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1 Introduction

“[. . . ] we are already committed to tasks of deve-
loping life-like, contextually competent theories of
truth for natural languages and of refining in app-
lication Frege’s intuitive criterion of sameness and
difference of sense. We do not need (and we must
absolutely dispense with) the traditional proposition
in developing such interpretive theories or working
out the framework in which to develop them. But
this is not to say that, even at the end, such theories
cannot deliver such a thing.”

D. Wiggins (1992), p. 90.

Donald Davidson is well-known for his claims (i) that a Tarski-style theory of
truth could be developed for a natural language L and (ii) that such a theory of
truth could serve as a theory of meaning for L. The second claim is more clearly
expressed in the following way: a theory of truth for a natural language L will entail
for each sentence of L a so-called T-sentence, a theorem of the form “s is trueL if
and only if p”.1 If a theory of truth fulfills certain empirical and formal constraints
its T-sentences will specify the meanings of the object-language sentences: we can
substitute in these T-sentences “is trueL if and only if” with “means-in-L that”.
Davidson thinks that someone who masters such a privileged theory of truth is able
to understand utterances of L-sentences.

Although I will discuss the basic thought of Davidson’s theory I am not primarily
interested in Davidson’s view. My interest lies in certain applications of Davidson’s
theoretical apparatus. John McDowell has argued that Davidson’s theory of mea-
ning allows us to clarify Frege’s notion of sense which seems to many authors rather
mysterious.2 McDowell proposes to view a Davidsonian theory of truth as a theory
which specifies the Fregean sense for each sentence of a natural language.

McDowell’s proposal is not concerned with indexical sentences. But indexical
sentences are of special interest for philosophers who are sympathetic to a Fregean
approach to natural language.

The first reason for this is that indexical expressions provide the basic moti-
vation for a distinction between linguistic meaning and Fregean sense. Frege calls
the sense of a complete assertoric sentence “thought”. If we take the phenomenon
of indexicality seriously, it is more useful to ascribe Fregean sense and reference to

1The predicate “is trueL” is a one-place predicate, the subscript “L” is a singular term denoting
the particular language for which the predicate is defined, cp. D. Davidson (1990), p. 289.

2cp. J. McDowell (1976) and (1980)
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utterances of sentences.3 One of Frege’s criteria for thought-difference must accor-
dingly be re-formulated thus: If two utterances can diverge in truth, they cannot
express the same thought. So my utterance of the indexical sentence “I am hot”
and your utterance of the same sentence express different thoughts. Yet the ut-
terances have the same linguistic meaning. If the Fregean sense of an expression
and its linguistic meaning would coincide, McDowell’s whole idea of elucidating the
former notion by appealing to a Davidsonian theory of truth would loose much of its
interest: it would simply be a relabelling of Davidson’s theory of linguistic meaning
as a theory of sense. But if linguistic meaning and Fregean sense do not coincide, it
is a genuine insight that the Fregean sense of an expression (if there is such a thing)
could be specified by a Davidsonian theory.

The second reason why indexical expressions are of crucial importance for Fre-
gean theories of language is that it has recently been argued that these expressions
resist an integration into the Fregean semantic framework. Therefore Perry and
other critics abandon the Fregean framework in approaches to natural language.4

Gareth Evans’ seminal paper “Understanding Demonstratives” tries to answer
the just mentioned criticism by using McDowell’s conception of sense. Evans makes
a more demanding claim than McDowell: according to Evans a privileged theory
of truth for an indexical language L can serve as a theory of the Fregean thoughts
expressed by (indexical) utterances of L sentences. Evans argues that such a view
would render Frege’s semantic immune against the above mentioned criticism. My
paper will investigate whether Evans’ idea that a theory of truth can serve as a
theory of sense (utterance content or Fregean thought) for an indexical language is
true.

The main expositional problem of this paper is that Evans uses in his writings
Davidson’s much discussed and disputed theory of meaning as a starting-point. As I
cannot argue here for or against this theory, I will simply investigate whether it can
be of any help to a philosopher who is sympathetic to Frege’s views. My conclusion
will be mainly negative: a Davidsonian theory of truth cannot serve as a theory of
understanding for indexical languages.

The plan for the paper runs as follows: Section 2 to 4 are set the stage for the
discussion of Evans’ view. Section 2 tries to get a grip on the slippery notion of
understanding. I will introduce basic distinctions which must be observed in the
critical assessment of the arguments and theories that will be discussed in the sub-
sequent sections. Section 3 introduces the main principles of Davidson’s theory of
meaning. Section 4 relates Davidson’s ideas on meaning to Frege’s concept of sense.
In section 5 I discuss Davidson’s treatment of indexical expressions. This section
anticipates problems which will later arise for Evans’ application of Davidson’s theo-
ry. Section 6 and 7 will assess the explanatory power of Evans’ theory of sense. In
section 9 I will investigate whether the notion of a conditional truth-condition can
be of any help to Evans’ project.

3cp. M. Sainsbury (1996), p. 92.
4Cp. J. Perry (1977).
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2 Aspects of Understanding

The concept of understanding and the correlative concept of meaning are slippery
notions. Therefore some preleminary clarifications are necessary. The first one
concerns the pragmatic aspects of understanding. As most writers I will leave out
of consideration the pragmatic dimension of understanding. Of course someone who
reads Bishop Butler’s famous dictum “Everything is what it is and not another
thing” and wonders why someone should honestly assert such a trivial thing has in
one sense not understood the inscription. He has not realized what Bishop Butler
conveyed or suggested by this inscription. Yet in another sense he has understood it
completely. I will focus on this less demanding concept of understanding according
to which one need not grasp the implicatures of an utterance (if it has any) to
understand it

Can we say now that one understands an utterance iff one knows its linguistic
meaning? Consider a this example: a competent speaker of English, S, listens to
a tape-recording of the sentences “I am trapped here since yesterday. Please help
me!” S does neither know when the tape was recorded nor does he recognize the
voice of the speaker. Does S understand the utterance in these circumstances? Yes
and No. He does understand it in the sense that he knows its linguistic meaning: He
recognizes that it is an utterance of an English sentence and he knows the semantics
of the expressions that compose the uttered sentence. For instance S knows the
following rule of reference for “I”:

In every assertoric utterance in which the English word “I” is used it refers to
the utterer.5

But S does not understand the relevant utterance in another sense: S does not
grasp the proposition expressed by the particular utterance. S does not know who
the speaker of the utterance is, where this person is located and at which day he
uttered the sentence in question. This prevents him from grasping, as one might
say, what was said by the particular utterance on the tape.

I think this distinction between knowledge of the linguistic meaning and know-
ledge of what is said by an utterance is central to our understanding of “under-
standing”. But it is presumably not the only distinction one needs. An important
question is how to characterize what S must know in order to grasp what was said
by an indexical utterance, its official content.6 This question has a modest answer,
given by John Perry, and a demanding answer, given by Gareth Evans.

The modest answer assumes that it is sufficient for knowing what was said by an
utterance containing indicators that one has identified the references of the indica-
tors in the utterance-context and knows the linguistic meaning of the non-indexical
components of the uttered sentence. Let me clarify this with an example. S utters

5Of course this formulation needs polishing. We have to take care of mimetic and elliptic “I”-
utterances like “I am parked out back” etc. But these considerations are not relevant here.

6This is John Perry’s term, compare J. Perry (forthcoming)
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“He is tall” and “he” refers in his utterance to John. According to the modest con-
ception of what was said I would count as someone who understands the utterance
(in the relevant sense) if I grasped consequently a thought about John to the effect
that he is ill. I could re-express what I understood in various ways. Here are some
examples:

“You are tall” (said to John).

“He is tall” (said about John).

“That man is tall’ (said while pointing to John).

All these utterances are legitimate expressions of what was said by S’s original
utterance. What they have in common is that they predicate the same property of
the same individual. Therefore it seems natural on this view to identify the object of
understanding in this strong sense with an ordered pair consisting of an object-tuple
and an n-place property.

The demanding answer is motivated by examples like the following one from
Brian Loar who pictures a conversation between Smith and Jones on the train:

“Suppose that Smith and Jones are unaware that the man being interviewed
on television is someone they see on the train every morning and about whom,
in the latter role, they have just been talking. Smith says ‘He is a stockbroker’,
intending to refer to the man on television; Jones takes Smith to be referring
to the man on the train. Now Jones, as it happens, has correctly identified
Smith’s referent, since the man on television is the man on the train, but he
has failed to understand Smith’s utterance.”7

Examples like this one seem to show that merely knowing the reference of the inde-
xicals of an indexical utterance is not enough for understanding in the full sense. For
knowing what was said by an indexical utterance, the proponent of the demanding
answer argues, it is not enough to identify the referents of the indicators and to
know the linguistic meaning of the non-indexical elements of the uttered sentence,
one must identify the referents in a specific way. This idea is central to Evans’ ac-
count of meaning and understanding. If one accepts the demanding answer it seems
natural to identify what is said, the propositional content of an utterance, not just
with an ordered pair of an object-tuple and an n-place property, but with a different
object. The relevant object should be so chosen that different objects correspond to
different ways of identifying the reference of the indexicals.

But once this step is taken a problem immediatly arises: the speaker’s and the
hearer’s way of identifying a referent need not or in some cases cannot even be
identical: surely my way of identifying the referent of my “I” utterances is different
from the way any other person identifies this object, if this person understands my
“I”-utterances.8 Which one of these ways of identifying the referent is relevant for
the proposition expressed?

7B. Loar (1976), p. 357.
8If one can speak in the case of “I” at all of identifying the referent.
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In this paper I will not try to show that one of these answer to our question
about understanding is correct. I will simply assume Evans’ demanding answer and
investigate whether Evans is right in holding that a Davidsonian theory of truth (or
a variant of such a theory) can serve as a theory of Fregean thought or utterance
content.

3 Davidson on Truth and Meaning

An account of the semantic competence of a speaker S of a language L would be a
detailed specification of the knowledge sufficient for understanding actual and po-
tential utterances of sentences of L. Davidson thinks such an account will rely on
a theory of truth for L. Davidson’s work is inspired by Tarski’s attempt to give a
recursive definition of the notion of truth by appealing to the concept of meaning
‘in the guise of sameness of meaning, or translation’. Davidson reverses the order
of explanation: Davidson takes truth to be “the central primitive concept” and he
argues that a recursive definition of a truth-predicate for a language will illumina-
te the meaning of complex expressions of L.9 A rough formulation of Davidson’s
main idea is: knowledge of a theory of truth for a language L suffices for understan-
ding utterances of L sentences.10 When we ascribe to a speaker such knowledge,
we credit him with a systematic method for interpreting utterances of a language.
This systematic method or theory can also be described as a theory of meaning for
the language under consideration. Its T-sentences “may be treated as ‘giving the
meaning’ of object language sentences.”11

A materially adequate theory of truth will entail for every sentence of L a theorem
of the form “s is trueL if and only if p”. We get from this schema a T-sentence if
we substitute for “s” a canonical designation for sentences of the object-language L
and for “p” a sentence of the meta-language.

If a theory of truth is a theory of meaning, as Davidson claims, the right-hand side
of a T-sentence should specify the meaning of the sentence of the object-language
the T-sentence is about. Now due to the logic of the bi-conditional and the rules of
disquotation, a T-sentence is true if and only if the denoted sentence of the object-
language and the used sentence of the meta-language have the same truth-value.
This reveals the central problem of Davidson’s approach to characterize meaning in
terms of truth conditions. There is a gap betweeen a theory of truth and a theory of
meaning: sameness of truth-value does not guarantee sameness of meaning. A well
known example illustrates that.

Imagine a theory of truth whose object-language is German and whose meta-
language is English. A correct T-sentence of such a theory could be:

(T1) “Der Mond ist rund” is trueG if and only if hesperus is a planet.
9D. Davidson (1984), p. XIV.

10In the latest formulation of this principle the languages under consideration are idiolects. Cp.
D. Davidson (1990), p. 312.

11cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 150.
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(T1) is true, but doesn’t specify the meaning of “Der Mond ist rund”. A mere
theory of truth can’t be a theory of meaning. I will call the problem illustrated
by this examples following Fodor and Lepore the extensionality problem.12 Which
additional properties must a materially adequate theory of truth have in order to
qualify as a theory of meaning?

Davidson’s answer is (at least) twofold: the privileged theory of truth must
satisfy (1) formal and (2) empirical constraints.13

(1) Formal constraints on the theory of truth. Meaning giving T-sentences must be
theorems of a “reasonable simple theory”14 that assigns materially adequate truth
conditions to all the sentences of the language under consideration. In order to be
reasonable simple a theory of truth cannot be just a list of T-sentences. A theory
that fulfills Davidson’s constraint must discern structure in sentences of L. From the
perspective of a theory of truth the sentences of L are composed from a finite number
of atomic expressions. The theory of truth Davidson envisages will contain for each
atomic expression an axiom which states it contribution to the truth-condition of
sentences in L. Axioms for singular terms will look thus:

(A1) “Der Mond” refersG to the moon.15

The axioms for predicates are modelled on:

(A2) “ist rund” is satisfiedG by x if and only if x is round

The axioms for atomic sentences are of the following form:

(A3) “Fa” is trueG if and only if what “a” refersG to satisfiesG “F”

Additionally there will be a finite number of axioms for the logical vocabulary of
the language.

The theory of truth derives the truth-conditions of a potential infinity of sen-
tences from such a finite list axioms. A reasonable simple theory of this type could
not entail a T-sentence like (T1) without also entailing further incorrect T-sentences.
For instance this theory would fail to give correct T-sentences for the German sen-
tence “Dies ist rund”.16

In the beginning of this section I ascribed to Davidson the view that the concept
of truth is primitive. But does a theory of truth which contains axioms like (A1)
and (A2) not suggest the idea that truth can be explained in terms of reference and
satisfaction? Davidson answers this query in the following way:

“[. . . ] these notions [reference and satisfaction] we must treat as theoreti-
cal constructs whose function is exhausted in stating the truth conditions for

12J. Fodor, E. Lepore (1992), p. 62.
13cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 150.
14cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 26.
15The subscript “G” indicates that the reference-relation is defined for German. I will use this

notation also for the other clauses.
16cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 26 fn1.
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sentences.”17

According to Davidson the notions of reference and satisfaction are conceptually
dependent on the notion of truth: they are just invoked to give a recursive definition
of truth.18

(2) Empirical constraints on the theory of truth. But even a theory of truth which
fulfills Davidson’s formal constraint could fail to generate only meaning giving T-
sentences. A reasonable simple theory of truth for German could be non-interpre-
tative because the axioms for the non-logical vocabulary could contain ‘redundant
parts’ that would prevent the entailed T-sentences from giving the meaning of the
object-language sentences. Here is an example:

“ist rund” is satisfiedG by x if and only if x is round and 2 + 2 = 4

From a theory of truth which contained this axiom and the T-sentence (T2) could
be derived by in a systematic and simple way:

(T2) “Der Mond ist rund” is trueG if and only if the moon is round and 2 + 2
= 4

(T2) is materially adequate but does not provide the meaning of “The moon is
round”.19

To solve this problem Davidson appeals to empirical constraints.20 Davidson
holds that a theory of truth for a language L is an empirical theory that interprets
the utterances of speakers of a language.21 An empirical theory of meaning of the
type Davidson envisages will shed light on what a sentence of a language L means
only if we can tell whether a T-sentence for a sentence S of L is true, without
already knowing what S means in L. Our grasp and application of the notion of
truth to utterances must be prior to our understanding of these utterances. Davidson
uses frequently the model of radical interpretation to illustrate the implications and
difficulties of this approach. How can someone who interprets a foreign language for
the first time come to know that the sentence:

S is trueL.

is true without already knowing that S means in L that p? Yet Davidson argues
that we can have evidence that a sentence S is true without already knowing the
meaning of S.

Davidson’s argument for this relies on the the notion of holding true a sentence.
Davidson thinks that we cannot in general identify and ascribe beliefs to someone if
we have not already interpreted his speech. But Davidson also holds that there is an

17D. Davidson (1984), p. 223.
18This thesis is criticised in J. Perry (1995).
19cp. W.O.V. Quine (1977).
20cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 26 fn11, p. 135ff. p. 152f.
21In the extreme case the language will be the language of one speaker at a certain time.
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exception to this rule: the attitude of holding a sentence true (accepting a sentence
as true) is according to Davidson a belief we can ascribe to someone without already
mastering his language. He thinks this is possible because holding true

“is a single attitude applicable to all sentences, and so does not ask us to be able
to make finely discriminated distinctions amongst beliefs. It is an attitude an
interpreter may plausibly be taken to be able to identify before he can interpret,
since he may know that a person intends to express a truth in uttering a sentence
without having any idea what truth.”22

But is it really unproblematic to saythat an interpreter can identify that a speaker
holds true a sentence S without understanding S or any other sentence the speaker
might utter? If the interpreter does not yet understand any of the speaker’s ut-
terances (does not know which proposition they express) he can hardly discriminate
between holding a sentence true and other attitudes directed towards a sentence like
believing the sentence to be probable (to express a probable truth), believing it to
be desirable (represent a desirable state of affairs) and so on.23

In verifying the theory of truth T-sentences for a subclass of indexical sentences
are of central importance.24 The attitude of holding true an indexical sentence like
“Es schneit” depends on the circumstances of their utterance. The T-sentences
for these sentences are confirmed by correlating attitudes of holding true with the
conditions that give rise to them. For instance (T3):

(T3) “Es schneit” is trueG when spoken by x at t if and only if it snows near x
at t.

is confirmed by the empirical generalization

(EG) (∀x)(∀t) (if x belongs to the German speech community then (x holds true
“Es schneit” at t if and only if it is snowing near x at t))

which in turn is based on evidential statements like:

(ES) Kurt belongs to the German speech community and Kurt holds true “Es
schneit” on Monday at noon and it snowing near Kurt on Monday at noon.

But how can (EG), a statement about the acceptance behaviour of German speakers,
confirm a theory which ascribes truth conditions to (potential) utterances? On the
one hand the observed speakers of course make mistakes: sometimes a speaker holds
true “Es schneit” at t even if it is not snowing near him at that time. On the other
hand the speakers are often unaware of facts about their vicinity: although it snows
near me I fail to hold true ”‘Es schneit”’ because I am totally absorbed watching a
football game. So how can Davidson’s empirical constraints lead to meaning-giving
theory of truth for the language under consideration?

22cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 135.
23cp. J. Bennett (1985), p. 612.
24The truth-theoretic treatment of indexical sentences is the topic of the next section.
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Davidson answers these objections by an appeal to what he calls the “Principle of
Charity”. Someone who develops a theory of truth must ascribe truth conditions to
sentences of L in a way that “maximizes agreement, in the sense of making Kurt (and
others) right, as far as we can tell, as often as possible.”25 If we use the Principle of
Charity we can establish on the basis of the conditions under which speakers hold a
sentence S true the truth conditions of S: if Kurt holds true “Es schneit” on Monday
at noon and it snowing near Kurt on Monday at noon a theory that maximizes
agreement will ascribe to the sentence “Es schneit” the truth condition specified in
(T3).

Davidson holds that the empirical statements that confirm the theory of truth
depend on causal relations between speakers of L and the world.26 Kurt holds true
the sentence “Es schneit” on Monday because it is snowing near him on Monday. If
we develop a theory of truth which maximizes agreement we are looking for causal
factors which cause speakers to accept sentences. This idea excludes T-sentences like
(T2). German speakers don’t accept the sentence “Schnee ist weiß” because snow is
white and 2 + 2 = 4. The cause of their acceptance behaviour is that snow is white.
Davidson’s methodological rule to ascribe truth-conditions to sentences in a way
that reflects the acceptance behaviour of speakers excludes therefore T-sentences
like (T2). They cannot be theorems of an empirically adequate theory of truth.

Davidson offers no philosophical argument that these constraints will exclude all
non-interpretative truth theories for a language L. But he hopes that the imposed
constraints will be adequate.27 But even if they are there is a further problem. John
Foster has pointed out that someone may know a theory of truth for the language L
that met all empirical and formal constraints but yet couldn’t understand utterances
of L sentences. He could simply fail to recognize that the theory he knows met the
relevant constraints, i.e. that it’s theorems interpret sentences of L. Knowing a
theory of truth that meets all the constraints is therefore not sufficient for being
a competent speaker of L. In addition the interpreter must know that the theory
of truth θ is an empirically and formally adequate theory for the language L. So
Davidson arrives at the thesis:

“A T-sentence of an empirical theory of truth can be used to interpret a sen-
tence, then, provided we also know the theory that entails it, and know that it
is a theory that meets the formal and empirical criteria.”28

But of course we can use a T-sentence to interpret a single object language sentence
S without knowing an adequate theory, we only need to know that it is a theorem
of an adequate theory (Perhaps a reliable informant has told us that the T-sentence
(T3) is a theorem of an adequate theory of truth for German). I think we should
therefore read Davidson’s claim as relating to the ability to understand a potential

25D. Davidson (1984), p. 136.
26D. Davidson (1984), XIV
27cp. D. Davidson (1984), p. 74, p. 134.
28D. Davidson (1984), p. 175.
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infinity of sentences (I use “D” to abreviate the predicate expressing the constraints
Davidson has imposed on a theory of truth):

If S knows a theory of truth θ for L and S knows that D(θ), then S has the
ability to understand all potential utterances of L-sentences.

A theory of truth that fulfills Davidson’s constraints does not become a theory of
meaning, but, if an interpreter possesses the required additional knowledge, he can
use the theory of truth to interpret sentences of the object-language.29

I have neither discussed all the details nor all the problems of Davidson’s ap-
proach to meaning. But its main thought should by now be clear: By narrowing
down the range of extensional truth-theories we can get at meaning without using
intensional notions in the theory itself. For instance Davidson’s theory will neither
contain theorems nor axioms of the form:

x means . . .

Or:

The meaning of x = . . .

The theory just delivers theorems of the form:

s is trueL if and only if p

These T-sentences have at first sight nothing to do with the notion of meaning. But
under certain conditions a theory of truth can fulfill the additional function of servin
as a theory of meaning. The theorems of a privileged theory of truth neither state
the meaning of object-language sentences nor do they describe or name meanings.
But someone who has the right extra-knowledge can use these theorems to interpret
utterances of the language. McDowell and Evans focus on this thought in their
attempt to develop a theory of Fregean sense. I will now outline their ideas.

4 Truth Conditions and Sense

What makes Davidson’s semantic theory attractive for someone who sympathizes
with Frege? A standard complaint is that Frege uses the notion of sense but does not
provide an account of it.30 Frege’s main motive for the introduction of the notion
of sense is his attempt to solve the so-called “identity puzzle”: how can the true
sentences “Hesperus = Phosphorus” and “Hesperus = Hesperus” differ in cognitive
value? A semantic theory which only ascribes reference or extension to singular
terms seems to have no answer to this question. Frege’s answer is, in short, that the
first sentence is informative, because “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus” differ in sense.
But Frege’s answer seems not to be very helpful. Mark Sainsbury points out:

29cp. J. Foster (1976), p. 19.
30M. Dummett (1981), p. 227.
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“One could accuse Frege of treating sense as whatever explains the identity
puzzle; in which case the explanation is inadequate, being a mere relabelling
of the problem. For Frege’s explanation to be satisfactory, he must give an
account of sense which goes beyond characterizing it as whatever explains the
puzzle.”31

Frege ascribes a sense to all expressions which can be used in meaningful discourse.
Frege’s conception of sense for singular terms can be characterized thus:

(F1) The sense of “a” determines the reference of “a”.

(F2) The sense of “a” is part of the thought expressed by an assertoric utterance
of “Fa”.

(F3) The sense of “a” is the reference of “a” in indirect contexts like “S believes
that”

But (F1) to (F3) hardly amount to a satisfactory account of sense.
For McDowell and Evans Davidson’s theory gives us an idea how a satisfactory

account of sense must look. Although Davidson is primarily concerned with linguistic
meaning, he himself uses sometimes Fregean terminology to express the following
ambitious thesis:

“Frege held that an account of language requires us to attend to three features
of sentences: reference, sense, and force. [. . . ] I have argued that a theory of
truth patterned after a Tarski-type truth definition tells us all we need to know
about sense. Counting truth in the domain of reference, as Frege did, the study
of sense thus comes down to the study of reference.”32

Giving an account of the truth-conditions of a sentence and giving an account of
the sense it expresses are not two separable tasks, in fullfilling the first, one already
fullfills the second. McDowell and Evans subscribe to this thesis according to which
Davidson’s theory of truth can fill the gap in Frege’s account of natural language.
Evans writes for instance:

“Although a theory of meaning for a language must give the senses of expressi-
ons, we are not to think of the theory of meaning as a separate tier, additional
to and independent of the theory of reference. If sense is a way of thinking of
reference, we should not expect to be given the sense of an expression save in
the course of being given the reference of that expression. Rather than look for
a theory quite independent of the theory of reference, we must take one formu-
lation of the theory of reference—the formulation of the theory which identifies
the references of expressions in the way in which one must identify them in
order to understand the language—and make it serve as a theory of sense.”33

We can think for the purposes of this paper of the theory of reference as that part of a
theory of truth which determines the reference of the singular terms of the language.

31M. Sainsbury (1995), p. 68. Cp. also: W. Taschek (1995), p. 71.
32D. Davidson (1984), p. 109.
33G. Evans (1981), p. 295.
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There will be many different truth-theories which assign correct references to the
singular terms of the language. But only a theory of reference that is part of a theory
that can serve as a theory of linguistic competence (a theory of understanding) can
serve as a theory of sense. And a speaker who knows that can use a theory of
reference as a theory of sense.34

Evans uses the Tractatus metaphor of stating and showing to illustrate this
conception of sense: a T-sentence of an interpretative theory of truth states the
truth-condition of an object-language sentence and it shows its sense.35 McDowell
speaks of the Davidsonian Ersatz for the Fregean notion of sense.36

In his Grundgesetze der Arithmetik Frege seems sympathetic to the truth-conditi-
onal view of sense. Frege stipulates in this writing which reference the subsentential
expression of the arithemtical language have. The stipulations for the subsentential
expressions determine under what conditions a sentence composed of them is true.
Someone knows the stipulations for the subsentential expressions can derive from
them and the composition rules for the arithmetical language under what conditions
the sentence refers to the True, or, in a more familiar vein, the sentence is true. Frege
then connects truth-conditions and sense in the following passage:

“It is determined through our stipulations under what conditions [any sentence
of the arithmetical language] stands for the True. The sense of this name [of a
truth-value, i.e. the sense of this sentence], that is the thought, is the sense or
thought that these conditions are fulfilled.”37

While Frege is concerned with the formal language of arithmetic, Davidson is inte-
rested in natural languages. But the basic idea seems to be the same: if the truth
conditions of a sentence are specified in the right way, then a specification of truth
conditions is a specification of sense. In Frege’s case “right way” means something
like “derived (in a canonical way) from the stipulations for the subsentential expres-
sions of the formal language”. Davidson’s explication of “right way” for theories of
meaning for natural languages cannot rely like Frege’s explication for formal langua-
ges on stipulations. Davidson must appeal to empirical constraints on a truth-theory
for the natural language and the idea of a canonical-derivation of truth-conditions.

The truth-conditional theory of sense demystifies the notion of sense.38 The
semanticist only needs a privileged theory of truth and additional knowledge about
it in order to use a theory of truth as a theory of sense. So we don’t have to assume
that there are two theories, one of sense, one of truth. Strictly speaking it is even
false to speak of a theory of sense. There is only the function of serving as such a
theory.

The truth-conditional theory of sense not only fills the explanatory gap in the
Fregean account of natural language, it has an additional attractive feature. Perry

34G. Evans (1982), p. 26.
35G. Evans (1981), p. 295. cp. also: M. Dummett (1981) p. 227.
36cp. J. McDowell (1980), p. 143.
37G. Frege (1893a), Sec. 32.
38G. Evans (1982), p. 26.
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and Kaplan have ascribed to Frege the thesis that the sense of a singular term must
be the sense of a definite description. Their criticism of Fregean semantics is mainly
based on this interpretation. They argue that Frege’s alleged assumption is incom-
patible with our intuitions about (i) the modal properties of singular statements
(Kaplan) and (ii) our epistemic intuitions about indexical utterances (Perry) (More
on this in section 6). Evans thinks the Ersatz conception enables Frege to escape
the criticism put forth by Kaplan and Perry because it does not force us to equate
the sense of a singular term with the sense of a definite description, an individual
concept. According to the truth-conditional theory of sense a sentence like:

The referent of “Afla” = Afla

shows the sense of “Afla” without identifying it with the sense of a definite descrip-
tion.

Evans’ work is well-known for the provocative claim that empty singular terms
are meaningless: a sentence with an empty singular term does not express a Fregean
thought. Some passages in Evans’ book suggest that one motive for this thesis is
Evans’ adoption of the Ersatz conception of sense. The unmodified Ersatz conception
takes Frege’s metaphor of sense as a mode of presentation quite literally. The sense
of a singular term is given by an axiom which specifies the terms referent. So it seems
that a singular without a referent cannot be ascribed a sense.39 The only exception
for Evans are so-called “descriptive names”, names whose reference is fixed by a
definite description. The reference-axioms for descriptive names are modelled on:

(∀x) (The referent of “a” = x ↔ x is the φ)

But there are developments of the Ersatz conception which do not force this
conclusion upon us. If the theory of truth contains reference-axioms like:

(∀x) (The referent of “Pegasus” = x ↔ [Pegasus] (Pegasus = x))40

in which the brackets indicate that the name has narrow scope we can ascribe sense
to empty names, even if they are non-descriptive. The above axiom is true although
“Pegasus” is empty. Nonetheless the axiom shows the sense of the singular term,
without giving a description.

So the truth-conditional conception of sense in its original version can be used to
illustrate Evans’ thesis about empty singular terms, but it does force us to accept it.
This is not to say that Evans has no independent arguments for his No-Reference-
No-Sense thesis.41 But I won’t scrutinize them in this paper. I will investigate
whether Evans’ conception of sense can really do the work it is supposed to do,
namely specify what a speaker has to know in order to understand an (indexical)
utterance. In order to prepare this topic I will discuss in the next section Davidson’s
truth-theoretic treatment of indexicals.

39G. Evans (1982), p. 27 and p. 35.
40Cp. T. Burge (1987), p. 45.
41Cp. G. Evans (1982), chap. 9.
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5 “A (very large) fly in the ointment”

When Tarski tried to define a truth-predicate for a language, he considered only so-
called “formal languages” that fulfill the condition that “the sense of every expression
is unambiguously determined by its form.”42 In a formal language different tokens
of the same (type-) sentence cannot vary in truth-value.43 In his truth-definitions
for formal languages Tarski used therefore a monadic truth-predicate for sentence
types.

Natural languages don’t fulfill the form-determines-sense condition. Different
tokens of the sentence “I live in Heritage CT. 2, Atherton” can differ in truth-value.
An indexical type-sentence like “I live in Heritage CT. 2, Atherton” is therefore
neither true or false.

Indexical expressions thus pose a problem for Davidson’s attempt to develop a
Tarski-style theory of truth for a natural language like English. Tarski’s method
of defining a monadic truth-predicate which applies to sentence-types cannot be
extended to natural-languages without modification. If we want to define a truth-
predicate for a natural-language L, we can no longer assume that (type-)sentences
are true or false simpliciter. But how should we deal then with the truth-predicate
in application to a natural language?

Davidson answers:

“We could take truth to be a property, not of sentences, but of utterances,
or speech acts, or ordered triples of sentences, times, and persons; but it is
simplest just to view truth as a relation between a sentence, a person, and a
time. [. . . ] The theory of meaning undergoes a systematic but not puzzling
change: corresponding to each expression with a demonstrative element there
must in the theory be a phrase that relates the truth conditions of sentences in
which the expression occurs to changing times and speakers. Thus the theory
will entail sentences like the following:

(T4) ‘I am tired’ is true as (potentially) spoken by p at t if and only if p
is tired at t.

(T5) ‘That book was stolen’ is true as (potentially) spoken by p at t if and
only if the book demonstrated by p at t is stolen prior to t.”44

The first interesting observation to be made is that Davidson’s T-sentences pro-
vide truth-conditions for potential utterances. This raises a problem if one, like
Davidson, favours an extensional first-order language as the meta-language of the
truth-theory, because one needs more demanding logical notions to spell out the
content of T-sentences like (T4) and (T5). Evans for instances uses notions from
modal logic like Lewis’ counterfactual-conditional and an actuality-operator to give
an explanation of the relation expressed by “S is true as potentially uttered by x

42A. Tarski (1956), p. 166.
43At least if we hold that sense determines truth-value.
44D. Davidson (1984), p. 34. My sentence numbering.
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at t”.45 I won’t go in these problems here, since Davidson now thinks that it is
not necessary to use “potentially” in an account of the truth-conditions of indexical
sentences. He writes in his “Reply to Wolfgang Künne”:

“The point of “potentially” was to provide truth conditions for possible as well
as actual utterances. But if one realizes, as I belatedly did, that T-sentences
are natural laws, i.e. generalizations of a lawlike character concerning some
individual or community, then we no more need to speak of what is potential
here than we do in stating the laws of physics.”46

The second thing to notice is that Davidson’s T-sentences for indexical sentences
are universally quantified statements.47 The expressions “p” and “t” in (T4) and
(T5) are variables ranging over all speakers and times. Davidson relativizes the
truth-predicate and the new argument-places show up on the right-hand side of the
bi-conditional as variables ranging over speaker and times. In contrast no variables
appear in a T-sentence for a non-indexical sentence, which does not itself incorporate
variables. For the purposes of further discussion I will call the quantified T-sentences
“generic T-sentences”.48 One main problem will be the derivation of the ‘right’
specific T-sentences for individual utterances from the generic T-sentences.

Now the crucial point concerning T-sentences for indexical object-language sen-
tence is made by Davidson himself:

“In natural languages indexical elements, like demonstratives and tense, mean
that the truth conditions for many sentences must be made relative to the
circumstances of their utterance. When this is done, the right side of the
biconditional of a T-sentence never translates the sentence for which it is giving
truth conditions. In general, an adequate theory of truth uses no indexical
devices, and so can contain no translations of a very large number and variety
of sentences. With respect to these sentences, there is not even the illusion that
interpretation depends on the ability to translate. (The ‘means that’ idiom does
no better here.)”49

Davidson initially promised to capture the notion of meaning in terms of truth-
conditions: he seems to hold that an empirically confirmed truth theory for L will
entail theorems which could be used to specify the meaning of sentences in L: a

45G. Evans (1985b), S. 360.
46D. Davidson (1993), S. 21.
47Another point concerns Davidson’s relativisation of the truth-predicate. The truth-predicate

we use in ordinary language is monadic and not tetradic. One strategy which accepts this fact
abandons the view that sentences are truth-value bearers. If we use the notion of a proposition, we
could modify Davidson’s proposal in a way that incorporated a monadic truth-predicate:

What p said in uttering ‘I am tired’ at t is true if and only if p is tired at t.

But since there seem to be no decisive reasons to accept ordinary linguistic practice, this is a minor
point. Davidson himself seems to hold that the expression “sentence s is true (as English) for
speaker u at time t” is simply a facon de parler for “the statement expressed by sentence s (as
English) by speaker u at time t is true” (D. Davidson (1984), p. 44.)

48I take this term from I. Rumfitt (1993), p. 441.
49D. Davidson (1984), p. 175.
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speaker who knew that an adequate theory of truth entailed the T-sentence of the
form:

s is trueL if and only if p

could derive from this knowledge a ‘meaning-sentence’ of the form:

s meansL that p

If the meta-language contains the object-language such a sentence would provide a
translation of the object-language sentence in the meta-language.

Davidson thinks that in general an adequate theory of truth will not contain
indexicals. This thesis is Davidson’s reason for his claim that T-sentences for inde-
xical sentences—in contrast to T-sentences for non-indexical sentences—cannot be
used to specify the meanings of these sentences: The right hand-side of a T-sentence
doesn’t have the same meaning as the sentence referred to on the left-hand side.

If we accept Davidson’s initial premise that the meta-language of a theory of
truth must be non-indexical his conclusion that even an adequate theory of truth
that does not qualify as a theory of meaning follows. A discussion of (T5) will show
this. Since (T5) is a quantified statement we have on the right-hand side no complete
sentence which could be used to give the meaning of the object-language sentence.
So in order to derive a T-sentence (T5′) which is a candidate for a meaning-giving
T-sentence from (T5) we must instantiate the relevant variables. If the speaker a
utters at noon the sentence “That book was stolen” and points to a book a legitimate
instantiation of (T5) is:

(T5I) ‘That book was stolen’ is true as (potentially) spoken by the speaker a
at noon if and only if the book demonstrated by the speaker a at noon is
stolen prior to noon.

Can (T5I) be used to specify the meaning of “That book was stolen” as uttered
by a at noon? No, because “That book was stolen” as uttered by a at noon does
not mean that the book demonstrated by the speaker a at noon is stolen prior to
noon.50

If one needs a justification for this non-synonymy claim one can appeal to an
intuitive criterion for difference of meaning: two sentences S (as used on a particular
occasion) and S′ (as used on a particular occasion) differ in meaning, if somebody
who understands S and S′ can have different attitudes to them (accept S and reject
S′ or vice versa). Now I can perfectly understand and accept the sentence “That
book was stolen” (as used by a at noon) without eo ipso accepting the sentence
“The book demonstrated by the speaker a at noon is stolen prior to noon”. I could
simply fail to identify the aspects of utterance context that figure in the definite
description. Perhaps I don’t know that the speaker is called “a” or that the time of
utterance is noon.

50cp. J. Bennett (1985), p. 605–606.

17



But why should someone accept Davidson’s initial premise that an adequate
theory of truth uses no indexical devices? I could find in Davidson’s early articles
only a convincing argument against treating indexicals like proper names as terms
with constant reference in a theory of truth. Such a treatment would give us T-
sentences like

(T4C) ‘I am tired’ is true if and only if I am tired

that are derived form axioms like:

(‘I’-A) ‘I’ refers to me.

Davidson comments on this treatment:

“What suffers in this treatment of demonstratives is not the definition of the
truth predicate, but the plausibility of the claim that what has been defined
is truth. For this claim is acceptable only if the speaker and circumstances
of utterance of each sentence mentioned in the definition is matched by the
speaker and circumstances of utterance of the truth definition itself. It could
also be fairly pointed out that part of understanding demonstratives is knowing
the rules by which they adjust their reference to circumstance; assimilating
demonstratives to constant terms obliterates this feature.”51

The truth of the sentence “I am tired” does not depend on the state of one single
speaker. So what is defined here is not truth.

The treatment of indexicals as semantic constants has another devastating conse-
quence. Knowledge of a theory of truth which entailed T-sentences like (T4C) could
be possessed only by one person, namely the one denoted by “I”. And knowledge
of such a theory would not be sufficient for understanding utterances of natural
language like English. An indexical theory of truth would enable the person who
knows it just to interpret his own utterances or utterances in specific contexts. This
contradicts the very idea of a theory of truth as theory of the mastery of a natural
language.

Although Davidson’s argument shows that indexicals cannot be treated as con-
stants in a theory of truth it does not discount the possibility to integrate indexicals
in other ways into the theory of truth. For instance indexicals could be used to
instantiate the T-sentences (T4) and (T5). If we instantiate (T4) in the following
way, we would get the right result without treating indexicals like constants:

(T4I1) ‘I am tired’ is true as spoken by me now if and only if I am tired.52

The generic T-sentences reflect the context dependence of indexical reference, the in-
dexical instantiations of the generic T-sentences yield meaning-giving T-sentences.53

This reflection vindicates Prior’s judgement about Davidson’s non-indexical theory
of truth. Prior wrote:

51D. Davidson (1984), p. 34.
52We can drop “now” on the right-hand side of the T-sentence if we hold like Prior the redundancy

theory of the present.
53I. Rumfitt (1993), p. 443 fn23.
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“If we are to give not only the truth-conditions but the meaning of tensed and
first-person utterances, we not only may but must use tensed and first-person
languages.”54

One can speculate why Davidson resists this conclusion. One idea is that he
wants to treat all T-sentences as law-statements and only a universal sentence is
a candidate for law-statement. The meaning-giving T-sentences are particular sen-
tences. Therefore they cannot be laws and hence they cannot be sentences of a
theory of truth in Davidson’s sense. But even if we accept this line of reasoning
there is still room for these ‘T-sentences’. Perhaps the meaning-giving sentences
cannot be part of the truth-theory but they are, one might say, what results if one
applies the theory in order to interpret indexical utterances. We could then say that
a theory of truth is a theory of meaning if it yields the right ‘T-sentences’ when
applied to interpret (indexical) utterances.

Does a Davidsonian theory of truth then after all qualify as a theory of meaning?
No, because nothing in the theory requires that a generic T-sentence is instantiated
(i) by indexicals at all nor (ii) by the right indexicals.

Suppose I utter “I am tired” on January 12th 1995 at 12pm. The truth of (i) is
shown by the T-sentence (T4I2):

(T4I3) “I am tired” is true as spoken M.T. at 12pm on January 12th 1995 by if
and only if M.T. at 12pm on January 12th 1995 is tired.

(T4I3) is also a legitimate instantiations for (T4) and shows (ii) to be true:

(T4I3) “I am tired” is true as spoken by M.T. at 12pm on January 12th 1995 if
and only if this person (M.T. is pointed out) is tired at this moment.

Neither (T4I2) nor (T4I3) give the meaning of “I am tired” as used on this occasion.
Yet form the perspective of a theory of truth they are legitimate instantiations of
(T4).

The problem of a Davidsonian theory of truth for an indexical language is that
the theory requires that the interpreter identify features of the context to interpret
utterances of indexical sentences, but the theory does not tell him which of his
non-semantic information about utterance context is apt to yield meaning-giving
instantiations of generic T-sentences. “[A] good semantic theory” writes Sainsbury,
“ought to tell [the interpreter] not to let his non-semantic information surface in
the wrong place.”55 Davidson’s theory of truth is no good semantic theory in this
respect: it places no restrictions on legitimate instantiations of T-sentences for in-
dexical sentences and such restrictions are needed if a theory of truth should serve
as a theory of meaning.

The same problem arises for the notion of understanding. Knowledge of generic
T-sentences for indexical sentences and knowledge of facts about the utterance of the
indexical sentences is not sufficient for understanding indexical utterances at least

54A. N. Prior (1970), p. 3.
55M. Sainsbury (1996) p. 6.
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in the strong sense of understanding. In order to understand my utterance of “The
meeting is taking place now” I must think that the meeting is taking place now. But
Davidson’s theory does not discriminate between this instantiation of the relevant
generic T-sentence and various others which also qualify as something yielding an
interpretation of my utterance.

6 Indexical Sense

The last section has shown that Davidson’s original theory of truth for a natural
language cannot serve as a theory of understanding. Evans and McDowell think
nonetheless that a theory of truth is the best way to clarify Frege’s notion of sense.
One advantage of the truth-conditional conception of sense is that it does not force
upon Frege the view that the sense of a singular term is an individual concept. Evans’
article “Understanding Demonstratives” (G. Evans (1981)) is an attempt to rebut
John Perry’s criticism of Fregean semantics on the basis of the truth-conditional
conception of sense. In the next section I will investigate whether Evans’ reply to
Perry can solve the problems we already discussed.

I will first rehearse Perry’s criticism of Frege. Perry argues that Frege’s theory
cannot incorporate indexical expressions. Consider the sentence:

(S4) “Today is fine”

Let us suppose I utter (S4) an February 23th 1995. Perry asks in his article “Frege
on Demonstratives” which sense completes the linguistic meaning of the predicate
“is fine” to the Fregean thought expressed by my utterance. Two simple answers
to the completion problem are easily discarded: neither the reference of “today” in
the context of the utterance – the day d – nor the linguistic meaning of the type-
expression can serve as the completing sense. The day d is a reference corresponding
to indefinitely many senses, but it is not itself a sense. The linguistic meaning
of “today” is disqualified as the expressions sense, because it does not vary from
occasion to occasion. If the linguistic meaning of “today” were part of the Fregean
thought, as Frege’s doctrine requires, the thought could no longer be true or false
simpliciter.

Perry describes the only possibility which is in his opinion left to Frege thus:

“How can we extract from a demonstrative an appropriate completing sense?
Such a sense, it seems, would have to be intimately related to the sense of a
unique description of the value of the demonstrative in the context of utterance
[its reference].”56

Perry does not give the notion of an ‘intimate relation’ between the sense of a unique
description and the sense of a demonstrative any substance. The only relation which
is relevant in his texts in this this connection is very intimate one indeed. Perry takes
the Fregean approach to be based on the idea that the sense of a demonstrative is

56J. Perry (1977), p. 485.
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identical with the sense of a unique description of the demonstratum. Perry then
goes on to show that the sense of a definite description of d cannot be the completing
sense Frege needs.

Evans thinks that this argument has loop-hole. And to exploit it he uses a theory
of the type we have been discussing in the last sections.

Evans holds that the basic insight of Frege was the thought “that to understand
an expression, one must not merely think of the reference that it is the reference,
but that one must, in so thinking, think of the reference in a particular way. The
way in which one must think of the reference of an expression in order to understand
it is that expression’s sense.”57 So “today” as uttered on day d has a completing
sense if and only if one must think of d in a specific way in order to understand the
relevant utterance of “today”. Is there such a specific way in which one must think
of the day d in order to understand an utterance of “Today is fine” on that very
day? Evans’ answer to this question is an emphatic:

“[. . . ] of course there is. Even if d is the first day after my last lecture, I shall not
have understood the utterance of [(S4) “Today is fine”] if I think of d only as the
first day after my last lecture, thereby coming to believe that the utterance is
true if and only if the first day after my last lecture is fine, perhaps not realizing
that today is the first day after my last lecture. In order to understand [(S4)
as uttered on d ] I must think of d as the current day, thereby coming to have
the thought which I might express with the words: ‘What the speaker said is
true if and only if it is fine today .’ ”58

Evans’ consideration has convinced me that “today”, as uttered on d, has a comple-
ting sense. If the linguistic data force us to ascribe such a sense to “today”, one of
Perry’s assumptions must be false. Which one is it?

Evans holds that Perry’s thesis (DD) is wrong:

(DD) The sense of a demonstrative is identical with the sense of a unique non-
indexical description of its reference on an occasion of use.

But in his response to Evans Perry points out that (DD) is not essential to his
argument:

“The significant point is not that the demonstrative could not be regarded as
an abbreviation for a description. It is rather that the sense of a demonstrative
cannot be one that determines the reference independently of context. Evans
maintains that my argument depends on the assumption that Frege thought
any sense of a referring expression could be captured by a definite description.
Perhaps it did, but it needn’t. The real assumption is that we would have to
identify the sense the demonstrative has temporarily (at some places, for some
people, at some times, on some days) with an expression that has that sense
permanently.”59

57Evans (1981), p. 294.
58G. Evans (1981), p. 303. I substituted my numbering for Evans’own.
59J. Perry (unpublished), p. 8. Compare also: J. Perry (1993), p. 15 fn4.
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Perry argues that the sense of a demonstrative determines its reference only relative
to a context. If we understand by “sense” linguistic meaning, there is no need to
quarrel with Perry. But if we understand by “sense” what Frege understands by
this word, there is genuine disagreement between Frege and Perry.

I take it that Perry has convincingly shown that there is no unique description
which determines the reference of the demonstrative independently of context and
can be considered to specify its sense. But has Perry thereby shown that we cannot
specify the sense an indexical has on an occasion of use in no way at all?

Evans’ negative answer to this question uses the idea that a theory of truth can
serve as theory of sense. But we must note first that a theory of truth like the one
we discussed in the last two sections is of no help to Evans. Such a theory does not
generate sense-giving T-sentences. Evans is interested in a theory that specifies the
sense an expression has on an occasion of use. “Today” for instance has according to
Frege different senses on different days. The theory should, as Evans would express
it, show the sense an expression has on a specific occasion of use. This expression
used to specify this sense expresses it also only relative to a context, but the sense
expressed in this context determines its reference absolutely. In order to achieve
this the theory of truth Evans envisages should contain T-sentences whose right-
hand sides expresses the thought one must have in order to understand an indexical
(sentence) on an occasion of use.

Evans tries to give a theory which realizes this objective by integrating indexicals
in the meta-language of the theory of truth. He writes:

“[. . . ] in order to understand an utterance of [“Today is fine”] made on d, one
must have, on d, the thought one might express in words by:

What the speaker said is true if it is fine today

It seems reasonable to say that such a statement is capable of showing the sense
which the sentence has on that occasion.”60

Evans’ theory of the completing sense an indexical has on an occasion of use is
an indexical theory of truth, whose T-sentences are themselves context-dependent.
This bold theoretical move seems to solve the problems Perry has pointed out for
the Fregean theory. The sense of an indexical expresssion on an occasion of use
is given by an indexical T-sentence and not by an expression which has this sense
permanently. In this way Evans realizes Prior’s advice mentioned on page 19. But
bold though it may be Prior’s and Evans’ theoretical alternative faces the problems
which arose for a theory of truth with an indexical meta-language in the previous
section. Let’s see whether Evans has a solution for these problems.

7 Objections to the Truth-Conditional Theory

In the first section of my critical discussion of Evans’ proposal I will assess John
Perry’s criticism of Evans’ thesis. Perry has developed two arguments which I will

60G. Evans (1981), p. 304. I think we can safely interpret the “if” as “if and only if”.
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now present.

1. Evans’ theory is just a partial theory of understanding. Is Evans’ claim that in
order to understand an utterance of “Today is fine”, made on d, one must think the
thought expressible with the words “What the speaker said is true if and only if it
is fine today” true? Perry’s answer is contained in the following example:

“To see that something has gone wrong here, simply imagine receiving a post-
card, written on d that says “It is fine today”. One would not have understood
this if one had the thought which one would express in the words “What the
writer said is true if and only if it is fine today.”61

From this observation Perry draws the conclusion:

“What Evans seems to be giving us is a theory based on one very special case,
that in which the context of utterance and the context of understanding are the
same with respect to the factor crucial to the demonstrative in question.”62

This conclusion seems to me basically right. But I think also that Evans can concede
this point. This becomes clearer, when we relate Evans’ proposal to the distinctions
made in the introduction of this paper.

Evans is interested in a theory of understanding indexical utterances in the strong
sense, namely in the sense in which it is necessary to identify the referent of the
relevant indexical on the occasion of use in a specific way in order to understand
the utterance. In this sense one cannot understand an utterance of “Today is fine”
on a day d if one is not in a position to think a thought about d one could express
with the words: “Today is fine, that’s what the speaker is saying.” Dummett points
out that this conception of understanding is also the one Frege was aiming at in his
writings:

“What is needed, to grasp the thought expressed by an utterance – to under-
stand it in Moore’s and Evans’s sense – is to know the meaning of the words,
to know the relevant constructions, and to apprehend in the appropriate way
the reference of the indexicals and demonstratives; and Frege’s whole use of the
term ‘sense’ accords with this. It is certainly wrong to overlook the respects in
which his notion of sense diverges from that of linguistic significance: [. . . ] ”63

Perry’s example is one in which the person who receives the postcard is not in the
position to grasp the thought expressed. A necessary condition for understanding
in the demanding sense seems to be that the objects indexically referred to in the
context of utterance are also indexically accessible in the context of understanding.
This condition is not fulfilled in Perry’s example: the addressee of the postcard
cannot refer to the day d with an indexical or at least not with the indexical whose use
would show that he has understood the utterance in the demanding sense. Therefore
she cannot understand the indexical utterance in the sense outlined above.

61J. Perry (unpublished), p. 10.
62ibid., p. 11.
63M. Dummett (1984), S. 202.
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The sense in which the addressee of the postcard understands the utterance can
be accounted for by the notions of linguistic meaning and knowledge about the ut-
terance which is necessary to identify it as an utterance of an English sentence. If
the addressee is a competent speaker of English and she recognizes that the inscrip-
tion on the postcard is an inscription of the English sentence “It is fine today”, she
knows thereby that the inscription is true if and only if it is fine on the day of the
production of the inscription. As a competent speaker of English she can even know
in which way the person who produced the inscription thought of the relevant day:
the producer thought of the relevant day in the “today”-way, the way of thinking of
a day which is expressed by an utterance of “today” on the day of this utterance.

Since Evans is only interested in the demanding (Fregean) concept of understan-
ding, Perry’s first criticism is unsuccessful. But it is helpful in understanding the
character of Evans’ theory.

2. Evans’ theory yields wrong results. Perry’s second argument points to a more
serious problem of Evans’ proposal. Perry’s first argument was based on the obser-
vation that one can understand an indexical utterance (in one sense) without being
in the same context as the utterer. Perry’s second argument is based on the idea
that Evans theory would require that the interpreter of an indexical utterance and
the utterer be in the same context, but that this is not in all cases possible.

An example will help to explain this statement. What must someone think
according to Evans’ theory, if he is said to understand an utterance of the sentence
“I am having a good time today” by a? Perry generalizes Evans’ theory. Perry
envisages the following statement as “showing” the sense this sentence has as made
by a on d:

“In order to understand the utterance of ‘I am having a good time today’, made
by a on d, one must have on d, the thought one might express in words by ‘What
the speaker said is true if I am having a good time today’.”64

Perry envisages this statement as derived from a theory of truth which incorporates
indexicals in its meta-language. More specifically, the reference-axioms of the theory
of truth are indexical sentences like:

The referent of “I” = I

The referent of “you” = you

The relevant theorem might “show the sense” the utterance has as made by a on d.
But, Perry comments, the theory “doesn’t work for anything but monologue”. And
this is surely a “crazy result”.

Is this a knock-down argument against Evans’ proposal? I think that Perry’s
criticism points to difficulties with Evans’ approach, but does not identify them
clearly. In the next section I will try to answer Perry’s main arguments.

64ibid., p. 10.
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8 T-sentences and Quasi-indicators

Section 5 has already provided the building blocks for an answer to Perry’s second
objection. Perry’s reference axioms treat indexicals as constant terms. This leads to
the ‘wrong results’. But we know now that a theory of truth can adopt a different
treatment of indexicals. The theory can deliver ‘specific’ T-sentences like:

(T4I1) ‘I am tired’ is true as spoken by me now if and only if I am tired

if it contains generic T-sentences like the ones discussed in section 5. The specific
T-sentences can interpret indexical utterances: they give the ‘right result’. The
basic problem with Evans’ Ersatz conception is another one.

But Perry may have a more general objection in mind. T-sentences like (T4I1)
interpret indexical utterances only for a specific interpreter. For instance (T4I1)
only interprets the utterance if utterer and interpreter are identical. This is an
unwelcome restriction of the theory.

Perry could argue that a theory of truth which could serve as a theory of under-
standing must meet the following constraint:

• The T-sentences of the theory of truth must state something which could be
known independently of utterance context.

This is a rather strong constraint on a theory of truth. Can it be met?
Hector-Neri Castañeda has claimed that in natural language has a semantic

mechanism, Castañeda calls the vehicles of this mechanism “quasi-indicators”, which
seems to be designed to solve this problem. If this mechanism can be incorporated
in a meaning-giving theory of truth the problem developed above can be solved.
Under this assumption we can devise specific T-theorems which state something
that (i) can be known independently of specific contexts and (ii) interprets indexical
utterances. I will now introduce Castañeda’s basic concepts.

When it comes to specify the uses of expressions like “he” or “then” most writers
list three different kinds of uses. These expressions can be used as

• indexicals

• anaphorical pronouns

• bound variables

Castañeda has argued in a series of papers65 that the list is incomplete. An example
illustrates Castañeda’s point. I can report a belief Dr. Lauben has about Dr. Lauben
in the following way:

(S5) Dr. Lauben believed that he was wounded.

The expression “he” functions in (S5) not as a demonstrative or an anaphorical
pronoun. Its semantical role is similar to an anaphorical expression in that its

65Starting with H. - N. Castañeda (1966) continuing with (1967) and (1968).
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reference is dependent on the grammatical antecedent “Dr. Lauben”. But unlike
an anaphor the grammatical antecedent cannot be substituted salva veritate for the
expression in its scope. Dr. Lauben may forget his name and still believe himself
to be wounded. Therefore the sentence

(S6) Dr. Lauben believed that Dr. Lauben was wounded.

and (S5) can have different truth-values in the same situation. Castañeda holds
therefore that in English there are two different words with the same spelling:

“It is only a linguistic freak that “he” in the sense of “he*” looks exactly like
the third person pronoun “he”, which occurs, for instance in “Arthur came, but
he knew nobody he saw; he left early.”66

Castañeda distinguishs the non-deictic “he” from the deictic one either by indexing
it with “*” or by adding in parentheses “himself”.67 Castañeda names expressions
which function in the just described way quasi-indicators.

Quasi-indicators and indicators in belief-ascriptions in oratio recta are distin-
guished by a an interesting property. Consider first:

(S7) John believes that I am wounded.

In (S7) the indicator “I” is ‘in the mouth’ of the speaker who attributes a belief to
John. The indicator is used to refer to the speaker and this way of refering to the
speaker is surely not one that is available to John to whom the belief is ascribed. This
gives rise to general characteristic of indicators in oratio obliqua which Castañeda
described in the following way:

“An indexical reference R in oratio obliqua, [(1)] that is not part of an attribu-
tion of self-knowledge (self-belief, self-conjecture, etc.) leaves it by itself wholly
unspecified how the person to whom knowledge (belief, etc.) is attributed refers
to the person or object to whom R is made.”68

Using Castañeda’s apt term one can say that an indicator in the content-clause
of an oratio obliqua construction is propositionally opaque: the indicator does not
specify how the person to whom the belief is ascribed refers to the item he believes
something about. So the content-clause in (S7) does not reveal the complete content
of Johns thinking.

The saving clause (1) is well motivated. My utterance of:

(S8) I believe that I am wounded

specifies in the most precise manner how the person to whom the belief is ascribed
refers to the item he believes something about: “I” is propositionally transparent in
the content clause of a self -ascription.

In contrast to indexicals quasi-indicators are according to Castañeda propositio-
nally transparent: a construction like

66H.- N. Castãneda (1966), p. 132.
67ibid., p. 132.
68H.- N.Castañeda (1968), p. 440
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(S8) John believes that he* is wounded.

reveals the proposition which is the content of John’s belief. It is the proposition
John would express with the words “I am wounded” or a synonymous sentence.

This makes an important similarity between anaphorical pronouns and quasi-
indicators visible. In its anaphorical use “he” carries extra information about the
referent of its grammatical antecedent: The antecedent refers to a male being. Quasi-
indicators also carry extra information. “He*” in a context like (S7) carries infor-
mation about the way John conceives of John in the attributed belief.69

This characteristic of quasi-indicators seems to be what is needed for Evans’
account. In order to show this I rewrite the above criticized statement with quasi-
indicators:

“In order to understand the utterance of “I am having a good time today”,
made by a on d, one must have on d, the thought one might express in words
by ‘What the speaker said is true if he* is having a good time today’ ”.

This seems to give the right results at least in cases in which I am not the utterer. I
understand an utterance of “I am F” in the strong sense if and only if I come to know
that it expresses a true thought at the time of utterance if what the speaker said
is true if and only if he* is F. “He*” is here a quasi-indicators which is chained to
the designation of the utterer. This suggests a modification of Evans’ strategy. The
general rule should not be “Include indicators in the meta-language of the theory of
truth” but “Include quasi-indicators in the meta-language of the theory of truth”.

This rule takes for granted that there are quasi-indicators. But are there any
in a natural language like English? Castañeda’s homonymy-thesis is surely not
intuitively plausible. Boër and Lycan as well as Perry argue that we can account
for Castañeda’s data by pragmatic explanations. Therefore it is not necessary to
assume that there are words like “he*” which have a distinct semantic role.70 Let’s
take a look at their arguments against Castañeda’s view.

If “he” in constructions like “S believes that he is F”, where “S” and “he” are
co-referential, had the distinctive semantic role Castañeda assigns to this word, then
this construction should imply the truth of the following sentence:

(I) S is willing to utter “I am F” under appropriate circumstances.

But this implication does not hold. Boër and Lycan remark:

“[S] may not be willing to assert anything, having been handsomely bribed by
Boër and Lycan (who will stop at nothing to gain their philosophical ends)
never to assert anything again.”71

Boër and Lycan concede that this remark only shows that the potential implicatum
has not been described in the right way. They think that the potential implicatum
could be:

69Cp. R. Brandom (1994), p. 564.
70cf. S. E. Boër, W. Lycan (1980) and J. Perry (1983)
71S. E. Boër, W. Lycan (1980), p. 454.
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(I′) S tokens a mental sentence which says the same as S’ utterance of the
public language sentence “I am F”.72

But this is no real option for someone who is not willing to accept the language of
thought hypothesis.

Yet there is still a third alternative. Peter Geach and Wilfried Sellars have
pointed out that oratio recta constructions can be used metaphorically to report
thoughts. So we can say “S said in his heart ‘The weather is fine today’ ” in order
to ascribe a thought to S. Using this way of speaking we can reformulate the alleged
implicatum:

(I′′) S says in his heart “I am F”.

This belief-ascription is metaphorical. Its literal content could be spelled out along
the following lines: S has a belief such that: if S would express it, he would express
it with an utterance of “I am F”.

Does a construction like “S believes that he is F” imply the truth of a sentence
like (I’)? We must distinguish between implication and implicature. If p implies q,
it is not possible that q is false and p true. But if p implicates q, it is possible
that q is false and p true. Implicature is best understood as a (in some cases
conventionalized) form of suggestion. The sentence “John doesn’t make much money
but he is happy.” implicates (suggests) the truth of the sentence “If someone doesn’t
make much money, he tends to be unhappy”. But of course this utterance doesn’t
imply the truth of the second sentence.

We have a good reason to suppose that p implicates q, but doesn’t imply it, if
we can cancel q without contradicting our original statement. Castañeda often uses
“himself” in place of “*” to distinguish the non-deictic “he” from the ordinary third
person pronoun. Does the construction “S believes that he himself is F” imply (and
not just implicate) the truth of the statement “S says in his heart ‘I am F’ ”? Perry
gives a negative answers to this question. His argument relies on a counter-example
to the implication thesis:

“The dean has been complaining that professors who publish less than ten
articles per year on the average are overpaid. He has particular ones in mind,
Professors A, B, Q, and Z in the blind sample he has been studying. Then one
day he counts the articles he has written and finds only ninety-three articles
over the past teen years, agreeing exactly with the figure for Professor Z, which
could not be a coincidence.

We say,

The dean was surprised to find that he believed himself to be overpaid.”73

Perry’s stage-setting makes it natural to cancel the alleged implication: the report
does not imply that the dean was surprised to find that he believed in his heart ‘I
am overpaid’. This is not what he is surprised to discover.

72ibid., p. 455.
73J. Perry (1983), p. 110.
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Is this a counter-example to Castañeda implication thesis? Has Castañeda con-
fused implication and impliciture? No, Perry presents the case in which a de se
report is used to ascribe two mental episodes with just one sentence. One might
say that the example relies one a condensed report. If one does not spell out what is
condensed in the report one creates like Perry the impression that quasi-indicators
lack the alleged special implicatum. But how should one expand the attribution of
surprise in Perry’s example? Here is a plausible proposal:

(S11) The dean (i) believed that Professor Z is overpaid, and (ii) the dean is
surprised to learn that he himself is Professor Z.

Clause (ii) makes clear what is the object of the dean’s surprise, namely the fact the
dean would express with the words: “I am Professor Z”. This way of elaborating
Perry’s example dispels the impression that one can literally use the quasi-indicator
without attributing thereby a de se or ego attitude.

Even if there are perhaps more convincing counter-examples to Castañeda’s theo-
ry, a semanticist who is attracted to a theory of truth whose meta-language contains
expressions like “he himself” can still use these expressions. He can simply stipu-
late that certain expressions function exactly like Castañeda’s quasi-indicators and
introduce them into the meta-language of his theory of truth. But now a more se-
rious problem arises: Perhaps we can use quasi-indicators in a theory of truth, but
can the theory of truth give the meaning of these expressions by displaying their
contribution to the truth-conditions of sentences containing them? Let us take an
example.

A T-sentence of the truth-theory enriched by quasi-indicators would look like
this:

(T4I−Q) ‘I am tired’ is true as spoken by M.T. if and only if he* is tired.

If we don’t take “he*” to be an expression which is semantically primitive, we must
be able to spell out the contribution of “he*” to the truth-condition of “I am tired”.
How can we do this? As we already noted, quasi-indicators carry extra information.
“He*” carries information about the way M.T. referred to M.T. If we integrate this
information in the truth-condition we get something like:

(T4I−Q∗) ‘I am tired’ is true as spoken by M.T. if and only if M.T. truly attributes
to M.T. under the ego-mode of thinking the property of being tired.

If we take this step, we use senses or modes of presentations in the semantic theory.
This undermines the very motivation of the truth-conditional theory of indexical
sense: the theory should only contain specific asssignments of reference, satisfaction
and truth, which show the sense of the expressions under consideration, without
relying like (T4I−Q∗) one the notion of sense or mode of presentation itself. This
seems to be a serious problem for the modification of Evans’ account. Now one might
argue that the modification is not necessary, because the restriction which motivated
it is too strong. But even if we accept this, there is another serious problem for the
truth-conditional theory.
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9 Evans’ on the Instantiation-problem

Perry ascribes to Evans a treatment of indexical expressions which is similar to the
one Davidson rejected. Indexical expressions are treated as terms with constant
reference. But nothing forces Evans’ to accept this treatment. Evans can accept
that the hearer derives statements like

(Td) “What the speaker said is true if and only if it is fine today”

from general and non-indexical statements which serve as axioms for the theory of
truth. And he comes very near to this view, when he says:

“When we think of principles from which [(Td)] might be derived, we naturally
think of the general statement:

For all days d, ‘today’ as uttered on d refers to d.”74

If the meta-language contains indexicals, the speaker can derive from such general
and non-indexical statements the indexical T-sentences which interpret specific in-
dexical utterances. In order to do this the speaker must instantiate the variables in
the general statements with the right singular terms, namely indexicals.

This limited recognition of indexical expressions in the language of a theory of
truth avoids the problems Davidson and Perry have pointed out. The axioms and
even the general T-sentences for indexical sentences will be non-indexical. Only
their instantiations will be indexical sentences. So the theory of truth can state
something which can be common knowledge and can be used by different speakers.

But although this development of the truth-theoretic approach frees us from one
serious problem, it is flawed. The problem we encountered with Davidson’s original
theory is still unsolved. In order to understand an indexical utterance in the strong
sense, a speaker must identify the relevant utterance and the relevant elements of
the utterance context. He can do this in a variety of ways. And to this variety of
ways corresponds a variety of instantiations for the generic T-sentences which yield
all correct T-sentences. But only one of these instantiations yields a specific T-
sentences which interprets the indexical utterance. And the theory of truth cannot
discriminate between the “right” and “wrong” instantiations.

This holds also if we add quasi-indicators to the meta-language of our theory of
truth. For instance a theory of truth which can serve as a theory of sense must take
into account who is the utterer of an “I”-sentence. If the interpreter and utterer
of an “I” utterance are not identical the generic T-sentences must according to
our proposal be instantiated with an quasi-indicator: in order to understand the
utterance of “I am having a good time today”, made by a on d, the interpreter
must think on d the thought one might express in words by ‘What a said on d is
true if he* is having a good time on that day*’. But if interpreter and utterer of
an “I”-utterance are identical the generic T-sentences cannot be instantiated with
an quasi-indicator: in order to understand my utterance of “I am having a good

74G. Evans (1981), p. 305.
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time today”, made today, I must think today the thought I might express in words
by ‘What I said today is true if I am having a good time today’. If I could just
instantiate the relevant generic T-sentence with quasi-indicators I would not count
as somebody who understood the utterance, because I could fail to notice that I am
the utterer. In this situation I would fail to grasp the thought the sentence expressed
in my mouth.

Evans thinks the way in which we exposed the problem up to now is misguided.
He tries to set things straight in the following passage:

“Speakers do not literally deduce the truth conditions which sentences have from
certain universally quantified principles, whose precise form we must endeavour
to establish. Speakers judge the truth conditions of particular sentences, and in
so doing they exercise complex and interconnected dispositions in which their
understanding of the individual atoms of the language may be taken to consist.
We are therefore not required to attribute to speakers the general belief that
any token of ‘today’ refers to the day on which it is uttered—and then wonder
what form that belief takes, or how they derive the right kind of judgement of
truth conditions from it.”75

This passage must be read bearing in mind Evans’ answer to the question “In
which sense has a competent speaker ‘knowledge’ of a theory of meaning for his
language?”76 When we say that a person ‘knows’ a theory of meaning, we do not
mean to say that she holds true each axiom of a theory of meaning. And we don’t
think that her understanding of sentential utterances is the result of certain de-
rivations from these axioms. We rather ascribe to a competent speaker a set of
dispositions. Each disposition corresponds to an axiom of the theory for an expres-
sion. The dispositions are characterized by their joint exercise in judging utterances
of sentences to be true under such-and-such conditions. This shows that the charac-
terization of the instantiation-problem given up to know is misleading. A competent
speaker of English does not face the problem of deriving the right truth conditions
for indexical sentences from axioms he somehow believes.

In which way can we positiveley characterize the speaker’s knowledge of the
sense of an indexical expression? Evans regards the judgement that an sentential
utterance has such-and such truth-conditions as the exercise of two dispositions
which cannot be manifested in isolation and which must be interdefined. Let us see
how his strategy works in our case. If we assume that we have already defined the
concept of tacitly knowing the satisfaction condition of a predicate we can define
the connected notion of tacitly knowing the meaning or reference rule of “today” in
following way:

U tacitly knows that for all days d, ‘today’ as uttered on d refers to d iff he
has a disposition such that:
(Π φ) and (Π ψ) if

(i) U tacitly knows that an object satisfies φ iff it is ψ.
75G. Evans (1981), p. 305.
76cp. G. Evans (1981), p. 328f.
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(ii) U hears an utterance of “Today φ”, then U will judge that the utterance
is true iff today is fine.77

This definition does avoid the instantiation problem in its original form, but it still
does not capture the demanding notion of understanding Evans is after. If our jud-
gements of the truth-conditions of individual “Today is fine” utterances were among
others based on the disposition above, then someone who judges on d (and d is the
first day after M.T.’s first lecture in Hamburg) upon hearing an utterance of “Today
is fine” that the utterance is true if and only if the first day after M.T.’s first lecture
in Hamburg is fine, would count as someone who understands the utterance. Now
his judgement is of course true, but someone who makes it in these circumstances
does not understand the utterance in the demanding sense Evans is interested in.

Evans thinks therefore that the reference-rule for “today” does not properly
identify the disposition we ascribe when we say that someone tacitly knows the
sense of “today”. Evans says:

“We are rather ascribing to speakers a propensity to form particular beliefs, of
particular tokens of ‘today’, that they refer to the day of utterance, identified
in a particular way, the exercise of which yields thoughts of the form of [What
the speaker said is true if it is fine today]. The inclusion in a theory of reference
of a general principle like [For all days d, ‘today’ as uttered on d refers to d] is
a gesture in the direction of identifying the relevant propensity, and it certainly
needs supplementation.”78

The propensity Evans tries to capture is not just a propensity to judge under cer-
tain circumstances that a specific token of an expression refers to something, it is
a propensity judge under certain circumstances that a specific token of an expres-
sion refers to something identified in a specific way. How can we, as Evans says,
‘identify’ this propensity properly? It seems that we can only do it if we mention
modes of presentation or ways of apprehending a reference in the characterization
of the disposition, i.e. in the tacit knowledge of a reference rule. But this of course
contradicts the very point of the truth-conditonal conception of sense. The truth-
conditional conception of sense tries to show the sense an expression has by stating
its reference. If we must mention senses in giving the reference of an expression the
theory must take them as primitive and cannot specify them by reference axioms.

10 Conditional Truth-Conditions

Our initial question was: Can a theory of truth “show” the sense an indexical has on
the occasion of utterance? We have not yet found a theory of truth which allows us
to answer this question positively. Perhaps we have followed Davidson to closely in
developing a theory of truth for indexical languages. We cannot ascribe an absolute

77‘Π’ is the universal substitutional qunatifier, the varaible having the following substitution
classes: φ, names of the predicate expressions of the (object) language, and ψ: predicate expressions
of the (meta) language (Vgl. G. Evans (1981), p. 329.

78ibid.
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truth-value to an indexical type-sentence. Davidson’s reaction to this observation
was to relativize the truth-predicate: we no longer have “s is true” but “s is true
as (potentially) spoken by p at t”. But there is also an alternative way to deal with
indexical expressions in particular and context-dependent expressions in general in
a theory of truth. The motivation of the alternative view is sketched by Burge:

“Sentences containing demonstrative constructions are neither true nor false
apart from actual use. To evaluate ‘That is a dog’ as true or false, we need
someone to use ‘that’ in the sentence referentially.”79

An indexical sentence can be ascribed a truth-value, provided that certain condi-
tions are fulfilled. If the speaker has referred to x with “that” in his utterance of
“That is a dog”, then his utterance is true if and only if x is a dog. This suggests
that indexical sentences have conditional truth-conditions.80 Does this idea help in
devising a theory of truth for an indexical language that can serve as a a theory of
understanding?

In recent articles James Higginbotham has answered the last question positive-
ly. He puts forth the view that a theory of truth that ascribes conditional truth-
conditions to utterances can serve as a theory of sense.81 A theory of linguistic
competence will give the truth-conditions of utterances according to the following
general scheme:

If u is an utterance of Σ by s and φ(u, S, s, x,X), then

u is true if and only if π(x,X)

where x and X are first and second order parameters.82 Now Higginbotham does
not much provide of an explanation of this scheme. But an instance of the schema
makes clear what he has in mind:

If u is an utterance of “that is a dog” by s at time t and s refers with “that”
in u to x, then:

u is true if and only if x is dog.

Does the conditional T-sentence for “That is a dog” provide a sense for the demon-
strative expression? Higginbotham answers:

“In one sense, it appears, they do not; for they enter what is expressed only
through the value they determine in an utterance. But in another sense they
obviously do; for they require that the speaker has singled out an object to
which reference is being made. The sense that the words carry is wrapped up
in whatever capacities are required to bring this performance off.”83

79T. Burge (1974), p. 212.
80The strategy of conditionalization goes back to S. Weinstein (1974) and T. Burge (1974).
81Vgl. J, Higginbotham (198?) and (1994)
82J. Higginbotham (1994), p.93.
83ibid., p. 93.
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The end of Higginbotham’s reply suggests that he thinks that conditional T-sentences
for indexical utterances somehow “involve” the completing sense of the indexical.
The sense is not involved in the right-hand side of the consequence of the T-sentence,
which is supposed to give us the conditions under which an utterance of the sentence
under consideration is true. But the antecedent involves the completing sense of the
relevant indexical. Now, what Higginbotham means by “involve” or “wrap” is not
clear. Let us try to clarify it.

Consider the following example. A speaker S refers with the demonstrative
“that” to a dog. This act of the speaker is based on the exercise of certain abilities, in
this case the capacity to discriminate objects visually. The exercise of this ability, the
visual discrimination of the dog, is a way of thinking of the dog. In Higginbotham’s
opinion the connection between this way of thinking of an object and the use of the
demonstrative seems to be that the competent referential use of “that” requires that
one thinks in this specific way of the object one wants to refer to. A competent use
of an expressions is for Higginbotham a use with knowledge of the conditions under
which it is understood.84

The conditional view of the truth conditions for indexical sentences locates the
knowledge someone must have for understanding an indexical utterance not in the
T-sentence itself, but in the condition prefixed to the T-sentence. The instantiation
problem seems therefore not to arise. We can instantiate the generic T-sentence any
way we want, as long we instantiate it with singular terms with the right reference.

Higginbotham puts forth than a claim about understanding very similar to
Evans’ view:

“You say on day d, ‘Tomorrow is July 4’. Understanding of this utterance, and
the competent production of it (that is, production of it with knowledge of the
conditions under which it is understood) requires that one think of the day d’
(that is, d + 1) as the day following d . . . ”85

To discuss this claim I switch to the correlated indicator “today”. Higginbotham
would assign the following truth-conditions to an utterance of “Today is fine”:

If u is an utterance of ‘today is fine’ by s, and s refers with the utterance of
‘today’ therein to δ, then

u is true ↔ δ is fine

At first sight we have made no progress in solving the problem of the ‘right instantia-
tion’: a competent speaker of English could derive from Higginbotham’s conditional
T-sentence the following specific sentence for an utterance of ‘Today is fine”: “What
the speaker said is true if he has referred to Christmas Eve with “today” and Christ-
mas Eve is fine.” This surely does not interpret the utterance under consideration.

But this criticsm seems to be unjust. The sense of the referring expressions
should be somehow contained in the antecedent of the conditional T-sentence. Hig-

84Cp. J. Higginbotham (1994) about “Tomorrow is July 4” on p. 94.
85J. Higginbotham (1994), p. 94.
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ginbotham argues that knowing the truth-conditions of an indexical utterance pre-
supposes knowledge of the sense the indexicals have: the interpreter must determine
that the condition prefixed to the T-sentence is fulfilled and in doing this he must
think of the relevant object in a particular way. Because of this Fregean sense or
mode of presentation is connected to understanding. At the same time the sense of
an expression does not enter the unconditional truth-conditions.

The plausibility of Higginbotham’s truth-conditional conception of sense hinges
on the assumption that the interpreter must identify the reference of the indexical
mentioned in the antecedent of the T-sentence in special way in order to arrive at
the unconditional truth-condition. That this is not so is shown by a variation of an
example with which we are already familiar. Imagine me listening to a recording of
an utterance of Mr. X saying: “today is fine” on July 4. On the tape is written:
“Date of recording: July 4”. I don’t recognize that the utterance is made on the day
I hear it. But given that I understand the inscription on the tape and think that it
expresses a true belief I know enough about the date of recording to infer from the
conditional truth-condition of the utterance that it is true if and only if July 4 is
fine. This is surely not the thought required for understanding the utterance in the
strong sense and more importantly I have not arrived at the truth-condition in the
right way. The example shows that an interpreter can determine that the relevant
condition is fulfilled without thinking of the reference of the indexicals in the way
intuitively required for understanding.

Now there is a second reading of Higginbotham’s paper which seems to avoid
these problems. Higginbotham writes about an conditional T-sentence like the one
we have been discussing:

“[. . . ] the semantics [. . . ] of the representation for “Tomorrow is July 4” does
after all include a completing sense of the word “tomorrow”, since it is this
sense that must be grasped by someone who refers to a day with that word.”86

This passage seems to indicate that not the concept of understanding an indexical
utterance is central but that of making an indexical reference. Higginbotham’s
position seems to be that one cannot refer to x with for example “that” without
thinking of x in a special way. This fact, Higginbotham argues, is displayed in the
antecedent of the T-sentence.

But can the concept of making a reference with a term really bear the weight
Higginbotham is putting on it? Must someone, who uses for instance an indexical
referentially, think of the referent of the indexical in a special way, must he be, to
use David Kaplan’s famous phrase, be “en rapport” with the object indicated?

Here is an counterexample. I can, even if I am blind-folded, point out an object
and say “This is a dog”. In this situation I demonstratively refer to an object,
but I cannot fully understand my utterance. This is shown by the fact that any
addresse must perceive the object I have demonstratively referred to in order to
fully understand my utterance. Therefore the concept of making a reference is

86J. Higginbotham (1994), p. 95.
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not intimately connected to the concept of a mode of presentation. The example
illustrates

“the possibility of exploiting an established device of reference in order to ma-
nifest the intention to be understood in a certain way, when one is not in a
position to understand one’s own words in that way.”87

Is the example underdescribed? Higginbotham focuses on competent indexical refe-
rence. Can we say that in the above example of the “blind” demonstrative reference
the expression “that” was only incompetently used?

No. I use the expression with knowledge of the conditions under which it is
understood. I know that the hearer must perceive the object I demonstrated and
think that it is a dog in order to fully understand my remark. I know that this
is so, and I exploit this knowledge to in my act of reference. I can intend to refer
to the object demonstratively although I cannot perceive it because I know under
which conditions my utterance will be understood and that others can fulfill these
conditions.

11 Sainsbury on ‘Anaphora-Preserving’ Instantiation

The problem we have been discussing up to now is basically this: in a reasonable
simple truth-theory we need universally quantified principles which determine the
reference of an expression in dependency from contextual factors. The universal
quantifier allows us to derive uninterpretative T-sentences, so the theory of truth
does not qualify as a theory of sense.

The question is than: how can we place appropriate restrictions on the instan-
tiations of the universal quantifier without mentioning modes of presentation in the
theory? Mark Sainsbury tries to answer this question by using a construction which
is not part of standard logic. Sainsbury discusses the problems connected with
conditional T-sentences like:

If u is an utterance of ‘today is fine’ by s, and s refers with the utterance of
‘today’ therein to δ, then

u is true ↔ δ is fine

How can we avoid unwanted instantiations? In oratio obliqua we utilize anphorical
devices to make correct reports. To use an example similar to one we already
discussed, consider this. If Dr. Lauben said:

(S12) I am wounded.

I can report his utterance in the following way:

87G. Evans (1982), p. 171.
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(S13) Dr. Lauben said that he (himself) was wounded.

In (S13) the reference of “he (himself)” depends on the grammatical antecedent “Dr.
Lauben”. Sainsbury argues that this way of reporting does not just give information
to whom Dr. Lauben was referring in his utterance but also in which way he referred.

According to Sainsbury we can solve the instantiation problem if a theory of
truth contains expressions which ‘simulate’ this feature of reported speech:

“We can steer through this dilemma by appealing to a special kind of ‘anaphora-
preserving’ instantiation. The δ variable, as it occurs to the right hand of the
biconditional, can simulate the kind of anaphoric dependence we find in reported
speech if we insist that it be replaced by a pronoun anaphorically dependent
upon the first instantiation of the variable. (One could introduce a device in the
quantification to mark the need for this style of instantiation, which I believe is
needed elsewhere as well, for example by the notation ‘∀xFx: . . . (that F)x’).”88

The conditional T-sentences of the envisaged theory of truth look like this:

TI (∀x) (∀y) (x is an utterance of “I am hungry” & y utters x, then:

x is true ↔ that persony is hungry.)

Or this:

TT (∀x) (∀y) (x is an utterance of “Today is fine” on y, then:

x is true ↔ that dayy is fine.)

I will supplement this T-sentences with a third one in Sainsbury’s style for second
person utterances:

TY (∀x) (∀y) (∀z) (x is an utterance of “You are a fool” & y addresses z in uttering
x, then:

x is true ↔ that personz is fool.)

Phrases like “that persony” and “that dayy” are variables. The subscript shows
which phrase of the instantiated T-sentence is their grammatical antecedent.

Do conditional T-sentences like these interpret individual utterances, i.e. do they
specify what is said by the utterance? Of course not. For instance an conditional
assertion like TI doesn’t assert something about an individual utterance of mine.
But given such a conditional assertion we should be able to infer an unconditional
assertion that interprets an utterance. Sainsbury’s rule is: “instantiate, detach, and
finally use what is to the right of the biconditional to interpret u, or to report what
was said by u.”89

Let us see, how this proposal works. I utter on March 26th 12 o’clock the sentence
“I am hungry”.Let us call this utterance u1. From (1)

88M. Sainsbury (Ms)
89M. Sainsbury (1996), p. 5.
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(1) u1 is an utterance of “I am hungry” and Mark Textor utters u1.

and TI we should now be able to infer a sentence that interprets my utterance. But
on Sainsbury’s account we can’t do that. From (1) and TI we get:

(2) u1 is true ↔ that personM.T. is hungry.

This is not the conclusion we want and need. We need a sentence that expresses a
complete proposition to interpret u1 and (2) doesn’t express a complete proposition,
because the quasi-indicator has lost his grammatical antecedent.

Compare:

(S14) Bertrand knows that 2 + 2 = 4.

(S15) 2 + 2 = 4.

And:

(S16) Jeff knows that he* is the new editor of Noûs.

(S17) He* is the new editor of Noûs.

We need an inference like the one from (S14) to (S15), but we only have got one like
the one from (S16) to (S17).

Perhaps there is way to fix this problem, if we are generous in the interpretation
of the quasi-indicators: we can think of the reference of the quasi-indicator “that
personM.T.” in the conclusion still anaphorically dependent on the grammatical an-
tecedent “Mark Textor” in the premises. This idea gains support from the fact that
analogous referential chains seem to exist in natural language discourse:

John was convinced that he* is the editor of Noûs. But then he realized that
he* wasn’t.

If the derived T-sentence stays in “anaphorical contact” with the premises, Sains-
bury’s idea seems to work. It just requires - so to say - semi-detachability. Let us
see, if this really works.

The central question for our purposes is: Is someone who knows a theory of truth
like the one Sainsbury favours placed thereby in a position to understand indexical
utterances in the strong sense we are interested in? We would not say that S had
understood an indexical utterance, if S did not identify the referents of indexicals
in a specific way. Does Sainsbury’s account capture this dimension of our intuitive
concept of understanding?

The answer seems to be No. Suppose I hear an utterance of “You are a fool”.
Call this utterance u2. I know that this is an utterance of an English sentence
and I know that it is made by P.T. and addressed to M.T. Now I use Sainsbury’s
machinery to interpret and derive a T-sentence. If everything works out allright
and the quasi-indicators pick up the right references, I should finally know that the
following is true of u2:
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(T(u2)) P.T.’s utterance u2 addressed to M.T. is true ↔ that personM.T. is a
fool.

According to Sainsbury’s theory this knowledge enables me to interpret the relevant
utterance. But I think it does not. I think it is uncontroversial to say: in the strong
sense I understand u2 only if I realize that I am the one addressed, i.e. only if I
think the thought I would express with the words: “I am a fool, that’s what this guy
is saying”. But I could come to know what was said by (T(u2)) without realizing
that I am M.T. and consequently without realizing that I am addressed. So this
knowledge does not enable me to interpret the relevant utterance. I could know all
the truth-theoretic facts about u2 without thereby grasping the thought required for
understanding it.

If I am right about this, the introduction of quasi-indicators in the meta-language
doesn’t yield a theory of truth that enables us to interpret indexical utterances in
the sense our linguistic intuitions seem to require. An explanation of this failure is
easily given: Our linguistic ability is a systematic and general competence. A theore-
tical representation of this competence must conceive of the T-sentences which shall
interpret individual utterances as derived from a finite set of universally quantified
principles. But such principles will license the derivation of T-sentence which are
not apt for the interpretation of individual utterances. The theory of truth itself
cannot discriminate between “right” and “wrong” T-sentences.
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