem is that beliefs and algorithms, like ordinary words and
seniences, are things that have content. As such their contents are as subject to the
challenge of Kripke's skeptic as is the content of *+. This skeptic may, for the
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sake of argument. grant that in the past we associated *= " with a formula, or 58
of instructions, whose present content yields the sum of any pair of natural nam-
bers as arguments, but he will question whether that formula, or those insiroc-
tions, had that same content in the past, and he will challenge us to specify the
relevant content-determining facts. Simialarly, he may agree that in the past we
used the sentence "9 + 6 = 25" 1o express a belief, but he will question whether
the content of that belief was about the addition function {as opposed 1o some
other function that gives the same valwe for that pair of arguments}), and be will
not be satisfied until we have identified the facts that determine the content of that
belief. In short, if we propose any intentional fact as that which determined what
*+"meant in the past, Kripke's skeptic will respond by reformubating his original
problem so as to apply 1o the content of that fact. Having started by challenging
us to find facts that determined the content of our words, the skeptic wall continue
by challenging us 1o find facts that determined the contents of all of our mental
states. Thus, if we are ever going to be able to answer the skeptic, we must find
facts that determine content in general—linguistic and otherwise.

Further potential meaning-determining facts discussed by Kripke include
my verbal dispositions to use *+'—specifically, my past dispositions o answer
the question Wial is mr +n? for arbitrary numerals m and n.* Although 1 acwally
performed relatively few such calculations, 1 was disposed to perform a great
many more. Suppose, for example, that [ never performed the particular calcu-
lation “68 + 57 = 125", Still, if | had been asked, “What is 68 + 577", [ would have
answered “125°. In light of this. Eripke considers the view that what ong means
by ‘4" is determined by the answers one is disposed 10 give to the full range of
sach questions {the dispositional analysish. On this view, the fact that m the past
I meant addition by °+ " was determined by the fact 1 was disposed to answer any
question What is m + a2 by giving the sum of the numbers denoted by m and n.

This view is rejected for three reasons, First, one can mean addition by ‘<47
even if one is disposed to make some errors in calculation ina few cases (the error
objection). Second, one can mean addition by '+ cven though, when the num-
bers get exiremely large, one has no dispositions to answer the question What is
mt +n? {the finiude objection), Third, even if one's dispositions to calculate with
*+ " exactly matched the addition function, one could not conclude from that fact
that the answers one was disposed 1o give were the correct answers, and so one
could not conclude that one meant addition by “+" (the normativity objection).?

Having rejected verbal dispositions as meaning-determining facts, Kripke's
skeptic considers the suggestion that what one means by a word is determined by
the mental images or private, introspectable experiences one associates with it
This suggestion is easily dispensed with since (i) in the case of many words we
mean something definite even though no distinclive mental images or experi-
ences are associted with them, and (i) even if in some cases a private mantal
occurrence is psychologically associated with a word, such an occurrence can’t
determine what we mean by the word unless the occurrence is interpreted in a
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certain way—i.e. unless the mental occurrence is iself assigned a meaning or
content, in which case it becomes the subject of skepucal doubt of precisely the
sort it was invoked to resolve,

In light of all of this Kripke's skeptic takes himself to have eliminated all
reasonable candidates for facts that might determine what [ meant by my words
in the past, Since he dismisses as hopelessly mysterious the idea that meaning
facts might be wholly undetermined by other facts, he draws the skeptical con-
clusion that there are no facts about what I meant by * <+, or any other word, in the
past®

From here it would seem 1o be a short step 1o the conclusion that I didn’t
mean addition, or anything else, by *+" in the past. Afer all, one is inclined 1o
suppose, if in the past | meant something by “+°, in particelar if | meant addition,
then surely it was a fact that I meant addition, and so there was a fact about what
I meant. However, since precisely this transition 15 supposad to be put into ques-
tion by the skeptical solution, it is useful 10 articulate a line of reasoning that
would justify it, and that may serve as a target for the proponent of the skeptical
solution to attack.

Extension of the Original Skeplical Argiment

%1. Since there is no fact that | meant addition or anything else by "+°, the
sentences [ meant addition by *+" and [ meant something by '+ ' do not
correspond to facts.”

52, Therefore, ! meant addition by '+ ' and I meani something by '+ " are nol
Crue.

53, 8o,/ did nor mean additton by *+" and [ did not mean anything by "+
are troe.

%4, Thus, I didn't mean addition by *+"; indeed, [ didn’t mean anything by
gt

The original skeptical argument purports 1o show that there was no fact that
I meant addition by “+*, and by parity of reasoning, no fact that [ meant anything
else either. The extension of that argument uses this putative result to deny all
meaning ascriptions that attribute any meaning 1o my use of *+7 in the past. On
the assumption that there is nothing special about me, *+°, or the past, this result
generalizes 1o all speakers, expressions, and times. Since presumably the argu-
ment can be repeated for other content-bearing acts and states, the result also
generalizes to assertions, beliefs, and other intentional phenomena. This is radi-
cal skepticism about meaning in particular, and content in general.

Such thoroughgoing skepticism about intentionality is extremely implausi-
ble, even pragmatically self-defeating in a ¢ertain clear sense; but it is not inter-
nally inconsistent., nor is it unfamiliar, Since according to this radical skepticism
Mo One ever means, asserts, or believes anything. it follows that if one has suc-
ceeded in stating (asserting) the skeptical posation, or arguing for it, then one has
refuted it The skeptic’s position is self-undermining not in the sense that it is
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internally inconsistent, but in the sense that it is inconsistent with the supplemen-
tary claim (which must be rejected by the skepuc) that he, or anyone clse, has
stated the skeptical position, argued for it, or believed the conclusion. (O course,
since rejecting that so & 50 is also a propositional attitude, crucially invelving the
notion of content, the skepiic must also reject—as we would put it—the claim
that he has rejected anything. )

What about the notion of truth? It is used by the skeptic in ihe extension of
the onginal skeptical argument, where ceriain sentences ane said to be tue. Can
the skeplic consistently make such a claim? It all depends on what one means by
calling a sentence ‘true’. A good cose can be made that our ordinary notion of
truth applies 10 sentences only denvatively: a senténce is true, as used in a contexi
C, if and oaly if what it £ays, the proposition il expresses, as used in C. is true; a
septence 15 false. as wsed in C, if and only if what it says, the proposition it
expresses, a5 used i C, 15 false; and a sentence is not true and not false, as used
in C, if it expresses no proposition in C—for example, because it is meaningless,
or because, like imperatives and interrogatives, its being meaningful does not
consist in it being wsed 1o express propositions. Since the claim that a sentemce
EXPrEsses 3 propositien entails that it has meaning. or content, the skeptic cannot
acceptthe claim that any sénlence expresses a proposition. Thus, on this ordinary
conception of truth talk, the radical skeptic about intentionality canmot consis-
tently characlerize any semlence as trse.

However, this does ned prevent him from replacing our ordinary truth pred-
icate with a Tarski-stvle truth predicate applying to his own language. With such
a predicate the skeptic could, in principle, secure all the advantages of disguota-
tion and semantic ascent, without charactenizing any of our ordinary semantic
notions as applying 1o anything. When the truth predicate of the skeptic’s sen-
tences is undersiood in this way, be can consistently assert 53 in the extension of
the original skeptical argument. even if that assertion 15 extremely implausible
and, from our non-skeplical point of view, pragmatically self-undermining ®

Such a position is perversely limited in how it allows one 1o characterize the
linguistic and other intelligent activities of opeself and others. However the po-
sition is not merely hypothetical, and 15 hardly unknown in philosophy. [ believe
that the best way to make sense of Quine’s varous skeptical dectrines, including
the indeterminacy of translation and the inscretability of reference, is to see him
as being an eliminativist about all our ordinary semantic and intentional psycho-
legical netions, and as proposing to replace them with various non-intentional
and behaviaristic substitutes.” This is not, of course, the position of Kripke's
Wittgensten,

The Apparent Strategy of the Skeptical Solution
Kripke's Witigensiein is a proponent of the skeptical solution, The key ¢le-

menis of this putative solution are (i) an acceptance of the conclusion of the
original skeptical argument—namely that there are no meaning facts, and hence
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0 facts commesponding o our use of sentences that ascribe meanings 1o our words,
and (i1) a refusal to adopt the radical skeptical position ansing from the extension
of the original skeptical argument, and an insistence that our uses of some mean-
ing ascriptions, like i the past Feveant addition by "+, are fully justified and
correct, whereas potential uses of other ascriptions, like i the past I meant grad-
ditton by *+°, are not.)” What is supposed 10 make the combination of (i) and (it)
possible is a conception of meaning ascriptions in which their uses are not seen as
alttempts to stale facts, and so do not reguire facts for their justificaton. Since
meaning ascnptions have legitimate wses, they are perfectly meaningful, even
though their meaning does not consist in standing for possible facts the existence
of which would make them true. Instead, they are said to have a kind of meaning
that does not conform to the classical truth-conditional conception of meaning.
Kripke gives a brief overview of this position in the following passages:

[ choose 10 be so bold as v say: Wingensiein hobds, with ibe skeptic. that there i no
fact as 10 whether | mean plus or quus. But if this is to be conceded to the skepric, is
this motibse end of the maner? What can be said on behalf of our cedinary anmbutions
of meaningful lenguage to curselves and to othersT Has ot the incredible and seli-
defeming concluskon, that all lenguage is meaningless, alresdy been drawn?

Im reply we must say something abourt the change in Witgensteln's philosophy
of language from the Fracares to the favestigations. Albough in decadl the Trocnarus
is among the most difficult of philosophical works, i1 roagh outlines are well known.
T ench semlence thene carmesponds & (possible) fact IF such a fact obeains, the sen-
tence is e if not, false.._ .

The simplest, most basie idea of the Tracraies can kandly be dismissed: a de-
clarative semencs pels s meamiag by viree of is trath conditions, by virmoe of s
correspondence 1o facts thar must obiadn 5 it s inee. For example, “the cal is on the
maat™ b5 pnderstood by those speakoers wiho realiee that it B rue if and anly i’ & cenain
2l % om & certain mal; it 15 falie siberwise. The presence of the cat on the mat is a facl
ar condition-in-the-world that wouald make the septence troe (express a nath) if ©
obiained.

5o stated, the Tracknius picture of the meaning of declamative sentences may
seem not oaly patural but even tautological. MNonstheless, as Dammett s2ys, “the
Tavesrigarions contains impliciily o rejection of the classical (realist) Frege- Tracnanus
view ihat the general form of explanation of meaning s a satement of the truth
conditicns, In place of this view, Wittgensiein proposes an alternative rough general
picture, {pp. T1-T3)

Kripke describes this altemative general picture of how a sentence gets it
meaning as one in which truth conditions are replaced with justification condi-
tions, or conditions of the proper use.!" The application of this picture 1o meaning
ascriplions, and to the skeptical paradox. 15 skeiched in the following passage.

Mow the replacement of truth conditions by jussification conditions has a dusl role in
the fevestiganions. First, itoffers a new approach to the problems of how langange has
meaning, contrasied with that of the Trecranes, But second, it can be applied to give
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am aeooiang of assertions abowt meaning themselves, reganded as assertions withlkn
our language, Recall Wingenstein®s skeptical conclusion: no facts, ne cruth condi-
tions, comespond to statements such as “Jones means addition by *+ "7 Now if we
suppose fhat Facts, or troth condiions, are of the exsence of meaningful assertion, il
will follow from the skeptical conclusion thal assertions that anyone ever means
anything are meanmgless. On the other hand. if we apply o these assertions the tests
suggested in Philosophical favestigations, no such conclusion follows. Al that is
needed o legitimize assertions thal someane means something is that there be roughly
specifiable clrcumstances under which they are legitimately asiertable, and that the
pame of asseriing them umder such conditions bas a role i oar lives. No supposition
ihwt ‘facis correspond’ 1o thoss assertions is peeded.' (pp. 77-78)

With this in mind we may look back 1o the extension of the original skeptical
argument 1o s¢¢ how the radical skeptical conclusion may be blocked. Whereas
51 may be accepted (and perhaps even 52}, 53 may nevertheless be rejecied.

A1, Since there 15 no fact that 1 meant addition or anything else by "+°, [
smeeant addition by '+ " and I meant sosmethiing by '+ ' do not comespond
1o facts.

52, Therefore, [meant addition by “+ "and Fmeant something by *+ " are not
e,

53, So, I did nev mean addition by =+ ° and [ did nor mean anvthing by *+°
an: iree,

Maoreover, uses of Soames meant addition by *+ °, and Soames meant something
by '+, may be regarded as cormect and justified, whereas uses of the negations of
thess sentences are not. On this interpretation, the proponent of the skeptical
solution rejects the skeptic’s radical claim that no one means anything by their
words as based on an Incorrect conception of meaning.

The Tension in the Skeptical Solution: What is a Fact?

The skeptical solution denies that there are meaning facts. But in what sense
of *Tact” is there supposed to be no fact that | meant addition by *+ "7 Kripke™s Witt-
genstein does not deny that one can cormectly say things like if is a facr that Soames
meart addition by “+ " or Jones was unaware of the fact that Seames meant ad-
dition by “+ ", One can cormectly say these things provided one doesn't miscon-
strise them as involving some mistaken. philosophically contentious semse of “fact”™.
The problem s that we are not told what this mistaken sense of “fact™ is.

Kripke addresses this point immediately after describing Wittgenstein's skep-
ticitl sedution as a position that accepts the hypothetical skeptic™s conclusion thar
there are no meaning facts. and in particular no fact that constitates my having
meand addition by °+". Kripke says:

Admittedly, |am expressing Witgenssein®s view mone straigheforssanddy tham he would
allow himself to do. For in denving that there s any such fact, might we not be
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expressing a philosophbeal thesis that doabds or denies something everyone sdmits?
We dia not wish o doubt or deny that when people speak of themselves and otbers as
meaning something by their words, as following rules, they do so with perfect night.
We do not even wish 1o deny ihe propriety of an ordinary wse of the phrage “ihe fact
that Jones meamt addition by such-and-such a symbol’, and indeed such expressions
do kave perfectly ordinery uses, We merely wish to deny the exisience of the *super-
Bative faci’ that philosophers masleadingly anach to such ofdinary forms of wonds, no
the propristy of the forms of words themselves.” (p. 69}

Cur problem in understanding the skeptical selution lies in understanding the
sense of “fact™ in which meaning ascriptions do net state facts, and in which one

can commectly deny instances of
1. If' 5, then it is a fact that 5.
such ag
2. I 1 meant additon by *+°, then it is a fact that 1 meant addition by “+".

In irying to spell out this crucial sense of “fact”, one is pulled in two directions,

O the one hand, we may build a substantial amount inte the notion of a fact,
For example, we might restrict the facts under consideration to facts intrinsic 1o
me, If we dothis, then it is not unreasonable to deny meaning ascriptions like (2),
Under this interpretation such denials do not amount to the ¢laim that there are no
meaning facts. but only to the claim that if there are meaning facts, then these
facts include social, causal, or historical elements external 1o the individual. Un-
fortunately, although this claim about meaning facts is coberent and plausible, it
does not provide a good interpretation of the skeptical solution outlined by Kripke,
First, the view that meaning facts include social or other elements extrinsic to the
individual does not, in and of itself, threaten the orthodox, truth-conditional con-
strual of sentences s getting their meanings by virue of standing for possible
facts. Even meaning ascrptions may be treated as fitting this model. as long as it
is recognized that the possible facts they stand for are at least partially social, o
exirinsic to the individual. But it is a central feature of the skeptical solution that
it is supposed to constitute a radical aliemative to the truth-conditional concep-
tion. Second, in giving the skeptical argument, Kripke did not invoke anything
like the mow familiar twin-carth or arthritis examples that are designed to show
that meaning is not individualistically determined.’ On the contrary, the consid-
erations adduced by Kripke's skeptic to show that facts about me don’t determine
meaning carry over to social facts of the same type. For example, the error., fin-
itede, and normativity objections (o the view that my dispositions to calculate
with “+" determined that | meant addition also apply o the view that the dispo-
sitions of the community o calculate with *+ " determined its meaning. Thus, if
the original skeptical argument succeeded in showing that facts about me don't
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determine meaning, then analogous reasoning would show that facts about me
and my community don’t either.” But it is the essence of the skeptical solution
that it should survive, and in fact be motivated by, the reasoning of the skeptical
argument.

Perhaps some other substantive conception of meaning facts can be found for
the skeptical solution 1o deny. Suppose, for example, one admits both thot mean-
ing ascriptions express propositions, and so are proper objects of assertion and
belief, and that there i a certain minimal sense of “true™ and “fact”™ according 1o
which for any sentence 5 that expresses 3 proposition,

M. 5§ is trae that 5 i it s a fact that § i the proposition that § is frue

is regarded as unproblematic, and perfectly comect.' On this view, there is a
certain minimal conception of truth and facts according to which meaning as-
criptions have truth conditions, and many such ascnptions state facts. However,
there is at least one way of understanding the classical truth-conditional concep-
tion of meaning in which it makes claims that are considerably stronger than this.
According 10 this strong version of the trath-conditional conception, the facts
correlated with sentences play an explanatory role in meaning and understand-
ing: a sentence s is meaningful because it stands for a potential fact the oblaining
of which would make s rue: a person understands s In virtwe of knowing that s
is true T the fact in question obtains, Perhaps the philosophically contentious
senss in which the skeptical solution denies that there are meaning facts is one in
Whj¢|hril is assumed thas any petential meaning fact must be explanatory in this
Wiy,

Cin this interpretation, the skeptical solution doesn’t deny that there are facts
about meaning, in the perfectly ordinary and minimal sense of (M) it simply
denies that these facts play o certain explanatory role, As before, such a denial is
not patently unreasonable. However, as an account of the skeptical solution, this
interpretation faces a difficulty of its own, In giving the original skeptical argu-
ment Kripke seemed to be willing to consider any non-intentional fact as a can-
didate for being a meaning-determining fact. Moreover, the argument did not
focus on the explanatory role posited by the strong version of the truth-conditional
conceplion of meaning. Thus, if the interpretation is to succeed, care must o
taken to show precisely how the denial of explanatory meaning facts connects
with the skeptic’s original argument.

This brings us o the other direction in which one 15 pulled in trving to make
sense of the skeptical solution. Instead of trying to build some contentious phil-
osaphical substance into the notion of a fact. we might simply accept the minimal
conception (M), and see the skeptical solution as denying that there are meaning
facts in even this minimal sense. The virmoe of this interpretacion is that i fins very
well with the original skeptical argument. When, in giving the argument, we
raised the question of whether one or another set of facts determined meaning
facts, we didn’t explicitly assume anything abouwt these facts beyond their being,
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or corresponding 1o, true claims. Thus, the import of the original skepaical con-
clusion was naturally taken to be tantamount 1o the clam that there are no e
propositions to the effect that 1 meant so and 5o in the past, Consequently, if we
interpret the skeptical solution as denying that there are meaning facts even in the
minimal sense of (M), then the skeptical solution will be in apparent agreement
with the conclusion of the original skeptical argument—as it is supposed Lo be.

However, now wi face a differemt problem, since it is not casy 1o sec how one
cin chamcterize 3 wse of the meaning ascription Soames meanr addifion by "4+ "3
perfectly correct and justified, while rejecting the claim that it is true, or a fact,
that Soames meant addition by *+". Given (M), we can do this only if we deny
that meaning ascriptions like this express propositions. Such a position would be
genuinely surprising. We know, of course, that some meaningful sentences, such
as imperatives and interrogatives do not express propositions. But meaning as-
criptions seem quite different from these.

Perhaps, they could be thought of as performatives. along the lines of °l
hereby name this barge the Hillary". or °I hereby pronounce you hushand and
wife’, According to some analyses, utterances of thess sentences are not attempts
1o describe any act of naming a barge or marrying people. In general, acw:l:rrdll'lg
1o thiese andlyses, uiterances of performative seniences are nol 3060 25 EXPRESSINE
propositions, or purporting to describe states of affairs, and so they are not taken
10 be candidates for truth and falsity. Rather than describing certain acts, perfor-
mative UIErances In Appropriale circumsiances ane Seen as comsttuiing the per-
formance of those acts=—in our examples, naming a barge and marrving two
people. With this in mind, one might suggest that saying Jones means addition by
<+, is performative in the following way: to uiter such a senience in appropnale
circumstances is o ake Jones into one’s linguistic community, to certify him as
a competent user of *+°, and to license him to use *+ to do what we call “add-
ing”. Ome way of interpreting the skeptical solution is to view it as realing méan-
ing ascriptions roughly along these lines,

In the sections that follow 1 will examine differemt interpretations of the
skeptical solution. I will begin with the interpretation according to which mean-
ing ascriptions are said not to express propositions, or o sate facts in even the
minirnal sense (M), but rather are clamed 1o have some other non-descriptive,
perhaps performative. kind of meaning. | will argue that this interpretation fails in
several respects—in particular, the position outlined lacks crucial features that
Kripke anributes to the skeptical solution, it is implausible on its face, and it can
be shown to be incoberent.

Next, 1aking George Wilson's insightful interpretation of Kripke as a point of
departure.'® I will articulate a view which grants that meaning ascriptions do ex-
press propositions. and may state facts in the sense of (M), but denies that these
facts play the explanatory role demanded by a certain strong version of the truth-
conditional conception of meaning. Accordingly, | will distinguish sirong and weak
versions of the truth-conditional conception and present an independent argument
that the strong wversion cannot be maintained for all proposition-expressing sen-
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rences, This will result in a modest, but I hope reasonable, skepticism about the role
of truth conditions in explaining meaning and understanding,

Finally, I will take up the question of how this modest skepticism relates 1o
Kripke's skeptical solution. I will argue that my modest skepticism about truth
conditions lacks certain essential features of the skeptical solution as Erpke
describes it. In particular, its rejection of explanatory truth conditions does nod
apply 0 all sentences, and is substantially more limited in scope than Kripke's
skeptical solution is supposed 1o be; moreover, Kripke's skeptical argument can-
not be seen as providing an argument for the modest skepticism | describe. In the
last section of the paper [ will assess where the apparent failure of these two
interpretateons of the skeptical solution leaves us, and T will try to bring together
the positive lessons 10 be leamed from Kripke's discussion.

The Minimal Copception of Facts and the Non-Descriptive Version
of the Skeptical Solution

According 1o this intérpretation, meaning ascriptions like in the past [ means
addition by '+ " do nol Lo express propositions, or purport 1o state facts in even the
minimal sense (M), but rather are claimed 1o have some other, non-descriptive
kind of meaning. The suggestion that they maght be given a performative analysis
is meant 1o illusirate this possibility, withouwt ruling out other potential alterna-
tives. The imporiant point is that uierances of meaning ascriptions are not seen as
attempts e describe any swate of affairs, or 1o make any claim about the way the
world is. Rather, since they have some other, non-descriptive function, they may
be perfectly correct, even though they do not correspond to facts, and are not
properly assessable as true or false, Because of this, one who took this position
could, in principle, sccept the conclusion of the oniginal skeptical argument, whils
blocking the extension of that argument, thereby avoiding the need to deny such
ascriptions as in the past Seames meant addition by "+ 1*

Unfortunately, there several intractable problems that make adopting this
picture unienable, First, az | tried 10 show in “Skepticism about Meaning: Inde-
terminacy, Normativity, and the Rule-Following Paradox™ ™ the original skepti-
cal argument 15 flawed. Given our ordinary, minimal conception of facts (M), one
cannod establish that there are no facts about meaning. But if one can't establish
this conclusion, then one doesn’t need some special non-descriptive analysis of
meaning ascripiions in order (0 be able comectly to characterize my past use of
‘o @i meaning addition !

Second, there 15 reason to think that the non-descriptive analysis of meaning
ascripdions is indefensible on its face. If the skeptical argument motivated the
¢laim that meaning ascriptions are non-descriptive, then a paralle] argument would
muotivate the claim that propositional attitude ascriptions are oo, But surely, sen-
tences asribing beliefs, assertions, and intentions to agents purpest w describe
those agents in ways that may be true or false. All of these sentences. along with
meaning-ascribing sentences, are routinely characterized by ordinary speakers as
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being assessable for truth; all are unproblematically embeddable in ordinary trth-
conditional constructions, such as antecedents of conditionals, in ways in which
interrogatives, imperatives and pure performatives—like *Hello'—are not; and
all may themselves appear as objects of propositional attitude verbs, like “know®
and *believe’, which are used o indicate our cognitive relations to facis, and to
propositions generally. Satisfaction of prosaic conditions like these is all that is
required for a sentence 1o be truth-assessable, and 1o belong to fact-stating dis-
course, when the nedions of iruh and facts are understood in the ordinary, mini-
mal sense characterized by (M). Since meaning and propositional attinede
ascriptions satisfy these conditions. they qualify as fact-stating.

Third, in addition to rendering the skeptical solution implausible, the non-
fact-stating interpretation of meaning-ascribing sentences robs the skeptical so-
lution of its intended philosophical power. The goal of Kripke's Wittgenstein was
to replace what he regarded as a radically defective philosophical conception of
meaning with a fundamenially different conception. It is no defect of the truth-
conditional conception that it does not apply to iNEITORALIVES, IMPeratives, of
some performatives. If, for some reason, one thought that it did not apply to
meaning and propositional attitode ascriptions, because they too do not purport to
be fact-stating. this would not discredit the truth-conditional conception, but
simply limit its scope. A skeptical solution that amounted to no more than this
would 1ell us nothing about the vast range of non-content-ascribing, yet philo-
sophically significant. discourse. For all that we would be told by such a solution,
perception semtences. ascriptions of feelings like pain, and mathematical sen-
tences might continue to be analyzed as fact-stating, and full-bloodedly trath
conditional, But if tha were the case, then the skeptical solution could not play
the crucial role intended by Kripke's Wittgenstein in the private language argu-
ment, for example, or in the philosophy of mathematics.™

Finally, as if all this were nol enough, the non-descriptive version of the
skeptical solution is incoherent. One way 1o bring out this incoherence 15 with
the following argpument: Consider the sentence, 'n meaning ascription ex-
presses a proposition’ . used in stating this version of the skeptical solution. It
makes & theoretical claim about a certain class of sentences, and so must itself
be proposition-expressing and fact-stating. Thus, i1s negation, ‘some meaning
ascription expresses a proposition’, ought have the same status. This sentence
i% an exisiential generalization whose instances are sentences of the form, s 15
a meaning ascription and s expresses a proposition’. Surely if the existential
generalization expresses a proposition, then some of its instances do too,
which case some sentences of the form ‘s expresses a proposition” must ex-
press propositions. But these are meaning ascriptions of a certain sort. which,
by the non-descriptive version of the skeptical solution, do nol express propo-
sitions. Thus we have it that some semtences both express propositions and do
ol EXpress proposifions.

This contradiction follows from the non-descriptive version of the skeptical
solution plus a very plausible set of supplementary assumptions. (3).
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3a. Since the sentence “no meaning ascriplion expresses a proposition” is

used to make o theoretical claim about a certain class of santences, il
must express g proposition, and purport to be fact-stating.

b. If s and &" are negations of one another, then one expresses a proposition
{and so purports to be fact-stating ) iff the other does so as well.

¢. Anexistential generalization expresses a proposition only if some of its
instances do.

d. A conjunction cxpresses a proposition only if both of (s conjuncts do.

e. A sentence of the form "s expresses a proposition’ is 3 meaning ascrip-
tion.

It 15 hard 10 32¢ how any of these could plausibly be denied. The non-descrptive
version of the skeptical solution, as | have presented it, doesn't deny that some
sentences are used descniplively, express propositions, and purport to state facts,
But if some sentences have these features, then “no meaning ascription expresses
i proposition” should one of them, in which case (3a) is acceptable. Since (3b-2)
are oy, the argument can plausibly be taken to be a reductio of the non-descriptive
version of the skeptical solution,

It is also possible 1o give a different argument with the same result, which
does not appeal 10 any supplementary premises beyvond the non-descriptive ver-
sion of the skeptical solution itself. The first step in the argument is simply a
statement of the view that meaning ascripions are non-descriptive, and so do not
EXEss PrOPOsIlions.

(i} Momeaning ascriptions—e. 2. Soames means addivion by 4+ ', '+ "means
addition, '2+2=4"'means (expresses the proposition ) har the sum of o
and v i four, ‘2+ 2 =4 means something Sexpreises some proposition—
EXpress propositions.

Next we observe that, according to the skeptical solution, sincere ulterances of
the particular sentences mentioned in (1) are correct. eveén thowgh they do not state
facts and w0 are mot true in the ordinary sense. The reason for this is that they have
somie other. non-descriptive function. and so are not even attempts to state facts.
Indeed, the skeptical solution tells us that it would be incorrect to serionsly utter
the negations of the sentences mentioned in {i). This gives us {ii).

(i} It would be incorrect 1o say: Soames does nol mean addition by *+°, "+°
doein't mean addition, "2+ 2=4" does not mean (express the proposi-
rior) thar the sum of nve and e s four, 2424 does nel mean ainys
thimg, oF express ary proposivion.

Mow consider another class of meaning ascrnptions—e.g. sentences of the
form s means something, £ expresses d proposiiion. 8 means that p, £ expreésies the
proposition that p, where “s” is replaced by a name of one of the meaning ascrip-
tions mentioned in (i), These are meaning ascriptions about meaning ascrptions,
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S0, by (i) they do not express propositions and are not candidates for wruth or
falsity in the ordinary sense, This gives us a vanery of resulis of the sort {iii).

(iii} The following sentences do nol express propositions: ™"+ " means ad-
dition means something”, "'+ ‘means addirion expresses a proposi-
non”, and soon.

But the fact that these meaning ascriptions about meaning ascriptions don’t
express propasitions doesn’s give us any more reason to reject them than there is
to reject the original meaning ascriptions abouwl sentences that are nod themselves
meaning ascripions. According to the skeptical solution, there is a role in our
lives for meaning ascriptions about ordinary sentences like *2 + 2 = 4" which
justifies our use of those meaning ascriptions, But surely if this is so, then there
is a role in our lives for meaning ascriptions about some sentences that them-
selves contain the word *meaning’ , or the phrases “expresses a proposition’, and
‘expresses the proposition that”, Hence these ought 1o be a role for the meaning
ascriptions of the sort given in (i) that justifies their use. In particular, the skep-
tical solution should be construed as legitimating (iv).

(iv) Serious wses of (a) are cormect and corresponding uses of (b) are incor-
reci.
{a) '+ 'means additien means something
"+ 'means addition EXPIEsses 3 propositon
"means additien does not mean anything
"means addition does nol express a proposition

{b) "+

Thus we have from (i) that “+ " means addition does not express a proposi-
tion; whereas from (iv) we are licensed to say: ="+ "means addirion does express
a proposition”. Similarly, from (iv) we have it that the characierization gotten
from (i) is a mistake. So we have it that =5, but it is incorrest of mistaken for one
seriously to utter that very sentence. In addition, the proponent of the skeptical
solution must say something of the form s does mol express a proposition on the
basis of (i) and something of the form 5 does express a prepoesition on the basis of
(iv}. According to the non-descriptive version of the skeptical solution, this may
not be a case of asserting contradictory propositions, Presumably, thowgh, it is
still incoherent—like ordering someone both to close the door and not to close it

For all these reasons the non-descriptive version of the skeptical solution
must be rejected. As a philosophical position o be evaluated on its own merits it
is incorrect and indefensible. As an interpretation of Kripke's text it fails o make
sense of important aspects of his discussion—such as the claim that it is only
when one employvs a philosophically contentious sense of “fact™ that it is denied
that there are facts,™ the claim that the skeptical solotion represents a radical
rejection of the truth-conditional conception of meaning and a proposal o replace
it with something else, and the claim that the proposal in question has fir-
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reaching consequences for oaher philosophically significant regions of discourse.
These failures give us good reason to look for another interpretation.

The Explanatory Conception of Meaning Facts:
An Anti-Truth-Conditional Yersion
of the Skeptical Solution

What we need is an interpretation according to which the skeptical selution
grants that there are facts abour meaning. in the minimal sense (M) of “fact”
discussed above. The needed interpretation should grant that the meaning ascrip-
tion, in ohe past Soares meant addiion Iy '+ expresses a proposition, and is
true iff in the past | meant addition by *+". It should also grant that 1 did mean
addition by *+", and hemce that it is a fact (and it 5 tree) that in the past 1 meant
addition by “+°. Nevertheless, such an interpretation must be skeptical in the
sense of providing us with a reason o revise some of our fundamental views
about meaning, In order to determine whether such an interpretation can be con-
structed, we must answer two guestions: (1) If the original skepical argument is
not intended 1o show that there are no meaning facts, in the minimal sense of
“fact”, what i5 it supposed to show? (i) If the skeptical solution is to be seen as
compatible with the claim that sentences. including meaning ascriptions, have
truth conditions in the mamimal sense just illustrated, in what respect does it rep-
resent o radical rejection of the truth-conditional conception of meaning, and a
proposal to replace it with something else?

In order 1o investigate these questions we will begin by examining George
Wilson's illuminating interpretation. presented in “Kripke on Wingenstein and
Mormativity.”** There Wilson argues that the lesson of Kripke's original skepti-
il argument is not that there are no meaning facts, but rather that i we accept a
certain natural, buil decidedly non-trivial conception of meaning. then—
becawse of the considerations in the skeptical argument—ithere are no meaning
facts. Anyone who accepis the relevant conception of meaning will have to accept
that there are no meaning facts, and will be under great pressure o acquiesce in
the conclusion that no one ever means anything. Since this is not the posivon of
Kripke's Wittgenstein, the skeptical argument is viewed as a reductio ad absur
dur of the initial conception of meaning, and the skeptical selution is put forward
as o conception of meaning that replaces the one rejected.

For Wilson the targed of the reducrio is something called “classical realism™,
according 1o which what it is for a senience to be meaningful is for it to have
“classically realist truth conditions™. What these are tums out not o be fully
specified, and it will be important o make this notion as clear as possible. How-
ever, certain things are evident from the cutset, First, Wilson regards the reductio
as being designed to establish the global conclusion that no septence has classi-
cally realist truth conditions. Second. it is not supposed to follow from this con-
clusion that po sentences are true, or that none state facts, in the ordinary, minimal
sense illustrated by (M), Moreover. since the conclusion of the reduertioe is global,
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it is scen as putomatically applying to different domains of discourse—meaning
ascriptions, mathematical seniences, psychological sentences, and so on. Thus,
on Wilson®s interpretation, conclusions established by the rule-following consid-
erations are properly seen as being directly relevant (at least potentially) to phil-
ospphical analyses across all domains,

Wilson first gives a brief overview of his interpretation, as it applics to Krip-
ke's example of the plus sign, and then provides a generalized statement of the
argument, as it might apply to any predicate. The situation with *+ " is charscter-
ized a5 follows;

The skeptic, it seems, begins with 2 skeletal but plausible conception of what it is to
mean something by & term. Resiricting curselves, first of all, 1o ibe exemplary case of
addition. (ke conceplion rans &s follows, If, during a certain period, [ meant addition
by =", then, during thas time, | must have adopled some standard of correciness
far my actual and potential applications of the term. Meaning somethiag by =+
essentially involves having a policy shout what is 1o count as 3 comect and incorrect
application of the expression. ... What | must do to extablish the standard for myss1f,
ik skeptic mainiains, is to adopt 2 rule or 2 commilment to the effect that correct
answers [o querics of the form j + & = 7 are given by the values of the addition
operation For the pairs of numbers that, query by guery, &ne in question. Having adopied
this limguistic mabe for “+°, comect applications of the term are governed by the
infimite table of valwes that addition gemerates, AMematively, we cam say that, in
meaning addition by =+, I must successfully “single cut’ the addition function and.
correlatively, form the intention or purpose, concerning just that function. thal it
i4 bo determine cormeet appllemions of my wse of the term... .

[t is precasely a1 this juncrure than the skepiic imterposes his disturbing challenge.
It is my contention that the skepic does not doubt that the skebetal conception of what
is invelved in meaning sddition by =+ is fight, What he does dowbt is that this
conception can be intelligibly filled in with an account of bow I (or any ather speaker)
schieve the adoption af 1he specified linguistic policy or commitment. What, he asks,
docs my sdopting such 2 conception concretely consist in? In particular, what are the
facts shout me in virtue of which it is addition b governs corect applications af
*+ for me and not some other initially similar but divergent arichmetic operation™*

Wilson gencralizes this discussion by formulating how the skeptical argu-
ment should be construed, when applied to any predicate. His “classically realist”
conception of meaning is seen as incorporating the following conception of nor-
mativity*®

The Classically Realist Conceprion of Normativiry
N, If x means something by a (general) term ¢, then there is a set of prop-
erties Py — P,, that govern the comect application of ¢ for x.

Mext comes the characterization of what it is for a set of properties 10 govern the
comest application of a predicate ™
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Goversiment

Gov. Asel of properties Py — Py, governs the correct application of a term
for x T x has the inention (has adopted the linguistic commitment)
that & correctly applies to an object o iff o has P, — P,.

Al this point, Wilson assures us that “the skeptic insists that, if certain properties
are to function as conditions of correct applicability for x's use of &, then there
mus! be concrete facts about x which establish that it is just those properties
which she has successfully singled out and about which she has formed a proper
semantic commitment. The existence of conditions of applicability for a term
must he intelligibly grounded in facts about the speaker’s psychology and/or
social history.”** This leads to the “grounding constraint™ ®

Grownding

. Ifthere is a se1 of properties, P, — P, that govern the correct application
of ¢ for x, then there are facts about x that constitute [establish, deter-
mine| Py = P, as the conditions that govern x"s use of &.

According to Wilson, the skeptic then closes the trap by arguing that there are no
facts that ground the speaker’s use of ¢. Wilson calls this the “basic skeptical
conclusion™. ™

The Basic Skeprical Conclusion
BSC. There are no facts about x that constitute [establish, determine] any set
of progerties as conditions that govermn x°s use of .

The skeptic concludes from N,. Gov, G, and BSC that x doesn’t mean any-
thing by ¢b. Since the argument is supposed to apply for arbitrary choices of
speaker and term, the radical skeptical conclusion is thal no one ever means
anything by any term. Of course, Kripke's Wittgenstein is no skeptic. Thus, Wil-
son imerprets him as rejecting these conclusions, and as treating the skeptic's
argument as a reductio ad abswrdum of the classically realist conception of nor-
mativity. N,, which is supposed to follow from the classically realist conception
of the meaning of o sentence as consisting of its truth conditions.

What is the classically realist conception of meaning as trath conditions.
such that N, may properly be seen as following from it? Consider the following.
minimal interpretation of the truth-conditional conception,

A Minimal Truth-Conditional Conceprion

A. (1) Anormal declarative sentence is meaningful iff it expresses a prop-
osition: it i true iff the proposition it expresses is true. The propo-
silion that P is true iff P; hence if a sentence s expresses the proposition
that P, then s is true §if P.



330 4 Seoll Soames

(i1} A speaker understands a sentence 5 that expresses the proposition
that P iff the speaker knows that 5 expresses the proposition that P,
and hence knows that s is true iff P
B. (i} A predicate is meaningful iff it expresses a properiv: it {cormectlv)
applies to an object iff the object has that property. An object o has
the property of being F iff o 15 F: hence if a predicate ¢ expresses the
property of being F, then & (correctly) applies o an object o 1ff 0 15
F.
(iiy A speaker understands & predicate o that expresses the property of
being F iff the speaker knows that ¢ expresses the property of being
E. and hence knows that ¢ (correctly) applies to an object o iff o is F.
C. Similarly for other categories of expressions.

This statement of the truth-conditional conception fits well with Wilson's
formulation of M, and his charscterization of what it is for properties to govern
the use of a predicate. Putting these two together—N, and Gov—awe get the claim
that if x means something by a {general) term o, then there is a set of properties
P, — P,. such that x has the intention {has adopted the lingwistic commitment])
that o correctly applies to an object o iff o has Py — P,. This is close to what is
stated in B above. Presumably, a speaker who knows that & comectly applies to an
object o iff o is F, and who intends to use ¢ in aceord with its meaning, will intend
o use it in such a way that it correctly applies 1o an object iff that object is F. Thus
N; would appear 1o be a nawral consequence of the minimal truth-conditional
conceplion of meaning—in which case a denial of N; would be a denial of the
minimal trath-conditional conception.

However this cannot be what Wilson has in mind. Putting aside ontological
issues aboul the nature and existence of properties and propositions, which do not
play a role in the argument, the minimal truth-conditional conception is virtually
undenizble.*! It is obvious that sentences and predicates do have truth and appli-
cation conditions of this sort, and speakers do have the relevant beliefs and in-
tentions. Try this for vourself, All of you who understand the predicate “red” {and
also what it means for a predicate o apply to an object), ask yourselves whether
you know that the predicate ‘red’ correctly applies to an object iff it is red. The
answer, of course, is that you do, The skeptical solution cannot plausibly be seen
as denyving this wrivialiey. If the minimal ruth-conditional conception is at stake,
then the proper résponse to the skeptical argument is 1o deny principle G, pro-
vided that the determination relation is taken 10 be something strong and resiric-
tive like apriori consequence, and 10 deny BSC, if the determination relation is
construed as something weaker, like necessary consequence.™ Consequently, if
ofie 14 IFViRg 10 constrect an interpretation of the argument according to which a
skeptical zolution to the paradox is to have any plausibility, ong must come up
with a stropger, more substantial, and more plavsibly deniable interpretation of
the “classically realist conception of normativity™ and “classical realism about
truth conditions™ than we have come up with 2o far,
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Although Wilson dees not provide fully explicit formulations of the needed
principles, his discussion does contain strong hints that point in a promising di-
rection. In the passage quoted above about the skeptic’s conception of what is
necessary if 1 am o mean addition by *4°, Wilson speaks of my sdopling a
certain policy, which invelves my singling out a certain function to govern the
application of the term, and thereby establishing a standard of correctness.™ The
piciure he paints seems 1o be one in which my meaning addition by "+ 15 ex-
plained by my having the relevant intentions about the addition function; [ mean
addition by “+" becanse | have independently singled cut the addition function
and decided to use *+" 10 stand for it™ In general the idea seems to be that in
order 1 bring it about that | mean something by a word, | must first pick outa
property and form the right sort of intention. There is even a hint of this explan-
atory picture in one of the passages from Kripke quoted above, which is also cited
by Wilson,

The simplesd, meost basic idea of the Trachafur can hardly be dismogied: a declaralive
senlence gels i meaning by virtue of i fruth conditions, by virtue of its come-
spondence o Tacts thal must obtain i it s wee. (p. 72, my boldface emphasis)

Let us put these himts vogether in an attempt (o extend the mommal truth-
conditional conception of meaning into somathing more substanial, We may take
the expanded conception w incorporate everything included in the minimal trath-
conditional conception given above, plus the following claims.

The Explanatary Version af the Truth-Comditional Conceprion aof .H'.rdr:lmig

Ag (i) Aspeakerx whoundersiands a sentence s, which expresses the prop-
osition that F, does 5o because x knows that 5 expresses the propo-
sition that P, and hence is wrue iff P X's knowledge of these facts
explains, and is prior w, x's undersianding of s,

(i) If & sentence 5, as used by a speaker x, means that P, then & has this
meaning for x because x has the intention that & is to express the
proposition that P, and hence to be wrue iff P. In general, o sentence
that expresses a proposilion s meaningful because speakers have a
system of intentions the content of which assigns that proposition to
the sentence. These intentions explain, and are prior to, the fact that
the sentence means what it does,

By (i} Aspeaker x who understands a predicate ¢ that expresses the proge
erty of being F does so becanse x knows that ¢ expresses the prop-
erly of being F and hence (comectly ) applies 1o an object o iff ois F
A5 knowladge of these facts explains, and is prior to, his undar-
standing of o,

(i) If x uses ¢b to mean the property of being F, then x does 5o because
x has the intention that < is to be understood as expressing the prop-
erty of being F, and hence as (comectly) applying to an object 0 iff o
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is F. In general, a predicats 15 meaningful because speakers have
prior intentions that the predicate i5 1o be undersiood as standing for

o Certan property.
Cg Similarly for other categories of expressions.

[f ehas s what classical realism is. then, presumably, the normativity premise
used in Wilson s version of the skeptical argument will have to be strengthened as
well. This can be done by retaining the onginal wording of N,, while sirength-
ening the definition—Gov—aof what it is for a set of properties 1o govemn the
correct application of a predicate,

Govy A set of properties Py = P, governs the correct application of a term ¢
fior x iff % has a grasp of P, = P, which is prior 1 x's onderstanding
of ¢, and ¢ has the meaning it does for x because x has the intention
(has adopted the linguistic commitment) that ¢ is to be understood as
{comectly) applying 1o an object o iff o has P, = F,,.

With this understanding of Wilson's notion of the government of a predicate by a
set of propertics, his “classically realist conception of normativity™, N, is sirength-
ened 50 as 1o express the following ¢laim; if x means something by a (general)
term b, then x does so because there 15 a set of properties Py = Py, of which x has
a prior grasp, and x has the intention (has adopted the linguistic commitment)
that ¢ is to apply 1o an object o iff o has the properties Py = P,. Since this claim
is a consequence of the expanded truth-conditional conception of meaning, de-
mying it amounts to rejecting that conception, Moreover, on this strengthened
interpretation, both N, and the truth-conditional conception are substantive pro-
posals that can be denied without absurdity.

An Argument Against the Explanatory Version of
the Truth-Conditional Conception of Meaning

1 will now present an independent argument against the explanatory version
of the truth-conditional conception of meaning. The argument is limited in the
sense that it does not purport to show that there are no sentences, expressions, and
speakers that fit the explanatory account, but only that the account fails for some
senlences, expressions, and speakers. Later, 1 will examine the scope of this fail-
ure, and extract the lessons o be leared from it, including the relatonship be-
tween the position armived at and Kripke's skeptical solution to the problem posed
by his original skeptical argument.

The argurment is based on examples like (4).

4a. Pluto is a distant planet
. “Plute’ refers (in English) to Pluto
‘Pluto is a distant planet” is wrue (in English) iff Pluto is o distant planet
‘Pluta is a distant planet’ means (in English) that Plui is a disuant planet

’7
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1 believe all of these thimgs, The reason 1 do 15 not that [ have seen or had direct
comact with the planet Plute, On the contrary, my onaly contact with Pluto has
been indirect. mediated by represemations of it. The most important of these has
been the name “Plut®,

In general, my beliefs abowut Pluto are linguistically mediated. 1 believe tha
Plute is a distamt planet becawse | have read or been told that it is. | have encoun-
tered the sentence “Pluto is a distant planet’ in reading or in conversation; [ have
undersiond the sentence, and | have accepied it. [t should be noted that this un-
dersianding did not consist in my associating an identifving description with the
name ‘Fluw’, and a descriptive proposition with the entire sentencs. In acguiring
the belief, | may well have come to believe descniptive propositions as a resuli of
accepting the sentence. Still, my belief that Pluto 15 a distant planet cannot be
identified with any such descriptive belief. Even if the description 1 associate
with the name turns out te be inaccurate and doesn’t, in fact, pick ouwt Plato, my
belief thar Pluio is a distam planet is about Pluto (though the descriptive beliefs
acquired at the same time may nod be). Similarly, even if the descriptive beliefs
turn oui to be false, my belief that Plute is a distani planet may remain troe.
Finallv, the proposition 1 express by “Plule is o distant planet’ is the same as the
proposition that others express by the sentence, even if the descriptions we asso-
ciate with the name are different.

In short, the explanation of my belief that Pluto 15 o distant planet 15 based
on three facts: (i) the fact that | accept the sentence “Pluto is a distant planed”, (i)
the fact that the sentence means (expresses the proposition) that Plute is 2 distam
planet, and (i) the fact that | am a competent speaker, and hence understand the
sentence. Moreover, my understanding the sentence is not 4 matter of my using it
to express descniptive propositions thot I might have come 1o believe on inde-
pendent grounds, Analogous points can be made regarding other astituedes I might
have taken toward the proposition. If 1 had come to wonder whether Pluto was a
distant planet, or doubt that it was, my having that propositional attitde would
have invalved my having a certain attitude toward a sentence that expressed it
The poind illestrated here is that the only epistemic connection [ have with certain
propositions 15 mediated through sentences that express them.

This point can be extended to the other examples (4b-d). For instance, |
behieve the propositions expressed by the semantic claims {c) and {d). However
these beliefs do not explain my understanding of sentence (a). I don"t understand
the septence “Fluto is ¢ distant planet” because | have those beliefs. Rather, it is
the other way around. My belief in the propositions expressed by (c) and (d) s (in
large part) due to my understanding and accepling sentences (c) and (d), and to
the fact that they mean what they de. Moreover, part of what it is for me to
understand the semaniic sentences {c) and (d) is for me 10 understand the non-
semaniic sentence (ak, which is a constituent of both. Thus, the direction of ex-
planation in this case 15 not from semantic beliefs to linguistic competence, but
from linguistic competence (o semantic beliefs.

If thiz is right, then a natural picture of language and linguistic competence
associated with the explanatory truth-conditional conception is mistaken, Ac-
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cording to the picure, we have the ability, prior to acquiring language, to appre-
hend objects, grasp properiies, eniertain propositions, and form beliefs. In setting
up a language, we adopt certain conventions according to which individual ex-
pressions and sentences come to stand for these antecedently apprehended ob-
jects, properties, and propositions. Leaming the language involves leaming for
each expression, and for each sentence, which antecedently available object, prop-
Ty, or proposition it stands for.

The most fundamental thing wrong with this picture is that in the case of at
least some terms and sentences, we do not apprehend the objects. properties, or
propositions they stand for prior to understanding the terms or sentences them-
selves, As a result, coming to understand these individual terms and senfences
does ot consist 0 searching through our stock of previously encountered ob-
Jects, propertses, and propositons o find the ones assigned to them. Rather, com-
ing 1o understand the erms and sentences is a matter of satisfying conventional
standards regarding their wse. Just what these standards are is something that
needs ta be filled out in greater detail. However, whatever they are, once they are
satisfied, one is counted not only as understanding new expressions and sen-
tences, but also as cognitively relating to new objects, properties and propositions.

The Scope of the Failure of the Explanatory Version
of the Truth-Conditional Conception

The above argument against the explanatory version of the trath-conditional
conception of meaning is modest, and does mot pretend to be global in scope. In
the example about Ploto, my beliefs are linguistically mediated, bat they need not
have been. Presumably, these beliefs could have been acquired through direct,
non-linguistic contact with the planet. Many of my beliefs about individuals ane
like this. For example, my beliefs about Plato are linguistically mediated; but
they are also dependent on the fact thit cahers had direct contact with the man,
and passed the name down to me,

Some of my beliefs about natural kinds also fit the above patern. For exam-
ple 1 believe that ungsten is 2 metal with some industrial use, which is found
somewherne in South America, among other places. However I can®t give an ac-
curate description that uniguely picks it our. Nevertheless, 1 satisfy whatever
minimal criteria there are for understanding the term, in the sense of being able o
use it with its conventional meaning. When [ do use it in a sentence, the propo-
sition | express is one that directly involves the nateral kind itself, despite the fact
that | don’t have any direct epistemic contact with the kind. In general, my beliefs
about tungsten, including semantic beliefz analogous 1o {sb-d}, are linguistically
mediated, and are explained, in part, by my undersianding and accepling vanous
sentences containing the word “tungsten”, Thus, the explanation of my under-
standing of this word posited by the explanatory version of the truth-conditional
conception of meaning is incormect.

How far, ope wonders. could this critique be expanded? Are there linguwisti-
cally mediated beliefs about objects with which no one is. or could be. in direct
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epistemic contagt—e.g., mathematical objects and unobservable, theoretical en-
tities in science? It seems reasonable to suppoese that there are. Afiter all, there are
such objects, and we do have beliefs about them. It is not farfetched 1o suppose
that we acquire these beliefs in virue of understanding and accepling sénténces
about them, How this all comes about is, of course, a large and perplexing ques-
tien, However, it s not implausible 1o think that, somehow, using 2 mathematical
or scientific term in a certain way counts as referring to one or another math-
ematical or theoretical object, and expressing a belief abour i1, despite the fact
that the referent of such a tarm cannot be “read off™ our use of i az well as the
fact that we have no direct apprehenzion of the object in guestion.

The upshot of these considerations is (i) that the explanatory version of the
iruth-conditional conception of meaning sketched above definitely is incormect
for cemain seniences, expressions and speakers (the Pluto and mwingsten exam-
ples) and (i) that it seems reasonable o suppose that the range of discourse for
which the conceplion fails may tum out 1o be large and substantial (the scientific
and mathematical cases). This is not 1o say that sentences in this range—whatever
its precise boundaries—don't have truth conditions: nor is it 1o say that speakers
who understand thess sentences don't know what they are. The sentences in
question do have truth conditions, and speakers who onderstand the sentences
know them. But, in the cases we ane concemed with, knowledge of truth condi-
tions doesn’t explain understanding. and intentions to use sentences in such @
way that they have certain truth conditions don't explain how we endow sen-
tences with meaning. Cosresponding conclusions hold for predicates and other
tvpes of expressions.

This raises the question of how linguistic competencs and understanding is
to be explained in the tvpes of cases we have been considering. Here 1 minst
confess that | know of no satisfying general answer to this guestion that is clear
and illuminating. Nevertheless, it seems plaosible o suppose that. at least in
SOIME CASES, ne"s position in a larger linguistic community, and one’s mastery of
the conditions of use impesed by that community, rather than any privately ar-
rived at semantic beliefs, play a primary role in explaiping one’s linguistic un-
derstanding. In this respect, the position we have arrived at resembles the skepaical
solution proposed by Kripke's Wingensizin,

However the position also differs feom that of Kriple's Wittgenstein in that
our critique of the explanatory version of the ruth-conditional conception of
meaning is not global, and does not call for a wholesale rejection of that concep-
tign. In fact. our critique does not apply to Kripke's paradigmatic example of the
plus sign. On the contrary. my understanding of "+ " conforms to the explanatory
version of the truth-conditional conception.

According v that conception. if in the past I meant addition by *+°, [ did s0
because | had a prior grasp of the additien function, and [ formed the intention
1o associate the symbol with that function. What did that prior grasp of the func-
non consisl in, and how did [ suceeed in associating it with “+'? The obvious
answer—which clearly guided Kripke in selecting this example in the first
place—is that in the past 1 associated the plus sign with a male, or algorithm, tha
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determines the sum of any two numbsers. For most of us, the ke was probably
one we learmed in the first grade, involving stipulated values for combining single
digits, rules about carmying, and the like, However, the details are not important,
and for present purposes we might as well assume that the rule [ memonized was
the standard number theoretic charsctenzation {+),

(+} For all natural numbers x and v, s +0=x & x + ¥ =[x + ¥}’

Of course, we may assume that | undersiood the mle (+) as having a certain
content, I interpreted it as saving that for any natural numbers x and v, x plus zero
equals x and x plus the successor of ¥ equals the successor of x plus v . In effect,
I defined the function designated by *47 to be that binary numenical function on
the natural numbers which when applicd to the pair consisting of a number x and
zero always gives the value x, and when applied to the pair consisting of a number
% and the successor of v always gives the successor of the value it gives 1o the pair
of x and v, If this is aght, then in the past | meant addition by * 4" because (1) 1 had
the intention touse < 1o stand for the function unigquely determined by the con-
tent of the rule (+), (1) the content of that rule dewermined the addition function,
and (111} [ understood that content. All of this is fully in accord with the expanded
truth-conditional conception of meaning. Thus, what that conception Lells us about
the meaning of * 4" is correct. The plus sign did. and does, stand for the addition
function; and it did. and does, 5o because of beliefs and intentions regarding its use
which explain, and are prior to, my understanding of the symbol itself.

It is undeniakly true that this explanation of my past use of *+' presupposes
that the male, (+). had a certain content. which | understood. In particular, it
presupposes that in the past 1 understood the successor symbaol *** to stand for the
successor function, *="to stand for the identity relation. the numeral "0 to denote
the number zero, and the quantifiers to range over the natural numbers. It is also
true that we can raise the same question aboat my understanding of these terms
that we did regarding * + "—namely, did my understanding of them conform o the
explanatory truth-condittonal conception of meaning? The crucial point to notice
here 15 that for the purpose of determining whether my use of *+° conformed 1o
that conception, it doesn't maner how we answer this question.

Perhaps no further rules guided my use of the successor symbol, **°. Perhaps
in addition, there is no other way in which | could be credited with an indepen-
dent, prior grasp of the successor function, and a decision to use *'" o stand for it
If 50, then my understanding of the successor symbol cannot be explained on the
model of the explanatory truth-conditional conception of meaning. but rather
must be explained in some other way.** Bul no matter how it is explained, it
remains true that [ did mean successor by ™, That much must be granted by any
non-revisionary account of our ordinary meaning ascripiions—any account that
acknowledges that they express facts in the minimal sense (M), But then, given
that the terms occuming in the rule used 1o define *+° did mean what [ took them
1o meean, and were used to express beliefs independent of, and prior to, my use of
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‘4 ome most grant that my understanding of the plus sign did meet the condi-
tions imposed by the explanatory truth-conditional conception.

This poant 1llustrates an obvious, but important lesson, Ko defensible grounds
exist for @ global rejection of the explanatory role of tuth conditions for sen-
tences. or of the explanatory character of the reference and application conditions
for individual rerms. Some semences do have explanatory wruth-conditions in the
sense required by the explanatory truth-conditional conception, and some terms
have explanatory reference or application conditions. [n light of this we need 1o
ask, “What, if anything. does the limited skepticism that we have arrived at re-
garding truth conditions have 1o do with Kripke's skeptical solution to the rule-
following paradox ™.

The Anti-Truth-Conditional Version of the Skeptical Solution Revisited

According to our reconstruction of Wilson, Kripke's skeptical argument is a
reductio of the explanatory version of the truth-conditional conception of mean-
ing. and the skeptical solution is an alternative conception according 1o which oor
micaning what we do by our words is not explained by any prior intentions o use
them to stand for antecedently apprehended objects, properties, of propositions,
Having shown that this interpretation of Kripke has the virwe of locating the
target of the skeptical solution as o contentious view about meaning that really
does have to be rejected, we are now in a position to see the problems with the
interpreiation.

First. Wilson quite reasonably interprets Kripke's Wittgenstein as arguing
that no sentences have “classically realist truth conditions™ and no expressions
have “classically realist™ reference, application, or satisfaction conditions.”” How.
ever, as we have just séen, some expressions, such as the symbol * +" and the word
“addition’, do have reference conditions that play a significant role in explaining
how they are used and understoosd—i.¢. conditions that fit the explanatory wuth-
conditional conception. By extension, some sentences containing these expres-
sions have similarly explanatory truth conditions,™ This suggests either that the
skeptical solution fails in an wtterly obviows way o establish whal i se1s oul to
achieve, or that its real target is not the explanatory wruth-condinonal conception
of meaning characterized above, but something else.

Sccond, Knpke’s Wiligenstein does not attempt 1o provide the sort of argu-
ment that is required 10 show the incomectness of the explanatory version of the
eruth conditional conception, The key claim made by this conception is that one
kind of intentional fact—namely, semantic beliefs and intentions relating sen-
tences and expressions 1o propositions, properties. and objects—is prior to, and
part of the explanation of, another kind of intentional fact—namely. understand-
ing sentences and expressions, and meaning something by them, To show the
incorrectness of this claim one must argue, as | did above, that in at least some
cases the alleged explanatory priority does ned exist (¢ither because both types of
Fact are on a par. or because the order of priority is reversed). Kripke's Wingen-
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stein docs not do this. Instead, when it is suggested that my past meaning of *+°
may have been determined by beliefs or algorithms [ associated with it, he, along
with the skeptic, dismisses the suggestion by poimting out that the same skeptical
question can be rmsed about those beliefs or algonthms, since they 0o have
coment, But, from the point of view of the explanatory version of the truth-
condinonal conception of meaning, this is beside the point. Since anything in-
tentional has content. one can always ask for the non-intentional basis of that
content. This observation. so prominent in Kripke's skeptical argument, is imel-
evant to the issue of whether some intentional facts are explanatorily prior to
other intentional facts, Moreover, no attempt 15 made anywhere ¢lse in the skep-
tical argument to show that semantic beliefs and intentions fail to have the po-
ority required by the explanatory version of the neth-conditional conception.

The reason for this is that Kripke's skeptic 15 simply not concemed with such
questions of priority. He is looking for the non-intentional basis of all imentional
facts, and suggesting that there isn™t any. Because of this the skeptical argument
cannot be scen as a redictio ad abserdum of the explanatory wuth-conditional
CONCEPAion—oT, a1 any rate, it cannot be seen as a redrectiv of the special explan-
atory part of the conception that distinguishes it from the minimal cruth-conditional
concepiion. But to say this is just 1o say that Knpke's actual skepical argument
does not conform to our reconstruction of Wilson's interpretation.

The third problem with the interpretation is that it cannot make sense of the
extended discussion of the dispesitional amalysis. Acconding to the inlerpretation,
the skeptic takes the explanatory version of the tath-conditional congception of
meaning for granted, and relies on it for the following strengthened version of
Wilson's “classically realist conception of normativity™,

The Strengthened Version of the “Classically Realist Conception of
Merrmariviry "

If x means something by a (general) term ¢, then x does 5o because there is
a %el of properties Py — P.. of which x has a prior grasp. and x has the
intention (has adopted the linguistic commitment) that ¢ is to apply to an
ohject o iff o has the properties Py — P,. (This condition is stated for predi-
cales, but a similar condition would be stated for other types of expression—
&.g. function signs, like “+".)

According wo our reconstniction of Wilson, the skeptic treats this as a central,
unargued assumption in the skeptical argument. However, if that were so, then he
would have no need o argue against the dispositional analysis at all. On the one
hand, the only candidates for meaning-determining facts allowed by the assump-
tion are those that determine explanatorily prior semantic beliefs and intentions
governing ‘<°, On the other hand, the dispositional analysis does not even at-
tempt 1o specify such facts. Thus, if the skeptic were taking the assumption for
granted, he could simply dismiss the dispositional analysiz as not addressing the
problem of meaning, as be conceives it. Kripke's skeptic does not do this; rather
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he secs the dispositional analysis as requiring extensive, independent refutation.
This is evidence that his argument does not assume the strengihened version of
the “classically realist conception of normativity™, and cannol be regarded by the
proponent of the skeptical solution as a redicrio ad absurdim of the explanatory
version of the truth-conditional conception of meaning.

Is There a Single, Coherent Interpretation of Kripke's Text?

So far we have considered two interpretations of the skeptical argument and
the skeptical solution. According to the first interpretation, the skeptical arge-
ment purports to show that there are no meaning facts, in even the minimal sense
(M yof “facis”; the skeptical solution maintains that meaning ascriplions are non-
descriptive, and do not purport 1o express truths. On this interpretation, the skep-
tical argument proves 1 be a highly interesting, though fundamentally Aawed,
attempt e establish a truly radical conclusion; the skeptical solution, on the other
hand, is incoherent, and represents no seriows alternative to the truth-conditional
conception of meaning, According 1o the second imerpretation, the skeptical
argument assumes from that owtset that if there is such g thing as meaning,
then facts about meaning must conform to the explanatory version of the rruth-
conditional conceplion; the argument purports to show that, on this assumption,
there is no such thing as meaning. On this interpretation the skeptical solution
ireats the skeptical argument as a rediectio ad absurdiem of the explanatory ver-
sion of the truth-conditional conception of meaning, and wries to sketch an alier-
native conception. Unlike the first interpretation, this interprefation is able 1o
view the skepiical solution as coniaining ai least o modicum of sense; il 15 seen as
an attempt to refule a contentious conception of meaning that really is incorrect,
Unforiunately, as we have seen, this interpretation cannot, in the end, be sus-
tained. Whatever may be assumed about meaning in the skeplical argument, and
whatever may be the target of the attempted refotation in the skeptical solution, it
is nod the explanatory version of the truth-conditional conception of meaning.

Both interpretations we have considered make sense of partof the 1ext, while
failing to make sense of the wext as a whole, Can we do better? Let us consider a
third interpretation that combines important elements of the previous two. Recall
the formulation of the skeptical argument according to the first inerpretation.

Pl. If in the past it was a fact that I meant addition by *+°, then ¢ither,
i1} this fact was determined by non-intentional facts of the fellowing
SOTTS:
ar
(i} the fact that | meant addition by '+ was a primitive fact; that is, a
fact not determined by non-intentional facts.
P2, Itis not the case thut nop-intentional facts of type (i) determined that |
meant addition by “+".
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F3. Itis mot the case that the fact that | meant addition by ° +" was a prmitive
fact

C1. Therefore, in the past there was no fact that | meant addition by *+".

On the analysis given in my “Skepticism about Meaning: Indeterminacy,
Mormativity, and the Rule-Following Parsdox™, this argument suffers from equiv-
ocation about what is meant by “determane’, On the one hand, we may say that a
set F of wuths dewermines a clam M iff it is possible 1o demonstrate M from
Fe=i.z, 1ff M i% an aprier consequence of F. On this interpretation | argoe that P
and F2 may be true, but P3 is false, On the other hand, we may say that a set Fof
truths determings a clisim M ifT M 15 & necessary consequence of F. [ argue that on
this imerpretation Pl and P3 are true, but P2 is false,

L&t us concentrate on the epistemalogical version of the argument=—:in which
the determination relation requires the abality 1o demonstrate something from the
underlving facts. One of the main reasons for thinking thar, on this interpretation,
P2 may be true 15 brought out by the difficulty one encounters in specifying a sei
F of non-intentional fects that would satsfy the cormesponding (epistemological)
wersion Np of the normativity requirement.

Mg. If a set F of facts determined that (in the past) one meant addition by
*+', then knowing the facts in F would, in principle, provide one with a
sufficient basis for concluding (demonsirating) that one cught to give
the answer *125" to the question “What is 68 + 57 7', and similarly for
all other questions of this type, provided one intends to use *+ " with the
same meaning it had in the past.

What makes this constraint so powerful is that for every set of non-intentional
facts that one can think of it appears that knowing these facis is not sufficien for
demonstrating which answers to the relevant questions about the application of
*+" are correct, and hence ought to be given.

With this in mind, let us reformulate the skeptical argument so that it explic-
itly assumes both Ng and the claim that meaning facts are not {epistemalogically)
primitive. The argument begins with a super-normativity premise, Ny, , incor-
porating these assumptions,

Meges. IF in the past T meant addition by “+7, then there is a set of non-
intentional facts such that knowledge of those facts would, in pringi-
ple, provide me with a sufficient basis for coneluding (demonstrating)
that 1 ought to give the answer *125° 1o the question “What is 68 =
57, and similarly for all oher questions of this type, provided |1
intend 1o use '+ with the same meaning 1 did in the past.

On the new interpretation we are constructing, Kripke's skeptic assumes Ny,
from the putset, In accord with M, he insists that the facts be is looking for must
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be non-intentional, since otherwise his skeptical worries wouold apply to them.
Having limited the field in this way, he spends most of chapter 2 arguing for the
following anti-reductionist premise AR,

AR, There are no non-intentional facts such that knowledge of them would,
in principle, provide me with a sufficient basis for concluding {demon-
strating ) that I cugh to give the answer *12%" 1o the guestion "What is
68 + 577", and similarly for all other guestions of this tvpe, provided 1
intend to use *+" with the same meaning | did in the past.

Since the skeptic accepts both Ny, and AR, he conclwdes that I didn’t mean
addition by "+" in the past. By analogous reasoning he concludes that 1 didn'i
mean anything else by *+" either, and thai, in geperal, no one ever means any-
thing by any word. The proponent of the skeptical solution, on the other hand,
does not draw any of these skeptical conclusions. Although he agrees with the
skeptic about AR, he rejects the skeptical conclusions, and treats the argument as
a reductio ad absurdim of the super-normativity premise N,

This interpretation has two main virtues; it makes reasonable sense of the
skeptical argument, and it tréats the skeptical solution as rejecting a misguided
conception of normativity that fails not only for *+°, but for all expressions,
However, it also suffers from two fundamental defects: (1) there is no reason-
able version of the truth-conditional conception that 15 commitied 1o the super-
normativity principle Ny, : hence rejection of that premise does not motivate
the sort of attack on the truth-conditional conception, and construction of an
gliernative account of meaning. that is advertised in Kripke's skeptical solu-
tion, (i} the claim Np,,. for which we have a plausible reducrio, has very little
independent plavsibility; hence a solution that rejects it hardly qualifies as even
maldly surprising, let alone skeptical.

S0, in the end, we have three interprefations. Each has important virtues;
cach has fundamental defects. Mone is completely satisfying. The reason for this,
I suspect, is that, like many leading works in philosophy, there is no single, co-
herent line of argument that nans through the whole of the text. Rather, Kripke's
texk is a fabric through which the different threads of these three interpretations
are woven together. IF this is right, then the proper response is give up as illusory
the atternpt to find a single unifying interpretation, to distinguish insiead several
illuminating partial interpretations. and 10 discover what there is 1o leam from
each. That is what I have tried o do.™

Moles

i. Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass,, 1982,

2. In Meaning ard Reference. The Canadian Toarnal of Philosophy, Supplementary Wal-
ume X3, adited by Ali A, Karmi, 1908,

3. Kripke formulates the skeptical paradox, in the first instance, os & parndoy about what
I ' meant by my words in the past. as opposed to what [ mean by them now. The ad-
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vantage of this formudation is that it allows us to fake ibe meanings of the words we
use im stating the argumsent for granted while the argument is being given and evala-
ared. Hence we avoid o potentiod source of confusion that might resalt from n.-fl}'jng o
the meanings of certain words in siating the argument while af the same time gues-
tioning what those wonds mean. OF course, if the argument of Eripke's skeplic were
good, then one could hardly resist exvending the conclusion drawn aboul the past 1o
the present and futuse a3 well. Thus nothing of philesophical sigaificance is los by
fermalsing the skeptical argument 2 being abowt the past.

. Boldfece Halics are wsed to indicate comer quotes; “m” and °n' are metalinguisis
vaginbles rmging over numerals,

. For discussion see my “Skepticism about Meaning: Indetermanacy, Mormativity, and
ihe Rule-Following Paradox™, op. cil.

. The text is somewhat equivocal on this point. On page 31 Kripke says:

Perhaps we may oy 0 recoup, by arguing that meaning sddithon by “plos’ is a
sLate even mofe swi pemeris tham we have argued before. Pechaps it is simply a
primirive stme. not 1o be asskmilaved o semsatbons of headaches or amy ‘quealita-
tive" states, nor 10 be assimilaed 1o dispositions. bt a scae of 8 unique kind of its
owE,

Sach a move may in asense be irrefutable, and i€ it is token in an approprizie
way Wingensieln may even accept it. But it seems desperate; it leaves the natare
af this postalated primitive stage of “meaning addition by “plus” "—oompletely
ENySLErIHIS.

The passage continees with more discournging words on how problematsc it would
allegedly be to take meaning facls to be primitive, | belisve that the moest natural
interpretation of Kripke's srgumentative strategy here is (o see him portraying the
skeptic a5 rejecting the claim that meaming facts are primitive, while holding the
passibility open that there may be an interpretation of what soch primitivness would
amount 10 gecerding o which Wittgensiein—ithe proponent of the skeptical solulion—
may accept the claim ihat meaning facis are primitive. | will explore this possibalaty in
the fimal section of the paper.
. ltalics are used bere (and elsewhere) io indicase single quoses, Ocoasionally they are
also used for other purposes—e.g. 10 mark the use of a foreign word or phrase. | tnast
that the costext will make 1 clear which wse is which.
. Another option for the radical skeptic would be 1o reformulme the extension of ibe
original skeptical argument 5o a4 not 1o appeal vo any notion of truth. Por example, be
might simply accept the premise that if in the past [ meant addition by *+" then it was
a fst that s the past | meant addicion by '+, This plus the original conclesion that
there was mo such fact, will allow him to conclede that in the past [ didn’t mean
aildition by *+°. Similar ressoning would apply to other meaning sscrptions.

The inernal consistency of the radscal skeptical position is a point that appears
1o be missed by Paul Boghossian in *The Rule-Following Considerations,” Miwd,
val. U8, 1989 and “The Status of Content™ The Philosophical Review, XCIX, No, 2,
19500, In the former, he congiders the radical skeptical position of eliminalivism
aboud meaning as invoelving a kind of “ermor conception of discowsrse about mean-
ing”™. There he nsks whether the lesson of the skeptical argument could simply be
ithe adoption of the radecal skephical posinon. and concludes that it could nol. {For
Boghassian, whal he calls “the error conception” is one of three possible responses
10 Kripke's skeptical parndox, the other two being the skeptical solution—which
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H.ﬂ-!;'h-crssim calls “non-factualism shout content™=—and a “straight solution™ 1o the
paradox,)

Could mot the maral of the skeptical angument be understoad 1o consist in an efror
conceplion of meaning discourse? It could not. for an emor conception of such
discourse, in concrast with error conceptions of other regions, ks of dowbaful co-
kerence, The view in question would consist im the clalm that all meaning-
atribuations are false:

i1y Forany 5: § means that p is fzlse,
Bus the disquotational properties of the tnath predicate guaramies that (1) engails

(2} Forany 5: § has no meaning,

{1} implies, that is, that ni sentence whatever possesses 3 meaning. Since,
however, a sentence canned be false unless it is meaningfil 1o begin with,
this in turm implies that (1) camnot be tnae; for what (1) says is that some
septences—namely meaning-atinbuting sentences—are false, p. 523

A slight varision of the same argument is given in more detail in “The Stams of
Content.”

Consbder first am emror conpoeption. As the peeceding discussion has argoed. this
amsotents finadly e the claim than

(4) All seneences of the form 5 has truth conditon p* ane false,

where § is to be understond as ranging over senpences in the language of thoughe,
ar peural strectienes, as well as over public-language sentences. Batnow (4 would
seem b0 have the immediate consequence thal no senlence bas a iruth condition.
For whatever ome's conception of “true”—whetber rabust or deflalionary —a sen.
pemce ol the form S has eruh conditbon p'* will be tnse if and only if § really does
kave trath condition p: this i5, of course nothing but a reflection of the truth preds-
cabe's disqaotatbonal properiies, propernies il possesies onany conceplion of tnsth,
And 5o, since all semtences of that foem ase held 1o be false, for v 5 and for nop
does § have crath conditon p. Mow, hewever, a problem would seem immediate.
For (4) Implies. that ks, tha mo sentence whatever has a tnath condition. But whay
(4} says 13 1hat all nnh-conditon-aMenbuling tenbences are false. And these sen-
tefces cannol be false unless they have trath conditions to begin wath. Hence, (4)
mplics botk that ruth-conditan-annbuting senences have tnath conditions and
that they don | have them. This is a contradiction. pp. 174=5.

Though | agree with Boghossian that the skeplic’s position is, in a cerlain sense, “of
doubtiul coheremce™, and hence must be rejected, it seems to me that the conclusion
drawn in the quoted passage is 1o simong: there 15 no costradiction of the son main-
tzined in the radical skeptical position ansing from Kripke s skeptical asgument. The
crux of the mater concemns the potions of tnath amd falsiny employved by Boghossian
If these are oar ordinary notions, as | have described them in the maln 1ext above, then
Boghassian®s confention that it is inconsistent to claim that a meaningless sentence is
false is correct—since to say of a senience s that s is tue {or false) is 1o say that &
EXPIEsses 3 proposilion that 13 true (or false), and %0 £ is meaningful. However, when
ihis notion of what it is for a sentence o be frue is invalved, the proposent of the
radecal skeptical position holds that mo sentences are orue, and therefore denies the
imference from 5 10 the claim that s is troe, used in Boghossian's argument. Moreaver,
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the radical skepuic would mot formualace his thesis as the doctrine that meaning ascrip-
tlons are false (in the ordinary sensel; rather he woald simply claim thal no semiences
mean anything. Thus, if tke notions of 1nah and falsiny emploved in Boghossian™s
argumeni are the ordinery ones. then the argument misscates the radical skeprical
pasition and employs an inference that would be denied by the radbeal skepiac.

Om the other hand, the mdical skeptic is free 1o replace the ordinary Botions. of
truth and falsity with Tarski-fype substitutes for his own language that do no presup-
posz any mtenticnal nobens. Let *TRUE' and ‘“FALSE™ be siuch predicates, .q.skc:p{i.:
wiho says that there is 4 TRUE semence written on the blackboard says something
trivially equivalest 1o the following: either "Spow s white’ is written on the black.
board and snow 5 whine, of "Grass s green” is wrinien oa the blackboard and grass is
geeen, e, (Semences of other lanpusges could not be dealt with using 1he same
predicae. ) Whea this motion of wath is employed the skeptic will accepa the mference
from 5 1o tbe claim that 5 = TRUE, and vice versa. He will characierize meaning
aseriptions as nol TRUE and, depending an how FALSITY is defined. be may even
characteries them as FALSE. However. now there 4 no contradictzon in clabming that
asemtence 5 both meaningless and TRUE (of FALSE). Similarly, the claim that there
are conditons under which a sentence is TRUE, as well as ibe elaien tha the semtence
has TRUTH conditicns, are not conceproally ted o any claim abowt the meaning of
the semtence. Thas, if Boghessian's argument ks taken w0 involve notions of truth and
falsity that the radical skeptie is willing to embrace, then a key premise in the argu-
menl must be rejected. As a pesull, no costradiction of the sort Boghossiam i3 looking
for can be derved from the skeptic's position.

. Thas tncludes replacing the ordinary notboa of truth, which is ted o contemt, with a

Tarski-style predacate, which can be defined using oaly lagic, set theosy, synlax, and
nion-intentional ohpect language concepts thal Quame is willing 10 countenanse. Ondi-
mary reference is simnilarly replaced with Tasski-style disqootational reference for ane’s
awn present language_ while talk of the reference of sther speakers and lanpuages i
understood 1o invoelve indeterminste iranslation inlo oae s own language plas disgoo-
tational reference in the home Language.

Cuaddition &5 an arithmetical fanction that agrees with the addition function on all
pairs of arguments 1o which [ have applied * +°, and which gives the value 5 1o all other
pairs of arguments.

See pages 73 and T4,

Aword of caution is needed here regarding Kripke's talk about mssertions that some-
one means something., and aboat substinting conditions of legitimate nssertabiliny
for troth conditions, Althoagh Kripke here speaks as if, according to the skeptical
solution, meaning ascripticns 2re used to asser| propositions, as opposed (o perform-
ing other non-assertive speech acts. earlier he has warned us that in tolking about
assertions and assertebility conditions in conneciion with the skepiical solution he 1s
adopting an oversimplified terminclogy. Thus, on pages T3 and T4 he says:

O course Witlgenstein does not confine himself to declarative sentences, and
hence te assertion and denial, as [ have just done. On the contrary, any reader of
the carlier pans of Philecophica! frvestigations will be aware that he is stroagly
concernad to deny 2ny special primacy 1o assertion, o (o sentences in the indic-
ative mood. (See bis early examples “Skab!™, “Pillar!™, etc.) This in fself plays
an imporiast fole in ks repudiation of the classical realist pictere. Sinoe the
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indicative mond is not laken a% in any sense primary or basic, il becomes mare
plausible that the lingaistie role even of utlerancs ia the indicative mood
that superlicially look like assertlons need ot be one of ‘stating facts®, Thus,
il we speak properly, we shoukd not speak of conditions of “assertion’, but
rathern more generally, of the conditions when o move (a form of linguoistic
expressbon) s to be made in the ‘lapguage game®, 1f, however, we allow our-
selves fo adopt an oversimplified terminology more appropriate (o a specaal
ramge of cases, we can sy that Witlgenstein proposes o picture of language based,
neat on rrech condigions, but on assertebdlity comditions or jushificoiion condi-
riens; under what circumsiances are we allowed 10 make a given assertion? {my
boldface emphasis)

In light of this waming we are well-advised. at this point, to leave it as an open
questbon whetber, socording wo the skepiical solution, unerances of meaning ascrip-
Lions ane 1o be reganded as assertions proper, of as performances of some other speech
BiL.

The passage conlinses:

It is for this reason that [ conjectured abowve (p S} that Wittgenatein”s professed
imabiality to wrile o work with convendionally orgamized argements and concla-
swons sbems al least in part, not from personal and sivlistic prochi vithes, bt from
the nature of his work. Had Wingensein.. stated the cutcomes of his conclusions
inn the form of definite theses, it would bave been very diffscult o avobd fosma-
lating his doctrines in 2 form that consises bn apparent skeptica] denials of oar
ardinary aisertvons ... IFoa the ciher kand, we do not state our conclasions in the
form af brosd philosophical theses, it s easper w0 avosd the danger of & denkal of
any ordimary belief ... Whenever our opponent insisis on the perfect propriery of
an ardinary form of expression. .. we can insis) that if these expressions &
properiy understood, we agree. The danger cames when we iry 1o give a preciss
formulation of exactly what it i thal we ape denying—what ‘erfonsous inter-
pretation” our apponent i placing on ofdinary means of expaession. It may be
hard o do thas without producing vet another statemsent that, we must admie, is
still “perfectly all right, properly understood”, {pp. 69=710)

For examples of this sort see, Hilary Putnam, “The Meaning of *Meaning™”. Lam:
prwage. Mind, gnd Keowiledge, edited by Eeith Guoderson, { Mimneaspolis: Unrversigy
of Minnescla Press) 1975, and Tyler Burge, “Individualism and the hMental,” Midwesr
Studies in Philosophy, vol, IV, 1979,

Kripke explicitly recagnizes this on pages 110=]111, where he says:

Finally, the poant made m the kast paragraph, that Witlgenstein® s theory is one of
assertability conditions, deserves emphasis. Witlgenstein's theory should nog be
confased with a theory that, for any m and n. the valoe of the function we mean
by “plus®, Is {by definitbon) the valee that (nearly) all the linguistic community
would give as the answer. Such a iheory would be a theary of the iruth condi-
tions of such assertions sz "By "plus’ we mean siech-and-such a fenction.” ... The
theary would atsert that 125 is the valus of the function meant for given angu-
ments, i amd only i “125° 18 tbe response nearly everyane would give, given
thess argumenis. Thos the theory weald be a sockal. or communiny-whde, version
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of the dispositional theery, and would be open 1o a1 least some of the same orit-
beisms as the original form.

Propositions, as | am conceiving of them here, are are objecis of belief, assertion, and
ather aniindes, o5 well as being potemial beasers of truth valwe, 5o in cases in which
it is coamect to report someone as believing or asserting (the proposition) that so and
5o, the sentence one uses in ascribing the content of that belief of assertion should
typically be reganded as expressing 3 proposition.

, Wose, on this account, the potential fact associated with a sentence plays two concep-

tually distisct (ihough reloted) explanatory robes. In evalusting the cormectness or in-
correciness of strong versions of the truh-conditional conception of meaning, the
possibility showld be lefi open that there may be cases in whichthe potential fact in ques-
thon plavs one of these explanatory roles but not the cther. For example, there might be
& semtence 5 (or other expression e) that was eriginally endowed with meaning by an
imitial speaker or group of speakers who antecedently grasped a ceriain potential fadt
{or property/object) and stipulated that & (or e, was 1o stand for it—even thoagh later
speakers are able toundersiand s (or ¢} without kaving any such antecedent grasp of the
potential Tact for properiv/object.) in question, In such 3 cxse it would be plausble to
malntain that the potential fact asseciated with the sentence played the initial meaning-
endowing explanatory rode, but not the rele of explaining subsequent understanding.
There may be other sitoations in which neither role is played by such a patential fact.

. “Kripke on Wittgenssein and Normativity,” Midwest Srudies s Phifosophy, XIX, 1994,

A66-90; “Semantic Realism and Kripke's Wintgenstein.” Philosophy and Fhemom.
emological Research LVIIL 1998, 43-122.

. Aninterpretation of the skeptical solution along roughly these lines is given by Crispin

Wright in “Kripke's Account of the Argument Against Private Language,” The Jowr.
mai af Philosophy, 1984, T59-T78 and by Paul Boghossian in “The Ruale-Following
Considerations.” Mird, 98, 1989, 507-54%9.

. Op. Cil.
. Kripke's Wittgenstein might, of course, be forgiven for not noticing this. Hence this is

ned a criticism of the interpretive hypothesis that aubributes the non-descriptive anal-
vsis of meaning aseriptions 1o him. However, it is a criticism of that analysis when put
forward as the proper resposise 1o the skeprical argument.

Crispin Wright and Paul Boghossian, who interpret the skeptical solution along roughly
the non-descriptive lines sketched above, provide arguments—not found in Kriphe's
lexi—ihat 3 non-descriptive analysis of meaning ascriptions leads immediately 1o &
non-descriptive anabysis of all sentences. See page 769 of Wright (1984), and pages
524-525 of Boghossaan (1989).

The basic idea may be illuscrared by considering Wright's argument in whe fol-
lowing form (which is here expressed in a slightly differemt way than the way he
presents itk Suppose thal 3 is a descriplive sentence—e.g. “snow 15 white’—thar ex-
presses a proposition and parpons 1o stase a fact. Now consider the material bicondi-
tional whose left side anributes truih o s and whedse right side 15 8 self—e.g. "mow
ix white ' if frice iff arow {5 whire, It would certainly seem that this biconditional cught
to be accepied. Suppose further that wie assume, independently of the skeptical solu-
tion, that if B is a descriptive sentence that expresses a proposition, then the senence
A i B i3 acceptable only if A is descriptive, and expresses o proposition. It then fol-
lows that the left side of our original Biconditional, which attributes truth bo £, must also
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be tzken to be descriptive, and hemte 1o express a proposition. However, this is prob-
lematic. For if we are here emploving the ordinary notbon of truth, sccording o which
a senlence ks e i and only if it expresses o tnse proposition, then a sentence of the
farm "' s prwe is eguivabent to a sentence of the form there is some propesition p such
shar "s ' expresses pand p i frue. Sinee 2 meaning ascription of the form 5" egpresses
a propadition follows from this sentence, there are grounds for the proponent of the nan-
descriptive version of the skeptical solution to classify the comesponding sentence of
the form “s'ix rrwe ps being non-descripdive. { W are bere tacitly assuming that any sen-
tence from which 2 non-descriptive senlence follows is itself non-dezenplave. ) Butnow
we have characterized the claim that  i% ire as both descnptive and nof-descriptive.
I ome takes the comectness of the skeptical solution as glven (and also aceepls the sup-
plementary principles appealed to in the argument), one may regard this a2 a reductio
of the claim that there are any non-descriplive semtences that the skeptical solution
doesn 't apply to, and hence that i application 15 unaveérsal.

[ don't think thif it the best way 15 view the matter, however, What this recon-
struction of Wrnight's argument shows is that the non-descriptive version of the skep-
tical sofution, 1ogether with (i) a certain set of supplementary assumptions and (i1) the
claam that there are some descriplive semlences that express propositions, is incoher-
enl. However, 1he non-descriptive versaon of the skeptical solution can be shown 1o be
incohereil o8 independent grounds, as 1 argoe bebow. Thas the neoherence teached in
this reconstnsction of Wright's argument 12 betrer Blamed on this version of the skep-
tical sodution tham on ke clalm tha there are sentences it doesa't apply o, Wright
seeims 10 share this view, since he gocs on 1o express skepliciam that we can make
semse of & universal noa-descripuvism. (pp. T60-T70)

. This point i3 made by Alex Byrne in “On Misinerpretng Kripke's Wingensiein®,

Philocophy and Phenomenalogicel Recedrch, Vol LVL Mo, 2. Jume 1996,
op. el

Fages 368=-364,

Page 370.

Pages 369-370,

Page 370.

Page 370,
Pape 370,
[n “Semantics and Semantic Competence”, FPhilpsophical Perspectives Yol 3, 1930
ol pages SE5=587, | raise a limited, somewhat technical, objection that could be gx-
lended to even the minimal trath conditional comception, [ argee that in certain un-
usual cases one can know that s expresses the proposition that Pithas could be extended
1o cazes in whach one can know that s both expresses the proposation that P and 15 frue
iff P), withou understanding s—iboagh it <ull halds that if 3 means that P and one
understamds 8 (as well a3 what it 15 for something 1o mean that, and be true Y, F), then
one will be im a position o conclode tha s means that Pand i3 troe 0 P The argumen
makes some concroversial. bot [ belbeve defensible. assumpiions about the proper
semantic analysis of vanous consmuctions which are not directly relevant tothe issnes
discussed here, Since the comrectness or incormectness of the argument does Bod aflec
the main issues relased to the interpretaion of the skeptical solution, [ will pur the
argumeni aside for present purposes.

Ancaber technicality that T will pur aside in discussing the minimal wath-
conditional conception invodves liar parasdoxical sendences, and ogher sentences kst
contain partially defined predicates. 1 have argued in chapters & and 7 aff Linder-
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standing Traeh, Oxford Undversity Press, forthcoming. that some sentences of this
[ype express propositions, but cannot correctly be characterized gither as true ar as
not true. Swch sentences are indelermuanee—i.e. they are not d-:hn'min..[c]:.' crue amd
not determinately untrue. If 5 is such a sentenee, and 5 i S and 5" s frve Y 5 are
normal material bicoaditionals, then it is not unreasonable to regand these bicondi-
tiomals a5 being indeterminate as well, If this is rght, then when such a semtence is
in guestien, Al) and Afid) of the Minimal Troth Conditional Conception will ex-
press claims that are indeterminaie, and so cannod comecily be assemed, provided
kit the biconditionals they contain are treafed as maderial biconditionals,
Forfunately, this complicalion need mot affect our attempt 10 make sense of the
skeptical solution. For ane thing, on the present interpretation of that selulion mezning
ascriptions ane true, and hence oot indeterminale. Thus the complication does not come
imto play. For another thing, we could always reinterpeen the biconditionals used in the
statement of the manimal conceplaon so thal sscha beondiional 14 rue just incase both
sides are trse, both sides are sl true, of both skdes are indeterminace. Such biconds-
tiomals may nod be the usual nasenal bicosdintonals, but they ane perfectly legitimate,
See my “Skepticism about Meaning: Indeterminacy, Mormativizy, and the Ruale-
Following Paradax™, op. cit.
Page 308,

. This s spelled out explicitly, and in grearer decsil, by Wilson in “Semantic Realism

and Krpkes Willgenstein,” op. ¢it. See in partboular his footmoce &,
The argument that folkvas i5 taken from my discussion of this issise in ' Semantics and
Semantic Competence,” Philesephical Perspeciives, 3, 1989, 575-5%6. The next sev-
ezl paragraphs paraphrase the material found there on pp. 38E-90.

. For Kripke's Witigensiein, il is part of the skepibeal solmion that 2 certain range of

linguistic behavior, together with a certain pattern af sctivity relanng that bebavior 1o
my nonlinguistic activities, simullanecusly constitutes my understanding the succes-
sor symbal, my knowang that it stamds for the successor function, and my possessing
the vamous elementary ambhmetical beliefs invalviag the fusciien. The propoment of
this view rejects the idea that understanding the symbol, and possessing the relevant
arithmetical and metalingmistic beliefs, are themselves mental seaes tha causally
explain the comesponding linguistic 2nd non-linguistic behavior. [nstead. on the pie-
ture he advocates, the linguistic and nonlinguistic behavior provadee the only warrant
possible fior the claim that one undersiands the successor symbal, and has the relevant
metalimguistic sand anithmetical beliefs

See pages 374 and 375 of "Kripks on Witigenstzan and Normabwity ™.

F{.r;:wlg, I undersinnd the sentences 2 + 2 > 7 and in the pant | meant adsition by
“+ ' becawse I know that they express the propositsons that two plies teo s greater than
3, and that in the past | meant addition by “+7; moreover my knowledge that they
express these propositions is due in part to the fact that 1 have an independent grasp ol
the mddition function that explains my understanding of “+ ' and “addition’ which
pocur in these seolences.

Early versions of this paper were given in fanoary of 1994 ar the Instimro de Inves-
tgaciones Filosoficas, Universidad Mackonal Autonomo de Mexico, in Mexico City,
amd im March 1996 a1 Read College. The paper was Iater revised and expanded, and
much of the new matenial was presended in my graduate semings at Princeton in the
fall af 199, 1 would like o thank Chrys Gitsculis, Jim Pryor, and Alex Byme for
reading and commenting on a draft of this paper.




