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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation formulates, defends, and exemplifies a 

semantic approach that I call cognitive Decompositionism. 

Cognitive Decompositionism is one version of lexical 

decompositionism, which holds that the meaning of lexical 

items are decomposable into component parts. Decompositionism 

comE'~S in different varieties that can be characterized in 

terms of four binary parameters. Firs~, Natural 

Decomposi·tionism contrasts with Artful Decompositionism. The 

former views components as word-like, the latter views 

components more abstractly. Second, Convenient 

Decompositionism claims that components are merely convenient 

fictions, while Real Decompositionism claims that components 

are psychologicaJ ly real. Third , Truth-conditional 

Decompositionism contrasts with various non-truth-conditional 

theories, in particular with Quantum Semantics. And fourth, 

Holistic Decompositionism assumes that decompositions are 

circular, as opposed to Atomistic Decompositionism, which 

assumes that some primitive basis ultimately underlies 

semantic components. Cognitive Decompositionism is the 

conjunction of the following theses: decomposition is Artful 

(chapter 2), Psychologically Real (chapter 3), Quantum 

(chapter 4), and Atomistic (chapter 5). As I sUbstantiate 

these claims, I will be responding to the antidecompositionist 

theories of Fodor, Davidson, and Quine. 
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1. Introduction 

In this dissertation I give new arguments for an old 

thesis. The thesis is that of lexical decompositionism: 

The meaning of a lexical item is decomposable into 
component parts. 

This thesis can be construed in different ways. By lexical 

item I mean the unit of language that needs to be memorized, 

including idioms, many words (including all monomorphemic 

words but excluding words that contain regular inflections), 

and certain bound morphemes (regular inflectional affixes at 

the least).' I use component as a theory-neutral term that 

covers what others have called primitive, semantic feature, 

semantic marker, and less commonly atom, plereme, sememe, 

prime, and factor. 

This is the general thesis of decompositionism. In order 

to defend it, I will elaborate one particular version of it. 

I am interested in decompositionism as supplemented by the 

following theses: 

(A) Semantic components are more abstract than natural
language words. 

(B) Semantic components are not convenient fictions, 
but psychologically real. 

(C) Meaning is not objectivistic; rather, it depends 
upon the existence of an observer or user. 

(D) Semantic components have a primitive basis. 

, Actually, membership in the lexicon appears to be a 
matter of degree. This has consequences for decompositionism, 
as I shall discuss in §3.2.2. 
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Thesis (A) defines Artful Decompositionism, as opposed to 

Natural Decompositionism. (B) defines Real, as opposed to 

Convenient, Decompositionism. Thesis (C) defines Quantum 

Decompositionism, as opposed to referentialist and truth

conditional semantics. Thesis (D) defines Atomistic Decompo

sitionism, as opposed to Holism. Since these theses are 

largely congenial to cognitive semantics, I shall call my 

theory Cognitive Decompositionism. 

In later chapters I will give arguments both for general 

decompositionism and for Cognitivism in particular. First, 

however, I would like to briefly sketch a historical overview 

of theories of lexical decomposition. 

Due to its intuitive appeal, decompositionism has a long 

and rich history. The idea extends back at least to Aristotle 

(Topics, circa 333 BeE). For him, the paradigmatic definition 

consists of a classification into genus and differentia. For 

example, the meaning of human consists of the superordinate 

component "animal" and the distinguishing component 

"rational". It is not. clear whether Aristotle intended to give 

"nominal" definitions or l>lhether he intended to give "real" 

definitions; that is to say, it is not clear whether he aimed 

at articulating the nature of linguistic entities or whether 

he aimed at articulating the structure of extralinguistic 

reality. probably he thought that the two enterprises amount 

to the same thing. At any rate, the idea that a word's meaning 



11 

can be identified by locating the word's position in a 

hierarchy continued among the speculative grammarians (for 

references see Lyons 1977:300) and reached a notable apogee 

with Roget's thesaurus of 1852, which organizes the bulk of 

English vocabulary in terms classes, divisions, subdivisions, 

and so forth. 

The 1800's also saw the origins of modern logic, and with 

it came a new interest in function-words or "logical 

particles", such as connectives, quantifiers, and articles. 

These too are taken not as primitive but rather as 

decomposable. conjunction, disjunction, and negation are 

defined by truth-tables, where the primitives are "true" and 

"false"; the universal quantifier is defined as "not some not" 

(or alternatively, the existential quantifier is defined as 

"not all not"); and the definite article is defined in terms 

of the existential operator and a uniqueness condition (itself 

containing the concepts of the universal quantifier, negation, 

and identity).2 Frege's program goes further and reduces all 

of classical mathematics to the few primitives of set theory. 

Decompositionism is also a tenet of classical empiricism. 

According to Locke, every expression denotes either a simple 

2 strictly speaking, the meaning of y. is given by a 
biconditional containing two complete sentences: 

Vx(Fx) iff -3x(-Fx). 
However, it gets the idea across if one informally says that 
the meaning of the universal quantifier is "not some not". 
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sensory idea or a complex idea which is ultimately analyzable 

into simple ones. Later empiricists were to express similar 

sentiments. For example: 

In order to find the meaning of a sentence we have 
to transform it by the introduction of successive 
definitions until finally it contains only words 
that are not further defined, but whose meanings 
can be given by direct ostension. [Moritz Schlick, 
quoted in Marhenke 1950:150f.] 

Empiricist decompositionism is practically extinct, but of 

course its death does not mean the end of all decomposition-

ism. 

For instance, decompositionism is assumed by conceptual 

analysts. Searle 1965 proposes necessary and sufficient 

conditions for speech-acts like promise, where each separate 

condition could be thought of as a component. In an analysis 

of propositional attitudes, Searle 1983:31f identifies belief 

and futurity as the components of expectation: 

x expects p iff x believes (FUT p) 

In other notable work, conceptual analyses are offered for the 

linguistically important notion of convention (Lewis 1969), 

for the ethically important notion of goodness (§6.1), and for 

the epistemologically important notion of knowledge (§6.2). 

The hierarchical, Aristotelian view of lexical meaning 

also appears in the theory of semantic fields. (See Lehrer 

1974 and, for references to extensive German work dating from 

earlier in this century, Lyons 1977:250.) But semantic-field 
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theory is more sophisticated than Aristotelian theory on a 

number of counts. For one thing, it attends to semantic 

relations besides hyponymy, including antonymy and other kinds 

of opposition, partonymy, polysemy, and collocation. For 

another thing, rather than dealing with the essences of 

things, it unequivocably focusses on defining words. 

On the usual interpretation of field theory, the meaning 

of a word depends on its position within the lexical field, 

and the "position" of a word in turn is equivalent to its 

semantic relations to other words (as in Lyons 1963, Sparck

Jones 1964, Cruse 1986). Since these semantic relations are 

brute givens, semantic-field theory need not be decomposi

tionist. But it is also possible to conceive of position as 

depending on components (as in Lehrer 1974). For example, 

either the meaning of ~ may be taken as an unanalyzable 

whole that happens to stand in a hyponymic relation to the 

meaning of cook: or ~ may be taken as standing in a 

hyponymic relation to cook in virtue of its containing the 

component "cook". 

Semantic decompositi.on is assumed by the entire gramma

tical tradition in its treatment of inflectional and conjuga

tional paradigms. For example, English pronouns contain 

components or features pertaining to person, number, case, and 

gender. Extending the use of paradigms from function-words to 

content-words, the European tradition of componential analysis 
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posits paradigms like the one below. (The European school of 

componential analysis is represented by Hjelmslev, Greimas, 

and others; for references, see Coseriu & Geckeler 1974 or 

Lyons 1977:318.) 

SPECIES ADULT YOUNG COMMESTIBLE QUALITY-OF 
llALE FEMALE 

human man woman child flesh human 
horse stallion mare foal horse-meat equine 
cow bull cow calf beef bovine 
sheep ram ewe lamb mutton ovine 
pig pig sow piglet pork porcine 
deer buck/ doe fawn venison 

hart/stag 
dog dog bitch puppy dog-meat canine 
cat tom(cat) tabby kitten feline 
wolf she-wolf cub lupine 
fox vixen cub volpine 
bear she-bear cub ursine 
lion lion lioness cub leonine 
chicken rooster hen chick chicken 
duck drake duck duckling duck 
goose gander goose gosling goose 

According to this table, the meaning of doe is equivalent to 

the set of components {"female", "adult", "deer"}. The matrix 

representation constitutes an advance over Aristotelian theory 

in that it posits intersecting categories rather than strict 

hierarchies. This allows for less redundancy while it also 

avoids the problem of arbitrariness. 

What we see, then, is that Aristotle, modern logicians, 

many philosophers, some semantic-field theorists, and certain 

grammarians all buy into decompositionism. They do so in the 

spirit of scientific analysis, in the attempt to break one's 

object of inquiry into simpler constituent parts. What makes 



15 

decompositionism particularly controversial and exciting is 

the additional claim that components are psychologically real. 

The claim of psychological reality first begins to play 

a tentative role in the componential analysis among anglophone 

anthropologists and anthropological linguists. componential 

analysis in the English-speaking world debuted when Language 

carried two successive papers, Lounsbury 1956 and Goodenough 

1956, on kinship terms. According to Lounsbury 1956:164, the 

meaning of the Pawnee word iratsti covers the following 

relations: 3 

(1) FMBs, B, step-B, FBs, MSs, FFBss, MMSds, FFFBsss, 
MMMSdds, FSss. 

Interest in componential analysis peaked in the 1960's, with 

major works including Bendix 1966, Leech 1969 & 1971, a 

special volume of the Anerican Anthropologist in 1969, and a 

collection of reprintings (Tyler 1969: parts 3 and 4). After 

some lag time, two textbooks appeared, Leech 1974 and Nida 

1975. However, the theory has hardly developed since then. 

The thesis of decomposi tionism experienced a rise and 

fall among generative grammarians too. For over a decade, 

linguists tried to integrate decompositional semantics with 

generative syntax. One strand of decompositionism in 

3 FMB = father's mother's brother; MSs = mother's 
sister's son; etc. Lounsbury's analysis also includes compo
nents indicating generational distance and collaterality, 
which I omit for the sake of simplicity. 
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generative grammar is Markerese (Katz & collaborators 1963-

1972). Markerese articulates a rich structure of semantic 

markers, distinguishers, selection restrictions, and other 

components in order to account for intuitions about synonymy, 

anomaly, analyticity, and the like (§2.1). The other strand of 

decompositionism in generative grammar is Generative semantics 

(Lakoff 1963-1972a, McCawley 1968-1976, and others). GS holds 

that lexical meaning is decomposable into component parts 

according to the same principles by which sentence-meaning is 

decomposable into words (§2.2). 

By the end of the 1970's Markerese was abandoning all 

claims that components have psychological reality (1977, 1981, 

1984) and GS was defunct. The demise of GS was due to a couple 

of factors. For one thing, its transformational mechanism was 

too powerful. since there is little constraint on the possible 

derivations from deep structure to surface structure, language 

would be impossible to learn under GS theory. For another 

thing, and this is related to the absence of constraints, the 

theory allows idiosyncratic analyses of given constructions. 

Nonetheless, the thesis of decompositionism survives in GS's 

opponent theories (for discussion, see Wasow 1976, Pullum 

1989). The interpretive semanticists Chomsky (1965:160) and 

Jackendoff (§2.4.4) advocate decompositionism, as does the 

model-theoretic Montague grammarian David Dowty (1979). 

Another off-shoot of GS is Natural Semantic Meta-
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language, due to Anna Wierzbicka ( § 2.3). Wierzbicka, who 

studied at MIT in the late 1960's, belonged to the early GS 

milieu. She shared with the generative semanticists a 

commitment to decompositionism, but has never adopted their 

syntactic framework. Instead, she has gone on to create a 

wholly unique and extremely valuable body of work (1972-1988). 

Its importance lies partly in the fact that she is almost 

single-handedly engaged in a research program that desperately 

needs to be done: she is attempting to provide definitions for 

a large segment of vocabulary and has already proposed 

definitions for a couple thousand items. Her work is also 

theoretically interesting in that she makes strong hypotheses. 

One hypothesis is that the meanings of all words reduce to 

just twenty or so particular primitives; another hypothesis is 

that these primitives are identical to the meanings of common 

ordinary expressions. 

An altogether different source of decompositionism is 

artificial intelligence. Work in AI is noteworthy for its 

prevailing use of knowledge-based semantics in the form of 

"frames" (Minsky 1974), "schemata" (Rumelhart 1975), and 

"scripts" (Schank & Abelson 1977). These are data-structures 

for representing large chunks of interrelated information. For 

example, the meaning of the words server, waiter, and waitress 

might be packaged into the script RESTAURANT, which refers to 

"props" such as tables, the menu, food, the check, and the tip 
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(Schank 1984:119ff). The corresponding approach in linguistic 

theory is Fillmore's frame semantics and Lakoff's idealized 

cognitive models (§2.4.2). 

So far my literature review makes it sound as if all 

semanticists are decompositionists. However, decompositionism 

has a number of critics. As I indicated, although decomposi

tionism is compatible with semantic-field theory, most field

theorists reject it. Also, the renegade, post-Tractatus 

wittgenstein is cynical about the possibility of ever giving 

definitions (1953.65ff), Quine's holism does away with ana

lytic meaning and hence with decompositional meaning (1951, 

1986), Davidson effectively denies decompositionism (1967, 

1984), and Fodor and friends argue against definitions (1970-

1981). 

I shall explicate these objections and reply to them in 

due course. But first I would like to refine my thesis. Chap

ter 2 expands upon some of the aforementioned decompositionist 

theories and evaluates them, separating out the blind alleys 

from the promising trails. It also argues for thesis (A), 

Artful Decompositionism, as against Natural Decompositionism. 

Chapter 3 focusses on justifying (B), Real Decompositionism, 

and it also shows why Fodor's psychological arguments against 

general decompositionism fail. Chapter 4 presents the case for 

(C), arguing against both Truth-conditional Decompositionism 

and Davidson's truth-theoretic anti-decompositionism. Chapter 
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5 defends (D), Atomistic Decompositionism, against Quine's 

semantic holism. Throughout all of these chapters I advance a 

number of decompositionist claims which I exemplify in the 

analyses of chapter 6. Finally, chapter 7 concludes with a 

summary and methodological reflections. 
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2. Artful Decompositionism versus Natural Semantics 

In the previous chapter I briefly introduced a number of 

decompositionist theories. Among them, Markerese and Genera

tive semantics have been particularly prominent and therefore 

merit further discussion. Also, GS and Wierzbicka' s theory are 

important because they illustrate the shortcomings of Natural 

Decompositionism. 

Natural Decompositionism claims that components are just 

like words in ordinary natural language. This idea breaks down 

into two theses: 

(Nl) Every component is identical to the meaning of some 
lexical item in natural language. In other words, 
every vocabulary item in the meta-language is a 
vocabulary item in at least one natural language. 

(N2) Components combine just as words do. In other 
words, sublexical structure is the same as 
superlexical structure. 

Let us take an example. Suppose that we decompose father as 

"male parent". Thesis (Nl) says that the components "male" and 

"parent" are identical to the meanings of male and parent. 

Thesis (N2) says that "parent" is a two-place relation, just 

as parent is, and that "male" modifies "parent" in the same 

manner that male modifies parent. 

In contrast, Artful Decompositionism says that meaning 

is, ultimately, ineffable. While we can use natural language 

as a meta-language for describing meaning, the meta-language 

does not isomorphically represent its object. This view is 
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supported by several considerations. First, if Natural 

Decompositionism were true, and words were semantically 

equivalent to longer expressions, then one would expect that 

learning would frequently take place by the explicit identi

fication of a word with its verbal definition. Yet children 

rarely acquire words by learning verbal definitions. Second, 

Natural Decomposi tionism suggests that simple words -- the 

ones that correspond to primitive components should 

invariably be learned earlier than complex words. But 

acquisition order is extremely flexible. (In contrast, Artful 

Decompositionism suggests that there are no simple words. All 

words are complex, though some are more complex than others. 

This means that while acquisition order may follow certain 

patterns, it is no·t rigid.) Third, if components were 

identical to the meanings of words, then components would lack 

cross-linguistic validity. For instance, the component 

"proximal demonstrative" cannot be identical to the meaning of 

English this because this does not mean the same as German 

diesem (proximal demonstrative, singular, masculine/neuter 

dative) or Japanese sono (proximal/medial demonstrative, 

unspecified for number, gender, and case), etc. 

Nonetheless, the literature is full of implicit commit

ments to Natural Decompositionism. In order to appreciate the 

consequences of (N1, N2) more fully, and in order to see where 

they go wrong, I review three theories that buy Natural 
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Decompositionism in one way or another. §2.1 criticizes Katz's 

Markerese; §2.2 summarizes the attractions and fatal flaws of 

Generative Semantics; and §2.3 describes and evaluates 

wierzbicka's ambitious decompositionist program. Turning to 

theories that assume Artful Decompositionism, §2. 4 reports 

some promising work currently being conducted by cognitive 

semanticists. All of these reviews wi.ll then provide fuel for 

further discussion in future chapters. 

2.1 Markerese 

Markerese treats lexical items as hierarchical trees 

whose terminating paths each represent possible word-senses. 

The nodes contain the following information: form (phonolo

gical and/or orthographic); syntactic category; a set of 

semantic "markers" or components, indicated by parentheses; a 

"distinguisher", indicated by square brackets; and selection 

restrictions, indicated by angled brackets. For example, Katz 

& Fodor 1963 analyze bachelor as having four senses: 

[B.A. ] 
<SR> 

(Human) 

(Adult) 

Bachelor 

N 

(Male) 
(Young) 

[Never married] [Knight] 
<SR> <SR> 

(Animal) 
(Male) 
(Young) 
(Seal) 

[Without mate] 
<SR> 



(a) a holder of the baccalaureate 
(b) an unmarried man 
(c) a junior knight 
(d) an unmated seal 
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The chief Markerese works are Katz & Fodor 1963; Katz & Postal 

1964; and Katz 1972, 1977, and 1981. since Fodor now disavows 

the entire decompositionist enterprise, and Postal abandoned 

Markerese in favor of GS, I shall refer only to Katz. 

One recurrent cri ticism of Markerese centers on the 

distinction between markers and distinguishers (Bolinger 1965, 

weinreich 1966:§2.23, Janet Fodor 1977:147ff, Allan 1986: 

§5.1.). They receive incompatible definitions in Katz 

1963:188. First, Katz says that markers are conceptual 

components while distinguishers are perceptual. Why this 

contrast is supposed to be theoretically interesting is not 

clear. Second, Katz says that markers enter into theoretical 

relations within semantic theory whereas distinguishers do 

not. But if this is true, then -- given that [never married] 

is the distinguisher for bachelor and given that entailment is 

a semantic relation -- x is a bachelor should not entail x has 

never married. Katz 1972:§3.5 further complicates matters by 

first comparing the marker/distinguisher contrast to the 

competence/performance contrast and then comparing it to the 

sense/reference contrast. The wisest move would be to drop it 

altogether. 

The use of selection restrictions also raises problems. 
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Allan 1986:304 presents four criticisms, some more valid than 

others. (i) The selection restrictions block the interpreta

tion of certain novel constructions. For example, ( 1) can 

refer to the sole seat at a dinner table which has apple juice 

in front of it: 

(1) the apple-juice seat 

But Katz's proj ection rules interpret (1) as "the seat that is 

apple juice". (ii) Katz's selection restrictions prevent the 

man hit the colorful ball from ever being interpreted as "the 

man arrived at the colorful assembly for the purpose of social 

dancing". (iii) The selection restrictions block many poetic 

figures that "occur quite normally in language". (iv) The 

selection restrictions block "superficial contradictions I' like 

he's a tall short man (meaning 'he's tall for a supposedly 

short man')." 

Allan's first point is correct in so far as it goes. 

However, it would be a trivial revision for the Katzian 

program to add a projection rule that yields the interpre

tation "the seat that has something to do with apple juice". 

Likewise, (ii) poses a problem only for Katz's particular 

characterization of those few words involved; it does not 

contravene Markerese in general. criticisms (iii, iv) are 

potentially more serious, depending on how one perceives the 

status and extent of non-literal use. If non-literal use is 

perverse, as Katz implicitly assumes, then (iii, iv) arguably 
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fall outside the scope of semantic theory; they are irrelevant 

criticisms. Note that the relevance of (iii, iv) is not to be 

decided, as Allan implies, by their frequency; rather, it is 

to be decided by theory. If it is profitable to divide 

linguistic phenomena into the categories of literal and non

literal, each domain having distinct principles, then Katz's 

position would be defensible. This division of labor does make 

sense to me; the relevant question is where to draw the line 

between the two domains. On the one hand, I think that most 

poetic figures are non-literal, and therefore do not find 

(iii) a compelling criticism. On the other hand, I concur with 

Allan in judging that (iv) is a genuine problem for Katz. He's 

a tall short man can mean, in addition to Allan's interpreta

tion ("he's tall for a supposedly short man"), "He's a short 

man and he's tall relative to short men". Both interpreta

tions, it seems to me, are literal. 

A more fundamental objection to selection restrictions 

denies that they are semantic in nature at all. In many cases, 

it is only because of our knowledge of the world that we 

detect "semantic anomaly". In such cases, we are judging not 

the sentence as odd, but rather the claim that the sentence 

makes. For example, McCawley 1968b observes that (2) is not 

analytically impossible: 

(2) My toothbrush is trying to kill me. 

Since try imputes intent, (2) becomes natural in any situation 
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where toothbrushes have minds. For those who have difficulty 

in imagining counterfactual possibilities, let me describe 

just one scenario that is not only possible but plausible. 

Some people already own electric toothbrushes, and it is easy 

to imagine a decadent future in which corporate marketing 

divisions devise toothbrushes with bu.ilt-in microchips for 

optimizing performance (for instance, to regulate rotational 

speed as a function of the rigidi ty of the bristle, the 

pressure with which the brush is applied against the teeth, 

and the angle at which it is held). From microchip tooth

brushes to toothbrushes with full-scale computational powers 

is but a small conceptual step; thus, a homicidal electronic

computer-toothbrush is easy to envision. 

As another example, consider the quantity two. We believe 

that twoness is an abstract concept which applies or does not 

apply to particular quanti ties. But it is because of our 

ideology that we conceive of twoness as abstract. Were we to 

discover that there is a physical, mortal entity tucked away 

in some corner of the universe upon which the quantity twoness 

depended that its destruction would somehow destroy 

mathematics as we know it -- we would perceive of twoness as 

concrete. Thus, there is no justification for selection 
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restrictions such as <abstract>.' 

There is a related problem with the Markerese theory of 

disambiguation. For Katz r the word seal in (3) contains a 

semantic component which causes bachelor to be interpreted in 

sense (d). 

(3) The great white seal hunter clubbed a bachelor. 

However, it is a mistake for semantic theory to asswne the 

responsibility of disambiguation. Let us imagine someone for 

whom bachelor is actually ambiguous; and let us imagine that 

(3) is the caption for a cartoon by Gary Larson or by Piraro, 

a cartoon in which a pith-helmeted figure is attacking a 

knight. In that case, our imaginary language-user would 

interpret (3) as a pun, a construction that simultaneously 

conveys senses (c) and (d). The point is that ambiguous terms 

are never disambiguated by the other words in the sentence. 

Rather, the listener uses a combination of the other words in 

the sentence, the other words in the discourse, the immediate 

perceptual environment, and mutual knowledge shared with the 

speaker to infer which particular sense the speaker is 

, I am not advocating the causal theory whereby extra
mental reality determines meaning (Kripke 1972, Putnam 1975; 
see also Saka 1989). Let us agree that bloness is actually 
abstract. According to the causal theory, the fact that 
twoness is abstract forces the definition of two to refer to 
abstractness. According to Markerese, it is our conception of 
two that makes its definition refer to abstractness. But my 
view is that abstractness does not enter into the definition 
at all; while we may believe that twoness is abstract, our 
belief is incidental and not essential. 
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currently intending. The term itself, as a word-type, 

continues to possess multiple meaning. 

Markerese also confuses linguistic knowledge and real-

world knowledge in the treatment of relative adjectives. Katz 

1972:254-60 decomposes high as (4), which I recast in (5): 

(4) «Size) (Vertical spatial orientation) of X[NP, 
S] <» > «Size) (Vertical spatial orientation) 
of (Avg E» 

(5) X is high iff the vertical size of X exceeds 
the vertical size of the average E. 

"E" is a dummy marker that is replaced by a marker taken from 

the semantic representation of X. For example, since the 

meaning of skyscraper contains the component (Building), then 

( 6 ) means (7). Likewise, other subj ects have their own 

implicit standards of comparison: 

(6) A skyscraper is high. 
(7) A skyscraper is higher than the average building. 
(8) Texans are tall. (Relative to people.) 
(9) This flea is little. (Relative to insects.) 

The problem is that one' s implicit standard of comparison 

could be any number of things. Suppose you utter (9) when you 

are peering through a magnifying glass. Then you could mean 

that the flea is small relative to other fleas that you have 

known; to other small objects that you are looking at, such as 

coins or postage stamps; to ordinary-scale objects that you 

are used to looking at; to human beings; ad infinitum. 

Standards of comparison are arrived at by a non-algorithmic 

appeal to contextual and background knowledge. Thus, Markerese 
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represents a regress in comparison to sapir's 1944 analysis of 

adjectives as implicit comparatives. 

In summary, the same lesson emerges three different 

times. with relative adjectives, with disambiguation, and with 

selection restrictions, Markerese makes the mistake of packing 

too much contingent information into lexical entries. 

I would like to close my discussion by showing the ten-

sion in Mai:'kerese between Artful and Natural Decompositionism. 

Even though Katz explicitly rejects (Nl) in 1964:744, he later 

reverts to it in practice, as his analysis of time-words would 

suggest: 

I choose the "second" as the basic unit of time 
because it is the smallest temporal unit for which 
there is a simple name in common speech. [1972:324] 

This analysis would be consistent with Artful Decomposi tionism 

if it were taken as purely coincidental that the temporal 

primitive happens to be lexicalized. But in this passage (N1) 

is clearly at work. 

2.2 Generative Semantics 

GS is characterized by a number of bold theses, including 

the Performative Analysis (McCawley 1968b), the VSO hypothesis 

(McCawley 1970), the thesis that adverbs, quantifiers, and 

even NPs are predicates at deep structure (Emmon Bach 1968), 

and the thesis that natural language is best analyzed in terms 

of quantificational logic (Lakoff 1970, 1972). But the central 
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thesis of GS is that components comprise lexical items 

according to exactly the same rules by which deep structures 

transform into surfa~e structure. This amounts not only to the 

claim of decompositionism but specifically to (N2) and even 

more specifically to the claim that the methodology and 

substance of transformational grammar apply to lexical 

analysis. 

Examples of GS decomposition include thicken "cause 

become thick", persuade "cause become intend" I and kill "cause 

become not alive" (Lakoff 1965); remind "perceive similar" 

(Postal 1970); bring "cause to come" (Binnick 1971); brew 

"make beer" (Seuren 1973: 15); and apologize "request forgive", 

out of "become not in", Turk "person who is native to Turkey", 

and dentist " ••• treats teeth" (McCawley 1968b, 1971:40, 

1978b:265). Let us examine in greater detail two examples, 

remind and kill. 

Postal 1970 derives (10) from (11) via the transformation 

of Lexical Insertion, (11) from (12) via Predicate-Raising, 

(12) from (13) via Psych-Movement, and (13) from (14) via 

Subject-Raising. Thus, the deep structure of remind is 

"perceive similar". 

(10) Pandas remind people of penguins. 
(11) pandas [perceive similar]~ people penguins 
(12) pandas perceive people [s1milarv penguinsNP]s 
(13) people perceive pandas [similar penguins]s 
(14) people perceive [pandas similar penguins]s 

One nice feature of this analysis is that it explains why 
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remind sounds odd in the imperative: 

(15) *Remind me of your brother! 
(16) I (will) perceive you (as) similar (to) your brother. 

The ill-formedness of (15) follows from the fact that its deep 

structure would be (16), which -- being a stative -- cannot be 

the basis for an imperative. 

The decomposition of kill appears in (17). The semantic 

components form hierarchical constituents such that Lexical 

Insertion can yield four different surface structures. 

(17) the frog [do [cause [the fly [become [not alive]]]]] 
The frog caused the fly become not alive. 
The frog caused the fly to become dead. 
The frog caused the fly to die. 
The frog killed the fly. 

(I dispense with McCawley's verb-initial representation and 

with tense, and add the auxiliary "do" which GS analyses 

generally posit [cf Fillmore 1970].) 

Unfortunately, the GS program faces overwhelming 

difficulties. To begin with, the general arguments in favor of 

GS are unsound. For instance, there is the argument from 

adverbial ambiguity (Morgan 1969:62f). The interpretation of 

sentence (18) seems to depend on whether "almost" modifies 

"do", 

(18) 
(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

"cause" or "not alive" at deep structure: 

The driver almost killed the pedestrian. 
The driver almost did something which would 
have caused the pedestrian to die. 
The driver did something which almost caused 
the pedestrian to die. 
The driver did something which caused the 
pedestrian to almost die. 
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However, this account has two flaws. First, if it is correct 

then there should be two addi tional readings, (d) where 

"almost" modifies "become" and (e) where "almost" modifies 

"alive". But it is not clear how (d) differs from (b) or how 

(e) differs from (c). Second, not all verbs and adverbs 

display this ambiguity (cf Fodor &al 1980:288). It would seem 

then that (18) has a single reading. Sadock, cited in Dowty 

1979:243, suggests that it is this: 

(19) There is a possible world very similar to the 
actual world in which the driver killed the 
pedestrian. 

Interpretations (a-c) are just distinct ways of realizing 

(19) • 

Another argument that has been advanced in favor of GS is 

that it provides a constraint on what counts as a possible 

lexical item. McCawley 1971:32 observes that it would be 

exceedingly odd for there ever to be a word like flimp: 

(20) Bert flimped coconuts = 
Bert kissed a girl who is allergic to coconuts. 

McCawley explains this oddity by saying that "kiss a girl who 

is allergic to" never occurs as a constituent in transforma-

tional grammar, and only constituents undergo Lexical 

Insertion (cf Postal 1969, Schwartz 1975). Unfortunately, it 

is impossible to verify McCawley's thesis in the absence of a 

sufficient number of independently postulated decompositions. 

In fact, plausible counter-examples exist. Lasnik, cited in 
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Wasow 1976: 298, suggests that tincture of means "a solution of 

alcohol and"; Dowty 1979: §5.1 suggests that cuckold means 

"have sex with the wife of". Both decompositions violate the 

constituency requirement. Of course, other definitions are 

possible as well, but the point stands that McCawley's 

hypothesis does not support GS. 

Furthermore, the GS decompositions do not work. First I 

would like to mention a bad criticism, because it is 

instructive; then I will move on to genuine inadequacies. 

According to Leben 1971, Postal's analysis of remind falsely 

predicts that the symmetry in (21) should translate over into 

a symmetry in (22): 

(21) x is similar to y * y is similar to x 
(22) x reminds me of y * y reminds me of x 

However, Postal explicitly denies that the component "similar" 

means the same as similar. In saying that the glosses 

"resemble" or "be like" would serve just as well as "similar", 

he indicates that his component is not necessarily symmetric. 

In other words, GS repudiates (N1). 

The genuine shortcoming of Postal's analysis is that it 

cannot explain, for instance, constructions that take 

sentential complements. Clearly, (23) does not derive from 

(24) : 

(23) Jan reminded Kelly that he had an appointment. 
(24) Kelly perceived Jan (as being) similar to (the 

proposition) that he had an appointment. 
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Postal avoids this problem by postulating two senses of 

remind, (a) "perceive similar" and (b) "cause remember". But 

remind is not ambiguous (Bolinger 1971, Meyers 1970). Sense 

(a) is a special instance of sense (b): If you perceive x and 

if x is similar to y, then that is a good reason for x to make 

you remember y. Sense (b) in turn is a special instance of 

"cause to think of": 

(25) x reminds y of z iff x makes y think of z. 

Clearly, reminding does not entail recollection. I can 

honestly utter (26) even if the thought of equine skunks now 

occurs to me for the first time: 

(26) Zebras remind me of equine skunks. 

Thus, (25) unifies senses (a) and (b) and represents a real 

improvement over either of Postal's definitions. However, it 

too is wrong; (27, 28) are not equivalent: 

(27) The programmer caused the computer to think of pi. 
(28) The programmer reminded the computer of pi. 

Another descriptive inadequacy is the GS decomposition of 

kill. Chomsky 1970:161 and Katz 1970:253 claim that (29) does 

not mean (30): 

(29) John's carelessness was the direct cause of the 
death of three people. 

(30) John's carelessness killed three people. 

Similarly, Fodor 1970 claims that (31) does not mean the same 

as (32): 

(31) John caused Bill to die on Sunday by stabbing 
him on Saturday. 
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My feeling is that (29) clearly entails (30), and that (31) 

possibly entails (32), but I agree that in ordinary discourse 

such equivalences would be infelicitous. This suggests that 

"cause" and "die" are indeed components of kill, but that 

there is more to the story than treating them as constituents 

of a monosyllabic phrase structure. 

There are three possible endings to the story. McCawley 

1978a,b proposes that the difference between (29, 30) follows 

from conversational implicature. However, this ending fails to 

wrap up the difference between (31, 32) and is as untestable 

as the possible-lexical-item hypothesis (cf Horn 1978b). 

According to the Distance Principle, the formal distance 

between two linguistic elements correlates with their semantic 

relatedness. For example, Horn 1978a: 132f provides the follow-

ing series: 

(33) I don't think she's happy. 
(34) I doubt she's happy. 
(35) I think she's not happy. 
(36) I think she isn't happy 
(37) I think she's unhappy. 
(38) I think she's sad. 

The negative element starts out in (33) incorporated into the 

matrix auxiliary and has only relatively little effect on the 

complement clause; in (34) it merges with the matrix verb; in 

(35) it moves to the complement clause; in (36) it joins the 

complement auxiliary; in (37) it attaches to the adjective; 
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and in (38) it merges with the adjective. As the negative 

element progresses from left to right, its effect on the 

complement predicate grows. The Distance Principle applies not 

only to negatives but also to causatives. Haiman 1983 provides 

the following pairs: 

(39) Jan caused the tree to fall. 
Jan felled the tree. 

( 40) Jan caused the cup to rise to my lips. 
Jan raised the cup to my lips. 

( 41) Jan caused the chicken to die. 
Jan killed the chicken. 

As Bybee 1988:358 observes, the lexical expression of 

causative implies very strongly that the cause and result take 

place at the same time and place, with possible physical 

contact, while the periphrastic expression implies the 

opposite (cf also Gonsalves 1988:76). But again, this 

resolution fails to treat the difference between (31, 32). 

The best ending is to conclude that sublexical structure 

is not transformational. What with the lack of motivation for 

GS, along with its descriptive failures, it is time to begin 

a new story. 

2.3 Natural semantic Meta-language 

The most explicit and developed defense of Natural 

Decompositionism is due to Wierzbicka 1972, 1980, 1985, 1987, 

1988. (See 1985: 11 for references to other linguists who 

advocate Natural Semantic Meta-language.) This body of work is 
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particularly interesting because it is after more than 

decomposition; it is after ultimate decomposition, the search 

for primitives. Wierzbicka 1988: 10 firmly postulates the 

primitives in (42) and tentatively postulates the additional 

primitives in (43). 

(42) I, you, someone, something, this, want, don't 
want, think, know, imagine, say, become, part, 
time, place 

(43) world, like, other, good, feel, two, kind of 

The primitives correspond to either lexical items or simple 

expressions, such as kind of. 

The choice of primitives is constrained by several 

principles. For instance, according to what Wierzbicka calls 

the Minimalization Postulate, 

only those semantic units are truly indefinable 
whose selection as such is compatible with the list 
being as short as possible. [1972:13] 

According to what I shall call the Intuitability Postulate, 

analysis should or can proceed without empirical investiga-

tion: 

[Because] we are trying to understand and to 
elucidate the intuitions of ordinary speakers, we 
cannot use in our definitions anything which is not 
independently attested to be accessible to that 
intuition. [1972:16; see also 1972:24, 1985:9] 

And according to what I shall call the Lucidity Postulate, 

definitions should be stated in simple ordinary language so 

simple that the general reader could understand them (1972:1, 

1985:7). 
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Unfortunately, the Intuitability and Lucidity Postulates 

lead to decompositions that are utterly unconvincing. First I 

shall describe and criticize Wierzbicka's analyses of color

terms, of perception-terms, of kinship-terms, and of the words 

cup and mug. Then I shall step back and discuss the defects of 

the meta-language. Finally I shall make some constructive 

remarks on Artful Decompositionism. 

Wierzbicka 1980 defines colors by reference to common 

substances and to color combinations: 

(44) white = the color thought of as the color of milk 
black = the color thought of as the color of charcoal 
red = the color thought of as the color of blood 
blue = the color thought of as the color of the sky 

on a day when there are no clouds 
silver = the color thought of as the color of silver 
purple = the color thought of as the color of blue 

mixed with red 

In general, color-terms are defined in terms of the components 

(i) "the color (which can be) thought of as", (ii) "the color 

of", and (iii) some standard. Component (i) turnsWierzbicka's 

work into a non-objectivist, non-referentialist theory. Thus, 

even if something is not exactly the color of blood, it can 

still be red. In more precise terms, we might say: 

(W) To the degree that x can be thought of as the color 
of milk, x is white. 

Component (ii) serves two purposes. First, it identifies the 

relevant property of milk, charcoal, and so forth. Second, it 

shows that all of the color-terms have something in common. As 

Wierzbicka 1972:19 observes, if all words for percepts were 
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indefinable, then it would be impossible to account for the 

similarities among the color-terms. 

This approach suffers numerous defects. To begin with, 

Wierzbicka violates her own Intuitability Postulate. She says: 

In an earlier version of the present chapter I 
proposed the egg yolk, not the sun, as the standard 
of yellowness... [the objection being] that egg 
yolk would not provide a universal standard of 
yellowness because in some parts of the world (for 
example, in New Guinea) there are no eggs with 
yellow yolk. [1980:68] 

Yet discovering the distribution of various substances 

throughout the world is a matter of empirical research; 

intuition does not and cannot tell us about egg yolk. Further-

more, Wierzbicka's analysis is descriptively inadequate. It 

cannot explain, for instance, why dark blue is "more blue" 

than the baby blue of a typical sunny afternoon (cf McCawley 

1983; for other cogent criticisms, see Cruse 1983). The only 

solution would be to reject the sky as a standard for 

blueness; but then that would leave no other standard as a 

plausible candidate. 

Wierzbicka 1990:120 acknowledges that the meaning of a 

color term "may indeed depend on some properties of the human 

perceptual apparatus" but nonetheless continues to posit 

Natural definitions. For example, in order to explain why blue 

has a wider range than Russian goluboj, Wierzbicka defines 

blue in terms of two standards, the sky and "naturally 

occurring water places, such as the sea, lakes, or rivers". 
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But of course most rivers look brown. 

Verbal definitions are given for other sensory terms as 

well. Wierzbicka 1972: 20 explicates the sense-words taste, 

see, hear and smell in terms of the organ-words mouth, eyes, 

ears, and nose. This might seem compelling in the absence of 

an alternative account. But an alternative does exist, the 

experiential account. Allow me to illustrate experientialist 

theory by hypothesizing how first-language acquisition 

happens. 

People with normal perceptual faculties possess a "vision 

box" , a functionally coherent system that represents all 

visual information to the central system. It involves input 

from color detectors, brightness detectors, verticality 

detectors, and so forth. By means of the vision box, the 

little language learner possesses the concept "vision/sight/ 

see". It also, incidentally, learns that the vision box works 

only when its eyes are open; only when the object of vision is 

not veiled; and only when there is light. Because vision is 

phenomenologically salient and functionally important, the 

language learner expects that the concept of vision will be 

lexicalized in one way or another in its language. Eventually, 

the language learner is in fact exposed to the word-form see. 

Its task is to correlate the form ~ with the concept "see". 

The child might learn the meaning of see via two kinds of 

inference. In some cases the mother might play peek-a-boo by 
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alternately covering and uncovering the child with a blanket 

while saying I see you at the choice moments. But in other 

cases the mother might play peek-a-boo by alternately covering 

and uncovering her eyes. 

(45) a) Mother can see me iff I am not covered. 
b) I am not covered iff I appear in Mother's vision box. 
c) Mother can see me iff I appear in her vision box. 

(46) a) Mother can see iff her eyes are open. 
b) Mother's eyes are open iff her vision box is on. 
c) Mother can see iff her vision box is on. 

Premises (45a, 46a) are inductively arrived at on the basis of 

the mother's utterances during the peek-a-boo game. Premises 

(45b, 46b) come from the child's projecting its own experience 

onto its mother. They are only guesses, and in point of fact 

they are not quite true -- no one ever said that language

learning is easy -- but still, once the child entertains them 

they lead directly to (45c) or (46c), the correct hypothesis 

about the meaning of see. 

Thus, the concept "eye" is not a part of the meaning of 

~. It does not occur at all in (45), and in (46) it occurs 

only in the acquisition process and not in the final meaning. 

The phenomonological experience of seeing is infinitely more 

salient than the concept "eye", and it is the phenomonological 

experience that defines sensory terms. 

More impressive is Wierzbicka' s analysis of cups and mugs 

(1985: § 1.2). She argues that the differences between the 

concepts "cup" and "mug" follow from the difference in their 
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idealized prototypical function (cf §2.4.2). Essentially the 

difference is that cups are meant to be used at a table while 

mugs are not. From this basic difference all sorts of other 

differences follow. (i) Cups frequently have saucers while 

mugs do not "because one does not want to dirty the surface of 

the table, or the table-cloth, should any of the liquid come 

down the outer surface of the cup"; whereas "if one is 

drinking away from a table a saucer would be a nuisance, not 

a help." (ii) Cups but not mugs frequently taper at the 

bottom; this is because cups are accompanied by saucers, and 

one wants the liquid "to go to the middle of the saucer, which 

is slightly deeper than the surrounding parts". (iii) 

"Drinking 'anywhere', away from a table, implies an informal 

situation"; hence, cups tend to be more elegant and expensive 

than mugs. (iv) For the same reason, cups often come in sets 

which include both other cups and saucers and sometimes 

dishes. (v) Mugs are larger than cups for a variety of 

reasons. First, "cups are meant to be lifted to the mouth with 

one hand", the reason being that "the other hand should be 

free to reach for some small thing to e~t, such as a biscuit 

or some cake". Second, mugs need to hold more, given that they 

are more likely to be distant from the dining table or the 

kitchen. Third, the call for elegance gives reason for cups to 

be daintier. (vi) Mugs are thicker than cups because they need 

to be better insulated, given that they contain more liquid 
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and hence have more time in which to cool. Besides, they need 

to be sturdier. (vii) concerning shape: while mugs must be 

bigger than cups, they cannot be wider because then the hot 

liquid inside would cool too fast; consequently, they must be 

higher; they tend, therefore, to be much higher than they are 

wide. A cup, on the other hand, being smaller, does not have 

to be higher than it is wide; moreover, it should not be much 

higher than it is wide, because the tapering shape would make 

it unstable. The formulation of Wierzbicka's definition 

appears below. 

Definition of Cup 
Excerpted from Wierzbicka 1985:32 

A KIND OF THING THAT PEOPLE MAKE 
IMAGINING THINGS OF THIS KIND PEOPLE WOULD SAY THESE THINGS 

ABOUT THEM: 

PURPOSE 

APPEARANCE 

they are made for people to use repeatedly for 
drinking hot liquids from such as tea or coffee 

one person from one thing of this kind 
being able to put them down on something else 

-top they are rounded and open at the top 
so that one can drink easily from them by tipping 

the top part slightly towards the mouth 
[*1] without any of the liquid going outside where one 

-bottom 
[*2] 

[*3] 

doesn't want it to go. 

the bottom is the same shape as the sides 
and it is flat so that they are not more difficult 
to make than they have to be ••• 

they have to be big enough to be able to have not 
less hot liquid in 

than a person would be expected to want to drink of 
that kind of liquid at one time .•• 
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THINGS ABOUT THEM: 
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MATERIAL things of this kind are made of something thin so 
that they are nice to look at and to drink from 

and of something that one can't see through 
so that things made of it can have pictures and 

patterns on them 
making them nice to look at, 
such as china •.• 

Al though Wierzbicka' s causej effect analysis has a lot 

going for it, it amounts to a post hoc "just so" story that 

could just as well be turned around. For example, Wierzbicka 

says that cups are more expensive than mugs because, being 

daintier, they require finer crafting. But if in fact cups 

were cheaper than mugs, she could have said that cups, being 

smaller, require less material. The one explanation is as 

plausible as the other, and as a result nei ther one is 

persuasive. Or consider saucers. Wierzbicka offers an 

explanation as to why saucers go with cups and not with mugs, 

but she could just as well have argued the reverse: if cups 

are meant to be used at the table -- which is normally 

expected to get dirty and which is easy to clean -- then cups 

do not need saucers; and if mugs are meant to be used away 

from the table, then a saucer, coaster, or other protector 

would be called for. Other examples abound: 

Both cups and mugs have to be, as Labov puts it, 
'circular in cross-section'. This last requirement 
follows from the desirability of the opening at the 
top being round, so that one can drink easily from 
it without allowing any of the liquid to spill •.. 



since the opening at the top has to be round, it is 
desirable even in the case of cups that all the 
other cross-sections, and the bottom part, should 
be round too, because any differences in shape 
between the different cross-sections would be not 
only pointless and non-functional, but would also 
make the objects in question more difficult to 
wash, and, indeed, more difficult to make. Further
more, in the case of mugs, rounded sides are 
functional because they make it easy to clasp a mug 
with the hand or hands while drinking. 
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If Wierzbicka were aware of the Japanese cups which are 

indented on the sides, she would argue that indentations 

provide a better grip. And if she ever tried to fit her hand 

inside a Russian tea glass, she would never suggest that 

dishware designers cared about washability. 

Even if Wierzbicka's analysis successfully explained the 

difference between cups and mugs, explaining why these two 

kinds of obj ect exist in the world is not an analysis of 

meaning. My reason for thinking this is that Wierzbicka is 

constantly forced to postulate polysemy. For instance, she 

says that cup has three senses, "measuring cup", "paper cup" 

and "regular cup" (1985:20, 69, 107); jar has two senses, 

"container for face-cream" and "container for food" (p61); hat 

has two senses, "party hat" and "regular hat" (p57); Qru;: has 

multiple senses (pp133, 135f); and so on. But in the absence 

of compelling evidence to the contrary, one should assume that 

a word is monosemous (cf Ruhl 1989:§1.1). 

Next we come to kinship-terms. Wierzbicka 1972: 37-47 

objects to the usual components "male", "female", "parent", 
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"sibling", and so forth, on several grounds. (i) She believes 

that these concepts are too specific, being confined to one 

domain, the domain of kinship. True primitives, according to 

the Minimalization Postulate, would be used throughout the 

lexicon. (ii) Wierzbicka believes that the traditional 

components are too abstract. Since young children are not 

likely to know them, they violate the Lucidity Postulate. 

(iii) She criticizes the traditional picture as being too 

symmetric: "a mother is not the same as a female father". For 

these reasons, she proposes the following: 

(47) girl = 

boy = 

young human being that one thinks of as 
becoming a woman 
young human being that one thinks of as 
becoming a man 

(48) 

woman = 
man = 

human being that could be someonels mother 
human being that could cause a woman to be 
someonels mother ••• 

XiS parents 
XiS parent 
XiS mother 
XiS child 
XiS child 

= XiS father and mother 
= one of XiS parents 
= the human being who gave birth 
= someone whose father is x 
= someonels whose mother is x 

to x 

Some critics point out that the concepts "mother" and "father" 

have a social dimension. In response to this objection 

Wierzbicka 1980:48 revises her earlier definition to: 

(49) x is yls mother = x is related to y in the way 
a birth-giver is related to someone that she 
gave birth to, because x gave birth to y. 

The components "that one thinks of" (47) and "in the way 

(that)" (48) have much to recommend them, but it is not clear 

that "birth" belongs to the concept of mother. Wierzbicka 
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defends her analysis by assuming that the word real identifies 

definitional properties: 

(50) ,She is not his real mother, she is his adoptive 
mother. 

However, the real-test is double-edged. It can also be used 

with opposite results: 

(51) Jan is his biological mother, but Karen is his 
real mother. 

This suggests that real serves to focus on some salient non

definitional characteristic. 

My real criticisms focus on the motivations behind (47-

49). In response to Wierzbicka's (i), let me note that some of 

the traditional kinship-term components apply to domains other 

than that of kinship. "Male" and "female" exist among terms 

for domestic animals and in virtually every lexical domain in 

which "human" occurs. More to the point, the limited applica-

bility of "parent" and "sibling" is consistent with the 

Minimalization Postulate so long as we assume that "parent" 

and "sibling" are complex components which are themselves 

decomposable into further components that have wide-ranging 

use. (ii) The Lucidity Postulate is totally unacceptable, as 

I shall discuss below. (iii) Traditional decompositions never 

claim that a mother is a female father; they claim that a 

mother is a female parent. And in assigning parallel semantic 

representations to mother and father, they do not claim that 

the real-world roles of mothers parallel the real-world roles 



48 

of fathers. In conclusion, I reject all of the arguments 

adduced in favor of (47). 

So far I have focussed on criticizing particular 

definitions; now I would like to point out problems with the 

program at large, in addition to the general arguments 

levelled against Natural Decompositionism at the beginning of 

the chapter. First and foremost, the Lucidity Postulate is 

wrong. Just because a word is esoteric does not mean that it 

represents a rare or difficult concept. For example, by the 

time a child begins to walk, it already has some tacit 

understanding of centers of gravity. This does not mean that 

it understands the expression center of gravity or that it is 

even aware that it understands centers of gravity. 

Another problem involves the inverse relation between the 

number of primitives that are allowed and the length of a 

definition. Because Wierzbicka's definitions are based on a 

dozen or two simple lexical items that are understandable even 

to children, her definitions run on for hundreds of words. The 

length of her definitions is a sensitive spot for Wierzbicka; 

she repeatedly denies that long definitions are intrinsically 

unacceptable. She is right so far as she goes; but she fails 

to notice that long, convoluted definitions negate her 

motivation for advocating (N2). While the individual words in 

Wierzbicka's decomposition of cup might be understandable to 

children, the complexity of the definition as a whole is 
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beyond them, and sometimes beyond me. 

Because of the length of Wierzbicka's definitions, it 

makes sense to talk about the structure of the definition at 

the level of both sentence and discourse. 

Wierzbicka says that the syntactic structure of the meta

language is equivalent to the constituent structure of the 

components (1972:23f). But this faces two difficulties: (i) 

the syntax of the meta-language is supposed to be universal 

whereas English syntax is language-specific; and (ii) 

sentences in the meta-language are presumably determinate 

whereas sentences in English frequently are not. Wierzbicka 

almost solves these problems when she says: 

The subset of natural language in which the 
explications are formulated is highly restricted, 
standardized, and to a large degree language
independent (i.e. isomorphic to equivalent subsets 
of other natural languages). For this reason, the 
natural language used in the explications can be 
viewed as a formal semantic metalanguage. [1988:9] 

I have no idea what she means by "standardized"; and despite 

her claim, it is by no means formal. But the notion of 

restriction is sufficiently clear, in principle, to eliminate 

both problems (i, ii): one need only restrict the meta

language to constructions that are determinate and that are 

isomorphic to equivalent constructions in every other natural 

language. 

Unfortunately, it is not clear that any language that is 

so restricted has the expressive power necessary to function 
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as the meta-language. Consider some of the basic natural-

language sentences that Wierzbicka 1988:10 employs: 

(52) I say this. 
(53) I want to do this; I think of this; I want 

this; I imagine this; I know this. 

(52) is indeterminate between a simple declarative reading and 

a performative reading, and it is also indeterminate between 

the present-tense and habitual readings. In addition, consider 

the definition of cup, line (*1). The clause where one doesn't 

want it to go is ambiguous in scope between "where one wants 

it not to go" and "where one does not have a desire one-way

or-another that it go". It is also indeterminate between a 

restrictive reading and a non-restrictive reading. Thus, by 

equating the structure of the meta-language with the consti-

tuent structure of the components, Wierzbicka is saying that 

sublexical structure too is indeterminate. Furthermore, the 

indeterminacy of relative clauses is language-particular. For 

example, in archaic English restrictive relatives were marked 

by that and non-restrictive relatives were marked by which or 

who. It follows that those languages without such indetermi-

nacy have unequivocal sublexical structure, thus entailing 

that sublexical structure is not universal. Finally, consider 

lines (*2, *3). The comparative clause than they have to be 

continues directly from its matrix clause. But the second 

comparative, than a person would .•• , begins a new line. Why 

are the comparatives structured differently? The reader is 
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left without a clue. 

structure at the discourse-level too is significant, 

Wierzbicka 1985:52f stresses. She begins by saying, "we could 

not start our explication of cup from details of form because 

these details follow logically from the purpose for which cups 

are made ••• " But on her own theory, the details of form do not 

follow from function logically but rather as a matter of 

practicality. Regardless, if the details of form truly follow 

from the function, then details of form need not be represen

ted in the definition at all. Therefore, the definition of cup 

should not just start with function, but should end there as 

well. 

Wierzbicka continues, "it would appear that the names of 

human artefacts require the following schema, in this order: 

category (a kind of thing made by people); purpose (relative 

to a situation); material; shape; size." The justification 

for this is that "distance in space in the semantic represen

tation is meant to reflect the mental 'distance' between the 

parts of a concept." Thus, there is greater "mental distance" 

between purpose and size than there is between shape and size. 

r do not know how to evaluate this claim, but if mental 

distance follows as a consequence of function, then again it 

need not be represented in the definition. 

Finally, Wierzbicka says, "The capitals in the first two 

lines indicate the different, 'superior' status of the first 
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two components, which provide a frame for the whole defini

tion. 1I Again, I find it impossible to evaluate Wierzbicka's 

claim. Possibly she means that certain properties are more 

salient than others; possibly she means that certain proper

ties are more important in determining category membership; 

possibly she means that certain properties are more resistant 

to diachronic change. Perhaps she intends these various claims 

to go hand in hand. They are not unreasonable claims, but they 

need to be spelled out. 

In conclusion, Wierzbicka' s adherence to Natural 

Decompositionism leads only to trouble. The structure of 

semantic components is not isomorphic to the structure of 

sentences in English or any other natural language. For this 

reason I adopt Artful Decompositionism. 

Artful Decomposi tionism calls to mind the confinement 

thesis in quantum physics. According to confinement, quarks 

are confined inside of hadrons with other quarks, and thus can 

never occur individually (Hofstadter 1979:304). Likewise, 

semantic components may be confined inside of lexical items 

with other components such that no single component is 

independently expressible. But if components are ineffable, 

then the Artful semantics immediately invites the following 

objection: 

It is only through identifying semantic markers 
with the English expressions within them that they 
have any value whatsoever. [Allan 1987:318] 
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To show that components cannot be ineffably abstract, Allan 

provides an amusing example: he takes the definition of 

bachelor, «Never married) (Adult) (Male», and replaces the 

names of components wi th arbi trary names, thus ( (Moshi) 

(Eunice) (Fred». Allan concludes that if semantic components 

are not identified with English expressions, they are 

meaningless. 

Of course, this is an unfair caricature of Artful 

Decompositionism. "Human" and human do not mean precisely the 

same thing, but still, the one is meant to evoke the other. 

spelling out exactly how a component can diverge from natural

language meaning is the responsibility of the Artful theorist, 

a responsibility which I would now like to meet. 

To begin with, one can coin a term and elucidate it by 

means of defeaters. For instance, let us take GENEA as the 

relation that obtains between parent and offspring, without 

specifying which argument is subject and which argument is 

object. By using but-clauses to defeat the implications of the 

words parent and offspring, we can gloss GENEA as either (a) 

or (b): 

(a) 

(b) 
~:~Aja;e~ti; ~~~'fa~:~; ~~ I~ce~to*nx7:0~~~~~ the 
GENEAx = y is the offspring of x, but in choosing 
the t~rm offspring I don' t mean to focus on y' s 
role. 

The decompositions of parent and offspring would be identical 

except for the ordering of the components: 



(53) "parent" = {GENEAx, sj=x, oj=y} 
"offspring" = {GENEAxY , sj=y, oj=X} 

Y 
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Here, the braces also serve as defeaters. They indicate that 

even though the definitions in (53) present information in a 

linearly temporal order, actual word-meanings contain their 

separate components simultaneously. 

One can also coin a term and exemplify its instantia-

tions. For instance, I might define "superderm" as including 

hair, fur, feathers, and whatnot. The component "superderm" 

does not mean the same as superderm. For one thing, the 

meaning of superderm, as just stipulated, is something like: 

(54) x is superderm iff hair(x) or fur(x) or feather(x) or ••• 

However, the component "superderm" is a unitary concept. It 

can be decomposed further, but not into disjunctive form. For 

another thing, the meaning of superderm is indeterminate as to 

whether it includes, say, scales or kiwi fuzz. In contrast, 

"superderm" either includes scales or it does not; it is a 

matter of research to find out whether semantic phenomena 

justify positing one way or the other. 

The Artful theorist can also invent a term that points at 

future science. For instance, remembering and thinking are not 

as distinct as one might ordinarily suppose; the faculty of 

memory has some complex interface with the faculty of reason. 

For this reason I posit the concept of eduction: x educes y 

iff x remembers and/or infers y. And/or being not exactly the 
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right word, I must leave it to future cognitive psychology to 

make the concept of eduction more precise (or to find that 

nothing is in the ballpark of my characterization). 

Finally, Artful Decompositionists can use imagistic 

representations, as Langacker, Lindner, Talmy, and other 

cognitive linguists do. 

2.4 cognitive Linguistics 

The tenets of cognitive linguistics are a matter of some 

debate. 2 The prominent themes are as follows, ranked in their 

order of importance to me. 

(a) Linguistics should attend to the goals and the 
findings of cognitive psychology. 

(b) Semantic representations are imagistic or otherwise 
non-propositional. 

(c) Meaning is a relation between language and mind 
rather than language and the world. 

(d) Syntax, rather than being a purely formal 
phenomenon, is motivated to a large extent by 
semantics. 

(e) There is no principled distinction between 
linguistic knowledge and world knowledge. 

Thesis (a) denies that language is mind-independent or 

transcendental; it is defended in chapter 3. Thesis (b) echoes 

Artful Decompositionism. Thesis (c), the denial of objecti-

2 For a lively exchange on the topic, see the letters by 
vicki Fromkin and correspondents on the Linguistics Discussion 
List, LINGUIST@uniwa.uwa.oz.au, 1991:27, 43, 49. Yet other 
views appear in Lakoff & Thompson 1975, Lakoff 1987: 583, 
Lakoff 1990:§1, and Dressler 1990. 
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vism, I argue for in chapter 4. Thesis (d) challenges the 

autonomy of syntax~ it belongs to cognitive grammar rather 

than cognitive semantics and has no bearings on the present 

work. Thesis (e) I believe is absolutely wrong, and give 

strong evidence against in chapter 5. 

Wierzbicka, in affirming (c, d), might be regarded as a 

cognitive semanticist. However, in this section I limit my 

overview to theories that hold (b). In particular, I will 

sample the work of Philip Johnson-Laird, Gilles Fauconnier, 

Charles Fillmore, George Lakoff, Eve Sweetser, Mark Johnson, 

Paul Kay & colleagues, and Ray Jackendoff. But first I would 

like to make some prefatory remarks about non-propositional 

representations. 

Images are not always visual, but can be in any sensori

motor format. Representations are visual for certain kinds of 

words, for example color terms. But for other kinds of words, 

images are auditory, kinesthetic, or tactile, for instance hot 

and cold. Other kinds of words may take representations in 

multiple or variable modalities. 

The image theory of meaning faces three common criti

cisms. To begin with, the image theory would seem to deny that 

sensory impaired people can understand. However, we need to 

recognize the distinction between experience and reference (or 

apparent reference). As far as qualitative experience is 

concerned, blind and sighted people are indeed different. As 
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for reference, blind and sighted people can communicate with 

each other -- that is, they can coordinate their behavior 

well enough for practical purposes even in the absence of 

shared first-person experiences. 

A more serious problem is that many or most word-meanings 

have nothing to do with perceptual properties. The solution 

lies in unabashed eclecticism. First, the image theory can and 

must allow a certain amount of non-perceptual representation. 

Second, many non-perceptual meanings can be represented as 

metaphoric extensions of perceptual meanings. For example, we 

conceptualize time, with its future and past, in terms of a 

visualizable line extending ahead and behind (Lakoff & Johnson 

1980; see also Koevecses 1986 and Lakoff 1990). The concept 

"ahead" can model the future because the two share numerous 

metrical and logical properties: both are apparently transi

tive, asymmetric, irreflexive, and so forth. 

Finally, images are too concrete. An image of a triangle 

cannot represent triangle because the image is specified for 

"equilateral II , II isoceles ll , or "scalene", etc, whereas triangle 

is not. As Johnson-Laird 1988: 111 says, IIA picture may be 

worth a thousand words, but a proposition is worth an infinity 

of pictures. II The solution -to this problem is to say that the 

meaning of an expression is an abstract image, an image

schema. This leaves the cogni ti ve semanticist the task of 

spelling out just what an image-schema is. One promising 
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proposal comes from Kant, who says that an image-schema of 

concept x is a procedure for generating the images that fit x 

(Johnson 1987: 156). Another promising proposal comes from 

Jackendoff, who suggests that image-schemas can be identified 

with representations at abstract levels of visual psychology 

(§2.4.4) • 

Non-propositional theories of representation have a 

number of attractions. First, whereas propositional stl.uctures 

are inherently discrete, images are continuous and this 

comports better with intuitions about meaning. Second, 

psychological research reveals that much of thinking is 

imagistic (Kosslyn 1980 and Shepard & Cooper 1982; but see 

also Pylyshyn 1984). For example, if you want to find the 

shortest route between two train stations, you do not need to 

crank through all of the pairwise distances, as the proposi

tional theory would have it. As Dreyfuss illustrates, reported 

in Putnam 1973:215, you can use (mental) string to construct 

a map of the railway system, with knots representing 

junctions. Pull the two appropriate knots away from each 

other, and the string that beoomes straight represents the 

shortest path. Finally, imagistic theories have some nice 

properties that I describe in §2.4.1. 

2.4.1 Mental Models 

Johnson-Laird 1983 presents a theory of representation 
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based on mental models. He never defines what a model is, but 

given the ordinary use of the word along with his examples it 

would seem that a model crucially relies upon iconicity; a 

model must resemble its real-world referent in some signifi-

cant way. 

For example, let us consider Johnson-Laird' s treatment of 

the spatial terms left and right. We begin with the following 

input-sentence: 

(55) There's a bottle on the right of the plate. 

The lexical entry for on the right (of), signifying a spatial 

relation, invokes a program that contains two imperatives: 

(R) a) 

b) 

Construct a spatial array with vertical 
axis I and horizontal axis J; 
Hold the value of I constant and incre
ment the value of J. 

(R) uses the smallest grid possible and enlarges it as 

necessary. Combined with the arguments a plate and the bottle, 

it yields the following representation: 

(56) 1 
1 PLATE 

2 
BOTTLE 

Now suppose that the discourse continues: 

(57) There's a knife on the right of the bottle. 

The definite article triggers a routine that looks for a co

referring term already in the model, and thus identifies the 

bottle referred to in (57) with the bottle referred to in 

(55). Then the model is updated as: 

(58) 1 2 3 
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1 PLATE BOTTLE KNIFE 

In response to the knife is on the right of the plate, the co-

reference routine establishes that the plate and the knife are 

already in the model, and the control program calls the 

routine for verifying the relation between the referents. This 

routine checks whether the relation between the objects 

satisfies the meaning of on the right. Since it does, the 

sentence is true. Whenever a sentence is verified in this way, 

the control program calls a routine for checking whether there 

is any other model in the discourse so far in which the last 

assertion ·turns out to be false. If there is no such 

alternative model, then the last assertion necessarily follows 

from what has gone before. In this way, the control program 

makes valid inferences without recourse to formal rules of 

inference, meaning postulates, or any other such device. 

Rather, inference is valid because model (58) shares key 

metrical and logical properties with what is being modelled. 

Now suppose that after establishing (56), the interpreter 

encounters: 

(59) There's a knife on the l~ft of the bottle. 

(R) may create either (60) or (61): 

(60) 1 
1 KNIFE 

(61) 1 
1 PLATE 

2 
PLATE 
2 
KNIFE 

3 
BOTTLE 
3 
BOTTLE 

Suppose the program opts for (60). Then if the next input-
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sentence is 

(62) The knife is on the right of the plate, 

the verification routine will establishe that (62) is false in 

the current model. Whenever it returns this value, it calls 

for another routine that searches for an alternative model of 

the earlier discourse that renders the latest assertion true. 

If it fails to find a consistent model, then it indicates that 

there is a contradiction in the discourse. In this way, mental 

models are supposed to be defeasible. 

This account, in its specifics, is not altogether 

satisfactory. To begin wi th, there is no reason why right 

should establish a two-dimensional grid. On the one hand, a 

complete model of reality should represent three spatial 

dimensions. On the other hand, a partial model need not 

represent more than a single dimension. Just why (R) invokes 

dimension I is a mystery. Furthermore, the axes I and J need 

to be interpreted. There is nothing in Johnson-Laird's theory 

to show that the J axis corresponds to the left-right 

coordinate. This lack could be remedied by representing, 

within the model, the position and orientation of the 

observer. A privileged origin or perspective appears in every 

mental model, I would suggest (cf MacLaury's vantage Theory, 

1986). Finally, I question the advisability of using discrete 

coordinate addresses. What is attractive about Johnson-Laird' s 

theory is that it goes beyond symbolic representation towards 
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a more iconic representation. Replacing the digital character 

of the axis-coordinates by non-numeric values would simply 

take us the next logical step in this program. In addition, 

there is a computational reason to abandon discrete for 

continuous representation. As Johnson-Laird' s theory currently 

stands, the introduction of the knife is beb/een the plate and 

the bottle to (56) calls for the global erasure of the old 

model and the construction of a new one. However, if 

coordinate addresses are non-discrete, a representation of the 

knife could simply be inserted between PLATE and BOTTLE, 

changing only the character of the local space (from empty or 

indeterminate to KNIFE). 

Despite my criticisms of his specific implementation, I 

think that Johnson-Laird is absolutely correct in pooiting 

mental models. Similar remarks apply equally well to Faucon

nier's theory of mental spaces (1985). Their primary strength 

is that certain properties of the representational system fall 

out of the fact that portions of the representational system 

are iconic: they do not need to be represented. 

2.4.2 Conventional Models 

I use conventional model as a cover term for "normal 

beliefs" (Nunberg 1978:§4.1.2), II frames" (Fillmore 1982a), 

"idealized cognitive models" (Lakoff 1987), and ;'c':.11tural 

models" (Sweetser 1987). These are all similar in that they 
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analyze lexical meaning in terms of larger structures which do 

not represent reality. 

Fillmore defines a frame as "any system of concepts 

related in such a way that to understand anyone of them you 

have to understand the whole structure in which it fits" 

(1982a:111; see also 1975:123-6,1985:223). One example is the 

"commerical event" frame, "a conceptual or actional whole" 

with components keyed to words like: 

(63) buy, sell, pay, spend, cost, charge, price, 
money, change [1972:15f, 1978:165] 

(For a comparison and contrast with semantic-field theory, see 

Fillmore 1982a:226f.) Another example involves verbs of 

judging (Fillmore 1971, 1972:15f). Common to accuse, blame, 

and criticize is a frame that contains a "Judge", "Defendant", 

and "Situation". In terms of this framework, accuse and 

criticize are opposites of a sort: 

(64) The Judge accuses the Defendant iff the Judge, 
presupposing the badness of the Situation, 
claims that the Defendant was responsi~le it. 
The Judge criticizes the Defendant iff the 
Judge, presupposing the Defendant's respon
sibility for the situation, claims that the 
situation was bad. 

(For criticisms, see McCawley 1975, "Verbs of Bitching".) 

lFrames are also used to account for perspective. For 

instance, a representation of dry surface and water, indexed 

to the former, signifies land; a representation of dry surface 

and air, indexed to the former, signifies ground (Fillmore 
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1982a:121, 1985:236). Other examples of perspectival differ-

ences include coast and shore, stingy and generous, spare and 

deprive (Fillmore 1982a:121, 125; 1985:237, 243, 245), and 

melt and thaw. 

Frame semantics is cognitivist for two reasons. First, 

frames are at least partially non-propositional, being 

associated with scenes. Scenes include 

interpersonal transactions, standard scenarios 
defined by the culture, institutional structures, 
enactive experiences, body image, and, in general, 
any kind of coherent segment of human beliefs, 
actions, experiences, or imaginings. [1975:124] 

Second, frame semantics rejects objectivism. Part of the 

reason for Fillmore's rej ection of truth-conditional semantics 

is evident in (64). Al though I cast (64) in terms of a 

biconditional, the business about presuppositions suffices to 

show that (64) does not really express truth-conditions at 

all, as opposed to felicity conditions or what Fillmore 

1982a: 116 calls "usability conditions". The use of accuse does 

not reflect reality so much as the user's attitude towards 

reality. 

Fillmore's alternative to truth-conditional semantics 

appears even more clearly in his analysis of bachelor. He 

observes: 

The noun bachelor can be defined as an unmarried 
adult man, but the noun clearly exists as a 
motivated device for categorizing people only in 
the context of a human society in which certain 
expectations about marriage and marriageable age 



obtain. Male participants in long-term unmarried 
couplings would not ordinarily be described as 
bachelors; a boy abandoned in the jungle and grown 
to maturi ty away from contact wi th human society 
would not be called a bachelor; John Paul II is not 
properly thought of as a bachelor. [1982b] 
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Two points emerge from this passage. First, Fillmore feels 

that understanding any instance of language invol ves 

understanding some of the reasons why language makes the 

categorizations that it does. Second, words are defined with 

respect to idealizations, idealizations which do not 

accurately reflect the world. They are fictions which we 

accept for the purpose of communication; they are conventions. 

This is an important point that Lakoff emphasizes. Lakoff 

1987:70 says that a man does not satisfy bachelorhood if he is 

unmarried m;: if the idealized cognitive model about our 

society fails to fit the world in a given case. Idealizations 

always diverge from reality to some extent and can be 

incompatible with each other. For example, in describing the 

different kinds of models -- the catalog includes includes 

metonymy, typical examples, ideals, stereotypes, paragons, 

generators, submodels, and salient examples -- Lakoff notes 

that whereas the ideal husband is a good provider, faithful, 

strong, respected, and attractive, the stereotypical husband 

is bumbling, dull, pot-bellied, short-tempered (1987: ch 5). 

Both images go to make up our concept of husband. One virtue 

of Lakoff's theory is that it clarifies wittgenstein's notion 
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of family resemblance (but see Dahl 1989). Another virtue is 

that Lakoff's models explain a broader range of phenomena than 

truth-conditional theories explain, including diachronic 

change, metaphoric use, and polysemy. 

Polysemy calls to mind work on the definition of lie 

"prevaricate". Coleman & Kay 1981 identify three character

istic properties of lies: (i) they are false, (ii) the speaker 

believes them to be false, and (iii) the speaker intends to 

deceive. However, it would seem that no single one of these 

criteria is necessary. For this reason, Coleman & Kay conclude 

that "lie" is a prototype-concept. The more criteria from (i

iii) that a stat.ement satisfies, the more it counts as a lie. 

Against this theory, Sweetser 1987 presents an elegant anal

ysis whereby lie has the simple one-criterion definition (i). 

Sweetser's definition yields prototype-effects because it 

is embedded in three cultural models. (i) According to Grice's 

cooperative principle, people intend to help each other. (ii) 

According to the model of ordinary communication, there is a 

direct correlation between your intention to be helpful and 

your belief in what you say; conversely, there is a direct 

correlation between your intention to deceive and your 

intention not to be helpful. (iii) According to the model of 

belief, people have justification for their beliefs, and 

whatever has justification is true. From these conventions, it 

follows that an instance of falsehood is also an instance of 
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deliberate and malicious falsehood. 

2.4.3 Experientialism 

Johnson 1987 claims that meaning is "embodied". Un for-

tunately, the theory is somewhat nebulous, as it seems to 

equivocate among at least four distinct theses: 

(a) Meaning is based on hardware/wetware, not software; 
(b) Meaning is acquired empirically, not rationally; 
(c) Meaning is image-schematic, not propositional: 
(d) Meaning is based upon the perception of one's body. 

(By meaning, I mean "a significant portion of meaning".) Let 

us consider these theses one by one. 

Thesis (a) refers to what we might call architectural 

meaning. I think that Johnson's terminology sometimes evokes 

the image of architectural meaning; and the obvious truth that 

architectural meaning exists makes Johnson's theory sound 

appealing. 3 However, I believe that this is not really what 

he has in mind when he talks about meaning being "embodied". 

At any rate, recognizing that architectural meaning exists 

does not provide a semantic theory. For example, the question 

remains as to how much of meaning is architectural and how 

much is represented. (Architectural meaning is one kind of 

implicit meaning; for a discussion of other kinds, see Cummins 

3 The necessary existence of architectural meaning 
follows from the point made in Lewis Carroll 1895: because of 
the threat of infinite regress, there must be more to compu
tation than rule-following. 
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1986. ) 

Thesis (b) comports well with JS Mill's view that all 

knowledge is empirical. At least, this is my understanding of 

Johnson's claim that the logical relationship of transitivity 

is motivated by our experience with containers: 

If a marble is in a small bag, which is placed in a 
second, larger, bag, then we know the obvious 
conclusion: the marble is in the larger bag. [39] 

It sounds like Johnson is trying to constitute the meaning of 

transitivity in terms of our prior notions of containment. 

This is exactly the opposite of the traditional picture which 

takes transitivity as an a priori primitive and then uses it 

to build up the notion of containment. 

There are a couple of problems with this claim. First, 

the relation in is not quite transitive. If Hawkeye pierce's 

appendix is in Pierce and if Pierce is in the army, that does 

not make pierce's appendix in the army.4 And in contradiction 

to Johnson 1987:40, if X is a member of Y, and if Y is a 

member of Z, then X is not necessarily or even usually also a 

member of Z. My second criticism extends beyond the particular 

relations in and member-of. Even if we granted that concrete 

experience grounds the abstract notion of transitivity, why 

should it be containment rather than some other concrete 

4 The reason for this, according to Chaffin (forth
coming), is that in signifies two senses, the containment 
relation and the part-of relation. 
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property (such as size) that does the grounding? 

I think that Johnson is right in emphasizing the 

independence of our notion of containment from transcendental 

logic. However, I think that he is wrong in trying to 

construct the latter from the former. The correct theory of 

transitivity is closer to the mental-model theory of Johnson

Laird, who says, "The logical transitivity of on the right is 

an emergent property of its truth-conditions and is nowhere 

explicitly represented" (1988:113). This is almost right, but 

not quite. Actually, on the right is not logically (neces

sarily) transitive, as we can see by considering a party 

around a table (an example that Johnson-Laird himself provides 

in 1983:262). But Johnson-Laird is right in that we make 

judgments about transitivity, symmetry, reflexivity, and so 

forth by consulting our mental models of reality. 

Summary of positions 

The Traditional Picture 
A priori knowledge of transitivity + other information 

yields the concept X CONTAINS Y. 
By analysis we conclude that containment is transitive. 

The Experiential Theory (Johnson 1987) 
Empirical understanding of X CONTAINS Y 

leads to 
"metaphoric" undertanding of transitivity. 
It is analytic that containment is transitive. 

The Mental-model Theory (Johnson-Laird 1988) 
A priori knowledge of transitivity 

is independent of 
empirical understanding of X CONTAINS Y. 
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By empirical investigation, we conclude that containment 
is necessarily transitive. 

The Mental-model Theory (Johnson-Laird 1983; Sakal 
A priori knowledge of transitivity 

is independent of 
empirical understanding of X CONTAINS Y. 
By empirical investigation, we conclude that containment 

is usually but not always transitive. 

Another construal of the experiential theory, thesis (c), 

hinges upon the notion of propositionality. According to 

Johnson, propositionality is identified in terms of 

discreteness. In contrast, image-schemas are analog (p3). 

Johnson elaborates on his picture of the relation between 

proposition and image, talking about abstractness: 

Image schemata operate at a level of mental 
organization that falls between abstract 
proposi tional structures, on the one side, and 
particular concrete images, on the other. [29] 

I do not know what he means by "level of mental organization", 

but the rest suggests that Johnson is distinguishing among 

images, image-schemas, and proposi tions in terms of their 

abstractness. In one sense, abstract is the opposite of 

concrete, and simply means "lacking in spatiotemporal 

properties". However, this distinction cannot be operative 

here, for it does not allow for intermediate levels: an entity 

is either abstract or it is not. In another sense, abstract is 

the opposite of specific, and simply means "general". Now 

while it is true that an image can be more specific than a 

proposition, I do not know in what sense image-schemas are. I 
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think that it would be better to drop the abstraction 

discussion altogether, and to concentrate on the truly 

relevant features: the analog nature of image-schemas, and the 

hypothesis that they are subserved by the sensorimotor 

faculties. 

Yet another reading of Johnson, thesis (d), suggests that 

our bodies serve as the empirical basis over which we induce 

meaning. 

Our encounter with containment and boundedness is 
one of the most pervasive features of our bodily 
experience. We are intimately aware of our bodies 
as three-dimensional containers into which we put 
certain things (food, water, air) and out of which 
other things emerge (food and water wastes, air, 
blood, etc.). [21] 

But of course, our experience with containers does not derive 

solely or even primarily from our bodies. As Johnson himself 

acknowledges: 

From the beginning, we experience constant physical 
containment in our surroundings (those things tht 
envelope us). We move in and out of rooms, clothes, 
vehicles, and numerous kinds of bounded spaces. We 
manipulate objects, placing them in containers 
(cups, boxes, cans, bags, etc.). In each of these 
cases there are repeatable spatial and temporal 
organizations. In other words, there are typical 
schemata for physical containment. 

As an aside, let me suggest that thesis (d) may be made to 

follow as a corollary to prototype-theory. 

In summary, Johnson confounds a number of essential 

distinctions. It is not even clear what his basic thesis is. 

Because he himself is fuzzy on the issue, I will take the 



72 

experiential theory as referring to a fuzzy cluster of theses 

(b-d) , with an emphasis on (d). I think that all four theses 

are true and important, and employ them in my decompositions. 

Our bodies have been recognized as important by other 

semanticists too. Fillmore 1975: 123 observes that the meanings 

of left/right, YR/down, and front/back all depend upon our own 

body images. In addition, work by Berlin & Kay and Kay & 

McDaniels on color terminology exemplifies how our bodies 

relate to linguistic meaning. Berlin & Kay 1969 investigate 

the basic color terms of 98 languages. Their work is important 

for at least three reasons. First, they distinguish between 

"basic color vocabulary" and non-basic vocabulary. To do this, 

they use a four-criterion test, which I abbreviate here: 

(65) To qualify as basic, a term must be mono
lexemic. (Blue-green does not qualify). 

(66) To qualify as basic, a term must not be a 
hyponym of another color term. (Scarlet, a 
hyponym of red, is not basic). 

Second, Berlin & Kay investigate color foci rather than color 

boundaries. These two methodological innovations lead to the 

sUbstantive findings that, despite superficial differences, 

languages are amazingly alike in how they categorize color. If 

you ignore the non-basic color vocabulary and the idiosyn-

cratic differences in color boundaries, all languages follow 

a universal pattern in the growth of their color vocabulary. 

[black] ~ red ~ {yellow} ~ light ~ brown ~ {orange} ~ dark 
[white] {green} blue {pink } blue 



{purple} 
{grey } 
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This cross-linguistic universal requires an explanation. Some 

writers have tried to pin it to environmental similarities and 

to cultural contamination, but the obvious lesson is that 

there is a biologically caused predisposition for us to want 

to recognize these categories. Evidence for the biological 

view appears in Heider 1971, 1972 and in Kay & McDaniel 1978. 

Work on color-categorization continues (Miller & Johnson-Laird 

1976; McLaury 1986; Kay, Berlin, & Merrifield 1989). 

2.4.4 X-Bar Semantics 

While cognitive semantics is generally associated with 

practitioners on the West Coast (Brugman, Fillmore, Kay, 

Lakoff, Sweetser, and Talmy are of Berkeley, and Fauconnier, 

Langacker, Lindner, and Rice are of San Diego), we should not 

neglect the work of Jackendoff on the East Coast. Jackendoff 

1983,1987,1990 embraces all of the cognitivist theses (a-e). 

To begin with, Jackendoff is at home with cognitive 

psychology. He harnesses Marr's 3D model of vision in order to 

develop an imagistic theory of meaning (1987: §§9.10, 10.4) 

and he uses the findings of gestalt psychology in order to 

establish that reference is a relation between language and 

"the projected world" rather than between language and the 

real world (1983:§2.1); in other words, he is concerned with 
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"I-semantics" rather than "E-semantics" (1990:§1.1). Briefly, 

and with only slight injustice, one can say that (i) our 

understanding of reality is a mental construct, (ii) language 

refers to what we understand, and hence (iii) language refers 

to our mental constructs. While Jackendoff' s solipsistic 

semantics can stand some tightening up, I think that it is 

essentially correct. 5 Jackendoff further distances his theory 

from truth-conditional semantics by employing "preference" 

rules rather than necessary and sufficient conditions. Thus, 

X' semantics satisfies theses (a, b, c). 

Thesis (d) is satisfied by the Grammatical Constraint 

(Jackendoff 1983:§1.5), which claims that semantic facts are 

to explain syntactic generalizations wherever possible. As a 

consequence, the semantic structure of a sentence is very 

close to its surface structure. Consider, for example: 

(67) The book is lying on the table. 

Whereas traditional logic would represent (67) in a 

complicated form of (68) (complicated by quantificational 

structure), Jackendoff 1983: §4.1 argues that the correct 

semantic representation is (69): 

5 The problem with Jackendoff's formulation lies in his 
use of refer. One solution is to replace the locution refer 
with seem to refer. Another solution is to drop adversions to 
reference altogether. But this point hardly matters in light 
of the bigger point that semantics is the study of the 
relation not between word and world but between word and wit. 
I myself will sometimes use refer in this expanded sense. 



(68) LIE (BOOK) & ON (BOOK, TABLE) 
(69) LIE (BOOK, ON(TABLE» 
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Finally, Jackendoff holds that semantic structure, ie 

linguistic knowledge, is identical to conceptual structure, ie 

world knowledge (1983: §1.7, ch 6). He elaborates on thesis 

(e) by schematizing not only the relation between the language 

faculty and other faculties but also the relation between the 

semantic and non-semantic components of the language faculty. 

The most distinctive feature of X' semantics involves the 

use of categories like THING, PLACE, PATH, STATE, EVENT, and 

AMOUNT. Jackendoff 1983: ch 3 attempts to justify these 

categories by correlating them to wh-words and to X, -theoretic 

syntactic constituents: 

(70) What did you buy? 
Where is my coat? 
What happened next? 
How long was the fish? 

A fish. 
In the bathtub. 
Billy fell. 
Twelve feet (long). 

[THING] 
[PLACE] 
[EVENT] 
[AMOUNT] 

If you assume the Grammatical Constraint then the syntactic 

facts count as evidence for the semantic categories. 

Some of these categories occur, for instance, in the 

analysis of spatial prepositions. Jackendoff 1983:§9.1 

identifies three interpretations for (71). These three 

readings are disambiguated by additional context in (a-c) and 

are given semantic representations in (a'-c'). 

(71) The mouse ran under the table. 
(a) The mouse was under the table, running in circles. 
(b) The mouse ran under the table, where it hid. 
(c) The mouse ran under the table, past my legs, and 



out the door. 

(a') [place UNDER ([~JtilJ9.. TABLE]) ] 
(b') [path TO ([p.lace UNuER ([ij1ing TABLE])])] 
(c') [path VIA ([place UNDER (Lthing TABLE])])] 
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(a' ) says that under is a function, taking a THING and 

identifying a PLACE; (b') and (c') say that the functions to 

and via each takes a PLACE and returns a PATH. 

The problem with this analysis, aside from the mistaken 

commitment to the Grammatical Constraint (§6.3), is that it 

claims that English prepositions are systematic~lly ambiguous. 

In defence of ambiguity, Jackendoff mentions that the place 

function (a) and path functions (b,c) require distinct forms 

in many languages, such as German and Hungarian. However, 

cross-linguistic patterns do not make a case for ambiguity. 

Although German distinguishes between masculine Professor and 

feminine Professorin, this fact emphatically does not count as 

evidence that English has two words professor, "male college 

teacher" and "female college teacher". My professor and (71) 

can each be interpreted in multiple ways, but the distinct 

interpretations do not result from distinct linguistic 

representations. In other words, semantic structure and 

conceptual structure are not identical. 

Better ambiguity tests are available. One uses conjunc-

tion (Frei 1961 as cited in Coseriu &al 1974: 126, Lakoff 

1970). In (72), the presence of the second conjunct suggests 

that under the table designates a path; in (73), the relative 



clause suggests that under the table designates a place. 

(72) The mouse ran under the table and out the door. 
(73) The mouse ran under the table, where it almost 

slipped on a banana peel. 

But we can combine (72) and (73): 

(74) The mouse ran under the table, where it almost 
slipped on a banana peel, and out the door. 
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The two interpretations are simultaneously available, which 

does not happen in cases of genuine ambiguity. For instance, 

(741) works only as a marked, jocular construction: 

(741) *Jan and his license expired yesterday. 

Likewise, the How-Many? test reveals that we are dealing with 

a single sense: 

A: How many mice ran under the table? 
B: Two. One ran under the table and out the door; 

the other is still under there. 

In contrast, true ambiguity calls for responses like BI rather 

than B": 

AI: How many times have you been to Athens? 
BI: Do you mean Greece or Georgia? 
B": *Twice. Once to Athens, Greece, and once to 

Athens, Georgia. 

since under the table is not ambiguous, Jackendoff's 

particular analysis is wrong. It is wrong because of the basic 

XI assumption that semantic structure equals conceptual 

structure. 

Another case of spurious ambiguity arises in the XI 

analysis of causation. For Jackendoff 1983:§9.3, the meaning 

of cause depends on whether the subject is an event (75) or an 



agent (76): 

(75) John's blowing bubbles made us laugh. 
(76) Amy put the flowers in the vase. 
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Either way, the object of causation is always an event (77) 

and never a state (78): 

(77) [event CAUSE ([thing AMY], 
[evfi GO ([~ing FL<?WERS], [~th INTO VASE] 

Amy caused the owers 0 go 1nto the ase. 
(78) [event CAUSE ([thing AMY], 

[sttf BE ([ ~ing FL<?WERS], [ place TO VASE])] 
Amy caused the owers 0 be 1n the vase. 

However, semantic theory must also account for: 

(79) God causes the universe to be. 

According to some theological doctrines, things cannot exist 

without some active force creating and constantly maintaining 

their existence. The truth of this doctrine is beside the 

point; what matters is that (79) is neither nonsensical nor 

impossible to conceptualize. This means that X' Semantics must 

posit four meanings of cause: two for the subject's 

event/agent parameter times two for the object's event/state 

parameter. 

Although I have been critical of X' Semantics, it 

represents a definite advance over objectivist semantics. 

Objectivist semantics too starts off with ontological 

assumptions. For instance, Montagovian theory typically posits 

an ontology consisting of individuals, properties, and 

relations, along with complexes built up therefrom (eg, Dowty 
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1979). According to such naive theories, linguistic 'cheory 

determines metaphysical theory and a complete understanding of 

language entails a complete understanding of reality. In 

contrast, XI semantics with its theory of the projected world 

makes no claim about the true nature of reality. A total 

understanding of language entails only a total understanding 

of the linguistic corner of the mind. 

3. Real Decompositionism versus Convenient semantics 

The previous chapter argued that GS and Natural semantic 

Meta-language do not and cannot work because they assume 

Natural Decompositionism. In this chapter I argue that Marker

ese cannot work because it assumes methodological Platonism. 

At the same time, I commence the case for decompositionism in 

general. 

Many linguists are happy to accept decompositionism but 

only as an artifact of analysis. For them, components are like 

virtual machines in computer science or virtual particles in 

physics in that they have a sort of logical equivalence to 

real components without actually existing (Hofstadter 1979: 

144f). In other words, components are nothing more than 

convenient fictions. In contrast, Real Decompositionism holds 

that components are psychologically real. After coming to 

terms with the notion of psychological reality (§3 .1), we will 

be in a position to appreciate the arguments for and against 
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Real Decompositionism (§3.2). I will then conclude by saying 

a few words about the related issues of innateness and 

universality (§3.3). 

3.1 Psychological Reality 

§3.1.1 characterizes psychological reality and §3.1. 2 

explains why it must constrain linguistic theory. 

3.1.1 Definition 

The phrase psychological reality can be construed in 

different ways. If we take the words analytically then an 

entity or property x is psychologically real iff x is both 

real and in some sense psychological. But in the common 

idiomatic sense, an entity or property x is psychologically 

real iff x is physically or causally real rather than 

abstract. Let us examine these two construals in greater 

detail. 

If we wish to claim that semantic components are 

psychologically real according to the analytic construal, then 

we must undertake the difficult task of explicating what 

counts as psychological and what does not. Psychology, easily 

enough, is the study of mental phenomena. The rub lies in 

distinguishing the mental from the non-mental. 

A naive view would identify the mental with conscious

ness. This is a view to which even modern psychologists are 
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susceptible (eg George Miller, as quoted in Jonathan Miller 

1983:15f). In linguistics, this view appears in wierzbicka's 

Intuitability Postulate (§2.3) and in Nida 1975, who talks 

about "psychological satisfaction": 

Any final componential analysis should be psycholo
gically "satisfying" to the speakers of a language; 
that is, they should be able to comprehend how 
these features do in fact influence their use of 
the language. [206] 

However, objections to this view come from all psychological 

sides. First, behaviorists insist that consciousness is too 

subjective to take seriously and that science should trade 

only in operational currency. Therefore, they take psychology 

as the study of behavior (reduced to a non-intentional level) • 

Second, psychoanalysts emphasize the importance of the 

unconsciousness in the study of the mind. Third, and most 

importantly for us, cognitive psychologists recognize 

unconscious mental phenomena. To begin with, blindsight 

involves unconscious vision (Patricia Churchland 1986:224-7). 

victims of blindsight suffer from a destruction of the striate 

cortex and claim that they cannot see. However, if pressed to 

guess what is in their visual field, they can correctly 

respond to gross features. There is also the analogous 

"blindtouch" (Weiskrantz 1987). One might say that these are 

merely pathological cases, and that in the normal case people 

are conscious of sight and touch. However, work in visual 

psychology indicates otherwise. For example, there are levels 
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of representation, the Primal and the 2i D sketches, between 

the retinal image and conscious interpretation (Marr 1982). 

These are indubitably mental, and yet they are something that 

we never have conscious access to. Similar arguments can be 

made for unconscious I inguistic processing (see § 5.2.4). Thus, 

I do not consider accessibility to consciousness, with respect 

to either active retrieval or passive recognition, a criterion 

for psychological reality; and I do not expect semantic theory 

to be any more satisfying to the average person who speaks 

than physical theory is to the average person who moves. 

Alternative criteria might construe psychological reality 

in terms of representations or information-processing; in 

reductionistic terms (psychology being the science one level 

"above" neurology); or in eliminativistic terms. The elimina

tivist holds that there is no coherent psychology, and that 

mental phenomena do not form a natural kind. (For detailed 

discussion, see §5. 4.2.) Finally, the range of psychology 

could be understood in ostensive terms, a psychological entity 

or process being whatever it is that psychologists study. In 

this sense, psychological facts would include facts gleaned 

from processing times, studies in acquisition, pathologies, 

and so forth. 

In contrast, the idiomatic construal holds that psycho

logical reality contrasts with some variety of more abstract 

reality. This distinction too might be cashed out in any 
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number of ways. 

One way is in terms of the metaphysical positions of 

nominalism, conceptualism, and Platonism.' The nominalist says 

that only physical tokens exist; the conceptualist says that 

in addition to tokens, there are also types, and that types 

are determined by mental imposit.ion; and the Platonist posits, 

in addition to tokens and mentally imposed types, mind

independent types. Derivative upon these three ontological 

positions -- which make claims about what things exist -- we 

can define correlative methodological claims about what things 

we should study. Bloomfieldian structuralists sought to 

describe language at the nominalistic level; Chomskyan 

generativists seek to describe language at the conceptualist 

level; and Katzians insist that the proper level of analysis 

is at the Platonic level (Katz 1984: 28-34). Cast in these 

terms, then, Real Decompositionism holds that conceptualist 

types exist and are the proper object of study. 

Another way of thinking about psychological reality is in 

terms of causality. Searle 1969:42 speaks of rule-obeying 

versus rule-following, or regularities versus rules; Dennett 

1974 speaks of rule-following versus rule-consulting; and 

Quine 1972 speaks of rules that fit a phenomenon versus rules 

, Although Platonism is also known as realism, note that 
it is the very antithesis of the claims for psychological 
reality. 
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that guide a phenomenon. In all of these cases, there is a 

distinction between a rule that matches or describes some 

phenomenon and a rule that causes or explains that phenomenon. 

Only the latter kind of rule is psychologically real. 

Finally, we might explicate psychological reality in 

terms of "levels of analysis" or levels of description. The 

most influential scheme is due to Marr 1982: 24ff, which posits 

three levels: the computational, the algorithmic, and the 

mechanistic. These can be illustrated by the case of 

arithmetic. At the highes't level, one can describe addition in 

II computational II or functional terms. This is the level at 

which number theory works and is logically independent of how 

it is formulated. At the algorithmic level, representations 

come in. For example, the procedure for adding six and nine 

depends on whether you are manipulating the symbols § and ~ or 

whether you are manipulating VI and IX. In adding with Arabic 

numerals, for instance, you need a subroutine for "carrying" -

- a subroutine that is altogether alien to Roman arithmetic. 

Finally, at the mechanistic level we can talk about addition 

as being executed by digital computer, abacus, or human brain. 

cast in these terms, the psychologically real level is 

generally identified with the algorithmic level. 

The literature is full of variations on MarrIs scheme. In 

earlier work, and in better terminology, Simon 1978 talks 

about representations as being ei ther informationally 
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equivalent (in Marris terms, computationally equivalent) or 

computationally equivalent (algorithmically equivalent). 

Jackendoff 1983: §1. 2 distinguishes between the "structure 

mode" and "process mode"; Pylyshyn 1984: 28ff distinguishes 

among' the representational, functional and physical levels; 

Patricia Churchland 1986: 349f distinguishes among the 

semantic, syntactic, and mechanistic levels; Peacocke 1986, 

1989 adds a level between computation and algorithm, "level 

1. 5"; and winograd & Flores 1987: 86-90 and George 1989 

distinguish among five "levels of representation". 

My own inclination is to think of the computational and 

algorithmic levels as representing the endpoints of a 

spectrum. Consider a computer program that plays chess. At the 

highest level, we can say that the function of the program is 

to play chess (in a victory-seeking way). The notion of 

algorithm is relative to what counts as a primitive step 

(Haugeland 1985: ch 2). In practice, this means that algo

rithms are generally formulated at many different levels of 

detail/abstraction. In the early stages of writing the 

program, the creators will draw up flowcharts that are 

compatible with many different languages. The flowcharts are 

then translated into a "high-level" language, say Pascal. 

However, since computers cannot interpret Pascal, they have 

compilers whose job it is to translate Pascal into assembly 

language. Assembly language is then translated into machine 
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language, which is represented in binary code. So what we see 

is a range of discrete languages, but a range that is, in 

principle, infinitely subdivisible. If this way of viewing the 

situation is correct, then we can speak of theories as being 

more or less psychologically real. The ones whose represen

tations are most isomorphic to the physical systems which 

instantiate them are the most psychologically real, isomorph

icity being a gradient notion. 

One freqt:ently voiced opinion is that analyzing phenomena 

at the computational level in our ordinary propositional 

language is helpful to understanding what is going on at the 

psychologically real algorithmic level (Marr 1982, Dennett 

1986). I grant that this is true, but I wish to point out that 

knowing more about the mechanistic level is also helpful. For 

example, the discovery that 

periods that they do leads 

(Rumelhart &al 1987). 

neurons have the 

to the lOO-step 

refraction 

constraint 

Although it 't'lOuld be desirable to have greater conceptual 

clarification on these matters than is currently available, I 

think that the distinctions just described suffice for me to 

state my thesis. As a sympathizer of experientialism, my 

methodology is to take advantage of what cognitive scientists 

know about the mechanistic level; in other words, I would 

appreciate having a psychologically real theory under the 

analytic construal. At the same time, I absolutely demand that 
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semantic theory be psychologically real under the idiomatic 

construal: it must identify the entities and/or properties 

that participate in the causal order. 

3.1.2 Importance 

Interest in the causal order is simply the demand of 

science; without attributions of causality, a theory lacks 

explanatoriness (cf Cummins 1983:2). Since nominalistic and 

Platonistic theories do not aspire to uncover the causal 

order, they do not explain anything. This accounts for the 

accuracy of Fodor's remark on the state of the art: 

The only thing against Platonism is that, deep 
down, nobody is remotely interested in it. 
[1981:205] 

Katz replies: 2 

What a grammar is a theory of, or what linguistics 
is about, does not turn on what Fodor or anyone 
else thinks is interesting. [1984:20] 

This view, however, is mistaken. A grammar is a theory of 

language: linguistics is about language. NOw, if the referent 

of language were transcendentally given, then Katz would be 

right. However, speakers have divergent intuitions about just 

what language refers to, and this leaves us a certain freedom 

2 The early Katz adhered to a strict 'thesis of psycholo
gical reality (1964, 1965, 1969, 1972:§1.1). In later years, 
however, he abandoned his claims (1977, 1981, 1984). Although 
it is admirable to change one's theory in the light of new 
developments, I think that Katz was giving up too soon. 
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to stipulate as we please. In Chomsky's idiolect, a language 

is a set of sentences. However, according to my understanding 

of the everyday word, a language is a set of words and idioms, 

along with combinatorial principles. Thus, according to one 

characterization, to learn a language is to learn an infinite 

set of sentences: while on the other understanding, to learn 

a language is to learn a vocabulary and grammar. The notion of 

language is vague enough to accommodate both pictures. 

Likewise, the ordinary vagueness of the word language allows 

for it to be applied either to something Platonic or to 

something conceptualistic. And in making the sociological move 

to stipulate one way or another, people's interests are going 

to be a deciding factor. 

A more interesting question has to do with the nature of 

reality. Let us meet Katz half-way and suppose that physically 

existing languages -- languages in space and time -- are 

shadows of abstract languages. Then according to Katz, 

linguistics should proceed on an a priori basis: 

Linguistics is rather a branch of mathematics, as 
different from the psychology of language as number 
theory is from the psychology of arithmetic. 
[1984:27] 

But even granting the doctrine of Platonism, Katz's analogy is 

no good. Mathematics is a purely formal enterprise whose 

object is to discern all logically possible relations. 

Linguistics, in contrast, is not interested in all logical 
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possiblities. Katz himself surely recognizes this, given that 

he regularly revises his theory in an effort to make its 

predictions consistent with the facts of English. 3 

Even mathematicians, for the most part, limit their 

interest to "reasonable" axiom-systems that is to say, to 

axiom-systems that hold promise for modelling aspects of 

reality. Unless there is some remote chance that some actual 

phenomenon might instantiate the structure that is expressed 

by a mathematical theory, that theory will be ignored. Those 

who really do not care at all about reality almost form a 

separate discipline, meta-mathematics, but even that has 

applications for regular math and hence for empirical science. 

Although an infinite number of mathematical systems are 

internally consistent, only some make a consistent match with 

reality; only some are physically real. Likewise, although an 

infinite number of languages exist in Platonic space, only 

some of them match the languages that humans do or can speak; 

only some are psychologically real. The languages that could 

actually exist are the ones of actual interest. 

Another problem with Platonism is that an infinite number 

of abstract languages are compatible with English. For 

3 This is not to say that linguistics is interested only 
in actual languages. Rather, it is interested in the set of 
nomologically possible languages. The crucial point is that 
discovering the range of nomological possibility is an 
empirical matter. 
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example, consider two different decompositions of kinship 

terms. Restricting ourselves to just blood relations 

lexicalized in English, we can provide materially adequate 

analyses with either (1) the primitives "male", "female", and 

"offspring" or (2) the primitives "male", "female", and 

"parent": 

(1) x is the mother of y iff x is female and x is a 
parent of y. 
x is a daughter of y iff x is female and y is a 
parent of x. 

(2) x is the mother of y iff x is female and y is an 
offspring of x. 
x is a daughter of y iff x is female and x is an 
offsping of y. 

Likewise, we can analyze modality either by taking (3) the 

primitives "possibly" and "not" or (4) the primitives 

"necessarily" and "not": 

(3) Possibly t iff Possibly I 
Necessarily t iff Not Possibly Not t 

(4) Possibly t iff Not Necessarily Not t 
Necessarily t iff Necessarily t 

Since analyses (1, 2) are equally simple, as are (3, 4), they 

are equally true according to Convenient Decompositionism. But 

if we want our decompositions to have explanatory force -- if 

we want to consider semantic components as the cause of 

lexical meaning -- then we must reject the "hocus-pocus" of 

convenient semantics and assume that there is a "God' s truth", 

to use the terms from Burling 1964. 

In response to the charge that Real semantic analysis is 
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impossible, Hymes 1964 and Wallace 1966 agree that while there 

is usually no way of determining the truth of the matter, 

there is nonetheless a truth to be had. The anthropologists 

thus anticipate the debate between Quine 1972 and Chomsky 

1975:179-95. Hymes and Wallace also say that the problem is 

not so extensive as Burling would have it, because in addition 

to structuralist methodology for hypothesizing components, we 

use as evidence the speaker's intuition and "any other facts 

about the culture that is associated with the language". Some 

of the cultural facts regarding kinship are adull'brated in 

Hammel 1965: 

Relevance must be taken to mean correspondence with 
a set of primitives or important questions ••• 
(that) may concern itself with the nature of 
cognition independently assessed, with pragmatics, 
with residence, descent, inheritance, or succession 
rules, with the native ideology independently 
expressed, or with a host of other matters. [6] 

My own solution to the indeterminacy problem is to treat 

it largely as an artifact of Natural Decompositionism. 

Sometimes when two closely related but distinct theories seem 

to have the same empirical force, the apparent distinction 

between them is spurious. In the present case we can overcome 

the limits of ordinary English by Artfully using the predicate 

GENEA (§2.3). I might add that the problem of underdetermi-

nation, although serious in principle, is perhaps the last 

thing we should be worried about. In general, we should be so 

lucky as to have the problem of having more than one adequate 
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analysis. 

These remarks apply equally well to physics. Nobody has 

ever seen a quark, and according to the confinement thesis, 

nobody ever will. Nonetheless, quarks are generally assumed to 

be more substantial than convenient fictions because their 

existence can be non-deductively inferred from a larger body 

of theory and data. It is this sort of non-deductive inference 

that likewise bears on the evidentiality of the existence or 

non-existence of semantic components. 

In conclusion, convenient fictions -- whether deriving 

from nominalistic or from Platonistic sources -- have limited 

intrinsic interest. In the next section I would like to use 

psychological reality as a methodological constraint in 

examining the evidence for decompositionism. 

3.2 Real Decompositionism 

The common types of argument for decompositionism range 

from terribly flawed to suggestive but inconclusive (§3.2.1). 

The anti-decompositionist arguments of Fodor & friends are 

even worse (§3.2.2). The strongest possible argument on the 

matter, it seems to me, is based on reductionism (§3.2.3). 

3.2.1 Arguments 

The case for general decompositionism is incontroverti

ble. Virtually every practicing semanticist finds it necessary 
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or useful to refer to meaning-components. However, this does 

not prove that decompositions are psychologically real. In 

order to appreciate why this is so, let us consider several 

examples. 

Watt 1973 claims that Froggie decomposes into "citizen of 

France" (and presumably some pej orati ve element [§ 6. 1. 2 ] ), for 

otherwise anaphoric there would have nothing to refer to: 

(5) If the Baron had been a Froggie he might have built 
his new chateau there. 

However, in "The Indivisibility of Words", Sampson 1978 

responds by saying that the use of anaphoric pronouns is 

not determined by formal identity between two 
elements in the representation of a sentence at 
some linguistic level; rather, we use such pronouns 
instead of fuller phrases when we believe that the 
intended referents are close enough to the hearer's 
focus of attention to need no further identifi
cation... it may come there for reasons having 
nothing to do with language... [for instance,] 
seeing a guest admiring a landscape hanging on my 
wall, I may say: we stayed there last summer. [40] 

This amounts to a rejection of the usual distinction between 

anaphoric and deictic pronouns, a rejection for which Bach 

1987: ch 11 offers extended argumentation. This is an 

intuitively appealing move for anyone who believes that 

systematic "ambiguity" is the artifact of imperfect analysis. 

Another unconvincing argument for Real Decompositionism 

involves inference. Jackendoff 1990:§1.8 criticizes the anti-

decompositionist theory of meaning-postulates, (6), on the 

grounds that it misses the important generalization in (7). 
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The only way for a semantic theory to harness (7) would be if 

we dropped (6) in favor of (8). But (8), according to Jacken-

doff, is just a notational variant of decompositionism. 

(6) a) x killed y 
b) x lifted y 
c) x gave y to z 

.. y died 

.. y rose 

.. z received y 

(7) x causes E to occur .. E occurs 

(8) a) x killed y 
b) x lifted y 
c) x gave y to z 

.. x caused (y die) 

.. x caused (y rise) 

.. x caused (z receive y) 

This argument follows naturally enough if you identify 

linguistic knowledge with real-world knowledge, as Jackendoff 

does. However, let us consider an alternative. Suppose that 

the meaning of lift is an image-schema of someone lifting 

something, that the meaning of give is an image of someone 

giving something to someone, and so forth. Clearly, an 

interpreter could look upon these images and reach the 

inferences in (6) without having to invoke the postulates in 

(7, 8). The knowledge that kill signifies a cause does not 

depend upon a semantic representation containing "cause", just 

as the knowledge that right is irreflexive does not depend on 

a semantic representation containing the component 

"irreflexive" (§2.4.1). And despite Jackendoff's claim about 

notational equivalence, the meaning-postulates in (8) are not 

fully decompositional; meaning-postulates specify one-way 

entailments whereas decompositions are biconditional. 

Next we come to the acquisition of the past-tense marker 
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in relation to aspectual classes of verbs. The aspectual 

classes include statives (have, want, be red); activities/ 

processes (walk, ~, sleep); and changes of state (drop, 

fix, redden). Membership can be decided by the progressive 

test (Dowty 1979: §2. 2) • An activity in the progressive entails 

that a certain amount of that activity has already taken 

place, whereas a change-of-state in the progressive does not; 

statives do not occur in the progressive at all: 

(9) Jan is walking ~ Jan has walked. 
*Jan is fixing the car ~ Jan has fixed the car. 
*The firetruck is being red. 

Speakers of English begin to acquire -ed around age two. But 

at first they apply it only to change-of-state verbs; with the 

other verbs, they continue to use the present-tense forms for 

some time (Clark & Clark 1974:510). Antinucci & Miller 1976 

take this as evidence that all and only change-of-state verbs 

contain the component "come-about (x) ", which serves to trigger 

the past-tense rule. But the facts are open to an alternative 

analysis. Suppose that the semantic representations of (10, 

11) each consists of two image-schemas, t, and t z, such that 

t, precedes t z• 

(10) x is red. 
t,: x is red. 
t z: x is red. 

(11) x reddened. 
t,: x was not red. 
t z: x was red. 

When image t, = image t z, we have a stative, and when t, ~ t z 

we have a change of state. By inspecting representations (10, 

11), an interpreter can conclude that only the latter entails 
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a change of state, but this does not mean that the component 

"change" or "come about" necessarily occurs in (11). In short, 

"change" need not occur in a semantic representation so long 

as it describes it. This kind of account is supported by the 

fact that the aspectual classes do not really apply to lexical 

verbs but rather to contextualized interpretations. For 

instance, walk, which is generally classified as an activity 

verb, occurs as a change-of-state verb when it takes a 

locative complement (Dowty 1979:§2.2): 

(12) *Jan is walking to the park ~ 
Jan has walked to the park. 

And red, generally a stative, expresses an activity in the 

proper context. Supposing that Martians existed wi th 

chameleon-like capabilities, one could say: 

(13) The Martian was being red in order to avoid notice. 

Thus, the semantic representations of change-of-state verbs, 

as a class, do not necessarily contain any component in 

common. 

Another inconclusive argument deals with the acquisition 

of kinship-terms. Haviland & Clark 1977 establish four 

developmental stages. In Stage 1, the child evinces no 

understanding at all. For instance, interviews with Stage-1 

children include the following exchanges: 

Q: What is a grandson? 
A: I don't know, but I guess it's a girl. 
Q: What is a nephew? . 
A: I had her here with me. 
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At stage 2, the child assigns the correct properties to 

kinship-names but neglects relational components: 

Q: What is a nephew? 
A: It's a boy. 
Q: What is a brother? 
A: A brother is a boy. 
Q: What do you have to have to be a brother? 
A: Pants with pockets. 

At stage 3, the child begins to treat kinship-terms as 

relational: 

Q: What is a mother? 
A: It's a mommy. I have a mommy. It's somebody in your 

family. 
A: A mother is your mother, a boy's mother. 
Q: What is a grandmother? 
A: Somebody who is your mother's mother. 
Q: What is a father? 
A: An uncle's brother. 

At Stage 4, the child treats kinship-terms as not only 

relational but reciprocal: 

Q: What is a son? 
A: A son is a father or mother's boy. 
Q: Are you a son? 
A: Yes, a son is a brother of a daughter or another 

brother. 
Q: What is a niece? 
A: A niece is like a mother had a sister, and I'd be 

her niece. 

Haviland & Clark take these developmental patterns as evidence 

that, for the mature speaker, kinship-terms decompose into 

properties, relations, and reciprocal relations, as below: 

(14) x is mother of y = female (x) , parent(x,y), 
offspring (y,x) 

However, there are two kinds of difficulty with this analysis. 

First, the Haviland & Clark stages are highly questionable. 
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The answers listed under S·tage 2 show deeper, more analytic 

thought on the part of the child than the first two answers 

listed under stage 3. And the last two answers listed under 

stage 3 are just as good as any of the answers listed under 

stage 4. If someone were to ask me to define kinship-terms, I 

would not bother to volunteer information about reciprocity; 

thus, I do not consider "offspring(y,x) " a legitimate 

component of (14). Futhermore, even if Haviland & Clark's 

developmental taxonomy were correct, it does not entail (14). 

As an alternative, suppose that the true definitions of son, 

mother, father contain the Artful component GENEA (§2.3) : 

(15) x is son of y = male(x), GENEA\, sj=y, oj=x 
(16) x is mother of y = female(x), GENEAx , sj=x, oj=y 

x is father of y = male(x) , GENEAxY sj=x, oj=y y' 

In being asked for the definition of ~, a child might access 

(15) and find that there is no way to articulate GENEA. 

However, the child realizes that GENEA is tied to mother and 

father. Not knowing the more generic, more descriptively 

accurate term offspring, the child formulates the kind of 

definition that appears under stage 4. 

Another example involves polarity. Clark & Clark 1977: 513 

report that positive terms are usually acquired prior to 

negative terms. Thus, same precedes different (Donaldson & 

Wales 1970, Webb &al 1974); always precedes never (Kuczaj 

1975); and if precedes unless (Legum 1975). One way to explain 

this pattern is to postulate a component "not" which adds 
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relative complexity to the negative item in each given pair. 

But this argument overlooks the possibility that the 

difference in acquisition-order might result from a difference 

in how often the concepts are used (cf Carey 1982). Clark & 

Clark deny this, claiming that the positive terms "'nearly 

always' describe a situation that is not normal", but they 

offer no substantiation for this powerful claim. 

Finally, arguments for decompositionism come from cross

linguistic studies. Recall the two competing analyses of 

modality (3, 4). Jelinek 1986,1989 argues that possibility is 

more basic than necessity in natural language. She presents 

evidence from at least seven unrelated languages to show that, 

whereas possibility seems to be universally lexicalized, 

necessity is most often expressed as "not possible that not". 

Once again, however, the facts equally well support an 

alternative analysis. Suppose that the concept of necessity is 

actually an implicit conditional whose decomposition is (17), 

where • is contextually determined. 

(17) Necessarily 1 = (t ~ I) & t 

The expression of tiC', ~ I) & t" takes effort: the instanti

ation of t in natural language requires a full clause and, 

besides, choosing an appropriate value for • requires some 

reflection. Since the biconditional in (18) seems to be valid, 

then languages that do not lexicalize necessity could just as 

well express it with "not possibly not". But this does not 
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mean that "possibly" is part of the semantic representation of 

necessarily. 

(18) (t ~ I) & t iff Not Possibly Not 1 

Jelinek's conclusion also depends on the implicit but 

reasonable assumption that if concept C1 is simpler than C2 

then C1 will more likely be lexicalized than C2 ' all other 

things being equal. The question is whether all other things 

~ equal, for Jelinek's data might be explained in functional 

terms. Perhaps the ability to express possibility is simply 

more useful in day-to-day communication than is the ability to 

express necessi ty • In that case, the one concept is not 

necessarily simpler than the other. This alternative explana

tion could be tested by counting the frequency of must, have 

to, gotta, etc relative to the frequency of may, might, could, 

etc. 4 

Although developmental and cross-linguistic patterns do 

not conclusively expose for us the internal structure of 

4 My impression is that whatever difference there might 
be does not suffice to account for the cross-linguistic 
lexicalization patterns. If so, this is particularly 
interesting in view of Jelinek's further evidence that 
universal and existential quantification are comparable in 
their conceptual complexity. This is important because modal 
logic is typically interpreted in terms of quantification over 
worlds: 

Necessarily 1 iff for all worlds, ~; 
Possibly 1 iff for some worlds, ~. 

Taken together, Jelinek's findings mean that modality cannot 
be based on quantification, and hence that the formalization 
of modal logic is fundamentally flawed. This adds to my 
argument in §4.1.1. 
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lexical items, they do tell us that structure probably exists. 

If every word-meaning were primitive, as Fodor would have it, 

then they should all possess equal complexity and acquisition

order would be random aside from the effects of frequency and 

functional usefulness. Yet some concepts seem to be 

intrinsically more difficult than others. 

In summary, we have looked at arguments based on 

pronominal reference, inferences regarding causality, the 

acquisition of the past-tense marker with respect to aspectual 

classes, the acquisition of lexically negative items, the 

acquisition of kinship-terms, and the cross-linguistic 

distribution of modals. While none of the arguments succeed, 

this does not mean that the proposed decompositions are wrong. 

In fact, I endorse the postulation of "not" as a psychologi

cally real component. From a Platonistic point of view, it is 

really arbitrary whether always or never is "neC]ative". For 

instance, either (i) we could take "always" as primitive and 

define never as "always not"; or (ii) we can take "never" as 

primitive and define always as "ne"/er not". Our intuitive 

preference for decomposition (i) suggests that the answer lies 

not out in the real or even projected world but rather in how 

we choose to talk of the world, in language. 

3.2.2 Counter-arguments 

In an influential series of papers, Fodor & friends 
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present five kinds of argument against decopositionism (Fodor 

1970; Fodor, Fodor, & Garrett 1975; Fodor, Garrett, Walker, & 

Parkes 1980; and Fodor 1981b). The arguments involve original 

meaning, holism, valid inference, descriptive adequacy, and 

psycholinguistic results. After criticizing these arguments, 

I turn to Fodor's positive proposal. 

To begin with, Fodor &al 1980:§I.a,d raise the problem of 

original meaning: in virtue of what does a symbol possess 

semanticity (cf Haugeland 1985, Cummins 1989)? They note that 

a great many decompositionists have historically favored the 

empiricist answer -- wherein semantic primitives are tightly 

associated with perceptual primitives -- and they note that 

empiricism is wrong. (A number of decompositionists, however, 

have rather explicitly favored rationalism, eg Katz and 

Wierzbicka.) Yet this hardly counts against decompositionism 

in particular, as no one has a satisfactory theory of original 

meaning. 5 

In a footnote, Fodor &al 1980:§I refer to Quinean holism, 

which denies the traditional analytic/synthetic distinction 

and hence denies decompositionism. Holism, however, is wrong, 

5 I would like to go one step further and comment on why 
empiricism fails to solve the problem of original meaning. 
Empiricism assumes that questions (i, ii) are identical: 

(i) What is the basis of semantics? 
(ii) What is the basis of the relation between language 

and the world? 
But (ii) is an illegitimate question; there is no basis 
because there is no objectivistic relation (ch 4). 
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as Fodor himself argues (1987: ch 3). A detailed discussion of 

this matter I reserve for chapter 5. 

Fodor &al 1980: §I.b also claim that decompositionism does 

not successfully provide for informal validity. The usual view 

is that entailment (19) is true because the meaning of red 

contains the component "color". 

(19) x is red ~ x is colored 

Fodor &al wonder about the complete decomposition of red. 

Surely it must contain more than "color", but it cannot be 

"red"; defining red as lithe color of red" is no definition at 

all! 

But as we have seen in §2.4.1 and §3.2.1, inference is 

possible without explicit semantic representations. For 

instance, the color example invites an easy response in terms 

of neurophysiology. In the lateral geniculate nuclei of the 

thalamus, information about color is encoded in terms of 

opponent processes (Miller & Johnson-Laird 1976: §§1.3, 5.1). 

To oversimplify, excitation of the RG neurons corresponds to 

the perception of red while inhibi tion of the RG neurons 

corresponds to the perception of green. At this point, the 

colors red and green have nothing to do with the colors blue 

and yellow, which are encoded in BY neurons. Information from 

the RG and BY neurons come together in the left posterior 

cortex, between the visual and linguistic centers. This is 

clear because damage to the left posterior cortex causes color 
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agnosia, rendering the patient incapable of naming any color, 

and only colors, except for white, black, and gray (Patricia 

Churchland 1986). Based on these facts, experiential decompo

sitionists can say the following about an experiencer e who 

has normal vision: 

e perceives red iff e's RG neurons fire 
e perceives color iff e's left posterior cortex is active 
e's RG neurons fire only if e's left posterior cortex 

is active 

This explains why (15) seems like a necessary truth. It is 

because the experiencer recognizes a neurophysiologically 

necessary connection between RG neurons and the left posterior 

cortex. (Blind speakers will have a qualitatively different 

semantic representation for color terms.) 

Fodor's sternest argument is that decompositionism has 

yet to score significant successes. Fodor 1970 proves that 

kill does not mean the same as cause to die (§2.2), and Fodor 

&al 1980 belittle the portion of the lexicon that has been 

decomposed: 

The reader may, by the way, be getting tired of 
bachelors and unmarried men, and we apologize for 
the paucity of our examples. Practically all the 
plausible examples of definitions come from jargon 
vocabularies ("ketch"), kinship vocabularies 
("grandmother"), and axiomatized systems ("tri
angle"). 

But jargon comprises the vast bulk of English vocabulary. The 

average adult speaker might know 80,000 words (G. Miller & 

Gildea 1987), and yet the Oxford English Dictionary has two 
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million entries. Although many of these words are obsolete or 

dialect-variants, it is also true that the OED is extremely 

deficient in recording highly specialized words. This means 

that almost every word is known by only a small minority of 

speakers, and a great percentage of those are jargon. Further, 

it is natural for axiomatic systems to figure prominently 

among plausible decompositions. The reason that an axiom is an 

axiom is that the meanings of its terms are easily defined. 

Tackling the tractable problems first is methodologically 

defensible. 

The difficulty of specifying successful definitions does 

not argue against decompositionism so long as we have reason 

to expect definitions to be hard to come by. Such difficulty 

is indeed predicted by Artful Decompositionism. First, verbal 

definitions, being in natural language, attempt to represent 

multi-dimensional thought in one dimension. Second, the 

expression of a definition is a speech-act that carries with 

it action-theoretic implications which actual semantic 

representations do not (cf Searle 1969; McCawley 1978a,b; 

§4.3). This does not mean that analysis is futile, but it does 

explain the paucity of plausible decompositions. 

Fodor' s final arguments come from psycholinguistics. 

Fodor &al 1975 report that subjects require less time to 

process bachelor than not married, even when you correct for 

the difference in phonological length. From this, Fodor 
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concludes that the semantic representation of bachelor does 

not include the semantic representation of not married. This 

argument makes three crucial assumptions. First, in assuming 

that chronometric findings are relevant, it assumes Real 

Decompositionism. with this, Cognitive Decompositionism is in 

agreement. 

Second, Fodor explicitly adopts the Derivational Theory 

of Complexi ty • Essentially, this says that two semantic 

representations of equal length should take the same time to 

process. Third, Fodor's argument assumes Natural Decomposi

tionism, specifically that the semantic representation of 

bachelor contains the semantic representation of not married. 

Both of these assumptions are unjustified. Even if bachelor 

contained "not married", not married could very well require 

greater processing time simply because it is syntactically 

more complex. Parsing time has to be controlled for. More 

seriously, Artful Decompositionism denies that the meaning of 

bachelor contains the meaning of not married. The components 

of a lexical item exist simultaneously whereas the components 

of a phrase are spread over time. Thus, at most Fodor shows 

only that sublexical components are not ordered linearly. As 

Jackendoff observes: 

all this observation shows is that if there are 
principles of lexical conceptual composition, they 
are not entirely identical with the principles of 
phrasal conceptual composition .•• [1990] 
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Although their work appeared before connectionist theorizing 

entered the limelight, Fodor &al should have known that mental 

processes, because of their speed, have to be in some way 

parallel. This lesson is also clear from our mastery of 

physical routines: 

The acquisition of [automatic] motor concepts (such 
as playing a scale on the piano) speeds up 
performance over sequential performance of the 
constituent parts. [Jackendoff 1990; cf also 
1983:125] 

As a result of automatization, J. Anderson 1983 suggests, 

knowledge shifts from a declarative representation to a more 

procedural one. This would help to explain our difficulty in 

consciously accessing definitions. 

Fodor &al 1980:§II present other psycholinguistic 

evidence, based on relatedness intuitions, which putatively 

shows that decompositions are not real. However, later 

researchers argue that the basic assumptions behind the 

experimental design are flawed. For example, Gergely & Bever 

1986:233 write that the verbs in (16) were used by Fodor &al 

as non-causative controls. Yet these words have been analyzed 

as causatives by Fillmore, Miller & JohnsOn-Laird, and others. 

(20) sell, tie, find, get, pull, eat, drink, repeat, assemble 

Also, Jackendoff 1987: 256 points out that Fodor I s test is 

sensitive to grammatical relations and to scopal phenomena, 

thus making the control sentences incommensurate with the test 

sentences. Finally, Gonsalves 1988:73 suggests that under-



108 

standing a word may amount to accessing its definition rather 

than processing its internal structure. 

As an alternative to decompositionism, Fodor proposes 

that monomorphemic items are semantically primitive and that 

multi-morphemic items are complex. Unfortunately, the notion 

of a morpheme -- the minimum unit of form-meaning correspon

dence -- is an idealization that breaks down under the facts 

of natural language. Numerous elements are neither mono

morphemic nor multi-morrphemic (cf S. Anderson, forthcoming). 

To begin with, terms like electricity are problematic. It 

would seem that we are dealing with two suffixes here, the 

nominalizer -ity and the adjective-maker -ic. These are 

elements that recur in other words with the same meaning: for 

instance, -ic occurs in Germanic, idiotic, surrealistic, and 

symbolic, with a meaning that can be characterized by 

contextual definition: 

(21) X-ic = related to X's 

But if we detach -ic and -ity from electricity, we are left 

with electr, which, though in some sense meaningful, is not a 

form in English. Thus it looks like we must treat electric as 

a minimal unit, as a single morpheme. But the problem is even 

worse. If there is a general rule which attaches -ity to 

adj ecti ves ending in - ic, then we should expect hectic to 

yield *hecticity. Since this rule does not work, it looks like 

-ity is not a separate element but rather one that must be 
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listed as co-occurring with electricity. Despite these 

considerations, our feelings persist that -ic and -ity are 

morphemes. The upshot is that we want to treat electricity as 

monomorphemic and as multi-morphemic simultaneously. 

Another challenge to the traditional notion of morpheme 

is the zero-affix. Given the systematicity of the plural-

suffix in English, the single form sheep corresponds to two 

meanings, (a) and (b): 

(a) "one sheep" or "sheep [sg]" 
(b) "more-than-one sheep" or "sheep [pI]" (cf §6.3) 

Word (b) decomposes into at least two meaningful components, 

which attach to a single form. Related problems are the 

cumulative and replacive morphs. First, the English verbal 

suffix -,2 simultaneously signifies both present-tense and that 

the subject is singular. Second, the vowel in English ran 

serves both as part of the root and as the tense-marker. Is 

ran one morpheme or two? 

A particularly interesting object is the phonestheme, or 

phono-esthetic unit. Examples include the flourescent-class of 

words (22), the flight-class (23), and the snout-class (24): 

(22) flame, flare, flash, flicker 
(23) flap, fling, flutter 
( 24) snarl, sneer, sneeze, snicker, sni ff , snore, 

snorkel, snort, snot 

If fl- is a morpheme; then -ame, -~, -ash, and -icker should 

be morphemes too. But if fl- is not a morpheme, then 

linguistic theory fails to explain the phonesthetic effects 
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(cf Saka 1988). 

Morphones are like skeletons in the closet. First, they 

are an embarrassment to the notion of the morpheme; and 

second, they are the fossilized remains of what was once 

living. For instance, consider the following (Aronoff 1976): 

conceive, conception 
deceive, deception 
receive, reception 

conduce, conduction 
deduce, deduction 
reduce, reduction 

The /v/ in ceive does not alternate with /p/ simply because it 

is surrounded by certain phonic material; it alternates 

because it is a constituent of the linguistic unit ceive. 

Likewise for the alternation between /s/ and /k/ in duce, and 

for the alternation of vowel quality in both roots. At one 

time duce and induce robustly meant "to lead" and "to lead 

to"; over time, duce lost all of its independent meaning and 

induce came to mean "to prevail upon" and "to infer". 

According to Fodor's theory, with its taxonomy of monomor

phemes, multi-morphemes, and nothing in between, the meaning 

of induce began as a composite of two conceptual units and at 

some point it radically transformed into a simplex. The change 

had to have been radic~lly discontinuous. This is a terrible 

consequence, for actual changes do not happen over night. 

There must have been intermediary steps. 

Fodor might hypothesize that induce was conceptualized by 

a transitional speaker S as being both monomorphemic and 

multi-morphemic. But this idea fails to save Fodor's theory 
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regardless of how we refine it. If we suppose that transi

tional speaker Shad two words induce, "lead to" and "infer", 

then there are still radical chang~s between language-states: 

the early stage had induce" the transitional stage had induce, 

and inducez and the current stage has inducez• On the other 

hand, if we posit that Shad one word induce "lead to or 

infer", then we solve the discontinuity problem. The meaning 

of the early induce partially resembles the meaning of the 

transitional induce which partially resembles the meaning of 

the current induce. However, this approach forces us to 

analyze the meaning of transitional induce as having separable 

components. If we are willing to do this for transitional 

induce, then we should be willing to do it for all monomor

phemes. After all, the entire vocabulary of English is in a 

constant state of change. 

Similar problems arise with idioms, empty morphs, super

fluous morphs, and subtractive morphs. In summary, linguistic 

phenomena contradict the traditional notion of morpheme. As a 

result, Fodor's sharp distinction between monomorphemic and 

multi-morphemic items is untenable and he does not have an 

alternative to decompositionism. 

3.2.3 Reductionism 

The ontological doctrine of physicalism makes the 

strongest case for decompositionism. In a nutshell, my 



argument will run as follows: 

(a) Matter consists of minimal units; 
(b) Matter constitutes meaning; 
(c) Hence meaning consists of minimal units. 
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Claim (a) is not contentious and calls for no justification 

here. Claim (b) is the thesis of physicalism, which I shall 

turn to directly. Claim (c) follows from (a) and (b). 

Historically, and in logical space, the major theories on 

the relation between mind and matter include varieties of 

dualism, idealism, neutral monism, and physicalism (cf Paul 

Churchland 1984: ch 2). Dualism treats the mental and material 

realms as fundamentally incompatible. The problem with dualism 

lies in its obscurity. Some versions of dualism, such as 

interactionism and epiphenomenalism, acknowledge that system-

atic cause-effect relations hold between mind and body. But 

this makes it hardly distinguishable from the claims of 

physicalism. The vacuity of this kind of dualism prompts a 

rare point of agreement between Chomsky and Quine. First, the 

ernpiricist: 

If telepathic effects were established beyond 
peradventure and they were clearly inexplicable on 
the basis of the present catalogue of microphysical 
states, it would still not devolve upon the 
psychologist to supplement physics wi th an 
irreducibly psychological annex. It would devolve 
upon the physicist to go back to the drawing board 
and have another try at full coverage [Quine 
1986:~31] 

Next, the rationalist: 

The whole issue of whether there's a physical basis 



for mental structures is a rather empty issue 
[because, in the development of modern science] the 
concept "physical" has been extended step by step 
to cover anything we understand [so that] when we 
ul timately begin to understand the properties of 
the mind, we shall simply... extend the notion 
"physical" to cover these properties as well. 
[Chomsky as quoted in Lyons 1970:120f] 
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other varieties of dualism, such as occasional ism and 

parallelism, deny causal relations between mind and body. But 

this makes them explanatorily impotent and puts them beyond 

the intellectual pale. As Dennett says in "The Logical 

Geography of Computational Approaches", 

There are still dualists and other mystics in the 
world who assert (and hope and pray, apparently) 
that the mind will forever elude science, but they 
are off the map for me. [1986:59] 

At any rate, few contemporary philosophers adhere to either 

dualism or idealism, and we shall take physicalism as a given. 

Physicalism is sometimes contrasted with functionalism, 

but this is a mistake. Functionalism actually contrasts with 

the central-state theory. These distinctions are worth sorting 

out. 

Central-state physicalism holds that all facts can be 

stated in terms of physical theory and first-order logic. That 

is to say, true statements quantify over physical particulars 

and only over physical particulars. In terms of the mind-body 

problem, this means that the mind just is the brain. Notable 

partisans to this position include Patricia Churchland, ~aul 

Churchland, Quine, and Searle. Yet the central-state theory is 
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too restrictive, for it denies that computers, extraterres

tials, cetaceans, and infra-human primates could possibly 

think in recognizable terms. If, say, the belief that p is 

identical to something in the brain, and if the brain of a 

human is of a different type from the brain of an alien, then 

the alien cannot believe that p. This is the chief motivation 

of metaphysical functionalism. 

The la~el functionalist applies to a multitude of 

theories. Linguistic functionalism, in attempting to explain 

why languages have the formal properties that they do, appeals 

to the functions of language, in particular to language's 

communicative function. Here I would like to distinguish 

between ttlO subvarieties of functionalism. First, there are 

theories of how function can constitute meaning. This takes 

the form of intention-based semantics (Grice's corpus, 

Schiffer 1972, Searle 1969 & 1983; for acute criticism of this 

approach, see Chomsky 1975:55-77). Second, there are theories 

of how function can explicate form-meaning correspondences 

(§2.4[d], CLS Parasession 1975, Dik 1978, Haiman 1986, 

Wierzbicka 1988). In philosophy, functionalism has an 

al together different set of meanings. Three varieties are 

identified in Block 1980: 171f. First, a functional explanation 

is one that decomposes a system into component parts and 

explains the workings of the whole in terms of the capacities 

of the parts and the way the parts are connected (see CUmmins 
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1975). The attraction of this strategy, incidentally, is the 

impetus behind decomposi tionism. The second kind is the 

Representational Theory of the Mind, which is a special kind 

of functional explanation in the above sense, being concerned 

with how mental states account for behavior. The third kind is 

"metaphysical functionalism". In contrast to the Representa-

tional Theory of the Mind, it is concerned with what mental 

states are •. It is this that is our current concern. 

According to metaphysical functionalism, a mental state 

is individuated by its causal role with respect to sensory 

inputs, other mental states, and behavioral outputs. For 

example, a functionalist theory 

might characterize pain in terms of its tendency to 
be caused by tissue damage, by its tendency to 
cause the desire to be rid of it, and by its 
tendency to separate the damaged part of the body 
from what is thought to cause the damage. [Block 
1980:172] 

Thus, functionalism approximates behaviorism in its zealous 

attention to input/output relations. The chief difference is 

that functionalism is free to posit internal states. 

My own feeling is that the difference between central-

state and functionalist theories is overdrawn. To begin with, 

central-state theories are going to have to be cast in more 

functionalist terms. Even if we granted that human thought 

requires human biology, psychological predicates must be 

abstract enough to generalize across enormous intraspecies 
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variation. In gross anatomy alone there is a great deal of 

idiosyncratic variation. In the subtle realm of neurophysio

logy, variation is sure to be at least as great. For instance, 

people vary in their handedness and in which brain hemisphere 

is dominant for linguistic ability. Thus, even a central-state 

theorist who held that mentality is limited to Homo sapiens 

must describe the neurophysiologically relevant material in 

relatively abstract terms. At the same time, functionalism is 

going to have to acknowledge that there is more to life than 

input/output relations. One could imagine a disembodied brain 

that had no behavioral input/output relations with the 

exterior world. (Although it would still have to interact with 

its environment in terms of reflecting light, dissipating 

heat, and so forth, these are non-psychological doings.) 

Therefore, if functionalism is to be accepted, it looks as if 

it must ally itself with some experiential component in order 

to form a two-factor theory of the mind. 

In conclusion, I fail to see any interesting philosophi

cal difference between first-order and higher-order physical

ism. The difference has more to do with our description of 

reality than with reality itself; it is more linguistic than 

ontological. The important point is that both on the central

state theory and on functionalism, mental states are related 

to physical states. 

This discussion of mental phenomena applies equally well 
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to semantic phenomena. According to physicalism, meaning is 

instantiated in physical syst.ems. Physical systems, according 

to current theory, consist of twelve kinds of quark, twelve 

kinds of lepton, and thirteen kinds of gluon (Pagels 1982: 

part II); and they exist in four, ten, or twenty-nine spatio

temporal dimensions, depending on your favorite theory. 

However, there are millions of different lexical items in 

English alone. Therefore most if not all lexical items must be 

composite. 

A possible objection might arise at this point. For the 

sake of exposition, let us assume that the meaning of bachelor 

corresponds to a billion quarks arranged in pattern B. But it 

is astronomically unlikely that any two individuals will both 

possess the same structure B down to the last quark. Therefore 

no two individuals can mean exactly the same thing by 

bachelor. In response to this criticism, I would like to point 

out that different people frequently do in fact possess unique 

understandings of common terms at a gross, discoverable level. 

It is only natural to assume, then, that they further possess 

subtly different semantic representations even when they think 

that they agree. 

A related criticism is that if we remove just one quark 

from B, the resulting structure, B', will surely still mean 

"bachelor". Therefore the single quark in question could not 

possibly have semantic content. The overall gestalt is what is 
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important, not the individual particles. In response, I would 

like to claim that structures Band B' do in fact have 

different meanings. The difference is too small to be 

consciously detected, and it does not matter for practical 

purposes anyhow, but nonetheless it is there. My argument for 

this is based on an inductive proof. If the removal of one 

quark makes no difference to B, then the removal of one quark 

makes no difference -to B'; and if the removal of one quark 

makes no difference to B', then the removal of one quark makes 

no difference to B"; and so on, for a billion steps, until no 

quarks are left. But surely a vacuum cannot instantiate the 

meaning of bachelor. Therefore, somewhere along the way the 

presence or absence of a single quark makes a difference. 

Since it is implausible to think that a single quark can make 

a noticeable difference, the conclusion is that each quark 

makes a negligible difference. But a difference is still a 

difference, and making a difference is the hallmark of 

significance or meaningfulness. 

At this point the critic might object that emergent 

properties may grow out of ensembles that do not exist in the 

constituent parts and their modes of combination. In other 

words, they invoke some sort of non-reductivistic physicalism 

such as supervenient physicalism or anomalous monism. However, 

non-reductive physicalism is incoherent. If you deny correla

tions between the material and the mental, you deny physical-
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ism; and if you acknowledge such correlations, you acknowledge 

reductionism (Kim 1989). 

The only problem with the reductionistic argument for 

decomrositionism is that it has relatively restricted import. 

Meaning at the quantum level is not only ineffable but is so 

far removed from human thought as not to have any direct 

significance for psychology or linguistics. Reductionism does 

not, for instance, necessarily support the components proposed 

in § 2.4 and in chapter 6. Nonetheless, the reductionistic 

argument is useful in showing that decomposi tionism is true in 

principle. This counts against Truth-theoretic Semantics and 

Holism, which I take up more fully in the following chapters. 

3.3 Universals and Innateness 

Before moving on to the other anti-decompositionist 

theories, I would like to end this chapter by briefly dis

cussing two further issues that pertain to the psychological 

status of components: universality and innateness. These 

issues are related, for if components are indeed innate, then 

we should expect them to exhibit some universality. 

Lehrer 1969 employs 22 components in order to analyze 34 

lexical items from the field of cooking. Christie 1980:53ff 

dismisses 21 items as being uncommon, specialized terms (eg, 

shirr, poach, deep-fry). For the 13 common items, Lehrer's 

analysis uses 14 components rather than the logically minimum 
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4. For this reason, Christie complains that decompositions do 

not actually afford any economy of description. So why not 

treat the 13 .items themselves as primitives? 

For the Real Decompositionist, the answer is that 

components explain meaning. If drake refers to all and only 

male ducks, it is important to know why it does so; and even 

if duck/drake were the only pair of words in English showing 

a gender contrast, there would be reason for posi ting tho 

components "female" and "male". Lehrer 1983a provides two 

additional answers, which are valid for convenient as well as 

Real Decompositionism: 

If the components are truly universal and capable 
of defining all the cooking terms in all the 
languages of the world, then ••• even 100 components 
is indeed a saving. [307] 

The first point is that jargon vocabulary cannot be ignored: 

semantic theory is responsible for all words in a given 

language. The second point is that a single set of components 

can serve to describe all possible languages. For the 

Convenient linguist, components have universal validity 

because they are designed that way. As theoretical constructs, 

their job is to serve as a standard vocabulary for making 

cross-linguistic comparisons. For the Real Decompositionist, 

primitive components are treated as universals because they 

are presumably innate. 

Fodor 1975, Fodor &al 1980, and Fodor 1981b argue that 
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semantic primitives are necessarily innate. Since Fodor's 

semantic primitives correspond to monomorphemic words, Fodor 

is forced to conclude that the meaning of every monomorphemic 

word in every possible language is innate. Decompositionists 

like to make fun of this consequence, but it is really not so 

outlandish. In one sense, everything is innate, in that some 

prior biological accoutrement is necessary for any organism to 

even begin to interact with the environment. 

At the same time, everything is in some sense environ

mentally induced. As the plant breeder Luther Burbank put it, 

heredity is nothing more than stored environment. The real 

question is whether a given concept will occur to an 

individual across anyone of the possible environments in 

which a human being is likely to mature. To the extent that 

the concept will occur across environments, we can say that it 

is innate. To the extent that a concept is likely to flourish 

only in very limited contexts, we can say that it is largely 

environmentally induced. If the innate/learned distinction is 

cast in these terms, then Fodor would be the first to acknow

ledge that some concepts emerge only in some environments. 

The real weakness of Fodorian theory is not that it 

entails that word-meaning is innate in some restricted sensei 

the real weakness is that word-meaning is unanalyzable and 

without structure. 
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4. Quantum Decompositionism versus 'rruth-conditional semantics 

According to the usual view, indicative sentences repre-

sent reality. When they represent correctly, they are true, 

and when they represent incorrectly they are false. Truth and 

falsity are the product of facts about the world combined with 

truth-conditions, facts being provided by reality and truth

conditions being provided by the meaning of the sentence. 

Hence, truth-conditions appertain to sentence-meaning. Such is 

the position of truth-conditional (TC) semantics. 

TC semantics further holds that the meaning of a lexical 

item consists in its contribution to the truth-conditions of 

the sentences in which it appears. For instance, one might 

define condominium by positioning the sentence-frame x is a 

condominium on one side of if and only if and listing the 

appropriate necessary-and-sufficient conditions ~n the other: 

(1) x is a condominium iff (i) x is a multi-unit 
residential building and (ii) the units of x are 
owned individually. 

In this light, it can be seen that TC semantics includes 

Aristotelian theory, componential analysis, Katz's Markerese, 

and Generative semantics. These theories claim, respectively, 

that x is human iff (i) x is rational and (ii) x is animal; 

that x is the brother of y iff (i) x is male and (ii) x is an 

of.fspring of the parents of y; that x is a bachelor iff (i) x 

is human, (ii) x is male, and (iii) x has never married; and 
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that x kills y iff x causes y to become not alive.' 

I believe that all varieties of TC semantics are 

misguided and that traditional theories of decomposition are 

vulnerable because they embrace TC semantics. The chief 

criticism levelled against decompositionism, that it is 

empirically inadequate, does not apply to Cognitive 

Decompositionism. 

I shall be especially concerned wi th focusing on one 

version of TC semantics in particular: truth-theoretic or 

Davidsonian semantics. Donald Davidson (1967-1984) reasons 

that in order to specify the meaning of all sentences 

containing, say, condominium, and not just instances of x is 

a condominium, ~emantic theory must be so constructed as to 

issue forth, for every sentence in the language, an 

instantiation of Tarski's Convention T: 

(T) S is true iff p, where S denotes a sentence and p 
denotes the proposition that S expresses. 

This gives recursive power to the theory, allowing it to 

specify the meanings of all possible sentences and not just 

, While these theories are compatible with TC semantics, 
it might also be possible to construe them in a non-TC manner. 
For example, if semantic markers are taken as having real
world reference, then Markerese is a TC theory; but if markers 
are taken as un interpreted symbols, then Markerese is non-TC. 
The latter construal is possible given that Katz's theory of 
anomaly, analyticity, entailment, and so on, involving only 
the formal manipulation of markers, does not invoke their 
interpretations. But there is also reason to take Markerese as 
TC (Fodor 1975:121, fn 16). 
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selected sentence-frames. 

The usual way of achieving this is along the following 

lines. First, a denotation-function establishes the reference 

of names, as in (2a,b). Second, every predicate has aT-schema 

as in (2c). Finally, rules for handling conjunction, relative 

clauses, adjectival modification, and so forth provide the 

theory with recursive power, as in (2d,e). The toy semantic 

theory in (2) yields the infini te number of T-sentences 

exemplified in (3). (Based on Lycan 1984:299.) 

(2) a) Denotation (Pat) = Pat 
b) Denotation (Leslie) = Leslie 
c) ~x is a poet, is true iff Denotation(x) is a poet. 
d) ... s, and S2' is true iff S, and S2' 
e) ~It is not the case that S, is t:r.ue iff not-so 

(3) Pat is a poet is true iff Pat is a poet. 
Leslie is a poet is true iff Leslie is a poet. 
Pat is a poet and Leslie is a poet is true iff 
Pat is a poet and Leslie is a poet. 

Ad infinitum. 

The point of this example is that it shows how Davidsonian 

semantics does not call for decomposition. If the meaning of 

condominium is provided by 

~x is a condominium, is true iff Denotation(x) is a 
condominium, 

then decompositionism is wrong or at least superfluous. 

Thus, my goal in this chapter is two-fold. On the one 

hand, I wish to engage in intramural wrangling by arguing 

against TC versions of decompositionism. Arguments against TC 

semantics appear in §4.1. More importantly, I want to defend 



125 

general decompositionism against truth-theoretic, Davidsonian 

semantics. Davidsonian Semantics is undermined both by the 

arguments in §4.1 and by those in §4. 2. The concluding 

section, 4. 3, introduces an al terna ti ve to TC semantics, t ... hich 

I develop more fully in my sample analyses. 

4.1 Arguments against TC semantics in General 

TC semantics is so mistaken that I cannot go into all of 

its problems here. For instance, here I will say nothing of 

vagueness or of the Twin-Earth story (Putnam 1975), and I will 

defer until later the problems raised by evaluatives (§6.1) 

and factive presupposition (§6.2). I will limit myself to 

arguing against TC semantics on the following grounds: the 

underlying motivations for TC semantics, that language serves 

to describe reality and that TCs explain our inferential 

capabilities, are erroneous (§4.1.1); while TC semantics might 

attain a limited contingent adequacy, it is not a theory of 

meaning (§4.1.2); given the existence of deictics, honorifics, 

and other indexicals, neither sentences nor statements have 

truth-values (§4.1.3); and TC seffiantics focusses on assertion 

to the exclusion of other speech-acts and cannot account for 

interrogatives or imperatives (§4.1.4). 

4.1.1 Faulty Motivations 

The primary basis for the popularity of TC semantics 
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rests on the -dual assumptions (i) that the basic function of 

language is to communicate information about the world, and 

(ii) that the function of an object determines its nature. 

However, (i) is tendentious and (ii) is fallacious. First, it 

is hard to discern what the "basic" function of language is, 

or whether there even is one. In addition to its informative 

function, language plays a vital phatic or social role. For 

all we know, the ontogenetic and phylogenetic development of 

language are both rooted in our desire to issue signals of 

group-solidarity or to make soothing, melodious, rhythmic 

sounds. 2 Another live possibility is that the primary function 

of language is to serve as an internal code for thought. For 

further discussion, see Lehrer 1983b:144f. 

Assumption (ii) commits an egregious teleological 

fallacy. Consider the analogous case of the armed services, 

whose function is to promote security. Because of historical 

and sociological factors, the very existence of the defense 

establishment has for at least the past forty years engendered 

both a perpetual arms race and numerous neo-colonial wars. One 

cOuld argue that this is no accidental by-product but rather 

an inherent outcome of the military-industrial complex. Or 

2 In the movie The Dead Poets' Society, Robin Williams 
says something like, "The purpose of language is not to 
communicate; the purpose of language is to woo women!" This is 
also the view of Richerd Dawkins & John Krebs (Wright 1988: 
201f). 
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again: the function of the sex-drive is to insure reproduc

tion. But reproduction is hardly the motive for most instances 

of sexual intercourse. In short, the proposition that a 

sentence may sometimes convey a truth does not entail that TCs 

are at the bottom of semantics. For additional arguments 

against functionalist theories of language, see Chomsky 

1975:60ff, Newmeyer 1983:100f, and Hornstein 1984:119. 

Another motivation behind TC semantics involves the 

intimate connection between language and inference. In one 

sense, inference is the subject of logic, the science of right 

reasoning. Right reasoning, or at least deduction, demands the 

preservation of truth in going from one sentence to another. 

Hence, by definition, inference traffics in truth-values; and 

by plausible extension it traffics in truth-conditions as 

well. Consequently, it might seem that language too must 

employ TCs. 

However, we need to distinguish between inference as an 

ideal and inference as a practice. Inference in the normative 

sense is irrelevant to linguistic semantics. The explication 

of ideal rationality is not the job of the theory of naturally 

evolved language, just as the design and testing of airplanes 

is not the job of ornithology. 

Inference as a psychological process is frequently 

irrational; it does not guarantee the preservation of truth

values in going from one sentence to another. Thus, a 
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psychological theory of inference need not refer to truth at 

all, let alone to truth-conditions. One reason to think that 

actual inference is quite different from normative inference 

is that whereas normative logic sharply distinguishes between 

deduction and induction, actual inferential processes do not: 

additional reasons appear in §4.4.2. In the remainder of this 

subsection I shall argue against identifying the object of 

normative logic with the object of natural-language semantics. 

In particular, I shall argue that, in contrast to the 

propositional-calculus.f!, English and is not truth-functional. 

To begin with, and conjoins sentences only if they share 

a common topic (cf Robin Lakoff 1971): 

(4) The American government deprived hundreds of 
thousands of Mexican-Americans of their US 
citizenship just after the Mexican War and it 
deported hundreds of thousands more during the 
Depression. 

(5) * A child's education should begin at least 100 
years before it is born and 6 bikes can fit in 
a pick-up. 

In (4) both conjuncts share the topic "unconstitutional/ 

ignominious actions of the US government against Chicanos". 

But in (5), the conjuncts are not connected by any discernible 

thread. The traditional response to sentences like (5) is to 

say that and is fundamentally a truth-functional connective 
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that has a non-truth-functional "overlay".3 In contrast, 

cognitive semantics would prefer an analysis that unifies both 

the obvious non-truth-functional properties and the apparent 

truth-functional propert.ies as reflexes of a single meaning. 

Observers have long noted that the normal interpretation 

of (6) differs from that of (7): 

(6) Jan has married and has had a baby. 
(7) Jan has had a baby and has married. 

This difference can be accounted for on Gricean grounds (Grice 

1975). The maxim "be orderly", together with a cognitive 

theory of orderliness, would plausibly explain the temporal 

significance of and. However, it would be a mistake to 

conclude from this that pragmatics and TCs are independent 

levels, that cognitive theory can be extracted away from the 

use of and, leaving a truth-functional residue. Notice the 

difference between the following two sentences (R. Posner 

1982:41f): 

(6 .) If Jan has married and has had a baby, then 
grandfather will be happy. 

(7') If Jan has had a baby and has married, then 
grandfather will be happy. 

3 Other non-TC uses of and include the marking of textual 
coherence (Halliday & Hasan 1976:236) and the signifying of 
causality (Sweetser 1990:§4.2.1). In addition, English has a 
number of asymmetric conjunctions which formal logic trans
lates as~, for instance as well as. Note that the ordering of 
conjuncts can be crucial: 

The law, in all its majestic equality, forbids the 
rich as well as the poor from sleeping under bridges. 

For more on asymmetric conjunction, see Schwartz 1989. 
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If the notion of temporal succession lies outside the scope of 

the semantics of conjunction, then the difference between (6') 

and (7') should be purely stylistic, having nothing to do with 

their truth-values. Yet , given a prudish grandfather, (6') may 

seem to be true and (7') may seem to be false. 

Another problem with the TC approach is that and conjoins 

non-declaratives: 

(9) Who are you and what do you want? 

Conjunction cannot possibly be truth-functional unless it 

operates on truth-values; and truth-values do not arise out of 

interrogatives, as commonsense suggests and as I argue in 

§4.1.4. 

If and is a truth-functional connective that takes truth-

values as input, then any conjunction of adjectives, as in 

(9), must be an abbreviation for a conjunction of SIS: 

(9) That black and red outfit sure looks sharp! 
(10) That black outfit and that white outfit look 

sharp. 

However, (9) simply does not mean the same as (10) (cf Haiman 

1985:118). The same problem arises with NPs (Lakoff & Peters 

1969), as in (11): 

(11) Jan and Kelly kissed. 
Jan and Kelly are similar. 

(12) Jan kissed someone and Kelly kissed someone. 
Jan is similar to someone and Kelly is similar 
to someone. 

(13) Jan kissed and Kelly kissed. 
Jan is similar and Kelly is similar. 

But the reciprocal readings of (11) are not captured by (12, 
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13). The sentences in (12) allow for totally different TCs 

than (11). And (13), if they are to be well-formed non-

elliptical sentences at all, must mean something like "Jan and 

Kelly each kissed { lots of people / habitually } " • (The 

generic reading also applies to (11), but the point is that 

(11) allows an interpretation which (12) does not.) Nor can 

the reciprocal reading of (11) be accounted for by pragmatics. 

True, since Jan and Kelly are the only salient enti ties 

mentioned in the sentence, they are the only sensible 

candidates for being the recipient of each other's action. But 

(12, 13) do not pick up the same interpretation as (11). The 

point is made even more clearly by the asymmetric conjunction 

(14), which comes from Quang Phuc Dong (as cited in Fillmore 

1972:13): 

(14) Jack and Jill were balling. 
(15) Jack was balling some salient person (Jill). 
(16) Jill was balling some salient person (Jack). 

Sentence (14) is not equivalent to the conjunction of (15) and 

(16) because (14) does not entail (16). 

Another construction that does not welcome any pragmatic 

story is the collaborative (17), which cannot derive from 

(18) : 

(17) Jan and Kelly bought a house. 
(18) Jan bought a house and Kelly bought a house. 

If Jan and Kelly collectively bought a house, then (17) is 

true while (18) is false. Similarly, (19) can be true while 
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(20) can be false: 

(19) I love Bob and Ray. 
(20) I love Bob and I love Ray. 

One can love the Bob and Ray comedy team without either liking 

or knowing the individuals who make it up. More problematic 

still, NP-conjunction inside of certain prepositional phrases 

does not even begin to invite a plausible expansion into s

conjunction: 

(21) The missing link between animal and civilized 
Homo sapiens ••• is us. 

This is also true for sentences with together and for 

sentences with certain verbs, for example embrace, disperse, 

mix and combine: 

(22) Robin took a picture of Sherri and Dara together. 
(23) Lee combined the sugar, salt, and baking soda. 

Finally, the quantified statement in (24) could not possibly 

be equivalent to (25): 

(24) Drinking when we are not thirsty and making 
love at all seasons is all that there is to 
distinguish us from the other animals. 

(25) Drinking when we are not thirsty is all that 
distinguishes us from the other animals and 
making love at all seasons is all that 
distinguishes us from the other animals. 

The former is contingent while the latter is contradictory. 

Thus, and is not i:.ruth-functional for constructions 

involving reciprocals, collaboratives, together, and a variety 

of prepositions, verbs, and quantifiers (for a formalization 

of the non-truth-functional use, see Leonard & Goodman 1940). 
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since these ccmstructions all contain conjunctions of NPs, one 

might wonder ~lhether English has two words and, one for truth-

functional S-conjunction and another for non-truth-functional 

NP-conjunction. But the fact that NP-conjunction and s-

conjunction both use the same forms in many unrelated 

languages indicates that we are not dealing with accidental 

homophony. 4 

It may still be that the meaning of and consists of 

truth-conditions. However, by showing that and is not truth-

functional, I have shown that much of the motivation for TC 

semantics is mistaken. The TCs for natural-language 

connectives, if they exist at all, are not the elegantly 

simple and yet practically powerful truth-functions on which 

logic is based. In short, the reasons for adhering to TC 

semantics in the first place are ill-founded. 

4.1.2 The Essenti3l Problem 

The fundamental problem with TC semantics, quite simply, 

is that truth-conditions are not the same as meaning. 

Convention T allows semantic theory to issue T-sentences of 

the following sort: 

4 In numerous languages the forms for NP-conjunction and 
s-conjunction differ. For example, Korean wa conjoins NPs 
while ko conjoins SiS; Navaho doo conjoins NPs, eiya conjoins 
SiS. But even in these languages the S-connectives are not 
truth-functional, as they conjoin non-declarative sentences. 
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(26) Snow is white is true iff grass is green. 

While (26) is true, it hardly counts toward a characterization 

of the meaning of snow is white. 5 

In response to this criticism, T-theorists hold that (26) 

could follow only from a theory that were ei ther false or 

unacceptably baroque (Davidson 1967:25f). This observation is 

correct in so far as it goes. Suppose that (26) is a theorem 

of some theory T, which contains the following axioms: 

(27) Denotation (Snow) = grass. 
(28) ~x is white, is true iff Denotation(x) is green. 
(29) Denotation (Paper) = paper. 

Then though theory T generate (26), it would also generate 

(30) : 

(30) Snow is white is true iff paper is green. 

The only way to get a theory to generate irrelevancies like 

(26) without generating falsities like (30) would be to make 

the theory unimaginably complex. The only simple T-theory 

would treat (26) as an empirical truth rather than an analytic 

one. Thus runs the Davidsonian defense. 

However, this reply works only because white and green 

are not co-extensive. The Davidson defense does not prevent 

semantic theory from generating: 

(31) x is a human is true iff x is a featherless biped. 

5 Al though I formulate this discussion in terms of truth
theoretic semantics, my criticisms apply to TC semantics at 
large. 
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Given axiom (32), the theory will generate not only (31) but 

other true sen~ences as well: 

(32) ~x is a human- is true iff Denotation (x) is a 
featherless biped. 

(33) The first human in space is a humun is true iff 
the first human in space is a featherless 
biped. 

(34) Rin Tin Tin is a human is true iff Rin Tin Tin 
is a featherless biped. 

(35) Koko thinks she is a human is true iff Koko 
thinks she is a featherless biped. 

The left-hand side of (33) is analytically true while the 

right-hand side is only contingently true, thus making the 

biconditional true. Both sides of biconditional (34) are 

false, thus making the overall sentence true. Even the oblique 

(35) is true under one reading. Since every instantiation of 

(32) is true, nothing in TC semantics rules (32) out as a 

legitimate axiom. 

Another possibl.e response to my criticism is to refine 

convention T in terms of possible worlds. But exactly the same 

problem arises with necessary truths as with the contingent 

(26): a+b=c is true iff a=c-b, even though the meaning of 

a+b=c is not the same as the meaning of a=c-b. Similarly, (36-

39) are necessarily true. 

(36) He engraved an epitaph on the stone is true iff 
he engraved the stone with an epitaph. (Jim 
Miller 1989) 

(37) What is irritating about love is that it is a 
crime that requires an accomplice is true iff 
it is irritating that love is a crime that 
requires an accomplice. 

(38) The library is to the right of the museum is 
true iff the museum is to the left of the 
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library. (Jim Miller 1989) 
(39) x gives y to z is true iff z receives y from x. 

Yet the analysanda do not mean the same as the analysans, for 

the topic-comment and thematic-role structures are different. 

These differences are due to dative shift (36), pseudo-cleft 

(37), and lexical converses (38, 39).6 

For this reason, Tarski 1944 recognizes his convention as 

a cri terion of merely material adequacy. Because of the 

unbridgeable gap between truth-condi tions and meaning, TC 

semantics is hopelessly inadequate for presenting any genuine 

analysis of meaning. 

4.1.3 Indexicals 

TC semanticists acknowledge that sentences do not have 

truth-values, strictly speaking; only particular utterances 

do. If I utter a token of (40), 

(40) I don't want to achieve immortality through my 
work; I want to achieve immortality through not 
dying. 

then that utterance may very well have a different truth-value 

than an utterance of (40) by someone else. TC theorists 

therefore relativize indexical sentences to a speaker, a time, 

6 Wierzbicka 1988:374 provides a cognitive decomposition 
of the dative: 

By using the internal dative the speaker signals: 
"in saying this [sentence] I am thinking more of 
(what happened to) Z (the target person) than of 
(what happened to) Y (the patient)". 

This is exactly the direction in which semantics should go. 
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a place, and other contextual factors. For example, Davidson 

proposes that we deal with deixis along the following lines: 

(D) That book was stolen is true as spoken by x at time 
t iff the book demonstrated by x at t is stolen 
prior to t. (1967:34) 

I think this moves in the right direction. In fact, I would 

like to see it go further, as I argue in this subsection and 

in the analyses, chapter 5. However, we must recognize two 

things. 

First, a technical point. Davidson's definition (D) fails 

to account for the proximal/distal distinction (this versus 

that). Any adequate treatment of the proximal/distal 

distinction must account for (i) the fact that this and that 

can refer to abstract, non-spatial entities which the speaker 

perceives as "close" and "distant", and (ii) the fact that in 

many contexts this and that are both possible. Both (i) and 

(ii) strike me as especially troublesome for a TC theory. 

Second, the more that one's theory needs to be relativized, 

the more that it departs from TC semantics. If we take relati-

vization far enough, and demand that linguistic analysis 

always be with respect to some observer, then the notion of 

truth will disappear altogether. This point becomes clearer 

when we look beyond the usual space/time deictics. 

Indexicals include not only pronouns, demonstratives, and 

tenses, but verbs such as QQIDg, gQ, bring, and take, certain 

adverbs, and certain prepositions (Fillmore 1971). I should 
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also point out that this class includes honorifics, which 

index relative social statuses. For example, the Nahuatl 

pronoun mahuizotzin "you" signifies an attitude of reverence 

on the part of the speaker (Hill & Hill 1978). 

English has something like honorifics. Titles signify 

social distance, terms of endearment signify affection, and 

dimunitives signify familiarity. For instance, one might say 

of the title mister, as a rough approximation: 

( 41) Mr Smi th is busy at the moment is true as 
spoken by x to Y iff Smi th is busy at that 
moment; smith is a man; and either (i) x is a 
child or otherwise socially distant from smith 
or (ii) y is a child or otherwise socially 
distant from Smith. 

Mister may be appropriate even if speaker x is intimate with 

Smith for x may wish to maintain social distance between smith 

and x' s audience (as Smi th ' s spouse may choose to do in 

speaking to a neighborhood child or a servant). Another kind 

of word whose use depends on the identities of the 

interlocutors is the kinship name. Words like Daddy and Mommy 

signify a familial relation between the speaker and hearer. I 

can refer to my mother as Mommy only when I am speaking to my 

parents, my siblings, or my hypothetical significant other. 

(42) Mommy/Daddy is on the phone is true as spoken 
by x to Y iff the mother/father of x or the 
mother/father of y is on the phone, and x and y 
belong to the same immediate family. 

The locatives at home and home are also indexical in that they 

require the speaker to be specially situated: 



(43) Jan is at home is true as spoken by x iff Jan 
is at his own home and x is not at Jan's home. 
Jan is home is true as spoken by x iff Jan is 
at his own home and x is at Jan's home. 7 
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Finally, natural-kind terms are widely regarded as indexical. 

Kripke 1972 and Putnam 1975 argue that one's conceptual 

understanding of a term does not fix its reference. Rather, 

causal relations between the speaker and the wider physical or 

social environment determine reference. 

What we see, then, is that language is loaded with 

indexicals. They manifest themselves not only as the well 

known space/time deictics, but also as natural-kind indexicals 

and as social indexicals, including honorifics, titles, terms 

of endearment, dimunitives, and kinship names. These 

indexicals do not merely add a variable or two to the truth-

parameter, as (D) insinuates. Rather, these indexicals argue 

against TC program on two grounds. 

First and foremost, once we move away from the space/time 

deictics it becomes clear that the conditions we are dealing 

with have nothing to do with truth. I once deliberately 

provoked laughter by saying, 

(44) Perhaps my favorite song is "Imagine", by Mr Lennon. 

The use of Mr for public figures sounds over-refined in 

7 In a similar vein, Annette Herkovits observes that one 
may be said to be either in a supermarket or at a supermarket, 
depending entirely on perspective (cited in sweetser 1986: 
532; see also Herskovits 1988). 
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contemporary American English; it occurs chiefly among lawyers 

and politicians, and in the New York Times. Incongruity can 

also be achieved by using Ms. If I referred to a Ms Lennon, 

you would wonder whether I was attributing femininity to John 

Lennon, whether I honestly thought that the creator of 

"Imagine" was female, or whether I meant Yoko Ono. You would 

not wonder about the truth of my statement because the issue 

of truth would not arise. 

Second, let me repeat that my characterizations of 

mister, Mommy, and (at) home are only rough approximations. In 

order to appreciate this point, consider the meaning of at 

home in the following scenarios. First, suppose that speaker 

x, listener y, and Jan are all closp. friends; Jan is visiting 

from out of town; x and yare at school; and y asks where Jan 

is. If Jan is staying at the joint home of x and y, x can 

felicitously reply at home. If x and y live apart and Jan is 

at x's place, x can possibly reply at home (I think it would 

be awkward, but acceptable, if y is aware that Jan has been 

staying with x). If Jan is at y's place, then it would be 

infelicitous for x to reply at home. The likely response would 

be neither at home nor home but at your place. In summary: 



The felicity of Jan is at home relative to 
who owns the home ex = speaker, y = hearer). 

Owner 
Jan 
x & y 
x alone 
y alone 

Felicity 
ok 
ok 
? 

* 
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In the second scenario, Jan and x are housemates: x is sitting 

in the parlor, talking on the telephone to y; and y asks where 

Jan is. X can reply either he's home or he's at home. Modern 

technology encourages the speaker to take new perspectives. 

The point is that these various complications are 

inexplicable within the TC framework. It is more promising to 

suppose that speaker x is creating expressions on the basis of 

what x is thinking and what x thinks y is thinking, and not on 

objective reality. 

4.1.4 Speech-Acts 

TC semantics is incompatible with the variety of speech-

acts that are available in natural languages. Even when we 

exclude indirect force from the province of semantics -- where 

speaker's intention is not necessarily conventionalized --

there still remain a number of conventional construction-types 

that seem to have nothing to do with truth. For example, in 

addition to declaratives, there are imperatives, interroga-

tives, optatives, permissives, prohibitives, hortatives, and 

conditionals. Under the major type "interrogative" alone we 
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have polar, WH, biased, confirmative, alternative, suggestive 

and return questions. (For yet other speech-acts, see Comrie 

&al 1977, Harnish 1983:352f, and Sadock & Zwicky 1985). I 

shall sketch two different approaches of how truth-conditions 

mesh with mood and discuss the problems that they separately 

pose for TC semantics. 

Both theories distinguish between illocutionary force and 

proposi tional content. For the non-assertorial moods, the 

propositional content I combines with an operator, eg n?n for 

the interrogative, n 1 n for the imperative, and so on for 

others. Genuine TC theory cheerfully acknowledges its bias 

toward assertions and takes declaratives as basic, and all 

other speech-acts as derived, in that the meaning of a 

declarative is identical to the meaning of the propositional 

content I. In contrast, satisfaction-theory treats assertions 

on a par with non-assertions. An assertion of I involves the 

operation n+n. 

Genuine TC Theory 
Sentence-T~12e LF 
declarative (I locution 
interrogative ?I ) illocutions 
imperative 1(1 } 

satisfaction Theory 
Sentence-T~12e LF 
tenseless clause? I locution 
declarative +1 } 
interrogative ?I } illocutions 
imperative !I } 

In one version of the true TC theory, the speech-act 
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operators reduce to truth-conditions via the Performative 

Analysis. Here, the meaning of the imperative Defy mediocrity 

is equivalent to: 

(45) I COMMAND that you (or people in general) defy 
mediocrity, 

where COMMAND is neutral among advice, exhortation, 

injunction, recommendation, etc. 

As this theory entails that non-declaratives possess 

truth-values, it strikes many as counter-intuitive. But Lycan 

1984 has some wise words on intuition: 

Interrogative and imperative sentences have truth
values in just the same sense as declaratives do ••• 
I am not at all unhappy with this. There are 
obvious reasons why we do not ordinarily think of 
questions and commands as being true or false, such 
as the fact [italics mine] that truth is a leading 
felicity-condition on the use of declaratives but 
figures not at all in the felicity-conditions for 
interrogatives and imperatives. Yet some readers 
may find this ubiquity of truth-value counter
intuitive. Such readers are free simply to 
stipulatd that non-declaratives lack truth-values, 
though this stipulation seems pointless to me. 
[ 192f] 

Lycan's posi tion will outrage many theorists; however, I 

sympathize with him. There is no reason why we should have 

intuitive access to whether a sentence has either truth-values 

or truth-conditions. At the same time, it is important to 

recognize that Lycan'S hypothesis is still only speculation. 

He states a certain "fact" which, if true, would indeed count 

as evidence for TC semantics. However, his "fact" about the 

nature of felicity-conditions is perfectly theory-laden. In 
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order to make his position convincing, Lycan would need to 

have independent evidence. 

The real problem with true TC-theory, where assertion is 

basic, is not that it is counter-intuitive, but that it is 

arbitrary. Unless someone presents a convincing argument to 

the contrary, there is no more reason to take assertion as 

basic than there is to take interrogation as basic. For 

example, if we treat imperatives as basic, then instead of 

truth-condi tions, the theory of meaning might be based on 

compliance-conditions. The speech-act potential of 

declaratives and interrogatives and so on would be complexes 

consisting of compliance-conditions plus further (unspecified) 

operations. The logical form of Defy mediocrity! would be a 

simple "Dy" , whereas the logical forms of Do you defy 

mediocrity? and You do defy mediocrity would be "?Dy" and 

"+Dy". 

Allow me to dispense with the reasons that one might give 

for taking declaratives as basic. First, in many languages, 

declarati ves are formally the simplest constructions. For 

example, Japanese polar questions possess a marker, ka, which 

declaratives do not. In response to this, I should point out 

that in many languages the imperative is the simplest form, 

frequently lacking tense and/or obligatory subject-marking. 

Besides, formal complexity does not always correspond to 

semantic complexity, as I argue in §4.1.1 and in §6.3. The 
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second straw argument is that assertions are probably made 

more often than any other single illocution. However, 

frequency of use is more a function of usefulness than of 

intrinsic simplicity. 

Third, certain non-declaratives possess defective 

paradigms. The fact that English imperatives possess defective 

paradigms has both a mythological and a factual basis. The 

mythological basis is that imperatives exist only for second-

person subjects. Compare: 

(46) (You) clean your room. 
(47) * Jan clean her room. 

Actually, this observation demonstrates only that matrix 

tenseless imperatives require a second-person subject. 

Embedded imperatives and properly tensed imperatives do not: 

( 4 8 ) I order { Jan to clean her room / that Jan 
clean her room }. 

(49) Jan is to clean her room. 

(Although (49) differs from the usual imperative syntacti

cally, semantically it does just about the same work, the 

differences being that: (i) the addressee of the be-to command 

is not necessarily the object of the command; and (ii) while 

a regular imperative expresses the command of a speaker, the 

be-to imperative may convey the command of a third party as 

relayed by the speaker. ) The real defectiveness of the 

imperative lies in its inability to take modals: 

(50) *{ Can / may / should} clean your room! 
(51) *Jan { can / may / should } be to clean her room! 
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Nonetheless, this observation does not explain why declara

tives rather than interrogatives should be basic. In 

conclusion, there is no valid argument for the thesis that 

assertions or declaratives are more basic than or prior to 

other speech-acts or sentence-types. 

In fact, there is reason for doubting that every speech

act reduces to an assertion. To begin with, the imperative 

Beware! does not correspond to any declarative. Despite its 

historical roots, it does not correspond to (52), for (52) is 

the counterpart of (53). 

(52) You will be aware. 
(53) Be aware! 

certain interrogatives too lack declarative counterparts, such 

as those with sentence-internal please. While (54) is a good 

pair, (55) is not: 

(54) Please, can you open the door? 
Please, it's hot in here. 

(55) Can you please open the door? 
*It's please hot in here. 

(Data from Lakoff 1989.) Finally, the interjection hey and 

vocatives do not have declarative counterparts. utterances 

(56) cannot be translated into declaratives: (57, 58) are 

ungrammatical while (59) have the wrong meaning. 

(56) Hey, { buddy / buster / mac / pal / tootsie }, 
watch what you're doing. 

(57) *Hey, { buddy / buster / mac / pal / tootsie } 
watches what he or she is doing. 

(58) *{ Buddy / buster / mac / pal / tootsie } 
watches what he or she is doing. 

(59) *{ The / my} { buddy / buster / mac / pal / tootsie } 
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watches what he or she is doing. 

The genuine TC theory also suggests that every decla-

rative should have non-declarative counterparts. But as I have 

already remarked, modal declaratives have no imperative 

counterparts. Furthermore, many declarative sentences have no 

interrogative counterpart. such cases include declaratives 

with sentential adverbs (60-62) and declaratives with 

epistemic markers (62-63): 

(60) Time is a great teacher, but unfortunately it 
kills all its pupils. 

(61) Hopefully, prescriptive grammarians will not 
kill off certain useful constructions. 

(62) Jan is { probably / certainly } at home. 
(63) Jan must be at home. 

Some of these declaratives convert into interrogatives, but 

only with different meanings. 

(60') *Unfortunately, does time kill its pupils? 
*Does time unfortunately kill its pupils? 

(61') *Hopefully, will prescriptivists not kill off 
certain constructions? 

*will prescriptivists hopefully not kill off 
certain constructions? 

(62') *1s Jan { probably / certainly} at home? 
(63') *Must Jan be at home? (epistemic reading) 

(An exception is the epistemic marker definitely, which occurs 

in both declaratives and interrogatives.) 

Another problem is the following. While the question (64) 

seems to be equivalent to the assertion (65), the complex 

clause (65) contains an embedded clause that is itself 

interrogative. Thus, the "reduction" of (64) to (65) adds 

assertoric force without eliminating the interrogative force. 
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(64) Are we having fun yet? 
(65) I want to know whether we are having fun yet. 

We can take the translations a couple of steps further, if 

only we could find a rule to link yet to already. In that 

case, (65) might reduce to the wh-less (66); but then (66) in 

turn is just an abbreviation of (67): 

(66) 

(67) 

I want to know the truth-value of we are having 
fun already. 
I want to know what the truth-value is of we 
are having fun already. --

Likewise for the imperative. The reduction of Defy mediocrity! 

to (45) does not achieve anything, for the embedded clause in 

(45) is itself a tenseless imperative. We can see this better 

if we replace you with he: 

(68) I COMMAND that he { defy / * defies } mediocrity. 

since the interrogative and imperative forces are 

ineliminable, true TC-theory, with its ambition of reducing 

all illocutions to assertions, is fundamentally flawed. 

Another argument for the existence of the "+" operator 

involves "meta-linguistic negation" (Horn 1985; see also Kay 

1983 on hedges): 

(69) In Tucson snow isn't a rare phenomena, it's a 
rare phenomenon. 

(70) Jan's not happy, she's ecstatic. 

Rather than being meta-linguistic, I prefer to think of these 

sentences as exemplifying external negation. If we interpret 

"+" as meaning "I assert that", then ordinary negation would 

correspond to +-1 and so-called meta-linguistic negation to -
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+1. If this is the correct analysis, then the existence of 

externally negated declaratives demands that the meaning of a 

declarative be more than just propositional content. 

In response to these difficulties, some TC-theorists 

retreat to satisfaction-theory. satisfaction-theory acknow

ledges that propositional content does not have truth

conditions, but insists that it has analogous "satisfaction

conditions", where satisfaction-conditions are the general raw 

material from which once can variously derive truth

condi tions, response-conditions, compl iance-condi tions, and so 

forth. However, the invocation of "satisfaction-conditions" 

faces several problems. First, it leaves TC semantics with the 

formidable task of specifying ineffable satisfaction

conditions. (I call I ineffable because every time you state 

1 you are really saying +1; every time you ask I, you are 

really saying 11; and so forth. It is never possible to say 

simply 1 [but see §4.2.3].) Second, it is hard to see how 

satisfaction-conditions mesh with TCs. For example, the T

sentence "What time should we meet is satisfied iff what time 

should we meet" does not only fail to display the meaning of 

What time should we meet; it is incomprehensible. And finally, 

satisfaction-theory concedes that meaning has little if 

anything to do with truth-conditions. 
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4.2 Arguments against Truth-theoretic Semantics 

My arguments against TC semantics in general also apply 

to Davidsonian Semantics in particular, which assumes that 

semantic theory must yield instances of Convention T: 

(T) S is true iff p, where S denotes a sentence and p 
denotes the proposition that S expresses. 

Davidsonian Semantics moreover suffers from logical 

inconsistency, as the Liar Paradox shows (§4.2.1); it is 

incapable of dealing with ambiguity (§4.2.2); and it invokes 

a shady distinction between use and mention (§4.2.3). 

4.2.1 The Liar Paradox 

A deep theory-internal problem for TC semantics is the 

Liar Paradox. Consider: 

(71) (71) is false. 

Instantiation of Convention T leads to a contradiction (take 

[T], replace ~ by l11l and replace R by (71) is false): 

(72) (71) is true iff (71) is false. 

It is often wise to defer problematic aspects of theory

building, but in the case of the Liar Paradox the problem 

seems so deep-cutting that it is hard to ignore. with this in 

mind, let us consider some responses to the paradox (cf the 

classification of RL Martin 1984:3f): 

(A) The Theory of Types takes predicates like true as 
infinitely ambiguous: truen applies only to 
languages at the n-1 ~evel. 



(B) According to the truth-gap theory, "Applications of 
true to sentences that lack truth-value are 
themselves without truth-value." 

(C) Reconstructionists take our intuitive understanding 
of truth as incoherent; they seek to establish a 
related but distinct notion. (For an explicit 
theory of reconstructed truth, see McGee 1989, 
1990. ) 

(D) critics of TC semantics take Convention T as not 
applying to natural-languages; TC semantics is a 
doomed program. 
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Approach (A) yields, instead of the paradoxical (72), the 

consistent (73): 

(73) (71) is true1 iff (71) is falsez• 

Paraphrased, (73) says" (71) is true in one sense but false in 

another" or "(71) is true at one level and false at another". 

This approach would 'seem to solve the paradox. However, the 

literature is full of criticisms of (A). In reviewing some of 

them, Burge 1979 says: 

It has been held [i] that Tarski gave little 
motivation for the hierarchy except as an obstruc
tion to contradiction and provided little insight 
into the use of the term true; [ii] that true is 
univocal, whereas Tarski fragments the notion of 
truth into infinitely many predicate constants; ... 
[iii] that paradoxical sentences are not ungramma
tical and sometimes lead to difficulty not because 
of anything odd about their meaning but because of 
empirical facts ••• [85]8 

criticism (i) ie irrelevant. A great deal of theory-building 

is motivated by the demand to avoid contradiction; nothing is 

8 It should be noted that Tarski applied the Theory of 
Types only to constructed languages. For natural languages, he 
explicitly adopted position (D). 
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wrong with that. criticism (ii) begs the question. Whether 

true is ambiguous is precisely what is at issue, and merely 

asserting that it is unambiguous does not settle the matter. 

Nor is infinite ambiguity necessarily a problem unless Burge 

can discover some problem with characterizing truth 

recursively. criticism (iii) reaches to the heart of the 

difficulty. Kripke 1975:54f illustrates it with the following 

kind of case. Suppose that Jones says (74) and Nixon says 

(75) : 

(74) Everything Nixon says is false. 
(75) Everything Jones says is true. 

Suppose further that (74) is Jones's sole utterance. If (75) 

is true, then (74) is true. But if (74) is true, then (75) is 

false. Conversely, if (75) is false, then (74) is false. But 

if (74) is false, then (75) is true. Either way leads to 

contradiction. Thus, the Liar Paradox does not depend on 

direct self-reference. The paradox that is hiding within (74, 

75) is not intrinsic to either sentence but rather depends 

upon empirical and contingent facts. This means that there can 

be no linguistic method to guarantee that utterances are 

assigned invisible subscripts at the appropriate level. 

Approach (B) amounts to saying that a statement can be 

neither true nor false. If (71) is neither true nor false, 

then (72) can be true without contradiction, and truth-

theoretic semantics escapes the ordinary Liar Paradox. 
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However, it still faces two dilemmas. First, it says that at 

least one declarative statement does not possess a truth-

value, namely the Liar-type sentence. Since Kripke's example 

shows that Liar-type sentences cannot be delimited on linguis-

tic grounds, it would follow that either (i) declaratives in 

general lack truth-value or (ii) the possession of truth-value 

is not a linguistic property. Either result entails the denial 

of TC semantics. The second problem is the Strengthened Liar 

(Martin 1984: 2). Instead of (71), consider (76) and its 

corresponding T-sentence: 

(76) (76) is not true. 
(77) (76) is true iff (76) is not true. 

Suppose that (76) possessed a third truth-value or a non

truth-value. Then the left-hand side of (77) would be false 

while the right-hand side would be true. Thus, even with 

multi-valued logic (77) is contradictory. 

The idea behind approach (C) is articulated by Lycan. He 

is worrying about a problem different from the Liar Paradox, 

but his words nonetheless apply: 

Let me at the outset disclaim any binding interest 
in the strictly colloquial use of the words "true" 
and "false"; I am concerned instead with their role 
in explanatory philosophical theories, and their 
everyday conversational uses are probably neither 
consistent nor fully determinate anyway. [1984:191] 

Approach (C) is plausible, but strictly speaking it acknow

ledges the futility of TC semantics. Depending on just how 

much the notion of truth needs to be fiddled with, (C) mayor 
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may not remain compatible with the spirit of TC semantics. It 

begins to resemble approach (D), which concedes the failure of 

not only ~he Davidsonian program but all of TC semantics. 

Incidentally, the Liar Paradox holds additional twists. 

First, Lakoff 1972b observes that it comes in non-declarative 

forms: 

(7S) Don't obey this order! 

Second, Lakoff observes that the Truth-teller (79) is just as 

problematical for TC semantics as the Liar is. 

(79) This statement is true. 

TC semantics assumes that every statement is either true, 

false, or possibly neither; but it does not countenance a 

statement that is both true and false at once. 

4.2.2 Ambiguity 

Another challenge for truth-theoretic semantics is 

accounting for ambiguity. There is an imbalance between the 

object-language, which is ambiguous, and the meta-language, 

which is disambiguated. This imbalance leads to falsehoods: 

(SO) x is at the bank is true * x is at the bank, (a 
financial institution). 

The arrow should point only left, for x is at the bank is also 

true if x is at the bankz (an embankment). 

In creating a theory about English, we as speakers of 

English might simply let ambiguity carryover from the object-
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language to the meta-language: 

(81) "x is at the bank" is true iff x is at the bank. 

However, this works only when the meta-language contains the 

object-language. In general, the meta-language should work for 

any language, and obviously we cannot carry foreign ambiguity 

over into English in any straight-forward way. 

In my version of Convention T, S denotes a sentence. But 

Davidson takes S to denote a sentence's "structural descrip-

tion". In a footnote, he explains what he means: 

(T' ) A "structural description" of an expression 
describes the expression as a concatenation of 
elements drawn from a fixed finite list (for 
example of words or letters). [1967:18] 

This is open to two criticisms. On a minor note, concatena-

tion does not allow (T') to handle structural ambiguity. If T-

sentences instead referred to phrasal structure, which is 

arguably non-semantic and therefore an acceptable element of 

the T-schema, then the invocation of structural descriptions 

would work for structural ambiguity. For example, the 

ambiguous (82) can be described as either (a) or (b): 

(82) The bikers tore up the street. 
(a) The bikers [tore] [up the street]. 
(b) The bikers [tore up] [the street]. 

The more fundamental problem involves lexical ambiguity. On 

the one hand, a structural description in terms of letters or 

word-forms will not suffice to disambiguate homonymous terms. 

On the other hand, a structural description in terms of word-
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content would work, but only at the cost of circularity. In 

order to specify a disambiguated lexical item, aT-schema 

would have -to indicate the appropriate meaning on the left

hand side of the biconditional. T-sentences would end up 

looking like: 

(83) x is at the bank is true, when bank refers to a 
bank, , iff x is at the bank,. 

Thus, truth-theoretic semantics is either false or circular. 

Let us consider another possible approach. Suppose that 

we provide an axiom in disjunctive form: 

(84) ~x is at the bank' is true iff denotation(x) is 
at the bank, or denotation(x) is at the bankz. 

Axiom (84) in combination with the negation axiom (2e) yields 

sentences like: 

(85) It is not the case that Jan is at the bank is 
true iff it is not the case that: denotation 
(Jan) is at the bank, or denotation(Jan) is at 
the ban~. 

Because "_(p or q)" is equivalent to It(_p & _q)lt, (85) says: 

(86) It is not the case that Jan is at the bank is 
true iff denotation(Jan) is not at the bank, and 
denotation (Jan) is not at the bankz. 

But this is wrong. If Jan is absent from the bank, and speaker 

x says Jan is not at the bank, intending to refer to banks in 

sense 1, then even if Jan is present at the bankz, x' s 

assertion is true. 

This serves as a reminder that truth-conditions belong 

not to sentences but to utterances. Let us try, then, to 
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formulate a context-dependent truth-axiom: 

(87) ~x is at the bank', as spoken in context c, , is 
true iff x is at the bank,. 
~x is at the bank" as spoken in context C2 ' is 
true iff x is at the ban~. 

The problem now arises in identifying the contextual factors 

that are relevant to the determination of truth-conditions. 

Intuitions vary on this matter (which is interesting in 

itself), but it would seem that intention plays a part. 

Suppose that Jan is spending the afternoon on the left side of 

the Seine, feeding ducks. Her creditors come knocking at the 

door, and Jan's housemate, x, tells them Jan is at the bank 

right now. If x intends the creditors to believe that Jan is 

at a money bank, then x is making a false statement; if x 

intends the creditors to believe that Jan is at the edge of a 

river bed, then x is making a true statement. If this is 

correct, then the "contextual factors" that are necessary for 

disambiguation crucially involve the speaker's intention. 

Thus, once again I conclude that if truth-theoretic semantics 

is not false then it is circular. 

4.2.3 Use/Mention 

At first acquaintance, T-sentences seem trivial. But 

according to the use/mention distinction, the definiendum is 

in the object-language while the definiens is purely in the 
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meta-language; the left-hand side mentions a sentence which 

the right-hand side uses. Definition (88) is just as 

informative as definition (89). 

(88) "General Electric, one of the largest weapon 
manufacturers in the world, owns NBC and its 
news department" is true iff General Electric, 
one of the largest weapon manufacturers in the 
world, owns NBC and its news department. 

(89) "General Electric, jedan od najvecih proizvod'
aca oruzhja u svijetu, posjuduje NBC i njeqove 
agencij e novosti" is true iff General Electric, 
one of the largest weapon manufacturers in the 
world, owns NBC and its news department. 

This story is, as they say, a bold conj ecture. HO~Jever, there 

is a problem with it. 

T-sentence (89) certainly seems to be more informative 

than (88). This is not just due to one's ignorance of Serbo

Croatian. Rather, it is due to the difference in the 

theoretical machinery that is necessary to produce the two T-

sentences. When object- and meta-languages are isomorphic and 

homophonic, as in (88), then semantic theory can simply say, 

"For each (declarative) sentence S in the meta-language, 

enclose S in quotes, utter is true iff, and assert S." But no 

such move is possible when object- and meta-languages diverge. 

ThUS, the feeling persists that (88) is indeed trivial. 

If the legitimacy of this complaint is difficult to 

assess, it is because we are badly in need of a theory of 

use/mention. This distinction is far more complex than is 

generally recognized. To begin with, it applies to all sorts 
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of linguistic entities along many different dimensions: to 

types and to tokens; to morphemes and to sentences; to forms, 

to content, and to form-content pairings; to orthographic 

forms and to phonic forms; and so forth. Despite the fact that 

these distinctions sometimes matter (see Garver 1965), I will 

gloss over some of them in the sequel. My focus shall be on 

the means for referring to sentences. 

One way of referring to a sentence is by using its name. 

Although few sentences have names, we can assign them at will. 

For example, I can display a sentence along with a numeric or 

otherwise arbitrary label --

(90) The voice of your eyes is deeper than all roses. 

-- and by convention l2Ql becomes the name of the sentence 

that it is next to. Another way of referring to a sentence is 

by description. with ordinary descriptions, I can use facts 

about the world; for instance, I can refer to (90) with the 

description "the most memorable sentence that I encountered on 

Labor Day, 1990". with "structural descriptions", I can use 

linguistic facts; for instance, I can refer to (90) as "The 

sentence which begins with a definite article, continues with 

a word whose first letter is y ••• whose fifth letter is g", 

and so on. Finally, I can refer to a sentence by mentioning 
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Among truth-theoretic semanticists, mentioning is the 

choice of reference in practice if not in principle. Yet 

use/mention, along with the concomitant object-language/meta

language distinction, is an utter mystery. Kay 1984 expands 

upon this point: 

When a sentence in English is about something which 
is not an English expression, it is being employed 
as a part of the object-language; when a sentence 
in English is about an English expression, it is 
being employed as a part of the meta-language ••• 

(i) Giorgio~e is the name given the foremost 
Venetian painter of the XVI century. 

Does (i) tell us something about XVI century 
Venice, or does it lay down a semantic rule for 
English, or both? [Sf] 

The answer is not clear. 

The use/mention distiction also baffles Quine, who says: 

From the standpoint of logical analysis each whole 
quotation must be regarded as a single word or 
sign, whose parts count for no more than serifs or 
syllables. A quotation is not a description, but a 
hieroglyph; it designates its object not by 
describing it in terms of other obj ects , but by 
picturing it. The meaning of the whole does not 
depend upon the meanings of the constituent words. 
[1940/1951:26] 

These claims are incompatible. On the one hand, Quine says 

that a quotation is not a description, but is like a proper 

9 Mentioning can be indicated either by quotation or by 
italicization. For the most part, I follow the linguistic 
practice of using italics (actually, underlining) in order to 
cite expressions -- reserving quotation-marks for quotation 
and for the citation of meanings. occasionally I deviate from 
this rule, for instance when I want to do recursive mentioning 
(eg in [94]). 
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name without meaningful parts. On the other hand, he says that 

a quotation is a hieroglyph, a picture. Yet one property of 

iconic representations is that they contain significant 

subparts (§2.4). 

Against Quine, many writers insist that use and mention 

are not mutually exclusive (Geach 1950, Garver 1965, Davidson 

1965 and 1979). Their argument is that, in order to mention an 

expression, one needs to use it. However, this argument 

equivocates. In the ordinary sense of use, in mentioning an 

expression one does indeed use it as well. However, it is the 

technical sense of Y§g that is relevant. One must not forget 

that Y§g is a term of art whose meaning is dictated solely by 

the theoretical demands that are placed upon it; and whether 

a mentioned expression is also necessarily used, possibly 

used, or necessarily not used, is an open question. 

Another argument that expressions can be both used and 

mentioned invokes anaphora. Lyons 1977: 667 provides, for 

example, the following kind of exchange: 

A: That's a rhinovirus. 
B: That's a what? How do you spell it? 

If A is not using the word rhinovirus, then B's use of that 

would have no reference; and if A is not mentioning rhinovirus 

then B's use of it would have no reference. Therefore it would 

seem that A is both using and mentioning rhinovirus. (See also 

Quine 1943:77 and Ross 1970.) This sort of construction seems 
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to crop up allover the place once you become sensitive to it. 

In academia, one common case of use/mention conflation 

involves the simultaneous indication of topic and title: 

(91) My first attempt to describe a frame was in a 
paper on "Verbs of judging". [Fillmore 1982] 

Recently I encountered, in Language 1989:849: 

(92) Barnhart strove to be user-friendly long before 
that term existed. 

User-friendly is used and not just mentioned, fer (92) does 

not claim that Barnhart strove to be a twelve-letter compound 

word. At the same time, user-friendly is mentioned and not 

just used, for otherwise that term would have nothing to refer 

to. However, this argument suffers from the same defect as the 

Froggie argument (§3.2.1). Pronouns can pick out referents 

that are not strictly identified in the discourse (cf Nunberg 

1978, Fauconnier 1985). 

Given that use and mention can co-occur, at least two 

possible analyses exist. consider the following sentences: 

(93) Socrates was a philosopher. 
(94) "Socrates" has eight le"tters. 

The standard view holds that the orthographic forms of (93, 

94) accurately reflect their semantic complexity: in (93), 

Socrates is simply used, while in (94) Socrates and the 

quotation-operator are both used in order to make Socrates 

mentioned. One reason for taking mentioning as an operator 

that yields a more complex entity is that mentioning is 
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recursive. Not only can we refer, say, to world peace by using 

the expression "world peace", but we can refer to the expres-

sion "world peace" by using ""world peace'''', we can refer to 

""world peace"" by using """world peace"'''', ad infinitum. 

But the opposite view is also possible. We could treat 

the subject of (94) as a case of pure mention, and (93) as a 

case of combined mention-and-use. Possibly this is what Searle 

has in mind when he says that in cases of mentioning, "The 

word itself is presented and then talked about" (1969:76). In 

other words, mentioning is a locutionary act and using is an 

illocutionary act. Thus, instead of the orthographic forms 

(93, 94), with the punctuation of open quotation and closed 

quotation, to set apart pure mentioning from normal language, 

we might represent the same sentences with (95, 96), by using 

open assertion and closed assertion, to set apart locutions 

from illocutions: 

(95) +Socrates is a philosopher.+ 
(96) Socrates +has 8 letters.+ 

Searle 1969: §4.1 gives three reasons for this approach. First, 

he claims as an "obvious truth" that (93, 94) each begins with 

the same word. To be sure, we are not dealing with two 

different lexical entries, as the productivity of quotation 

proves. And it is also true that one may pronounce "Socrates" 

and ""Socrates"" the same. However, prima facie there is no 

greater reason for taking (93, 94) as beginning with the same 
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word than there is for taking (97, 98) as containing the same 

word kiss. 

(97) Jan believes that Kelly wants to kiss her. 
(98) Kelly wants to give Jan a slow, wet kiss. 

As with the use/mention case, the verb kiss and the noun kiss 

are based on the same lexical item and null morphology. 

Nonetheless they are syntactically different words. Whether 

"Socrates" and ""Socrates'"' are the same or different is 

precisely the point at issue and is not at all "obvious". 

Searle's second reason for denying that "Socrates" is a 

name for Socrates is functional. Names function to identify 

commonly referred-to objects that are not always themselves 

present. 

But the device [of naming/quoting] has no point 
when the object we wish to talk about is itself a 
stretch of discourse, and hence is easily 
produceable and does not require a separate 
linguistic device to refer to it. [75] 

According to this logic, no language should have the first-

person singular pronoun, for the referent of 1. is always 

available for ostension and so there is no functional demand 

for having a separate linguistic device to signify it. Given 

that functionalism makes false predictions, and given the 

points raised in § 4.1.1, we must rej ect Searle's second 

argument. 

Searle's third argument strikes me as more convincing: 

An ornithologist might say, "The sound made by the 
California Jay is ••• " And what completes the 



sentence is a sound, not a proper name of a sound. 
[76] 
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However, something fishy is still going on. If non-linguistic 

sounds can fulfill grammatical functions, they should be able 

to serve as subject just as well as object. Ye~ a whistle, 

followed by is the sound made bv a jay, is odd, or at least 

much odde:::- than The sound ••• is made by the jay. Furthermore, 

as I understand Searle's theory, (94) should actually occur 

as: 

(99) * Socrates. It has 8 letters. 

Yet (94) is much better than (99). Therefore Searle's account 

has problems too. 

But if Searle's theory is correct, Davidsonian semantics 

is doomed. For on Searle's account, a case of mentioning is 

really a case of using; therefore, in any T-sentence the two 

parts on the two ends of iff will be of the same level (either 

both in the object-language or both in the meta-language). 

Yet another difficulty with the use/mention distinction 

is exemplified by a quote from Arizona state representative 

Peter Goudinoff: 

No doubt we'll see efforts to limit victims' 
rights. •• They'll call it" insurance" or "tort 
reform", but ordinary people will be hurt. [p.c.] 

Goudinoff does not mean that corporations might call liability 

restrictions "insurance" simpliciter or that anyone will use 

the disjunctive phrase "insurance or tort reforms". Somehow 
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the quotes around "insurance" are meant to take in the word 

"reform" without taking in the intervening words. This is 

something that no current theory allows for, and yet it 

routinely occurs. 

In conclusion, quotation is an incredibly problematic 

phenomenon. The further fact that so many people, including 

professional linguists and philosophers, so often make usej 

mention mistakes suggests that the distinction is far more 

complex than any of the available theories make it out to be. 

(For example, Katz 1972: 324 incorrectly italicizes second 

[§2.1].) 

That there is a distinction between object-language and 

meta-language I do not deny. However, to think that it carries 

the properties that are necessary to Davidsonian semantics is 

by no means obvious. Until someone can provide an unproblem

atic theory of what is going on, I do not feel comfortable 

accepting any theory that crucially relies on convention T. 

4.3 Conclusion 

Linguists and philosophers often find each other talking 

at cross-purposes because they draw different distinctions 

between semantics and pragmatics. In one sense, semantics is 

by definition the study of the 'relation between language and 

the world while pragmatics is the relation between language 

and the user. This distinction, stipulated in Morris 1936, is 
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the one that dominates philosophy and formal linguistics. 

Since correspondence between a proposition and reality is the 

hallmark of truth, Morris's definition leads inevitably to 

truth-conditional semantics. Thus, Lewis 1972:169 writes, 

"Semantics with no treatment of truth conditions is not 

semantics." According to this view, non-TC semantics is a 

priori incoherent. 

In another sense, semantics involves linguistic meaning 

while pragmatics involves world-knowledge (eg Bauer 1983:85, 

Ruhl 1989:39). Meaning is taken as a pre-theoretic category 

that explains intuitions on analyticity, ambiguity, anomaly; 

language use, misuse, and abuse; the imagery and affects that 

are associated wi th verbal messages; and everything that 

involves language-understanding (cf Fillmore 1985). This view 

is most common in cognitive and functionalist linguistics, 

although it finds acceptance among some philosophers as well. 

For instance, Kent Bach 1987:5 draws what amounts to the same 

distinction in saying that semantics deals with the interpre

tation of types while pragmatics deals with the interpretation 

of tokens. 

In response to these two approaches, santambrogio & violi 

1983:13f discuss three stances: Separatism, the Common-Goal 

position, and Abandonism. According to separatism, linguistic 

semantics has about as much to do with philosophical semantics 

as linguistic morphology has to do with organismic or tectonic 
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morphology. They are both legitimate but they are independent 

fields of inquiry (cf Hornstein 1989:39). According to the 

Common-Goal position, linguistic and philosophical semantics 

share the same ultimate end but employ different assumptions, 

research techniques, modes of argument, and so forth. Language 

understanding amounts to the understanding of truth

conditions. Finally, Abandonism holds that TC semantics is a 

waste of time. On the one hand, the thesis of separatism is 

unclear. If semanticists are not attempting to provide a 

theory of natural language, what then are they doing? The 

answer cannot be that they are trying to provide a theory of 

valid reasoning, since that is th~ subject-matter of logic. At 

the same time, the Common-Goal position is untenable. As I 

have argued, truth-theoretic semantics is contradicted by the 

Liar Paradox, it cannot accotmt for lexical ambiguity, it 

founders on the use/mention distinction, and it faces the same 

arguments as TC semantics at large: and TC semantics lacks 

motivation, it confuses co-extensivity with synonymy, and it 

cannot handle indexicals or non-declaratives. 

One alternative to classic TC semantics, where there are 

two truth-values "true" and "false", takes truth as three

valued (for handling presuppositions) or infinite-valued (for 

handling vagueness). Infinite-valued or fuzzy logic applies, 

for instance, to the Wierzbickian definition of white (W), 

repeated here: 



(W) To the degree that x can be thought of as the color 
of milk, x is white. 
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According to this definition, x is white can take any truth-

value from zero percent to one-hundred percent. But aside from 

its technical difficulties, fuzzy logic cannot save TC 

semantics because there is more to language than vagueness, eg 

evaluatives and factives (§§6.1, 6.2). Fuzzy components exist, 

but are non-TC. 

In order to account for evaluatives and factives, I wish 

to propose something much more radical than fuzzy logic, 

namely Quantum semantics. According to quantum physics, an 

event corresponds to a probability-function that "collapses" 

only in the presence of an observation. (For popular accounts 

of quantum physics, see Gribbin 1984, Herbert 1985, Hofstadter 

1985, Pagels 1982, Wolf 1981, or Zukav 1979.) Analogously, the 

thesis of Quantum semantics is that meaning does not exist 

except in the presence of an observer or interpreter. Instead 

of saying (100), our analysis needs to make the language-user 

explicit, as in (101). 

(100) x is a bachelor iff x is unmarried. 
(101) Entity e believes that x is a bachelor iff e 

believes that x is unmarried. 

For fuzzy definitions, we can replace iff with to the extent 

that: 

(WI) e perceives that x is white to the extent that 
e experiences • (where • is a description of 
the neurophysiological basis for the perception 
of white) 
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Thus, x is white has neither truth-value nor truth-conditions. 

Meaning is not a relation between language and the world but 

rather between language and the mind. Therefore, instead of 

being interested in the language-world relation of truth, we 

should be interested in the language-mind relations of belief 

and perception. 

To deny that sentences or statements correspond to 

reality is not to deny that reality exists and is not to deny 

that mind-independent, knowable reality exists; it is just to 

say that sentences do not talk about reality in as direct a 

way as one might naively think. 

Despite its inadequacies, and despite the existence of 

al ternati ve theories, TC semantics enjoys tremendous 

popularity. One cause for this, I believe, derives from the 

connection between the deontic and epistemic realms. This 

connection is responsible for the systematic "ambiguity" of 

modals. Must in (102) is deontic, in (103) epistemic (Sweetser 

1982): 

(102) Jan must go to the party; it's in her honor. 
(103) Jan must be at the party by now. 

This distinction applies not only to modality, but to causal

ity as well: 

(104) Jan is an eco-socialist; therefore, Jan likes 
to think that rather than inheriting the earth 
from our ancestors, we are borrowing it from 
our descendents. 

According to the deontic reading, Jan labels herself an eco-
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socialist, discovers the consequences of her partisanship, and 

adopts her beliefs accordingly. According to the epistemic 

reading, the knowledge that Jan labels herself an eco

socialist leads the speaker to infer that Jan conceives the 

world in a certain way. 

The failure of people to recognize the distinct deontic/ 

epistemic uses of causal expressions, and the failure of non

linguists to recognize the distinct deontic/epistemic uses of 

modals, indicates the inherent conceptual murkiness between 

the real world and our projection of the real world. This 

intrinsic difficulty explains some of the resistance to non-TC 

semantics. 

Before I develop Quantum Semantics more fully in the 

analyses of chapter 6, I will need to take care of Olle further 

matter. Those who distinguish semantics from pragmatics along 

linguistic/non-linguistic lines assume that there is a 

legitimate distinction between meaning and beliefs. Since 

holists deny this distinction, their concerns must be 

addressed. 



172 

5. Atomistic Decompositionism versus Holistic Semantics 

The theory of Hollism (or the network theory of meaning) 

posits that the meaning an expression is a set of relations to 

the meanings of other expressions. Since this doctrine contra

dicts the spirit of decompositionism, it must be addressed. As 

a preliminary, I describe Hollism and explain the problem that 

it raises (§5.1). After reviewing the arguments for Hollism 

and providing counter-arguments (§5.2), I conclude by 

conceding that limited versions of Hollism are acceptable 

(§5.3) • 

5.1 Background 

§5.1.1 defines Hollism proper and §5.1.2 discusses its 

kindred theories: structuralism, semantic-field theory, frame 

semantics, semantic-network theory, and connectionism. §5.1.3 

spells out just how Hollistic theories conflict with 

decomposi-tionism. 

5.1.1 Definition 

According to two related formulations of Hollism, the 

primary unit of meaning is either the whole of science or 

language itself (Quine 1951:404).' But just what do these 

, Any language L can be associated with a characteristic 
set L* which, for every sentence in L, pairs S with true if S 
occurs in scientific theory and with false otherwise. Since L 
and L* are related but not identical, the two formulations 



173 

nebulous claims amount to? 

Quine 1975 identifies three milestones in the history of 

semantic theory, whereby philosophers successively shifted 

their focus (i) from ideas to words, (ii) from words to 

sentences, and (iii) from sentences to theory (or better yet, 

to discourse or to text -- theory being a coherent group of 

sentences). If we can understand shift (ii) we might be able 

to make sense of shift (iii). 

The shift from words to sentences began with Frege and 

continued with Russell's theory of definite descriptions 

(1905, 1919). According to Russell, The F is G is semantically 

equivalent to the three conditions (1-3), which translate into 

first-order predicate logic as (4). 

(1) There is at least one F (existential condition); 
(2) There is at most one F (uniqueness condition); 
(3) It is G (predication). 
(4) (3x) (Fx & [Vy] [y .... x .. -Fy] & Gx). 2 

Abstracting away E and Q, one might say that the corresponds 

to the discontinuous quantificational structure (3x) ( __ x & 

[Vy][y .... x .. - __ y] & __ x). Apparently with this in mind, Russell 

attempts to explain why his contextual definition (or syncate-

gorematic definition or "definition in use") represents a 

that I have given are related but distinct. 

2 I use this formulation rather than Russell's 
(3x) (Fx & [Vy] [Fy .. y=x] & Gx) 

because of the arguments regarding contraposition given in 
McCawley 1981:§2.6. 
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shift from the study of word-meaning to the study of sentence-

meaning: 

[A definite noun] phrase per se has no meaning, 
because in any proposition in which it occurs the 
proposition, fully expressed, does not contain the 
phrase, which has been broken up. 

However, it is not clear how "breaking up" the NP makes it 

meaningless. If anything, Russell's account, with its 

components "3", "&", etc, suggest that decompositionism is 

correct in looking for sublexical units of significance. 

Perhaps Russell means that (i) the syntactic constituent 

the F does not map on to any constituent in semantic 

representation and (ii) therefore it is meaningless. Aside 

from the fact that the inference from (i) to (ii) is of 

dubious validity, premise (i) is simply not true. By using the 

lambda operator, one can specify the meaning that the 

contributes to any sentence. The meaning of the can be 

regarded as a propositional function which takes two 

arguments, the predicates ~ and Q, and yields a proposition: 

(5) (IF, G) (3x) (Fx & [Vy] [y"x .. -Fy] & Gx). 

In other words, when we abstract out the predicates E and Q, 

the resulting representation corresponds to the meaning of the 

in isolation. In this sense, the meaning of the is a semantic 

constituent: moreover, the meaning of the F is also a 

constituent, the unary propositional function: 

(6) (loG) (3x) (Fx & [Vy] [y.,.x .. -Fy] & Gx). 
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Al ternati vely , Russell may mean that contextual 

definitions are the only kind of definition that is possible. 

But again, the lambda operator renders this claim unlikely. 

Besides, even if it were true, that does not make the sentence 

the unit of meaning. It is unsound to step from "It takes at 

least a complete sentence to convey the meaning of an 

expression" to "Therefore, the smallest unit of meaning is at 

least a complete sentence". 

Perhaps Russell means that definite NPs do not correspond 

to enti ties. That much is true, but it is not clear that 

sentences do either. On this issue, a variety of positions are 

on the market. For Frege, sentences refer to truth-values; for 

Wittgenstein sentences refer to states of affairs; for 

situation-semanticists sentences refer to partial states of 

affairs; and for cognitive linguists sentences need not refer 

at all, meaningfulness being orthogonal to referentiality. 

Because of this lack of consensus and because of the lack of 

clear pre-theoretic intuitions on the matter, if Russell wants 

to make claims about referentiality then he has the 

responsibility of spelling out just what he means. More 

importantly, even if we cash Russell's claim out in terms of 

reference, we cannot do so for the case of Hollism. For 

regardless of what one thinks about the referentiality of 

sentences, referentiality is not a property of language as a 

whole. 
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We are trying to make sense of the claim that the whole 

of science is the unit of meaning. Since Quine compares his 

claim to the Frego-Russellian view that the sentence is the 

unit of meaning, we have tried to understand Russell's view as 

well. Unfortunately, it has proven to be unenlightening. 

Therefore let us turn to a different passage from Quine: 

(Q) Our statements about the external world face the 
tribunal of sense experience not individually but 
only as a corporate body ••• The unit of empirical 
significance is the whole of science. [1951:404] 

In one sense, this claim is misleading, as I shall discuss 

below in §5.2.2. But in one sense, (Q) is surely correct. If 

you predict that chemical event p will happen, and p does not, 

you cannot know which of your many beliefs has led you astray; 

it could be your primary chemical hypothesis, your auxiliary 

chemical hypotheses, your beliefs about the nature of 

mathematical laws, your belief that your calculator has fresh 

batteries, your belief that your lab assistants are reliable, 

ad infinitum. 

This picture of meaning is captured more perspicuously in 

terms of semantic relations. For current purposes, semantic 

relations include entailment relations and non-deductive 

evidential relations. Further, semantic relations are 

epistemic rather than transcendental; in other words, sentence 

8, entails 82 for some individual x only if x believes that 8, 

entails 82, On this basis we can define Hollism: Hollism is 
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the doctrine that takes the meaning of S as the set of 

semantic relations that S enjoys with all other sentences in 

the language. 3 

I owe this formulation to the anti-Hollist Fodor 1987. 

Fodor presents it without comment, but it merits some elabo-

ration. To begin with, let us flesh it out with a concrete 

example. sentence p bears certain semantic relations to q-v. 

(p) x has exactly two brothers. 
(q) x is someone's offspring. 
(r) x knows (at least) two males. 
(s) x does not know xes brothers. 
(t) xes parents have three male offspring. 
(u) x is female. 
(v) xes parents have exactly two male offspring. 

sentence p entails q with virtual certainty; it also counts as 

a certain degree of evidence that r is true, since people 

usually but not always know their close relatives. Sentence p 

hardly suggests s at all; but it would seem that p entails the 

disjunction (r or s). Sentence p is in turn entailed by t and 

by the conjunction (u & v). In short, the meaning of p is 

whatever proposition that entails q, probably-r, and (r or s) , 

is entailed by t and (u or v), and enters into an endless 

number of other relations as well. In abbreviatcry form, I 

3 Although entailment relations are generally thought to 
hold between statements (§4. 1. 3), Quine usually speaks of 
sentences. In the long run, statement-oriented holism, 
sentence-oriented holism, and word-oriented holism all succomb 
to the same criticisms, and I shall not always distinguish 
among them. 
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will say that the meaning of p = {.: • ~ q, r', (r or s), ••• ; 

I ~ t, (u & v), .•• ). 

Two further remarks. First, semantic relations are purely 

linguistic. Entailment is not the sort of relation that can 

hold between a sentence and a sensorimotor representation. 

Only when an input/output representation is converted into a 

linguistic format can it possess a truth-value. This raises 

difficulties for Quinean Hollism that I will not go into. 

Second, Quine would reject Fodor's picture, which distin

guishes between meaning and belief-system. If the meaning of 

p includes the relation (I ~ q), then knowing 'the meaning of 

p is compatible with believing that p and q are either both 

true or both false. since semantic relations by themselves 

cannot fix truth-values, it would be closer to Quine's 

position to say that a network of sentences and their semantic 

relations, plus the specification for the truth-value of at 

least one sentence, determines the belief-meaning system. But 

even this is not quite right, for distinguishing between 

semantic relations and truth-values is tantamount to distin

guishing between meaning and belief, which Quine's Hollism 

denies. Nonetheless, I shall provisionally adopt Fodor's 

formulation. It is more lucid than Quine's formulation, and 

besides, in my view it strengthens the case for Hollism. 

Once again, Hollism identifies the meaning of S as the 

infinite set of semantic relations which S partakes in. This 
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relational view of meaning can also be applied at the word 

level, as analog theories in other fields attest. 

5.1.2 Family Resemblances 

Before I proceed to articulate the problematic conse

quences of Hollism, I wish to say a few words about relational 

approaches to meaning that exist in neighboring disciplines. 

For the most part, these approaches are vague enough to count 

as either genuinely Hollistic or not, depending on exactly how 

one wishes to develop them. 

The most detailed "network" theory in recent psycholo

gical literature is Keil 1989. Keil proposes that conceptual 

structure involves hierarchical networks whose nodes represent 

perceptual features and whose links represent causal 

relations; beliefs operate upon conceptual structure but 

possess a different representational format. Unfortunately, 

this runs into problems (Saka 1991). First, since Keil never 

describes the representation of beliefs, it is impossible to 

determine how they operate on conceptual structure. Second, 

Keil's theory of conceptual representation never says what the 

representation of a concept is. Presumably it is not a node, 

for in general a concept is not identical to a perceptual 

feature (and for many concepts, perceptual features play no 

role at all); and presumably it is not a link, for a concept 

is not identical to a causal relation. If a concept is 
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represented by a group of nodes and links, we need to know 

something about boundaries. Do boundaries always end at nodes, 

do they always end at links, or is there no principled edge? 

Finally, it is not clear what hierarchical organization buys 

for Keil. One suspects that the existence of hierarchy ir! 

meaning (hyponymy, partonymy, etc) has led Keil to assume 

hierarchy in representation. This is a bold and interesting 

hypothesis, but it is a hypothesis that Keil never explicitly 

refers to or defends. The resul t is that the reader never 

stops to realize that Keil's picture of network structure is 

not really so obviously true. Because of these unanswered 

questions, I hesitate to judge whether Keil's theory is 

compatible with Atomistic Decompositionism. 

In the field of artificial intelligence, numerous 

projects ostensibly involve semantic networks (eg Woods 1975) . 

According to one commentator, network theory is "often only a 

notational variation" on decompositionism (Johnson-Laird 

1988:103; cf also Jackendoff 1983:123). However, this claim is 

mistaken. Genuine network theory and decompositionism are not 

only different but incompatible. Decompositionism postulates 

the existence of a proprietary set 0 of primitive components, 

where either (i) 0 contains elements that are privileged on 

the basis of their physical instantiation; (ii) 0 contains no 

lexical meanings at all, only abstract concepts; or (iii) 0 

contains a relatively few select components. This is not true 
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of a network theory, in which every lexical item appears as 

part of the meaning of every other lexical item or at least of 

some other lexical item. Further, in network theories, all 

nodes have the same ontological status. 

There is some question whether AI networks even qualify 

as networks in any interesting sense. One AI researcher says: 

In lucid moments, network hackers realize that 
lines drawn between nodes stand for pointers, that 
almost everything in an AI program is a pointer, 
and that any list structure could be drawn as a 
network, the choice of what to call node and what 
to call link being arbitrary. Their lucid moments 
are few. [McDermott 1976:160] 

Because of the confusion as to just what classical semantic 

networks amount to, I shall avoid the issue and say nothing 

further about them. 

Classical AI is giving way to anew, biologically 

inspired approach to mental representation known as neural-net 

theory or connectionism. Smolensky 1990 provides a useful list 

of distinguishing characteristics for classical AI and 

connectionism. I think that the distinction can be best cast 

in the following terms. In classical AI, data entries are 

meaningful units which operations are defined over, such 

operations including manipulations like "delete the contents 

of memory-address m", "add m to nit, "move the contents of m to 

the contents of nIt, and tlcheck whether the contents of mare 

identical with the contents of nit. In the case of connec-

tionism, a meaningful unit is a pattern of activity. But 
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operations are not defined over patterns; they are defined 

over the units that go to make up the patterns. In practical 

terms, classical and connectionist approaches tend to differ 

in being serial versus parallel, discrete versus continuous, 

and concatenati ve versus superpcsi ti ve. Smolensky explains 

superposition: 

In the symbolic [classical] paradigm, symbols are 
concatenated. Or maybe they're tree-like structures 
that imbed in one another. In the subsymbolic para
digm,... The semantically interpretable entities 
are activation patterns, and they superimpose upon 
each other, the way that wave-like structures 
always do in physical systems. [1986:10f] 

connectionism is perfectly compatible with decomposi tion

ism. The compatibility between connectionism and Convenient 

Decompositionism goes without saying, given that the former is 

a theory of mental representation and the latter makes no 

psychological claims. But connectionism is also compatible 

with Real Decompositionism. Suppose that we have a simple 

connectionist system consisting of units 1 ••• n, where each 

unit is linked to all others according to a unique pattern of 

excitatory and inhibitory potentials. 4 Suppose further that 

understanding concept Ci consists in the activation of unit i, 

along with an appropriate pattern of spread activation. 

Granted, this system is "holographic", "holologic", or 

"distributed" in that the representation of Ci requires a 

4 By simple, I mean a system with no hidden layers. See 
Rumelhart &al 1987. 
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system of units whose very existence also allows the 

representation of C,-Cn• But this system is not Hollistic; if 

we take the units and their activation-paths as components, it 

makes perfect sense to talk about the component make-up of a 

given concept without having to refer to other complex 

concepts. Thus, distributed representations are compatible 

with Real Decompositionism. As an analogy, consider the 

composition of matter. Every element consists of a unique 

assembly of protons and electrons. But while the existence of 

helium necessitates the existence of protons and electrons, 

and protons and electrons necessitate hydrogen, in no sense 

does helium contain hydrogen. Likewise, if a concept C, 

consists of units 1, 2, 3 and C2 consists of 1 and 2 but in a 

different configuration, C, does not contain Cz• Thus, 

connectionism does not threaten decompositionism. 

Likewise compatible with decompositionism is the 

linguistic theory of frame semantics. According to frame 

semantics, the meaning of buy necessarily makes reference to 

the frame of economic exchange. This same frame is also 

necessary for representing the meanings of sell, shop, store, 

etc. However, this does not mean that the meaning of buy must 

refer either to these words or to their meanings. (Frame 

semantics and connectionism may differ, however, in that the 

components of frame semantics are meaningful props in and of 

themselves, whereas the processing units in distributed 
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versions of connectionist networks do not have any concrete 

independent meaning.) 

semantic Hollism also bears a family resemblance to the 

theory of structuralism as it appears in linguistics, 

anthropology, literary criticism, and semiotics. According to 

linguistic structuralism, language is a relational system 

whose units (be they phonemes, words, or sentences) acquire 

significance in virtue of their position within linguistic 

structure rather than in virtue of their intrinsic substance. 

For example, a given phonetic type may be identified as the 

phoneme lUI in English but as the phoneme luI in Hawaiian 

simply because of the systematic contrasts that obtain in the 

two languages. Even within English a given phonetic type may 

be identified as either lUI or luI depending on the voice 

qualities of the individual speaker and on the surrounding 

linguistic context. An example of greater interest to 

semanticists involves sheep (Saussure 1913: 114) • One can think 

of sheep as sharing a semantic "field" with mutton. The 

semantic range of sheep is smaller than the range of French 

mouton, for sheep must compete for field-space with mutton, 

whereas French mouton is in a field all by itself. Further, 

sheep and mutton carve up their field in the way that they do 

because mutton is paradigmatically related to beef, pork, 

venison, etc and sheep is not. It is because of such 

structuralist principles that sheep refers to ovines on the 
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hoof and mutton refers to ovine on the table. Thus, the 

primary difference between structuralism and Hollism, aside 

from their departmental origins, is that one focusses on 

words, and the other on sentences. 

It is important to distinguish among various versions of 

structuralism. According to strong structuralism, or 

sloganistic structuralism, the meaning of an expression is 

just its collective relations to other expressions. This is 

what Saussure seems at first to say: 

Language is a system of interdependent terms in 
which the value of each term results solely from 
the simultaneous presence of the other. [114] 

However, we must recognize this remark as a calculated piece 

of rhetoric, for on the next page Saussure says: 

[Two] factors are necessary for the existence of a 
value. To determine what a five-franc piece is 
worth one must therefore know: (1) that it can be 
exchanged for a fixed quantity of a different 
thing, eg bread; and (2) that it can be compared 
with a similar value of the same system, eg a one
franc piece, or with coins of another system (a 
dollar, etc.). In the same way, a word can be 
exchanged for something dissimilar, an idea; 
besides, it can be compared with something of the 
same nature, another word. [115] 

In addition to Saussure's two-factor theory, there are other 

ways of constraining structuralism. For example, semantic-

field theory assumes that structuralist principles operate 

~nly within semantic domains (Lehrer 1974). Thus, the meaning 

of Tuesday contributes to the meaning of Wednesday, but 

probably not to November and certainly not to artichoke. This 
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sort of "local holism" is further developed in Bilgrami and in 

Kittay, both forthcoming. 

5.1.3 The Stakes 

First I shall explicitly draw forth some of the 

consequences of decompositionism; then I shall show how they 

are incompatible with Hollism, sloganistic structuralism, and 

other strong versions of relational theories of meaning. This 

provides my motivation in the next section for arguing against 

Hollism. 

Decompositionism holds that a proprietary set of 

primitives is responsible for forming the content of all or 

most of the items in the lexicon; call this proprietary set 0 

and call the set of lexicalized meanings L. set 0 is markedly 

different from L in various ways, depending upon one's choice 

of theory. (i) Under Natural Decompositionism, 0 is a proper 

subset of L whose members are selected on some principled 

grounds (for example, according to Wierzbicka's postulates). 

Al though the members of 0 and of L are of the same sort, 

namely lexicalized concepts, set 0 is drastically smaller than 

L. (ii) Under Artful Decompositionism, 0 is distinct from 

lexicon L in that 0 and L contain different kinds of members. 

o contains unlexicalizable or at least unlexicalized concepts 

whereas L contains lexicalized concepts. (iii) Under Real 

Decompositionism, the semantic primitives correspond to 
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elements in psychological, physiological, or physical theory. 

This suggests that the number of semantic primitives is finite 

but quite large. It is finite because physicists generally 

assume that a finite number of physical primitives existi and 

by hypothesis, semantic entities are based on physical 

entities. At the same time, the number of primitives can be 

quite large. For example, under the old empiricist theory of 

meaning the primi ti ves would correspond to the units of 

sensory input, perhaps to the activation levels of the rods 

and cones in the retina. In that case, the number of 

primitives would neighbor around a hundred million, a thousand 

times the number of items in the average lexicon. Yet such a 

theory would still qualify as decompositionist, for in some 

intuitive sense the members of 0 are simpler than the members 

of the lexicon. In summary, decompositionism assumes either 

that (i) primitives are finite in number, (ii) primitives 

enjoy a unique ontological status, or (iii) primitives are 

both finite and ontologically unique. 

Moreover, note that, as a consequence of all three 

theories, the membership in 0 has an effect on the potential 

membership in L, but not vice versa. For example, suppose that 

o contains the primitives {A, B, C} and that some language 

uses these as building blocks in order to lexicalize concepts 

{<AA>, <AB>, <AC>}. Then changing 0 by deleting A or by adding 

D will change the possible lexicalizations in Li but changing 
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L by deleting <AA> or by adding <ABC> will not change D. 

(However, the presence of <AB> in L may be helpful or even 

necessary for the lexicalization of <ABC>.) Furthermore, the 

addi tion of new items in L does not affect the intrinsic 

nature of pre-existing lexical items. Thus, if L originally 

contains (<AA>, <AB> , <AC», then the addition of <AD> will 

not affect the representation of <AA>, <AB> , or <AC>. 

Like decompositionism, Hollism too posits semantic 

components. In terms of our earlier example, repeated here as 

(7), we can say that the components include the antecedent 

variable I, the entailment relation, and the consequent 

propositions. 

(7) p = {I: I ~ q, r', (r or s), ••• ; I ~ t, (u & v), ••• ) 

But Hollism contradicts decompositionism on several grounds. 

For one thing, Hollism assumes an infinite number of 

components, which decompositionism does not, at least in its 

psychologically real version. For another thing, under Hollism 

the components that appear in anyone definition depend on the 

sentences in the language and hence on the words in the 

language. For instance, suppose that L initially possesses 

word W1 and lacks Wz• The meaning of W1 consists in the 

contributions that it makes to all of the sentences in which 

it appears. The semantic representations of these sentences, 

in turn, refer to an infinity of other sentences, but 

crucially not to any sentence containing Wz• Now suppose that 
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L comes to acquire Wz• The introduction of Wz into the language 

brings with it the introduction of infinitely many new 

sentences that previously did not appear in the semantic 

representations of W,'s sentences. 

Finally, decompositionism and Hollism disagree on the 

issue of primitiveness. Each component proposition in the 

definiens of (7) is on a par with the definiendum p, both in 

terms of ontological status and in terms of conceptual 

complexity. But Artful Decompositionism assumes that the 

definiendum and definiens are of different kinds; and all 

versions of decompositionism hold that if C is a component of 

the meaning of word W, then C is simpler than W. In contrast, 

Hollism maintains that each consequent proposition is 

semantically complex itself. The component q, for instance, 

contains semantic relations to an infinity of other 

propositions, including the relation (I ... p). Thus, while 

Hollism does assume components of a sort, it denies that the 

components have a primitive or non-circular basis. 

The contradiction between Hollism and decompositionism 

can be avoided if we construe the notion of primitive in a 

non-standard way. If we allow the relation is-simpler-than to 

be non-transitive, then the meaning of one expression could 

properly contain the meaning of another, and vice versa, with 

there being no contradiction. This is a real possibility in 

view of the fact that, for many predicates which ordinarily 
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seem transitive, transitivity breaks down in odd circumstances 

(§2.4.1). In particular, the containment and constituent-of 

relations are not necessarily transi ti ve. Before the 

establishment of quark theory, some quantum physicists toyed 

wi th "democracy theory" , the hypothesis that physical 

constituency is not transitive. At the subatomic level, a 

particle x might contain particle y that contains particle z 

that contains particle x. (Cf also the discussion of renormal

ized or virtual particles in Hofstadter 1979:142-6). 

However, I am not interested in defending decomposition

ism in the style of democracy theory or renormalization; 

democracy-theoretic decompositionism is not decompositionist 

any more than a fake moustache is a moustache. I am arguing 

for Atomistic Decompositionism -- the thesis that meaning 

comes in minimal units -- and for that I need to deny Hollism. 

5.2 Arguments 

Subsections §5.2.1 and §5.2.2 review and critique some of 

the literature on the Holism/Atomism dispute. In particular, 

§5.2.1 reports and dismisses the Ho1ist argument that Atomism 

is conceptually murky; § 5.2.2 reports and repudiates the 

Ho1ist argument that since all statements are revisable, all 

meaning is relational. Subsections §5.2.3 and §5.2.4 offer new 

arguments against Holism. In particular, §5.2.3 reasons that 

Holism gives a circular account of meaning which requires some 
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grounding in order to be at all plausible; §5.2.4 presents 

psychological evidence for maintaining a distinction between 

belief-systems and language-systems. 

5.2.1 Murkiness 

According to the traditional view, analytic statements 

are true or false strictly in virtue of their meaning, while 

synthetic statements are true or false depending on the world. 

This makes the analytic/synthetic distinction incompatible 

with Holism, for one presupposes that meaning and belief are 

separate while the other conflates the two. Therefore, if I 

can make a case for analyticity, I will be able to contrapo

sitively conclude that Holism is false. strictly speaking, I 

am not interested in defending analyticity, due to my belief 

that TCs are red herrings. But I am committed to the 

meaning/belief distinction, and the arguments that I give -

though framed in TC terms -- all translate over into non-TC 

terms. 

opposition to the analytic/synthetic distinction is due 

to the post-modern empiricists (see the papers collected in 

Linksy 1952), most famously to Quine. Quine 1951 attempts to 

reveal the bankruptcy of analyticity by portraying it as a 

partner in a vicious circle. First, he relates analyticity to 

meaning; then, meaning to synonymy; then synonymy to 

necessity; and finally, necessity back to analyticity. Along 
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the way, he relates meaning to definitions and to semantic 

rules. To summarize: 

(a) a statement is analytic iff it is true in 
virtue of its meaning; 

(b) the meaning of x = the class of expressions 
that are synonymous with x; 

(b') the meaning of x = the definition of x; 
(b") the meaning of x = the semantic rules that 

involve x; 
(c) x and y are synonyms iff necessarily x and y 

are interchangeable salva veri tate; 
(d) necessarily-p if "p" is analytic. 4 

The problem is that we cannot break out of this circle, Quine 

says, because no one has succeeded in finding a criterion for 

necessity, synonymy, or any other key concept. 5 

To begin with, Quine observes that judgments about 

analyticity are notoriously unreliable: 

I do not knew whether the statement "everything 
green is extended" is analytic. Now does my 
indecision over this example really betray an 
incomplete understanding, an incomplete grasp, of 
the "meanings" of green and extended? The trouble 
is not with green cr extended, but with analytic. 

4 Quine would use iff in (4), but I am toning it down in 
view of Krip~e 1972, which disentangles the epistemic property 
of apriority from the metaphysical property of necessity. 

5 This is not Quine's only complaint. He also says: 
If a standard of synonymy should be arrived at, we 
may reasonably expect that the appeal to meanings 
as entities will not have played a very useful part 
in the enterprise .•• But now we have abandoned the 
thought of any special realm of entities called 
meanings. [393] 

However, so far as I can detect, he gives no argumentation for 
this counter-intuitive claim. In fact, if we should arrive at 
a standard of synonymy, then we will have arrived at a 
standard of sameness of meaning, which presupposes the 
existence of meaning. 
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[71] 

However, in their classic response to Quine, Grice & Strawson 

point out: 

If, as Quine says, the trouble is with analytic, 
then the trouble should doubtless disappear when 
analytic is removed. So let us remove it, and 
replace it with a word Quine himself has contrasted 
favorably with analytic in respect of perspicuity -
- the word true. Does the indecision at first 
disappear? We think not. [1956:90] 

In more dramatic terms, one might say that the existence of a 

gray area does not undermine the distinction here any more 

than the existence of a gray area undermines the distinction 

between life and death. This is comparable to the situation in 

other sciences, for example in syntax (cf Newmeyer 1983: 

§2. 2.2). In unclear cases, we can "triangulate" by using tests 

that have been devised on the basis of clear cases. 6 

6 An unfortunate example of triangulation occurs in Katz 
1972:249f. Katz initially feels uncertain whether it is part 
of the meaning of fish that it also refers to whales. He 
concludes in the negative on the basis of the following 
sentences: 

*I went fishing but caught a fish (bass, pike, etc) 
instead. 

*I went whaling but caught a whale (baleen, sperm, etc) 
instead. 

From these clear cases, we can conclude that the frame "I 
tried to do x but actually I did Y instead" yields an 
anomalous sentence when x and yare replaced by overlapping 
terms and that it yields a normal sentence otherwise. The 
following sentences are good: 

I went fishing but caught a whale instead. 
I went whaling but caught a fish instead. 

Hence fish and whale do not overlap, according to Katz. 
However, the test is invalid. The frame is anomalous only 

if the referents of x and y overlap. It says nothing about the 
meaning. Consider, for example: 
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Grice & Strawson make the further point that people can 

extend their judgments of analyticity to novel cases, and that 

there is a certain measure of intersubjective agreement (cf 

Searle 1969:§1.2). This is supposed to be proof that analytic 

is not just a label that applies to a few examples which 

philosophers have memorized; it names a genuine natural class. 

However, this observation does not undermine Quine's position. 

While rejecting the analytic/synthetic distinction, Quine 

offers an alternative theory, one that treats meaning as a 

structured belief-system with a core and a periphery. Since 

deeply embedded beliefs have enormous consequences, 

intellectual conservativism gives them relative immunity to 

revision, and thus they create the illusion of analyticity. 

But no truth is totally immutable in the face of all 

conceivable evidence. For example, consider the truth that 

19x5=95. Quine would say that it seems analytic because it 

forms part of our core beliefs; and it belongs to the core 

I wanted to see the CEO, but instead I saw the board 
chair. 

This is a good sentence-token if it refers to a corporation 
whose CEO and chair are different, but it is a bad token if it 
refers to a corporation whose CEO and chair are the same. The 
but test does not reveal whether the word-types CEO and chair 
overlap in sense. Likewise, Katz's example shows -- at best -
only that fish and whale do not contingently overlap. And even 
this much it does not really show, for one can say "I went 
fishing but caught a { shark / manta ray } instead" even 
though sharks and rays are fish. Nonetheless, the general 
point of Katz and Grice & Stra\'lson remains: we can let theory 
decide unclear cases of analyticity for us. 
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(a) The most rigorous sciences are quantitative; 
(b) Quantitative reasoning is based upon axioms which 

demand that 19x5=95; 
(c) Therefore, if we reject that 19x5=95, all of our 

most rigorous sciences would come tumbling down. 

Thus our loatheness to question that 19x5=95. 
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However, this theory does not fit the facts. It assumes 

that everyone is a scientist. But I doubt that the average 

person is aware of fact (b) and its consequence (c). So, for 

the non-scientist, the denial of 19x5=95 would not call for 

much conceptual revision at all. Furthermore, one could find 

children who are totally ignorant of (a) and therefore of (c). 

Yet among such children, some would undoubtedly insist on the 

analytic-like character of 19x5=95. Therefore intellectual 

conservativism cannot explain the grip that 19x5=95 holds on 

our minds. This is what comes of theorizing about the meaning 

of ordinary language without attending to the knowledge of an 

ordinary speaker. 

Or in place of 19x5=95 let us consider the mathematical 

truth that ~+~~2 ~ (Rucker 1982). Again, we have a truth whose 

denial would shake the foundations of math and thereby call 

for the possible revision of all rigorous science. But even 

when you explicitly tell some naive person this, the likely 

response will range from flat disagreement ("nothing can make 

me believe you ll ) through inconsistency ("I will believe that 

tl+tl~2 ~ with one part of my mind and that tl+tl=2tl with 
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another") to grudging acceptance ("if you say so, but I still 

don't see how"). None of these responses even begins to 

approximate the response to analytic statements. 

At this point the Quinean can say that the truths of 

finite mathematics are genetically programmed into us. 

However, it emphatically is not the case that we are born with 

the sentence-form 19x5=95. And to say that we are born with 

sentence-content would concede the existence of analyticity. 

Besides, genetic programs, while plausible for mathematical 

knowledge, are implausible for non-mathematical examples such 

as catastrophe. Unlike the idiom minor catastrophe, for many 

speakers *small catastrophe is self-contradictory. since 

Holists explain contradiction in terms of beliefs, Holists 

would have to explain the unacceptability of (a) by saying 

that it is incompatible with (b): 

(a) x is a small catastrophe. 
(b) catastrophes are large. 

But this is wrong. If (a) sounds contradictory because of 

general belief (b), then (a') should sound contradictory 

because of (b'), yet it does not. 

(a') x is a small elephant. 
(b') Elephants are large. 

Moreover, it seems odd to claim that (b) is a non-linguistic 

belief when catastrophes are not natural kinds. Catastrophe is 

a label for a category that probably would not exist if it 

were not for language. 
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Let us look next at Quine's dismissal of definitions. 

Quine 1951: 24-7 provides a three-fold typology. First, an 

explication is a real definition, in the Aristotelian sense. 

Hence it does not bear on conventional meaning. Second, a 

notational definition is simply an abbreviation, for example 

NP for noun phrase. Few words have abbreviations, so few words 

have definitions in this sense. Third, a lexical definition is 

the sort of paraphrase that one finds in dictionaries. 

However, a language can function perfectly well without the 

existence of dictionaries. Therefore none of these kinds of 

dafinition would seem to shed light on the nature of 

analyticity. 

with regard to notational definitions, Grice & Strawson 

make an interesting observation: 

The notion of synonymy by explicit convention would 
be unintelligible if the notion of synonymy by 
usage were not presupposed. There cannot be law 
where there is no custom, or rules where there are 
no practices (though perhaps we can understand 
bettter what a practice is by looking at a rule). 
[90] 

Another reply comes from Katz 1972:244, which points out that 

Quine's typology does not exhaust all possibilities. There is 

another kind of definition, theoretical definitions. They 

define terms on the basis of constructs from 
linguistic theory ••• [the definiens] is composed, 
not of words from that [object] language, but of 
symbols expressing language-independent constructs, 
semantic markers, drawn from the theoretical 
vocabulary of empirical linguistics. [244] 
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So the terms in the vicious circle (a-d) are not entirely 

mysterious. They are in no worse shape than, say, the 

situation with true, false, stat~ment, denial, assertion 

terms that Quine finds kosher (Grice & Strawson 1956:87). 

5.2.2 Revisability 

Three arguments for semantic Holism are identified in 

Fodor 1987: 60ff. They all take the following general form, 

which Fodor calls the Ur-argument: 

(a) At least some of the semantic relations of a belief 
determine its intentional content (and hence 
semantic content)~ 

(b) Since there is no principled way of determining 
which semantic relations are relevant, either all 
are or none are~ 

(c) Therefore they all are. 

The first form of the Ur-argument is based on conceptual-

role semantics. The original motivation for conceptual-role 

semantics was to shore up the pitfalls of the truth-

conditional, referential theory of meaning, most notably the 

problem of non-substitutivity in opaque contexts. Two 

responses to the Ur-argument are possible here. Fodor's 

position is that conceptual-role semantics does not offer a 

genuine solution, and furthermore runs up against the problem 

posed by the Twin-Earth scenario (Putnam 1975). My own 

position is that, even if it works, conceptual-role semantics 

does not offer the only solution. Any non-referentialist 

theory of meaning, including Quantum Decompositionism and 
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other varieties of cognitive semantics, is immune to the 

substitutivity problem. Either way, there is no good reason to 

adopt conceptual-role semantics. 

The second form of the Ur-argument is based on the 

functionalist theory of mind. According to functionalism, a 

mental state is determined by its relations to other states 

and to input/output. If functionally specified mental states 

include things like the content-specific (8), then the Ur-

argument may go through. 

(8) believes that patriotism is the arbitrary venera
tion of real estate over principles 

However, this is not the claim of functionalism at all (Fodor 

1987:70). Rather, functionalism holds that functionally 

specified mental states include things like the content-

neutral (9), the propositional attitude abstracted away from 

its propositional object: 

(9) believes that t 

The object of the propositional attitude 0 is not individuated 

functionally. 

The third form of the Ur-argument is based on certain 

versions of empiricist epistemology. It is this form of the 

argument that is most commonly adopted, and it is this form 

that I should like to refute in some detail. I will argue 

against both premises (a) and (b). Either argument, if 

successful, will eliminate the basis for Holism. 
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According to verificationism, premise (a) is straight-

forwardly true. However, verificationism is false. 

According to positivism, premise (a) follows from a 

certain theory of revisability. If a statement is analytically 

true, then it is necessarily true; and being necessarily true, 

it is true in all possible worlds and for all time. Thus, 

regardless of how the world changes, the truth of an analytic 

statement should remain constant. Yet putatively analytic 

statements are susceptible to revision, according to Quine's 

reasoning. Recall the quotation (Q): 

(Q) Our statements about the external world face the 
tribunal of sense experience not individually but 
only as a corporate body ••• The unit of empirical 
significance is the whole of science. [1951:404] 

The force of Quine's position, I believe, rests on two 

instances of equivocation. 

First, Quine's argument equivocates between truth-values 

and truth-conditions. Suppose we held a consistent body of 

statements S" 82 , S3 ••• ' each assigned the value "true"; and 

suppose that on the basis of observation we desire to admit 

observation-statement 8 0 , which is inconsistent with 8,. •• Then 

indeed the truth-values of 80, S" etc, must be collectively 

evaluated. We might achieve consistency, for instance, by 

rej ecting 8, or both 8 2 and 8 3 or for that matter So. However, 

none of this means that we need to change the truth-conditions 

of our statements. In other words, confirmation holism does 
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not entail semantic Holism. It is vital not to conflate these 

two independent doctrines. 

Quine's argument further equivocates between form and 

meaning. Because Quine is allergic to talk about meanings or 

propositions, he talks about sentence-forms instead. But we 

cannot make this move. For one thing, it would generate the 

problem described in the next subsection. More importantly, 

this move is illegal: by definition, analyticity is a property 

not of sentence-forms but of sentence-content. Yet if semantic 

relations hold across sentence-meanings, then saying that the 

meaning of p = {~: ~ ~ q, r, s} is not at all informative 

unless we know the meanings of q, r, s. But to know the 

meanings of q, r, s we must know the semantic relations to yet 

other sentences. Eventually, we must know the configuration of 

the entire network. In fact, this is precisely what Quine 

sometimes suggests. However, if the meaning of p equals the 

configuration of the entire net, and if the meaning of q 

equals the configuration of the entire net, then there is no 

difference between p and q. 

In addition to these problems, I believe that Quine errs 

in his judgments about revisability. For instance, sentence 

(10) has supposedly been discovered to be false; with the 

advent of Einsteinian physics, we are now prepared to 

acknowledge that two parallel lines may in fact meet. 

(10) Two parallel lines will never meet. 
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But line is multiply ambiguous. In the Euclidean sense, (10) 

is true, timelessly. No amount of empirical discovery will 

contradict the fact that, in Euclidean geometry, the axioms 

demand that parallel lines will never meet. Whether in fact 

Euclidean lines are ever instantiated in nature is a separate 

question. At the same time, in the Riemannian sense (10) is 

false. But again, the truth or falsity of the Riemannian 

statement is independent of physical fact. Finally, in the 

ordinery sense (10) is true. We must not forget that lines 

extend indefinitely only in abstract geometrical systems. The 

ordinary meaning of line is more like "line segment". And on 

any human scale, two parallel line segments -- regardless of 

whether the underlying reality is Newtonian or Einsteinian 

indeed never meet. 

What I am arguing, then, is that new beliefs -- for 

instance, the belief that we live in Einsteinian space -- do 

not change old concepts. Granted, new beliefs sometimes make 

it useful for us to deploy new concepts and they are sometimes 

necessary for making it possible to discover new concepts. But 

I claim that concepts are independent of beliefs. There are 

good reasons for maintaining this position. Aside from being 

able to account for anomalies like *small catastrophe, my 

theory explains how polysemous senses can co-exist, for 

instance the several senses of line. In contrast, Quine's view 

of revisability suggests that only one sense can exist: if our 
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beliefs about the Einsteinian nature of space changed our old 

notion of lines, instead of adding a new concept, then the old 

notion should not remain available for us to use. 

Another piece of evidence for my position derives from 

Putnam 1976:95. Putnam argues that seemingly a priori 

statements can be abandoned only in light of a new theory, and 

never by observation alone. Such statements, according to 

Putnam, have "a sort of 'apriority' prior to the invention of 

the new theory ••• they are contextually a priori." If Putnam 

is correct that one must grasp a new theory before abandoning 

an old statement, then this is evidence that the abandoning of 

the old statement is actually a conceptual change. 

In conclusion, premise (a) of the Ur-argument is false. 

Now, my argument against premise (b ) derives from Putnam 

1978b: 101. Premise (b) will be disproved if we can find a 

single sentence that is so necessarily and a priori true that 

it is immune to all revision. An example of such a statement 

nearly occurs in the law of contradiction: 

(11) No statement is both true and false. 

This too, just conceivably, may prove false according to some 

future standard. Perhaps we cannot imagine what those circum

stances could be, but statements about quantum mechanics, for 

instance, or the Truth-teller (§ 4.2. 1) , might possess multiple 

truth-values. New facts and a new theory might very well lead 

us to deny (11) as a general truth. But a weaker form of the 
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law of contradiction does express an a priori truth: 

(12) Not every statement is both true and false. 

sentence (12) is absolutely unrevisable. The reason that we 

can confidently predict that we will maintain (12), come what 

may, is that we do not need to rely on our imperfect imagina

tions in order to conjure up a conceivable contradiction of 

(12); we can say right now precisely what theory would be 

required to contradict (12): and that is the theory that 

consists of every statement and its negation. There would be 

no way to save inconsistency on such a massive scale. For 

example, Putnam discusses the effects of adjusting the laws of 

double negation, of universal instantiation, and so on. 

Changing our logical principles will not rescue the denial of 

(12). This one a priori truth is enough to stop the slippery 

slope (b). Perhaps some meaning does depend upon belief; but 

just as surely, not all meaning does. 

5.2.3 The Substrate 

Holism treats the meaning of a sentence S as equivalent 

to the set of semantic relations that S holds with all other 

sentences in the language. Since the number of sentences in a 

natural language is infinite, the language-user cannot 

explicitly represent all of the semantic relations that S 

enters into. Therefore there must be some mechanism, M, for 

generating all of the semantic relations for S. But if this is 
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so, why say that the meaning of S is an ineffable, infinite 

set, when one could more fruitfully say that the meaning of S 

is M? Moreover, the question arises as to the nature of M. 

One possibility is that M assigns a finite base set of 

semantic relations to S and indefinitely extends the set via 

recursive rules. For example, the base set of SiS semantic 

relations might include {t: t ~ q, r}. From this set, M might 

extrapolate the further semantic relations (t ~ --q), (t ~ [r 

or s]), etc by rules such as: 

(R1) For any t, t, and e, if the base set includes 
(t ~ t), then the extended set includes (t ~ -
t) and (t ~ [t or ell. 

However, this move is not open to the extreme holist. Since 

the extremist maintains that all meaning is globally 

determined, including the meaning of logical particles, the 

principled distinction between base relaticns and recursivelY 

generated relations is not kosher. The extremist cannot allow 

the recursive rules to contribute to meaning because they are 

insensitive to global properties. 

Nor does the Holist have any evident means to prevent a 

sentence from meaning (13). 

(13) {t: t ~ q, -q, r, s .•• } 
(14) q = The greatest masterpiece in literature is only 

a dictionary out of order. 
r = You will not find poetry anywhere unless you 

bring it with you. 
s = The owl and the pussycat sailed to sea. 

Since Holism repudiates the notion of analyticity, it cannot 

\ 



have any rule like: 

(R2) A set of semantic relations is valid only if it 
does not contradict itself. 
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Therefore it must accept q and -q as co-occurring entailments. 

But even if we retreat to a moderate Holism so as to 

allow rules which prohibit {I ~ q, -q} the remainder of (13) 

would still be unimaginable. What conceivable proposition 

could entail both rand s? As an approximation we might simply 

conjoin rand s: 

(15) You will not find poetry anywhere unless you 
bring it with you and the owl and the pussycat 
sailed to sea. 

But this does not quite work. (15) means the biconditional {t: 

I * (r & s)} rather than {I: I ~ (r & s)}. 

Even if the Holists were willing to stipulate rules like 

(Rl) and (R2) , thereby admitting to a certain degree of 

analyticity, and even if the Holists were capable of 

specifying innumerable other rules to prevent the likes of 

(13), Holists would be at a loss for justifying those rules. 

There is no reason, according to the Holist view of meaning, 

why (Rl, R2) should obtain. 

Although I have been talking about sentential relations 

such as entailment, exactly the same considerations apply to 

lexical relations such as hyponymy. According to structural

ism, the meaning of a lexical item w consists in the set of 

W's semantic relations to some or all of the other lexical 
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items in the language. On this view, for instance, the meaning 

of nephew is {hyponym of kin, hyponym of male, hyponym of 

niblinq, opposite of niece, opposite of uncle ••• }. But if 

meaning just is a set of relations, and that is all there is 

to it, then any set of relations should constitute a simple 

meaning. Let us then arbitrarily specify the semantic 

relations of some word W as {hyponym of furniture, super-

ordinate of time, antonym of old, antonym of young ... }. 

According to structuralism, W is a possible word. However, 

intuition suggests that W is not merely non-actual; it is 

impossible. 

Licensing or semantic well-formedness rules could 

plausibly prevent certain arbitrary combinations of semantic 

relations from ever becoming lexicalized. For instance, one 

might stipulate the following rules for semantic restriction: 

(R3) 

(R4) 

Rule 

If W, is superordinate to W2 and W is 
superordi-nate to W3 then W, is superordinate to 
W3 " 

Suppose w, is an antonym of w2 • Then there is no 
W3 such that W3 is antonymou3 to both W, and W2• 

(R4) would prevent "antonym of old" and "antonym of 

young" from co-occurring in the same lexical item. However, 

there is no plausible principle to prevent "x is an opposite 

of exist" and "x is a superordinate of furniture" from co-

occurring. (Note that opposition is not the same as denial or 

negation. While it is easy to think of the concept "to not 
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exist", I do not know what "to exist in an opposite manner" 

would mean.) But these are just technical problems. As serious 

as they are, they do not begin to approach the gravity of the 

fundamental issue: rules like (R1-R4) are unmotivated. Why 

should they obtain, unless some semantic substrate effected 

them? And if a semantic substrate exists, then strong 

structuralism is false. 

In 

meaning 

conclusion, 

is purely 

substrate. 

Holism fails because it insists that 

relational, lacking in a sUbstantive 

5.2.4 The Modularity of Mind 

The modularity-of-mind thesis (Fodor 1983) distinguishes 

between "input" systems and the "central" system. Input 

systems include aspects of the perceptual and language 

faculties; the central system includes the belief-fixation 

system and the seat of consciousness. The crux of the thesis 

is that input systems are modular insofar as they enj oy 

relative independence of the central system. The modularity 

thesis is relevant to the Holism issue because, if the 

semantic system is modular, then Holism cannot be right; fo~ 

Holism denies a distinction -- between meanings and beliefs 

precisely where the modularity thesis would posit one. 

In advancing his thesis, Fodor explicitly limits his 

claims to low-level processes. He holds that while word-
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recogni tion and sentence-processing are modular, interpre

tation is central. However, I challenge the assumption that 

word-recognition can be separated from interpretation. "Word

recognition" does not mean the recognition of word-forms; 

recognizing word-forms is just an advanced job of phoneme

recognition. "Word-recognition" means identifying word-forms 

together with their relevant senses. 

In order to successfully identify a word-sense, one must 

be able to disambiguate. The disambiguation process, in turn, 

is sensitive to the semantic properties of the discourse and 

the target word; if it were otherwise (say, if the selection 

of a meaning were random or based purely on frequency/recency 

effects), then we would misinterpret each other far more often 

than we do. study after study shows that when presented with 

an ambiguous term, subjects immediately activate all of its 

meanings (eg Tanenhaus &al 1979). But as introspection 

suggests, in the usual case only a single meaning emerges into 

consciousness. The interesting thing about disambiguation for 

our purposes is that it has all of the characteristics of a 

module. 

Fodor discusses numerous properties that characterize 

modules. To begin with, modules share the "input" function of 

converting proximal stimuli into internal representations of 

distal stimuli (p45). For example, the vision module has the 

function of converting retinal impingements into images of 
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reality beyond the eye. By the same token, the language module 

serves to convert verbal input into "images" of reality beyond 

the sense-organs. This much Fodor himself says. Wnat I wish to 

maintain is that a formal linguistic representation -- say, a 

labelled tree ,-- does not convey information about the world 

(either real or projected) unless the lexical nodes are 

interpreted. Thus, in order for the language faculty to 

function as an input system, the modular part of the language 

faculty must include the repre-sentation of lexical meaning. 

Another chara~teristic of modules is that they operate 

reflexively. For one thing, they are fast. For another, they 

are mandatory. As Fodor says, "You can't help seeing a visual 

array as consisting of objects", and "You can't help hearing 

an utterance of a sentence (in a language you know) as an 

utterance of a sentence" (p52f). Both properties belong to the 

interpretation faculty. First, interpretation is fast. 

Disambiguation is not simply the looking up of a word, but 

rather the reasoned choice as to which word is relevant. 

Nonetheless, disambiguation takes fractions of a second 

(Lackner & Garrett 1973, Swinney 1979). Second, disambiguation 

is mandatory. Not only can you not help hear an utterance as 

an utterance, but -- when you are paying attention at all 

you cannot help but interpret it in a given way. To be sure, 

you may come back to it and recognize a second or third 

meaning, and if you are attentive you can recognize such 
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ambiguity almost immediately. But still, the recognition of 

ambiguity -- when it happens at all -- almost always happens 

as a double-take. Contexts must be carefully constructed in 

order to make both interpretations relevant; this is known as 

punning. 

Most important, modules are relatively independent of the 

central system. On the one hand, the central system has 

limited access to the modules (p55). While the central system 

has access to the output images of the visual system, 

introspe~t.ion will not reveal the Primal or 2! D sketches. 

similarly -- and notoriously -- introspection does not have 

access to the semantic representation of lexical items. If it 

did, this dissertation would not be necessary! Conversely, 

modules are encapsulated in that they do not get any top-down 

feedback (p66). This is true of perception, in that optical 

illusions persist even when we know their secrets. If modules 

were not encapsulated, our higher-level awareness of optical 

illusions would be able to overcome them on the phenomonenal 

level. The same applies to meaning. Suppose that greetings in 

foreign language L are homophonous with a certain string of 

hostile profanity in English. If I tell you that my next 

utterance is going to be in L, and then I greet you in L, the 

fact remains that -- despite your intellectual knowledge that 

I am merely greeting you -- your visceral reaction will be the 

same as if I just cussed. This demonstrates a degree of 



212 

insensitivity, on the part of your language module, to the 

knowledge of your wider beliefs. 

Next we come to development. The ontogeny of modular 

faculties exhibit a characteristic pace and sequencing (p97). 

I do not know how orderly lexical acquisition is, but I do 

know that it differs notably from the acquisition of certain 

non-linguistic information. While semantic memory begins 

before the child even begins to speak, episodic memory does 

not kick in until around age four (Tulving 1972). Moreover, 

the t.wo hemispheres of the brain develop differently. The EEG 

activity of the right hemisphere grows in a linear manner 

whereas the EEG activity of the left hemisphere grows in 

irregular spurts up through age ten. Since children have the 

bulk of syntax and phonology down pretty well much before age 

ten, but are still rapidly developing vocabulary at this 

stage, and since general beliefs are distributed over the 

brain while the language faculty is centered in the left 

hemisphere, it is reasonable to surmise that word-meaning has 

a special place in mental representation. 

Finally, modules are associated with fixed neural 

architecture and with specific breakdown patterns (p98f). 

These two amount to the same criterion, as the existence of 

fixed architecture explains why breakdowns happen in specific 

patterns, and our knowledge of patterned breakdowns consti

tutes our evidence for postulating fixed architecture. At any 
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rate, the evidence here again favors the view that lexical 

meaning is modular. First, in cases of retrograde amnesia, the 

victim forgets real-world episodes but retains linguistic 

knowledge. Second, victims of Williams syndrome suffer from 

general mental retardation but possess remarkable linguistic 

capabilities, especially grammatical competence but also to a 

lesser degree semantic competence (Bellugi &al 1990). Third, 

the removal of the hippocampus affects memory in different 

ways. Gardner 1974:198 reports on patient HM who was 

practically incapable of remembering new information, being 

able to learn the names of only six hospital staffers in six 

years. Yet HM was able to learn new motor skills, such as 

mirror-writing and piano-playing, and he had some capacity to 

learn new vocabulary. (For further information on linguistic 

deficits that suggest Atomistic Decompositionism, see Zurif & 

Blumstein 1978 and Yamada 1990.) 

To summarize, we have seen that the faculty of lexical 

meaning shares most or all of the characteristic properties of 

modules. Modules are separate from the central belief system. 

Hence, there is good reason for thinking that linguistic 

knowledge and real-world knowledge are both physiologically 

and functionally distinct. 

5.3 Conclusion 

Allusions and references to Holism and to semantic 
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networks crop up throughout philosophy, linguistics, anthro

pology, psychology, and AI. The enormous appeal of Holism 

stems, I believe, from two sources. First, semanticists have 

come to recognize that classical theories are too simplistic 

to do justice to the complexity of meaning. since Holism 

suggests that generalizations cannot be made about lexical 

meanings, it would seem to be the ideal theory for an 

intractable subject matter. 

This pessimism demands a response. 

According to classical theories, some statements are 

analytic; that is to say: 

(A) Some statements are true in virtue of their 
meaning; moreover, when a statement is true in 
virtue of its meaning, it is necessarily true. 

The analyticity thesis admittedly encounters certain 

difficulties. But whereas Holism concludes from these 

difficulties that we are saddled with a defective notion of 

meaning, I suggest that the difficulties follow from a 

defective understanding of truth. 

Suppose that the meaning of lemon is "tart, yellow, 

citrus, fruit, .•• " In that case, sentences (16, 17) should be 

analytically true. 

(16) The lemons outside my window are yellow. 
(17) The lemons outside my window are a fruit. 

However, (16) happens to be false; these lemons are green in 

both senses of the word. And (17), though true, is contingent; 
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we could conceivably discover that lemons are robot spies from 

Mars (cf Putnam 1970). The point about (16) is that certain 

properties, such as "yellow", belong to the stereotype of a 

word and do not enter into the word's necessary and sufficient 

conditions. The point about (3), so far as I am concerned, is 

that necessary and sufficient conditions do not enter into the 

meaning of a word. 7 In other words, we can save some form of 

the analyticity thesis if we expunge from it the classical 

notion of truth. Instead, we can think of analyticity along 

the following lines: 

(A' ) Some statements are stereotypically true in 
virtue of their meaning., 

Thesis (A') is in rough formulation. For instance, its 

reference to stereotypical truth does not make very much 

sense. Al though supermarket lemons are stereotypically yellow, 

it would be odd to say that an utterance of (18) is stereo-

typically true. 

(18) The lemons at Safeway are yellow. 

Nonetheless, I am not especially interested in refining (A'). 

Unlike the role of (A) in classical theories, (A') does not 

play any important role in cognitive semantics. I bring it 

forth only to make the point that certain sentence-properties 

7 Putnam draws a different moral: while necessary and 
sufficient conditions do not enter into our knowledge of a 
term's meaning, they do constitute extra-mental meaning. For 
a criticism of extra-mental meaning, see Saka 1989. 
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exist in virtue of sentence-meaning, contra Holism. 

Due to problems with necessary and sufficient conditions, 

Putnam 1957, 1962 proposes that statements may be analytic 

only when they involve one-criterion terms. His reasoning for 

this is clear. If lemons were not complex objects, but instead 

had only a single property ~, then it would follow that Lemons 

g~ would be necessarily true. However, it is not clear what 

counts as "one-criterion". One would think that unmarried male 

expresses two criteria, and yet Putnam takes bachelor as a 

one-criterion term. Regardless, Putnam's position would entail 

decompositionism. If all words have only a single criterion, 

then all words should be able to enter into analytic 

statements. Yet on Putnam's account this is not the case. Most 

words have multiple criteria; in other words, most lexical 

items have separable components. 

The widespread popularity of Holism also stems from 

idealization or carelessness. Full-blown, sloganistic versions 

of Holism and structuralism are adopted because they are more 

exciting and easier to depl~y than tamed variants which are 

true. Specifically, I think that a certain amount of content, 

limited in principle, is relational (see §§6.2-3); and I think 

that confirmation-holism is true. Confirmation-holism is im

portant to semantics because, while it is not constitutive of 

meaning, it does guide us in numerous linguistic activities. 

For example, consider the interpretation of lion. In 
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isolation it may simply mean "leonine being", as in (4); but 

in (19), the speaker clearly intends "male leonine being". 

(19) The lion lazed in the sun. 
(20) The lion and the lioness lazed in the sun. 

The principle at work here is ~tructuralist; the interpreta-

tion of the word lion depends on its paradigmatic and syntag-

matic relations to the word lioness. Generalizing, one might 

say: 

(21) Suppose that lexical item W, is polysemous. If 
W, is in textual juxtaposition with lexical item 
WZ' then the preferred interpretation of W, is 
tnat sense which is most commensurable with the 
sense of W2 • 

This principle is multiply vague. First, the notion of textual 

juxtaposition is ill-defined. Principle (21) is meant to 

apply, apply, at the very least, to conjunction within a 

single NP, as in (20). Second, the notion of preferred reading 

is left open. What our theory needs is an account of which 

factors may override which factors. Third, the notion of 

commensurability needs to be worked out. It should take in co-

hyponymy, as in the current case, but it should take in more 

as well. 

Nonetheless, principle (21) suffices to show how text

comprehension is guided by confirmation-holism. The meanings 

"leonine being" and "male leonine being" are not holistic; but 

our choice in attending to one meaning over the other is. 

Likewise, confirmation-holism is at work regarding aspects of 
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language acquisition, language change, and stylistics. For 

evidence on the structural aspects of acquisition, see Eve 

Clark 1985, Saka 1989, and §2.3 on see; evidence on change 

appears throughout the historical-linguistics literature; and 

evidence on interpretation appears in Lehrer 1983b, 1985a. 

Despite the important role that structuralism plays, it 

has limitations. Meaning cannot be relational without 

foundations, as I have demonstrated in the preceding section. 

This means that decompositionism remains a viable theory. Even 

Quine concedes the untenability of extreme holism when he says 

that obs~rvation-sentences have content individually (1986: 

427; see also 1986:620). 

5.4 Appendix 

One argument against holism is based on rational psycho

logy (Fodor 1987: chapter 3). While I cannot endorse it, it 

deserves to be examined, along with my reasons for dissent. 

For if my reasons are legitimate, it is important that Fodor's 

argument be recognized as faulty; and if my reasons are not 

legitimate, then Fodor's argument is yet another mark against 

holism. The argument runs as follows: 

(a) When two theories are incompatible, the less secure 
one should be rejected; 

(b) Holism is incompatible with rational psychology; 
(c) Rational psychology is far less questionable than 

holism; 
(d) Therefore holism should be rejected. 
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I shall separately argue that all three premises are false. If 

any Qng of my arguments succeeds, Fodor's conclusion will fail 

to go through. 

To begin with, premise (a) is unacceptable. The practice 

of science is not binary: in addition to outright acceptance 

or rejection of a theory, we can maintain an inquisitive 

agnosticism. When a science is still immature, it cannot 

afford to embrace one theory and to discard all others just 

because the one is the most secure or successful of the batch. 

So long as the lead theory cannot answer certain questions 

that its rival theories can answer, the various rivals each 

retain at least some degree of instrumental value. To be sure, 

as a purely methodological move an individual practitioner of 

a virgin science may legitimately decide to take the lead 

theory as a given and to concentrate on purely theory-internal 

issues. (And by the same token, one may legitimately decide to 

adopt and explore a minority theory.) But by no means does 

this constitute either evidence that the lead theory is 

correct or an argument for abandoning the rival theories. 

Premises (b, c) are also mistaken. § 5.4.1 describes 

rational psychology and argues that it is in fact compatible 

with holism, contra (b); §5.4.2 argues that rational psycho

logy is far from secure, contra (c). 

5.4.1 Rational Psychology 
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Rational psychology holds that human behavior is best 

explained in terms of the propositional attitudes, and is thus 

also known as propositional-attitude or belief/desire 

psychology.8 writers who invoke belief/desire psychology are 

quite coy about just what they mean; nonetheless, I can detect 

two distinct characterizations. Folk-psychological laws are 

described as being either content-specific or content-neutral. 

Ex&mples of content-specific laws include: 

(22) If x wishes y well, then x does not voluntarily 
desert y at night in a darkling wood. ("There 
might be lions.") 

(23) Rivals in love do not wish one another well. 
(24) Persons who feel thirst tend to desire drink

able fluids. 
(25) Persons in pain tend to want to relieve that pain. 

Examples (22-23), from Fodor 1987:1f, strike me as too silly 

for words. First of all, the odds of encountering a lion in 

the woods does not begin to approach the odds of encountering 

a mugger on the street, and yet the latter threat does not 

keep people from travelling alone. Second, the business about 

8 Rati'.)nal psychology is most commonly known as folk 
psychology, due to the fact that some philosophers regard 
rational psychology as the theory that ordinary people pre
scientifically subscribe to. Whether in fact ordinary people 
assume rational psychology is an empirical matter. My own 
feeling is that, as with most other non-scientific belief 
systems, folk-theories about psychology are heterogeneous 
among the world's cultures and even within our own pluralistic 
society. For example, one conventionalized curse is "May you 
get what you wish for!", which certainly contradicts rational 
psychology. At any rate, the issue here is not whether people 
do subscribe to "folk psychology" but whether "folk psycho
logy" is true. 
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"rivals in love" sounds like a bit from a bad drama. In fac\:, 

(23) comes from Fodor's reading of A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

The more plausible (24-25), from Paul Churchland 1984: 59, 

are problematic in that they do not generalize over all 

possible human beings. For instance, one could easily imagine 

people growing up in an environment where fluids did not 

exist; when they get thirsty, they gnaw on a piece of glaciar 

or pick some cactus barrels or go out for watermelon. Thus, 

(24) is only an anthropological generalization, a statement 

about the means that are available in our culture for reliev

ing thirst. Likewise, (25) is not a genuine psychological law, 

as we can see if we distinguish between -- for lack of better 

terms -- occurrent pain and persistent pain. Occurrent pain is 

the sort that you feel if, say, you lean against a hot stove. 

You recoil from the source of pain in an entirely reflexive 

way. In this kind of case (25) does not hold because you do 

not "desire" or form g.ny propositional attitude at all; your 

action is automatic. Persistent pain is the sort that only 

medical attention can cure, for example a toothache or morning 

sickness. In modern society, persistent pain can be treated 

with aspirin or morphine, acupuncture or surgery. But in a 

stone-age culture without analgesics of any kind, the belief 

that persistent pains could be treated would never occur to 

the average person. wi thout being taught that one can do 

something about pain, one would in all likelihood simply 
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endure it and think of it as an essential part of oneself. One 

need not form a token of the mentalese sentence "I want to 

relieve it". Therefore, the content-specific laws (24-25) are 

anthropological and not psychological. 

Sometimes belief/desire psychology is formulated in terms 

of content-neutral laws. Examples include: 9 

(26) If x desires that .. and believes that (I ~ -V), 
then barring conflicting desires, x desires 
that -I. 

(27) If x believes that (I and that (I ~ 't), then 
barring confusion, distraction, and so on, x 
will believe that t. 

(28) If x hopes that I, and x discovers that I, then 
x is pleased that I. 

(29) If x fears that I, then x desires that not-I. 
(30) If x desires that I, and x believes that (V ~ 

(I), and x is able to bring it about that ., 
then barring conflicting desires or preferred 
strategies x will bring it about that t. 

These laws are more respectable. However, we shall see reason 

to doubt them, too, in the next section. 

Fodor attempts to establish that holism and rational 

psychology are incompatible. As he observes, there is a sense 

in which holism entails that no two people can ever share the 

same intentional state (belief, desire, etc). Given that 

different individuals have different beliefs, it follows that 

propositions are incommensurate across individuals, and from 

this it is supposed to follow that "no two people will ever 

get subsumed by the same intentional generalizations" (p57). 

9 (26) appears in Fodor p2, (27-30) in Churchland p64f. 
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Thus, holism and rational psychology are inconsistent because 

(i) meaning holi3m entails that people do not share the same 

objects of propositional attitudes, while (ii) belief/desire 

psychology needs to make generalizations about propositional 

attitudes. 

There are two problems with this argument. First, it 

equivocates. The term propositional attitude, along with 

belief, desire, etc, display a systematic ambiguity, a,s we can 

see by taking apart the following sentence: 

(31) Piaget believed that every theory of intelli
gence comes sooner or later to lean on either 
biology or logic. 

Aside from the type/token ambiguity, belief has three senses: 

it can refer to (a) the relation which is signified in (10) by 

believed; (b) the object of the relation, that every theory 

leans on biology or logic, and (c) the property believed that 

every theory leans on biology or logic. These senses are 

exemplified below in disambiguating contexts: 

(a) There are difficulties in thi~king that belief is a 
two-place relation. 

(b) Piaget's belief is true. 
(c) Galileo's beliefs got him in trouble. 

This explains the distinction I drew between content-specific 

and content-neutral laws. A content-neutral law is based on 

propositional attitudes in sense (a): a content-specific law 

is based on propositional attitudes in sense (c). If Fodor 

means that no two people will get subsumed by the same 
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content-specific laws, then he is correct. However, for the 

reasons given above it would seem that rational psychology 

consists in content-neutral laws -- as Fodor would have to 

agree, given his response to the Ur-argument (§5.2.2). Since 

laws quantify over variable thoughts, cross-individual 

idiosyncracy is irrelevant; even in the face of holism, 

rational psychology still has the chance of working. Only if 

cross-individual differences were so radical as to make the 

crucial propositional-attitude terms incommensurable would 

Fodor have a case; but the unlikely possibility of this degree 

of incommensurability he does not address. 

The second problem with Fodor's premise (b) is that 

content-specific propositional attitudes just might come in 

grades. If it makes sense to say that proposition p might be 

neither identical to q nor discrete from q, but rather 

similar-to-degree-n to q, then holism would be compatible with 

a graded sort of rational psychology. Fodor denies this 

possibility. He says that whereas (i) it is commonsense that 

one can grade epistemic commitment, 

[ii] it is far from commonsense that one can grade 
propositional identity. There's all the difference 
in the world between [i] "one can more-or-Iess
believe that pIt and [ii] "what one believes can be 
more-or-Iess-that-P" ••• Yuck. [58] 

Of course there is a distinction between (i) and (ii). 

However, I take issue with Fodor's evaluation of (ii). Denying 

that the notion of graded belief is a commonsense notion is at 
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best undemonstrated and at worst irrelevant, and saying "yuck" 

does not make a case. 

In fact, I think there is good reason for taking the 

notion of graded bel:i.ef as a serious possibility. Consider the 

following sentences: 

(32) France is pentagonal. 
(33) France is hexagonal. 

strictly speaking, both sentences are false. (32) is false 

because France's borders, following physical features of the 

landscape, are jagged and do not form a perfect polygon. (33), 

which occasionally appears in the literature with the 

intention of making the point that (32) makes, is false 

because, loosely speaking, France has five sides rather than 

six. Now it seems evident that we can speak of beliefs as 

having graded truth-values: a believer of (32) has "a truer 

understanding of reality" than the believer of (33) does. If 

one assumes identity or sufficient similarity between belief

content and propositional content, then one must conclude that 

propositions can express graded truth. 

Fodor argues that even if graded propositions exist, they 

do not save rational psychology, because we would be lacking 

a set of privileged belief-contents to serve as an ideal, 

absolute standard (p58). However, an absolute standard is not 

necessary, so long as there exists some standard or another. 

As an analogy, consider spatiotemporal positions. There is no 
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privileged point in space-time, but we can specify locations 

by relativizing everything to an arbitrary origin. Likewise, 

no individual has a privileged set of belief-contents. 

However, we can specify all belief-contents by taking any 

arbitrary set as a standard. 

I am not arguing that we should treat propositions as 

graded, but I do insist that at this stage it is a viable 

theoretical option and that Fodor does not make a case against 

it. In short, (b) does not stand. 

5.4.2 Eliminativism 

Rational psychology is not the only game in town. There 

are those who deny that even the content-neutral statements 

(26-30) are laws (Quine, stich, Dennett, the Churchlands). 

They say that our usual mentalistic predicates are so 

radically misconceived that they do not denote, and that they 

will be eliminated by true scientific theory. Such radical 

misconcep-tion would be far from unique in the history of 

science. I wish to defend the viability of eliminativism first 

by arguing that it is internally coherent and second by 

illustrating aspects of human behavior that are at odds with 

belief/desire psychology. 

Allow me to begin with some arguments against elimina

tavism that unfortunately possess the joint properties of 

being both common and ridiculously specious. The first 
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argument rests on the incorrigibility thesis. It correctly 

insists that we can experience beliefs, desires, pain, and so 

forth: but then it goes on to dogmatically presuppose that 

such experience is infallible or incorrigible. The proper 

response, of course, is that nothing is infallible, not even 

"dire:ct" experience. 

The incorrigibility thesis makes an extremely powerful 

claim; in effect,' it argues for the existence of omniscience 

at the local level. Such a remarkable claim carries an 

enormous burden of proof. Yet there is no evidence for it; in 

fact, there is compelling counter-evidence. To begin with, I 

think that everyone from time to time experiences sensory 

uncertainty. For instance, you might not be sure whether you 

have just heard a noise, or even whether you are currently 

hearing a noise. I am not simply saying that you are unable to 

categorize or identify a noise, but that you are not sure 

whether you are having an auditory experience at all. But if 

knowledge of sensation were incorrigible, then when we heard 

something we would know it with certainty: thus, if we felt 

any uncertainty, then we would know that we were not actually 

hearing anything at all. But surely when we suspect that we 

might be hearing something, we sometimes truly are. Thus, the 

existence of threshold sensation contradicts the incorrigibi

list thesis. 

The absurdity of incorrigibilism is further demonstrated 
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by a number of examples presented in Paul Churchland 1984. For 

starters: 

Consider the occurrence of something rather similar 
to pain -- a sudden sensation of extreme cold, for 
example in a situation where one strongly 
expects to feel pain. Suppose you are a captured 
spy, being interrogated at length with the repeated 
help of a hot iron pressed briefly to your back. 
If, on the twentieth trial, an ice cube is covertly 
pressed against your back, your immediate reaction 
will differ little or none from your first nineteen 
reactions. You almost certainly would think, for a 
brief moment, that you were feeling pain. 

The incorrigibilist may try to insist that 
sensation number twenty was a pain after all, 
despite its benign cause, on the grounds that, if 
you took it to be a pain ••• then it really was a 
pain. This interpretation sits poorly with the fact 
that one can recover from the kinds of misidenti
fication ••• If sensation number twenty really ~ a 
pain, why does one's jud~~ent reverse itself a few 
seconds later? [77] 

As further evidence against the incorrigibilist thesis, there 

are hallucinations: you can dream that you have a splitting 

headache, and then awake to realize that you did not really 

have one (p78). There are also misconceptions: Imagine the 

ancient astronomers who insisted that they could see with 

their own eyes that the heavens turn. 

The fact is, all observation occurs within some 
system of concepts, and our observation judgments 
are only as good as the conceptual framework in 
which they are expressed .•• precisely what is 
challenged is the integrity of the background 
conceptual frameworks ••. To insist on the validity 
of one's experiences, [as] traditionally inter
preted, is therefore to beg the very question at 
issue. For in all such cases, the question is 
whether we should reconceive the nature of some 
familiar observational domain. [47f] 
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Finally, I should mention, there are patholog.i.es that make one 

believe that one is having an experience when one is really 

not, for example blindness denial (more anon). What all of 

this goes to show threshold sensations, transitory 

experiences, hallucinations, misconceptions, pathologies -- is 

that direct experience is fallible. 

In addition to the incorrigibilist claim, there is 

another specious criticism of eliminativism. I call it the 

semantical argument. It runs as follows: "Eliminativism claims 

that mental states do not really exist. But the very claim is 

meaningful only if it is an expression of someone's belief. 

But if the claim is true, then no such belief can exist, and 

the claim is a meaningless string of marks u Therefore the 

claim cannot be true." But again, the anti-eliminativist begs 

the question. If eliminativism is true, then meaningfulness 

must have a source different from beliefs and intentions as 

understood by folk psychology; to insist on the validity of 

propositional-attitude psychology is to insist on precisely 

what is at issue. The sophistry of the semantical argument is 

shown up by Churchland, who asks us to consider an analog 

argument that revolves around the antiquated notion of vital 

spirits: 

x has stated that there is no such thing as vital 
spirit. But this statement is incoherent. For if it 
is true, then x does not have vital spirit and must 
be dead. But if x is dead, then XiS statement is 
just a string of noises, devoid of meaning and 
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true entails that it cannot be true! [Based on 
1984:48; also see Patricia Churchland 1986:397.] 
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In summary, eliminativism is a coherent position to take; the 

incorrigibilist argument is unjustified dogma and the 

semantical argument is pure sophistry. 

So far I have criticized arguments against eliminativism. 

We have already seen reason to reject the content-specific 

propositional-attitude laws. Now I wish to review some 

evidence for questioning the content-neutral laws. To begin 

with, there are innumerable pathologies where one's perception 

fails to coincide with one's awareness of perception. For 

example, Patricia Churchland 1986:228 describes the syndrome 

of blindness denial. Here, 

such patients cannot see, but they somehow fail to 
recognize the deficit and persist in the belief 
that they can see. When asked whether there are 
visual defects, these patients will say that vision 
is qu,i.te normal, although they may complain that 
the lights are kept rather dim. When they bump into 
furniture, blindness denial patients typically 
confabulate, claiming that there is too much stuff 
around, that they are clumsy, and so forth. If 
asked to report visually, they again confabulate 
and willingly claim to see two fingers (the doctor 
holds up four), •.• and so forth. The confabulation 
is appropriate to the situation, and there is no 
evidence that the patients are deliberately making 
things up or that they are merely trying to keep a 
stiff upper lip. 

Denial does not occur if the lesion is in the 
optic tract or even in the proj ection from the 
thalamus to the cortex, but only when the cortex is 
lesioned. 

This would seem to contradict the otherwise plausible folk-
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psychological law that if x sees that I, then x is aware that 

Pathological cases are not the only instance where 

rational psychology breaks down. The irrationality of human 

behavior has been documented in study after study (eg, Tversky 

& Kahneman 1983). In an experiment by singer & Benassi 

1980/81, the researchers had a magician perform for first-year 

psychology classes. In three of the classes (N=7S), the 

magician was introduced as a graduate student interested in 

the psychology of the paranormal who wanted to demonstrate his 

psychic abilities; in four of the classes (N=103), he was 

introduced as a graduate student interested in the psychology 

of magic and stage trickery who wanted to practice his act. 

The magician performed mind-reading and bar-bending tricks, 

"easy ama'teur tricks that have been practiced for centuries 

and are even explained in children's books of magic". 

Afterwards the students were asked to report their reactions. 

In both kinds of class, 

about two-thirds of the students clearly believed 
Craig [the magician] was psychic. Only a few 
students seemed to believe the instructor's 
description of craig as a mag1c1an •.. psychic 
belief was not only prevalent; it was strong and 
loaded with emotion. A number of students covered 
their papers with exorcism terms and exhortations 
against the Devil ••• We ••. witnessed some extreme 
behavior. By the time craig was halfway through the 
"bending" chant... the class was in a terribly 
excited state. Students sat rigidly in their 
chairs, eyes glazed and mouths open, chanting 
together. When the rod bent, they gasped and 



murmured. After class was dismissed, they typically 
sat still in their chairs, staring vacantly or 
shaking their heads, or rushed excitedly up to 
Craig, asking him how they could develop such 
powers. 
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Those who believed in craig's p~ychic powers were not simpl~ 

rejecting the instructor's assertion in favor of previously 

held beliefs; they were holding a position inconsistent with 

their own beliefs. For: 

The next question asked was whether magicians 
could do exactly what Craig did. Virtually all the 
students agreed that magicicans could. They were 
then asked if they would like to revise their 
estimate of Craig's psychic abilities in the light 
of this negative information that they themselves 
had furnished. Only a few did, reducing the 
percentage of students believing Craig had psychic 
powers to 55%. 

Next the students were asked to estimate how many 
people who performed stunts such as Craig's and 
claimed to be psychic were actually fakes using 
magician's tricks. The consensus was that at least 
three out of four "psychics" were in fact frauds. 
After supplying this negative information, they 
were again asked if they wished to revise their 
estimate of Craig's psychic abilities. Again, only 
a few did, reducing the percentage believing that 
Craig had psychic powers to 52% ••• 

Recall belief/desire law (27), repeated here. 

(27) If x believes that (I and that «I .... ), then 
barring confusion, distraction, and so on, x 
will believe that •. 

By letting (I = "x apparently displays psychic abilities" and 

letting" = "probably, x is a fraud", we see that individuals 

can in fact explicitly believe that (I and that (I ..... while 

denying that t; indeed, we see that this sort of thought is 

extremely common. 
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Such irrational behavior comes as no surprise to the 

student of human behavior. It does not take a carefully 

controlled experiment, for instance, to know that addictive 

personalities of all sorts entertain the following attitudes: 

(34) If I engage in vice v, I will suffer harm h; 
if I engage in vice v, I will experience joy j; 
the magnitude of h exceeds the magnitude of j; 
I will nonetheless engage in v. 

I am not talking about the disorders of extreme personalities 

here; I am talking about you and me. For instance, I frequent-

ly crack my knuckles. I do not know why I do it save "out of 

habit". In one sense knuckle-cracking may be pathological: it 

is difficult to control, undesirable and not the norm. But in 

a more important sense it is not pathological: it does not 

suffice to set one apart from all other humans as an 

exceptional case for whom usual psychological theory does not 

hold. If something on this order of pathology did, then 

rational psychology would not apply to anyone. 

Defenders of rational psychology might claim their theory 

as just one component of psychology; it is a theory of 

cognition only, complementing the theories of affect, 

psychophysics, and so forth. In this respect, rational 

psychology is like standard linguistics, which abstracts out 

performance-factors such as memory limitations and intoxica-

tion. Unfortunately, it is not clear just what the auxiliary 

theories are supposed to be. No doubt memory plays a central 
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role in psychological functioning: and the hypothesis that the 

effects of memory can be abstracted out is a reasonable one 

(although not altogether uncontroversial; cf the connection-

ists). However, the suggestion that affect can be separated 

from cognition is much mo~e speculative. I for one cannot tell 

when my motivations are based purely on emotion and when 

purely on cognition, and I would suspect anyone who claimed 

that they could. 

In order to appreciate that rational psychology is not a 

viable theory until it has at least a sketchy outline of how 

it connects up with other psychological and/or physiological 

laws, recall the Singer & Benassi experiment. The rational 

psychologist might want to explain away the results as the 

product of confusion. But this move does not work. On the one 

hand, if confusion is characterized as in (35), then the 

subjects clearly were not confused. 

(35) x is in a state of confusion only if x is has been 
intoxicated, rushed, frightened, given conflicting 
demands ••• and/or etc. 

On the other hand, if confusion is characterized as in (36), 

then law (27) is tautological and devoid of all empirical 

content. 

(36) x is in a state of confusion if x fails to obey 
the rational rule "If you believe that <D and 
that (<D .. 't), then believe that 't." 

Thus, rational psychology would appear to be either false or 

vacuous. 
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The same point can be drawn from my example of 

compulsion. Nothing in rational psychology explains it, and 

nothing in the rational-psychology literature points to what 

would explain it. Likewise for this report by Henry James: 

We know what it is to get out of bed on a freezing 
morning in a room without a fire, and how the very 
vital principle within us protests against the 
ordeal. Probably most people have lain on certain 
mornings for an hour at a time unable to brace 
themselves to the resol ve. We think how late we 
shall be... but still the warm couch feels too 
delicious, the cold outside too cruel, and 
resolution fades away and postpones itself again 
and again just as it seemed on the verge of 
bursting the resistance and passing over into the 
decisive act. Now how do we ~ get up under such 
circumstances? If I may generalize from my own 
experience, we more often than not get up without 
any struggle or decision at all. We suddenly find 
that we have got up. [AS quoted in Hofstadter 
1982:794.] 

Possibly rational psychologists would expect some other theory 

X to account for this phenomenon. While I would not hold them 

responsible for developing X, I would insist that they refer 

to X and to hint at its scope. 

The phenomena of blindsight and other cognitive 

disorders, of irrational belief-fixation, of compulsive 

behavior, and of spontaneous action do not quite put an end to 

rational psychology: for as an immature theory, rational 

psychology still has space in which to maneuver. The evidence 

adduced above does, however, make it a mystery why rational 

psychology is commonly held with feelings of the most 

incredible certitude. Just what makes adherence to rational 
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psychology run so wide and so deep? 

One possible explanation for resistance to eliminativist 

psychology has to do with the wide-spread confusion between 

norm and normativeness, between description and prescription. 

The very word normal alternates between signifying a factual 

state of affairs and communicating an evaluative judgment. 10 

This is not just a shallow property of one idiosyncratic word, 

for the same pattern rE~curs elsewhere. First, it recurs across 

unrelated languages. For example, Chinese zhengchang and 

Japanese sei;yoo display the same nebulousness as normal. 

Second, it recurs elsewhere in English. Sharing the same 

properties as abnormal, for instance, are the words deviant 

and weird. The word why is similar: it can ask for a cause or 

explanation, and it can ask for a reason or justification. 

Finally, modals alternate between reporting on how reality is 

and reporting on how reality should be (for a different but 

not incompatible analysis, see Sweetser 1982). Thus, the 

nebulousness of normal reflects a deep cognitive disposition 

to collapse description and prescription. 

This single hypothesis, that people collapse description 

and prescription, explains two common confusions. In 

10 I say alternate rather than equivocate because normal 
does not have two distinct senses. Someone can use normal to 
simultaneously signify descriptive and prescriptive content, 
and they can do it without punning. For this reason, normal is 
not polysemous so much as it is, to coin a term, nebulous. 
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philosophy, it explains the naturalist fallacy, the tendency 

to think that is entails ought. For example, in political 

philosophy many have actually held that the reality of natural 

Darwinism entails the desirability of social Darwinism. 

Conversely, in linguistic matters my hypothesis explains why 

many people insist that prescriptive rules are descriptively 

accurate. While upwardly mobile speakers typicallY retain 

elements of stigmatized lower-class speech-forms, they deny, 

in all sincerity, that they do so (Labov 1975). 

One can speculate as to the evolutionary basis for the 

naturalist fallacy. First, it facilitates social stability. If 

at least two factions have roughly the same power, then as 

soon as one manages to establish its own policies, those 

policies will become relatively immune to further teeter

tottering power shifts. For example, in the early years of the 

Great Depression -- presumably when laissez faire policies 

were least appropriate -- the Republican Party insisted that 

government intervention was wrong. Then, during the post-war 

boom -- presumably when laissez faire policies were most 

appropriate -- the Republican Party continued many of the 

social-welfare programs instituted by the Democrats. In this 

way the is-implies-ought mentality fosters social continuity. 

Of course, this mentality also gives rise to reactionary 

regimes and to the irrational practice of blaming-the-victim. 

But despite the iniquity of these things, the disposition to 
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commit the naturalist fallacy evidently confers a net 

selective advantage on the population at large. Second, the 

is-implies-ought mentality is also crucial to the maintenance 

of convention. When we learn that others use the form lucious 

to signify "lucious" we do not reason "It is in my interest to 

cooperate in maintaining this arbitrary convention"; rather, 

we instinctively feel that we ought to participate in the 

convention, that we have an obligation not to deviate from it. 

Regardless of its exact evolutionary causes, I think that 

a deep confusion over the description/prescription distinction 

infects a lot of thinking. Because of this confusion, the 

reasonable conviction that propositional attitudes prescribe 

our behavior fallaciously translates into the conviction that 

propositional-attitude psychology is descriptively true. But 

this is just a confusion between justification and 

explanation. 

It has not been my intent to prove rational psychology 

wrong. Rather, I want to cast doubt on it. And the shadows are 

very long indeed. For this reason, as well as for the reasons 

for rejecting premises (a) and (b), I believe that Fodor's 

argument from folk-psychology does not refute holism. 



239 

6. Sample Analyses 

This chapter presents analyses of the meanings of 

evaluatives (for example, the word good), of knowledge, and of 

plurality. They serve first and foremost to show that 

decomposition is possible. In trying to analyze know, for 

instance, it does not help to simply say that know means 

"know", as Fodor would have it; it do:as not help to say that 

x knows that p is true iff x knows that p, as Davidson would 

have it; and it does not help to say that the meaning of know 

consists in the systematic contributions which know makes to 

belief-statements, as Quine would have it. Rather, we should 

attempt to decompose the meaning of know into components each 

of which is simpler than the definiendum. 

I further maintain a number of subsidiary theses. First, 

the components in my analyses are not identical to word

meanings. In general they refer to psychological properties 

that only sophisticated psychological theory can fully uncover 

(Artful Decompositionism). Second, my components are physi

cally instantiable (Real Decompositionism). Third, my decompo

sitions are non-truth-conditional (Quantum Decompositionism). 

And fourth, although I do not propose any ultimate primitives, 

I do assume that my components have a primitive, finite, and 

non-circular basis (Atomistic Decompositionism). 

6.1 Evaluatives 
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Evaluatives include words like bad, good, better, 

excellent, dreadful, and wonderful (§6.1.1); pejoratives or 

epithets (§6.1.2); and probably also words for obligation or 

exhortation like should and ought-to. The words in §6.1.1 are 

general in the sense that they can apply to just about 

anything; they might also be labelled pure evaluatives in that 

their content is exclusively evaluative. The words in §6.1.2 

are specialized in that they apply only to certain objects; 

they might also be labelled mixed evaluatives, for they 

contain both evaluative and non-evaluative components. 

6.1.1 General Evaluatives 

Good has long been recognized as a problematic word. It 

is hard to see what intrinsic property is shared by a good 

wine, a good song, a good mechanic, and a good deal. However, 

the problem becomes tractable when we recognize that language 

is not always about the world, but about the mind of the 

speaker. Thus, instead of looking for an objective common 

denominator among wines, songs, mechanics, and quantities, we 

should look for the common denominator that exists in t.he 

speaker I S head who considers these things. To anticipate 

myself, I shall argue that the correct analysis of good runs 

along the following line: 

(G) Evaluator e believes that x is good iff 
e believes that e values x. 
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But before we arrive at (G), I would like to consider the 

alternative analyses of Austin, Katz, and Ziff. 

Austin 1962: chapter 6 says that good is "substantive-

hungry": 

(A) x is good is true iff x is good at some contex
tually salient function or for some contextually 
salient purpose. 

This analysis demands that every object have a function or a 

purpose. Thus, a good wine is a wine that is good for 

drinking; a good song is a song that is good to listen to; and 

a good mechanic is a mechanic who is good at repairs/mainte-

nance. Unfortunately, Austin' s analysis (A) fails to interpret 

a good person. A good person is not someone who is necessarily 

good at or for something: a good person is a moral person. 

The chief worry of Katz 1964 concerns the possible 

collocations of good. While the phrases in (1) are natural, 

those in (2) are anomalous: 

(1) a good knife, a good mother, a good drug 
(2) * a good liquid, a good amoeba, a good grain of sand 

Katz's solution breaks into two parts. First, he hypothesizes 

that every noun that can be modified by good contains the 

semantic marker (Evaluation) or (Eval). Second, he analyzes 

good as "(+) <Eval>". That is to say, good signifies something 

positive; and it has a selection restriction, being able to 

combine only with another word which contains (Eval). 

Let us take a close look at the phrase a good knife. Katz 



decomposes knife as: 

knife ... (physical object), (non-living), (blade), 
(handle) , (EvaII.{Sq: (ease of dividing substances 
softer than its oiade» [751] 

242 

Every word that contains the marker (Eval) states a specific 

standard of evaluation, in this case "ease of dividing 

substances". In addition to the standard, (Eval) carries a 

"differential index" to indicate the general basis of 

evaluation: artifacts are evaluated in terms of their 

usefulness, food and drink are evaluated in terms of their 

pleasurability or healthfulness, and so forth. Since occupants 

of social roles are evaluated in terms of their dutifulness, 

Katz's theory can avoid my criticism of Austin. 

Katz's theory has a number of defects. As a minor point, 

the distinction between standard and index is unjustified. 

Katz could just as well incorporate the indexical material 

into the standard. A more serious obj ection calls into 

question the entire Markerese approach. So far as Katz's 

theoretical apparatus is concerned, the components of knife 

have nothing to do with each other: there is nothing in the 

theory to guarantee that the standard of evaluation must 

somehow involve the nature of the evaluandum. We might just as 

well hav~ a word knife-prime: «object), (blade), (handle), 

(Evaluse : reliability in keeping time», "an object that looks 

like a knife which, if it is any good at all, serves admirably 

as a clock". 
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True, Markerese could be augmented by a theory of the 

world. World-knowledge tells us that objects which look like 

knives generally do not function as time-pieces; since watch-

knives are so few and far between, and culturally of no 

significance, they are not worth lexicalizing. But if you want 

to go this route, and appeal to pragmatic and contextual 

knowledge, then there is little sense in keeping Markerese. 

Allow me to explain. As Katz himself observes, under some 

contexts the phrases in (2) are legitimate. For instance, if 

you are organizing a geology exhibit and need a certain kind 

of silicon, you would probably say (3) rather than (4): 

(3) This grain of sand is good. 
(4) This grain of sand is good for a specimen of 

the kind we need. 

Katz wishes to analyze (3) as an elliptical form, a peculi-

arity of "concocted circumstances"l in contrast to the full-

standing, up-standing (5): 

(5) This knife is good. 

On Katz's view, semantics takes care of the interpretation of 

(5); pragmatics takes care of (3). Presumably the pragmatic 

principle amounts to something like: 

(6) Given the statement ~x is good', if the word x 
does not contain (Eval), then interpret good 
with respect to some standard that saliently 
relates to the denotation of x. 

But I have two objections. First, I do not think that state

ment (3) is really so exceptional. It is easy to recognize how 
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wide-spread statements of this kind are -- statements where 

the subj ect does not lexically specify some standard of 

evaluation -- once you consider that such statements include 

those with a demonstrative or personal pronoun: 

(7) This one is good / That's a good one / It's good. 

More importantly, if you are going to have principle (6) in 

your language, there is absolutely no need to postulate a 

component (Eval) in lexical representations. Katz gives no 

motivation for his arbitrary division of labor; and so far as 

I can see, it does no work. A unifying analysis would be far 

preferable. 

Finally, Katz's standard of evaluation is unnecessary in 

light of 

(8) God is good. 

For those theists who believe in transcendent ethics, (8) may 

simply mean "God (who is not really so omnipotent after all) 

is good at fulfilling his or her extrinsically imposed role". 

But for those theists who believe that ethical values and 

purpose in the universe derive from God, God does not have any 

duties or function. God is prior to morality and above morali

ty and immune to evaluation, and (8) should be anomalous. Yet 

(8) is a semantically well-formed statement (aside from its 

possible referential vacuity); it is even analytically true on 

some accounts. To conclude, by assigning pragmatic facts to 

the semantic representation, the Markerese treatment of good 
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makes the same error as the Markerese treatment of selection 

restrictions, disambiguation, and other relative adjectives 

(§2.1) • 

A superior analysis is due to ziff 1960: chapter 4. ziff 

says roughly that: 

(Z) x is good iff x answers to certain interests. 

since the interests are left unspecified, ziff's account fares 

better than Katz's. However, it faces its own problems. 

Ziff emphasizes that by certain interests he means 

exactly what the ordinary words indicate (p218f). Unfortu

nately, in ordinary language (Z) is indeterminate between a 

specific reading and a non-specific reading. By the non

specific reading, gertain interests means "some interests". 

This means that if x answers to any interests, then x is good. 

But this is a bad analysis. Snidely Whiplash is certainly not 

good, even though Snidely may answer to Snidely's interests: 

shoddy products are not good, even though they may answer to 

corporate interests: mortality is not good, even though it may 

answer to the interests of vultures, jackals, and earthworms. 

Ziff's analysis, then, construed in a Natural way, does 

not work. It fares much better if we construe it Artfully. We 

can stipulate that (Z) is to be interpreted with a specific 

reading. Thus, when I say (9), I mean something specific, 

perhaps (10); and when executives at Philip-Morris say (11), 

they mean something specific, perhaps (12): 



(9) Tobacco is no·t good. 
(10) So far as the interests that I have in mind are 

concerned (namely, public health, safety, and 
cleanliness), tobacco does not answer to them. 

(11) Tobacco is good. 
(12) So far as the interests that we have in mind 

are concerned (namely, profits) , tobacco 
answers to them. 
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Unfortunately, this move introduces its own problem. If I ask 

(13), I do not mean (14). 

(13) Is this book any good? 
(14) So far as the interests that I have in mind are 

concerned, does this book answer to them? 

In asking my question I may very well not have any specific 

interests in mind at all. This point is underscored by the 

following. Suppose that speaker A says (A); speaker B can 

reply in two ways: 

(A) Madonna's songs are good. 
(B') That's rubbish. Madonna is a great dresser and 

a delightful dancer, but her music is awful. 
(B") .! think her music is awful. What do you like 

about it? The lyrics? The instrumentals? The 
vocals? 

If statement (A) really means "Madonna 's songs answer to 

interests as specified by speaker A", then response (B') would 

make no sense at all. (B") would represent the only way of 

expressing dissent. Yet in fact (B') and (B") are both viable. 

Allow me to recapitulate the main points so far. Austin's 

account ignores the absolute sense of good, as in x is a good 

person. Katz's account fails to do justice to That one's good 

and other pragmatically interpreted sentences. And ziff' s 
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account founders on questions and denials. My own account, 

once again, is: 

(G) Evaluator e believes that x is good iff e believes 
that 6 values x. 

I now wish to show how (G) avoids the problems above. 

One should not set too much sto:re on my natural-language 

formulation. The exact nature of the psychological attitude of 

val uing I would expect to be discovered by some future 

cognitive science. Probably value involves respect and desire, 

whatever those are. Nonetheless, my choice of the word value 

does succeed in showing that definition (G) overcomes the 

problem that applies to Austin's (A). In order for e to value 

x, it is not necessary for e to have a reason for valuing x. 

Misers value money in some sense, even though they do not 

appreciate the reason that money has value. That is to say, 

for misers money has an intrinsic value and is not good merely 

as a medium of exchange. 

If you (sincerely) say That one's good, then by defini

tion (G) you believe that your referent holds some value for 

you. Also, if you believe in a transcendent God, y~u can say 

God is good, meaning that you value God, even if there is no 

standard of goodness that is external to you. Thus, (G) 

trivially overcomes the problems with Katz's approach. 

Finally, (G) solves the problems that face Ziff. First, 

(G) translates into question-format: 



(G') Evaluator e wonders whether x is good iff e 
wonders whether e would value x. 
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I am not proposing that every lexical entry has two formats, 

one for questions and one for assertions. Rather, as an Artful 

Decompositionist I insist that the correct representation of 

the meaning of good does not have a linguistic form. It is a 

single conceptual structure that can be nearly described by 

(G) and nearly described by (G') but which is not perfectly 

described by either. The propositional attitude that holds 

between e and x is good is neither "believes that" nor 

"wonders whether" but something neutral between the two. 

This move might sound suspiciously similar to the move by 

TC semanticists who wish to invoke "satisfaction" conditions. 

That move v recall, I objected to as incoherent (§4.1.4). But 

there is a crucial difference. Consider the following schemas: 

TC Theory 
S iff p 

Truth-theoretic Theory 
"s" is true iff S 

Quantum Theory 
e believes that S iff e believes that p 

True TC semantics and true truth-theoretic semantics both fail 

to account for non-declaratives. A pseudo-TC theory -- ie, one 

that traffics in satisfaction-conditions rather than truth-

conditions -- and pseduo-truth-theoretic semantics get around 

this problem. But if .§. and "s" is true lack genuine truth

conditions and hence lack truth-values, it is meaningless for 
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them to form the major constituents of a biconditional. 

Quantum Theory too holds that ~ does not have a truth-value. 

However, when you insert ~ into the matrix e believes that, 

you do get a truth-value. Hence, my position is not at all 

comparable to the position of satisfaction-theory. 

Let us return now to ziff's second problem, with the 

crucial exchange rep6ated here: 

(A) Madonna's songs are good. 
(B') That's rubbish. Madonna is a great dresser and 

a delightful dancer, but her music is awful. 
(B") 1. think her music is awful. What do you like 

about it? The lyrics? The instrumentals? The 
vocals? 

ziff's account predicts that responses like (B') should never 

occur. My theory too might initially seem to imply the same 

result. According to (G), statement (A) means "Speaker A 

believes that A values Madonna's songs. II How could B object to 

that? My answer is that B is not really denying A's statement; 

rather, B is attacking A's value-system. It is for this reason 

that (B') sounds rude and arrogant; who is B to dictate value-

systems? 

Before turning away from Ziff, I would like to note his 

observation (p. 214f) that one can simultaneously hold (15) 

and not (16): 

(15) That's a good cadaver. 
(16) That's a good corpse. 

If you are a medical professor, you might think that cadavers 

in general are good, as they allow future surgeons to get 



250 

practice; but you may think that no corpse is a good corpse, 

associating the word corpse with murder victims. This shows 

that the nature of the referent is not so important as our 

conception of it, another mark against TC semantics. Analysis 

(G), as it stands in natural language, is indeterminate 

between transparent and opaque readings. Interpreting both 

halves of the biconditional opaquely yields distinct judgments 

about cadavers and corpses. Therefore, as an Artful Decomposi-

tionist, I stipulate that (G) is to be construed opaquely, 

thus capturing the difference between (15) and (16). 

Another benefit of my account is that it explains the 

difference between (17) and (18): 

(17) snidely Whiplash loves evil and despises every
thing that is good and decent. 

(18) I love evil and despise everything that is good 
and decent. 

Pragmatically, we understand (18) to mean "I love what others 

consider evil. What others consider evil, I consider good." 

But (18) conveys an air of inconsistency that (17) does not. 

This is because, on my account, its literal meaning is "I 

value what I do not value and do not value what I do value", 

an analytically false statement. The semantics/pragmatics 

distinction that I am invoking here is not ad hoc, designed 

just to save my analysis of good. Rather, it is a common 

distinction that productively applies across the lexicon, for 

example with the word martini (Donnellan 1966): 



(19) The man standing in the corner with a martini 
does not: have a martini. 
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Just as in the case of (18), (19) possesses a superficial air 

of paradox due to its literal meaning. But just as with (18), 

(19) has a secondary meaning, "The man who is generally 

perceived to be standing in the corner with a martini does not 

actually have a martini." 

6.1.2 Special Evaluatives 

Special evaluatives include terms of endearment, terms (")f 

abnse, and pejoratives. 

Terms of endearment include dear, darling; love, lover; 

precious; and the following: 

(20) sweetheart, sweetie-pie; honey, honey-pie, 
honey-bunch; sugar, sugar-pie •.• 

(21) babe, baby, baby-face; doll, dollface ••• 

Terms of endearment, in their bare form, are vocatives; that 

is, they have second-person reference. In order to signal 

third-person reference, they need to occur with a determiner, 

usually a possessive pronoun. 

Being vocatives, terms of endearment are an embarrassment 

for TC semantics (see §4.1.3). 

They pose another problem as well. Te, objectivist 

semantics cannot explain why many terms, in English, fall into 

two clusters, the saccharine class (20) and the puerile class 

(21). These classes, note, are fairly open-ended; for 
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instance, they would include the neologism baby-cakes. TC 

semantics cannot attribute this pattern to coincidence, 

because it is no accident. Further, TC semantics cannot appeal 

to pragmatics. Presumably a pragmatic account would say 

something like: 

(22) If H primarily denotes Nand N is generally 
desirable, then H may secondarily serve as a 
term of endearment. 

This principle explains the existence of the saccharine and 

puerile classes as well as precious. However, (22) predicts 

that the opulent-class words in (23) should make good terms of 

endearment. 

(23) gold, bullion, ruby, pearl, sapphire 

But they do not (al though names of gems make perfectly 

conventional feminine names). 

To summarize. On the one hand, saccharine and peurile 

words make good terms of endearment while opulent words do 

not. This suggests that the saccharine and peurile words do 

not derive their function strictly from referential or 

pragmatic facts such as (22); they are almost conventional. On 

the other hand, some productive rule is involved; it is no 

accident that English terms of endearment cluster into 

semantically rela.ted words, and that the classes can be 

extended. This means that the arbitrary/conventional dichotomy 

needs to be enriched. Lakoff 1987: ch 6 and Saka 1988 speak of 

motivation as the middle-ground between arbitrariness and 
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conventionality. Baby-cakes is neither arbitrary nor conven

tional, but rather motivated by two idealized cognitive 

models. The two models say that references to babies and to 

sweets can be co-opted for reference to loved ones. 

Terms of abuse also fall into semantic categories. In 

addition to numerous unclassifiable words, for example 

bastard, bitch, creep, and dweeb, terms of abuse include a 

major class of taboo words. It subdivides into the scatolo-

gical and the sexual: 

(24) asshole, shithead 
(25) cunt, prick, fucking, frigging 

Note that terms of abuse, and evaluatives in general, are not 

always nouns. 1 

Another major class refers to the psychologically unfit; 

it subdivides into the insane (26), the uninformed (27), the 

naive or inexperienced (28), and the congenitally stupid (29). 

(26) lunatic, psychotic, sociopath, nut, deranged, bonkers 
(27) ignoramus, dunce, numskull, blockhead 
(28) fool, rube, clodhopper, nincompoop 
(29) idiot, imbecile, moron, dolt, doofus, retart2 

A couple of remarks are in order. Tn begin with, my taxonomy 

1 Perversely enough, terms of abuse are sometimes used 
among friends. However, this fact is not the responsibility of 
semantics. "Friendly" verbal abuse, like "friendly" punching 
and pinching, is to be explained by non-linguistic theory. 

2 Although doofus is not in the OED 2/e, it occasionally 
occurs in Bill Watterson's comic strip Calvin & Hobbes. Also, 
retart "someone who is retarded (but not in the clinical 
sense)" is not in the OED, but I have confirmed its existence 
in several different dialect regions of the US. 
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is not altogether neat, since it is sometimes hard to 

distinguish between naivete and ignorance of facts, and 

between ignorance and obtuseness. Second, some of these words 

have a clinical sense. In the clinical sense, these words are 

fully descriptive and not evaluative. They are not the current 

topic. The ordinary senses are used more commonly than the 

clinical senses, the ordinary senses were in use before the 

medical establishment adopted them, and most importantly, it 

is possible for a speaker to use these words in the ordinary 

sense without being aware that they have a technical sense as 

well. 

The taboo terms, just like the terms of endearment, show 

the shortcoming of objectivist semantics. On the one hand, 

linguistic theory is obligated to explain why terms of abuse 

fall into classes such as (24, 25). On the other hand, 

invoking the denotations of (24, 25) will not explain why 

names for geni tals should end up as insults. In contrast, 

cognitive semantics can formulate an explanation in terms of 

how we conceive of sex. In our society, people believe have 

the "normal belief" or conventional model (§2.4.2) that: 

(30) Public acknowledgements of sexuality are vague
ly obscene. 

Because of convention (30), a speaker can refer to the 

genitals in order to conjure up an image of sex, hence an 

image of obscenity, and hence an image of offensiveness on the 
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part of the object of the term of abuse. 

Perhaps not so clear is how the psychological-impairment 

terms argue against objectivist semantics. In contrast to the 

taboo terms, the evaluative force of deranged and idiotic 

would seem to follow from their non-evaluative or descriptive 

meanings. But this ignores the fact that language is free to 

package concepts any which way it pleases. Victims of insanity 

and stupidity could just as well be labelled with the 

predicates in (31) as with those above. 

(31) touched, not quite all there; slow, an under
achiever, below average; God's child; special 

Euphemisms are just the flip-side of terms of abuse. 

At the very most, the TC theorist might argue for a 

truth-conditional account of the neutral word stupid: 

(32) x is stupid iff x has low intelligence. 

For terms of abuse and for euphemisms, however, we need to 

bring in an external perspective, e: 

(E1) e believes that x is a dolt iff e believes that 
x has low intelligence and e has contempt for 
x. 

(E2) e believes that x is slow iff e believes that x 
has low intelligence and e has compassion for 
x. 

In the interests of providing a uniform account for all 

sentences, the necessity of analyses like (E1, E2) suggests 

that we represent the meanings of neutral terms too in terms 

of some perspective. In other words, we should recast (32) in 

Quantum terms: 



(E3) e believes that x is stupid iff e believes that 
x has low intelligence. 
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In assuming that different kinds of words possess the same 

semantic format, we make it easier to account for how children 

acquire vocabulary so fast. 

Terms of abuse and of endearment differ from each other 

in an obvious way: the former signify hostility, the latter 

affection. But they also differ in that generally only terms 

of endearment can behave like proper names: 

(33) What are you doing tonight, honey? 
?What are you doing tonight, idiot? 
*What are you doing tonight, imbecile? 

Terms of abuse must either function predicatively or else 

occur with a vocative marker (you or lley): 

(34) What are you doing tonight, you imbecile? 
(35) Hey, imbecile, what are you doing tonight? 

This difference may stem from the amount of conventionaliza

tion that a term enjoys. Idiot is more common than imbecile, 

and it sounds better as a quasi-name: love is more common than 

lover, and it sounds better as a quasi-name. Or the difference 

may stem from the amount of acceptance on the part of the 

audience. Since few people will object to being addressed by 

terms of endearment, such terms can end up behaving as names 

more readily than terms of abuse can. 

Another kind of special evaluative is the pejorative, for 

example Polack. The difference between terms of abuse and 

pejoratives is based on two pre-theoretic criteria. First, 
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terms of abuse have limited distribution. They can appear as 

vocatives (36), anaphorically (37), and predicatively (38); 

but it is odd to hear them used in specific descriptive 

reference (39). 

(36) Hey, idiot! I'm talking to you! 
(37) This morning the waiter spilled coffee on me. 

That idiot's always doing something like that. 
(38) That waiter is an idiot. 
(39) This morning an idiot spilled coffee on me. 

While (39) is not really ill-formed, it is odder than the 

unspecific (40) and the pejorative (41): 

(40) This morning some idiot spilled coffee on me. 
(41) This morning a Polack spilled coffee on me. 

The second criterion is the pride test. A Polish speaker might 

say (42), but it would be quite odd for a stupid person to say 

(43) : 

(42) I'm a Polack and proud of it. 
(43) * I'm a dolt and proud of it. 

Intui ti vely speaking, pej orati ves have independent, almost 

presuppositional content. 

Pejoratives run along lines involving ethnicity (44), sex 

(45), sex-orientation (46), politics (47), religion (48), and 

economic role (49): 

(44) gringo, honky, nigger, limey, frog, kraut, 
Polack, Spic, dago, wop, kike, hymie, Injun, 
gook, Jap, Chinaman, Chink 

(45) broad, chick, dame, skirt, petticoat 
(46) dyke, fag(got), fairy, fruit, pansy, queer 
(47) Nazi, Commie, Pinko 
(48) heathen, heretic, infidel, papist 
(49) bum, mark, prole 
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Remarks. First, these words vary a good deal in the intensity 

of their pej oration. For example, I find Chinaman less 

offensive than Chink and fruit less offensive than queer. 

Second, although Nazi has a technical sense, "member of the 

German National Socialist Party", it is the generalized sense 

"right-wing/authoritarian/totalitarian power-monger" that is 

pejorative. Third, it is pleasant to realize that pejoratives 

concerning religion, at least, are archaic. Fourth, a mark is 

a customer at a carnival or the intended victim of a scam. But 

so far as I can make out, it means more than "gullible 

target". A speaker who uses mark indicates thereby a contempt 

for the victim. 

The problem for TC semanticists revol ves around the 

status of: 

(50) Niggers will benefit from improvements in medicine. 

Stenner 1981 holds that (50) is true. However, he does not so 

much argue for his position as show that it is a "viable 

option". In other words, he shows that it is not logically 

inconsistent. However, a theory must be more than consistent; 

it must speak to the facts. The relevant fact here is that in 

response to (A), (B) is less likely than (BI): 

(A) Are you a nigger? 
(B) Yes I am, but I resent your { calling me that / 

using that word }. 
(BI) No, lim black! 

Against Stenner, Taylor 1981 holds that (50) is false; she 



reasons that niggers does not denote: 

One could not secure reference to any individuals 
by the use of this expression because there is a 
linguistic convention -- an agreed upon practice 
that prohibits successful reference by the use of 
this expression. [314] 
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Unfortunately, this is an instance of wishful thinking. In 

fact there is a linguistic convention for the use of nigger, 

as attested by the masses who use racist pejoratives. 

Finally, Grim 1981 holds that (50) is neither true nor 

false. He argues that if we accept (50) as true, then we are 

committed to racist claims; and if we accept the negation of 

(50) we are committed to racist claims. Since we are not 

committed to racism, neither (50) nor its negation is true -

ie, (50) is neither true nor false. Consequently, according to 

Grim, pejorative statements are reminiscent of: 

(51) Green ideas sleep furiously. 

Although I agree with Grim's main point that (50) lacks a 

truth-value, I find his argument unconvincing. Furthermore, I 

think that pejorative statements are more meaningful than (51) 

is. Instead of ignoring pejoratives as non-sensical, I wish to 

put forth a positive proposal. 

As an initial approximation, one might suppose that: 

(52) e believes that x is a Polack iff e believes 
that (i) x is Polish and (ii) e has contempt 
for x. 

However, this is incorrect. Rather, I argue for: 



(53) e believes that x is a Polack iff e believes 
that (i) x is Polish and (ii) e has contempt 
for Poles as a class. 
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On the one hand, condition (53ii) is necessary. Suppose that 

you sincerely respect Poles in general, but you cannot stand 

one Janofski. Then you would not be likely to call Janofski a 

Polack. (You might call him a Polack if you wanted to make him 

think that you despised his entire people. However, your 

choice of words would be deceptive. The current analysis 

applies only to your sincere thoughts, as indicated by the 

component "believes".) On the other hand, condition (52ii) is 

not necessary. For one thing, in the usual case (53ii) will 

suffice to indicate, via implicature, that the speaker also 

holds contempt for x in particular. At the same time, this 

implicature can be cancelled. A racist might very well tell 

someone, You're the only Polack I like and respect. 

This account treats Polack as able to refer, in an 

enlarged sense of reference. But it also treats pejorative 

statements as neither true nor false: they can be only sincere 

or insincere. Finally, this provides for an underlying 

distinction between terms of abuse and pejoratives. Terms of 

abuse signify contempt, hostility, dislike, or whatever 

relative to an individual: pejoratives signify this sort of 

nastiness relative to a class. 

Not all evaluatives refer to people. For example, hovel 

means something like "miserable, impoverished dwelling". 



261 

"Impoverished" is a necessary component. If you find a very 

expensive, spacious mansion miserable (say, if it is too 

drafty or too impersonal or decorated in bad taste), it would 

still not be a hovel. "Miserable" too is a necessary 

component; two speakers who argue whether x is a hovel are 

making as much sense as speakers who argue whether x is good. 

x is a hovel reflects the speaker's internal state and is not 

a report about objective reality. 

In conclusion, I suggest that the TC and truth-theoretic 

schemas are both wrong formats for semantic representation. 

Instead I argue for the Quantum schema. The next section 

develops this proposal further. 

6.2 Knowledge 

The nature of knowledge defines the field of epistemo

logy, an area of central concern to philosophers. In addition, 

knowledge is intimately connected with the linguistic property 

of factivity, which repeatedly recurs in the lexicon. For 

these reasons, defining knowledge is intrinsically important. 

In this section I offer a definition that is further important 

for the light that it sheds on Quantum Decompositionism. My 

analysis proposes the component "eduction", it illustrates how 

an underlying semantic representation combined with simple 

inferences contributes to quasi-holistic meaning, and it 

articulates an alternative to TC semantics. §6.2.1 summarizes 
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the traditional analysis of knowledge and describes its 

problems; §6.2.2 proposes and elaborates on my own Quantum 

analysis. 

6.2.1 The Problem 

For thousands of years, philosophers had essentially 

agreed that knowledge is justified true belief: 

(K) x knows that p iff 
1) p, 
2) x believes that p, and 
3) x has justification for believing that p. 

"Justification" is to be taken in a defeasible sense, so that 

it is possible for someone to be justified in believing a 

false proposition. Otherwise the conditions on knowledge would 

be too Rtringent for anyone ever to meet. 

The problem with this analysis is manifold. It includes 

polysemy, marked uses, and the well known Gettier counter-

example. 

First of all, knowledge is not always propositional. For 

one thing, know can apply to skills, as either sentential 

complements or NP-complements: 

(54) Jan knows { how to knit / how to play tennis }. 
Jan knows { judo / karate }. 
Jan knows { English / how to speak English }. 

There are, incidentally, mysterious restrictions on what 

skills must appear as sentential complements rather than NPs. 

Know applies to all of the Asian martial arts but few Western 
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sports, if any: Jan knows { *boxing I *tennis 1. 

Further, one can have knowledge of certain disciplines, 

or the content. thereof: 

(55) Jan knows { arithmetic I calculus I geometry }. 

But once again, there are mysterious restrictions: 

(56j Jan knows { *addition I *differentiation I *chemistry }. 

Attributions of knowledge sound better when they are somehow 

quantified or qualified: 

(57) Jan knows { *division I ? long division I 
? history I the history of the Roman Empire }. 

J sure knows {her chemistry I a great deal of chemistry}. 

This is especially evident when the complement phrase refers 

to poems or lyrics rather than novels or other prose; and to 

objects like Avogadro's number, Boyle's law, the multiplica

tion table, names and addresses. However # this does not 

explain why know takes arithmetic but not addition, or why it 

takes classical mechanics more easily than Einsteinian 

physics. At any rate, I assume that this kind of knowledge 

implicitly relies on propositional knowledge. For instance, in 

knowing Avogadro's number one does not simply know the object 

6XI023 ; one must know the proposition that 6xl023 is the number 

of particles in a mole, or that 6xlO~ is the value of what 

chemists call "Avogadro's number". Likewise, knowing Carson 

McCullers's name is not simply knowing the object Carson 

McCullers; it is knowing the proposition that the object 

Carson McCullers refers to Carson McCullers. 
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One can also know about some topic or event; and one can 

know certain verbal matter: 

(58) Jan knows { the song "Red Sector A" / the stories of 
By-Tor and the Snow Dog }. 

Again, this does not apply across the board unless there is 

some qualification: 

(59) Jan knows { * the Commission's report / 
the Commission's report inside and out }. 

Finally, one can know a p~rson. In contrast to knowing of a 

person, knowing a person seems to require having had direct 

experience of that person. 

Some of these kinds of knowledge raise a problem in that 

they make a single definition seemingly impossible. On the one 

hand, it would appear that acquaintance-knowledge cannot be 

defined in terms of propositional knowledge; one cannot reduce 

(60) to (61), for (60) ignores the requirement of direct 

perceptual acquaintance. At best, (61) characterizes the know-

of relation. 

(60) Jan knows Kelly. 
(61) Jan knows many propositions concerning Kelly. 

At the same time, we cannot define propositional knowledge in 

terms of acquaintance-knowledge. For example, (62) does not 

work: 

(62) x knows that p iff x has experienced direct 
acquaintance with p and remembers it. 

Initially (62) might seem promising, given a certain assump-

tion. Suppose that the meaning of p is a state of affai~s; 
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then IIhaving an acquaintance II of p means having acquaintance 

with some state of affairs, and one cannot have acquaintance 

or direct contact with something unless it exists. In this 

way, knowing that p would be factive. However, this approach 

encounters a couple of problems. First, the notion of acquain

tance would have to be spelled out in greater detail for it to 

be clear that an acquaintance with p implies not only the 

belief that p but also justification for the belief that p. 

More seriously, this whole approach rests upon the assumption 

that the meaning of a proposition is a state of affairs. But 

this cannot be right, since false propositions are meaningful 

and yet do not correspond to any existing state of affairs. 

It is important to find a single definition because there 

is some evidence that English has just one word know. True 

cases of homonymy prohibit crossed readings (Lakoff 1970; also 

§2.4.4). In contrast, for some people it seems that know can 

mean both acquaintance-knowledge and propositional knowledge 

simultaneously: 

(63) Jan knows Kelly and that she'S reliable. 

Yet for other speakers (63) is odd. For them, know has at 

least two senses. In their case, the notion of radial 

categories might apply (Lakoff 1987: ch 6). 

Since I do not know how to account for the non-propo

si tional uses of know, I shall assume that they represent 

different senses and thus do not need to be explained in the 
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current analysis. Even if my assumption should prove wrong, my 

analysis will Eltill be of value as pertaining to foreign 

terms. Most languages distinguish among different kinds of 

knowledge, for instance German wissen "to have propositional 

knowledge of" versus kennen "to be acquainted with II versus 

konnen lito know how, to be able toli. Kean Kaufmann (p. c. ) 

makes the interesting suggestion that these three kinds of 

knowledge respectively correspond to the contents of semantic 

memory, episodic memory, and procedural memory (Tulving 1972). 

Another aspect of the problem for analysis (K) involves 

marked uses. Justification, belief, and truth are not 

necessary components, as the following cases indicate: 

(a) Much of what we knew in the 19th C turned out to be 
wrong. 

(b) I know that I am mortal, but I do not believe it. 
(c) Jan didn't have any evidence, but she somehow knew 

that her lover was planning a surprise party for 
her. 

In (a) the complement lacks factivity, in (b) the denoted 

subject lacks the requisite belief, and in (c) the belief 

lacks the element of justification. 

The third problem with analyzing knowledge as justified 

true belief is that it disintegrates in light of Gettier 1963. 

Consider the following scenario. Jones tells someone x that m 

and that not-n: 

m = Martinez lives in Memphis. 
n = Nately lives in Nashville. 

Since x has no reason to think that Jones is lying, x is 
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justified in believing that m and that not-no Therefore x is 

also justified in believing that m-or-n. Let m-or-n = p. But 

suppose that Jones is mistaken on both counts: m is actually 

false and n is actually true. Then p is still true (condition 

[Kl] holds); x believes that p (condition [K2] holds); and x 

has defeasible justification for believing p (condition [K3] 

holds). Definition (K) claims that x knows p, when x clearly 

does not. 

To recapitulate: the definition of knowledge as justified 

true belief does not work. First, it is flawed because know 

takes non-propositional objects. Knowledge of topics, names, 

and theories might reduce to knowledge of propositions, but 

acquaintence-knowledge and procedural knowledge do not. At any 

rate, I shall not be addressing this issue, as terms for 

propositional and non-propositional knowledge separate out in 

most languages. Second, definition (K) is generally recognized 

as inadequate because of the Gettier problem. And third, I 

claim that (K) is mistaken given the existence of marked uses. 

In order to account for these latter points, I propose a 

Quantum analysis of knowledge. 3 

3 The analysis of know also raises some syntactic issues. 
To begin with, know but not believe allows negative-raising. 
This may be a fundamentally formal fact, in which case believe 
must simply be memorized as a verb that allows negative
raising. However, I am sympathetic to the cognitive
linguistics desire to explain this fact in terms of the 
meanings of the words involved. While I do not know how this 
can be done, this problem lies outside the scope of an 
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6.2.2 The Solution 

Because of the Gettier problem, many epistemologists are 

fond of saying that knowledge consists of truth, belief, 

justification, "and something else". What I propose is that 

the "something else" is the existence of an observer: we need 

to relativize the assessment of justification to whoever uses 

the word know. Call this person the external evaluator e: let 

Be = the total set of e' s beliefs; and let Bx = x' s set of 

beliefs concerning the justification of p, so far as e can 

make out. Then my definition of knowledge, at a first 

approximation, is: 

(K') e believes that x knows that p iff 
1) e believes that Pi 
2) e believes that x believes that p; 
3) e believes that the union Be U Bx is consistent. 

Let us see how this characterization of knowledge stays clear 

analysis of know, since the verbs which allow negative-raising 
are fewer in number than the verbs which prohibit negative
raising and are more semantically circumscribable (many of 
them are verbs of perception). For a review of literature on 
negative-raising and cross-linguistic data, see Horn 1978b. 

Another syntactic oddity of know is that it is required 
in questions and answers where one would logically expect 
believe: 

A: Do you know what time it is? B: No, I don't. 
A: What time is it? B: I don't know. 

Here, A does not care whether B has particularly strong 
justification for B's belief about the time; the slightest 
evidence would satisfy A. And the reply I don't know, with 
normal stress, means not "I lack justification for my belief" 
but "I do not have a belief". This phenomenon I suspect is 
related to the fact that kno~ takes whether-complements, and 
believe does not, a difference that correlates with negative
raising. 
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of the Gettier problem. (1) We, the external evaluators, 

believe that m-or-n, and (2) we believe that x believes that 

m-or-n, but (3) we believe that Be contradicts Bx. To see this, 

consider the contents of Bx: 

{m is a mundane sort of claim that someone might reasonably 
know (as opposed to, say, theological claims); 

Jones claims that m; 
Jones has no motivation to lie about m; 
If someone makes a claim which they can reasonably know and 

which they have no motivation for lying about, and if 
there is no known conflicting evidence, it is to be 
treated as true; 

There is no conflicting evidence; 
Therefore, m.} 

While we might agree with the chain of reasoning within Bx ' 

its rationality is not at issue. What is important is whether 

Bx and Be are consistent. And they are not, for Be contains the 

following beliefs: 

{Saka knows more about his hypothetical universe than its 
inhabitants do; 

Saka says that, despite x's ignorance of conflicting 
evidence, Jones is mistaken about m; 

Hence Jones is mistaken about m; 
Therefore, not-m.} 

Thus, knowledge is relational. In a sense, from XiS perspec

tive x knows that p, but from our perspective x does not. 4 

Before going on to refine my account, allow me to 

dispatch one common criticism. Many epistemologists will deny 

that (K') characterizes knowledge at all; they will say that 

4 I say in a sense in order to make clear that I am not 
saying that a single statement can have multiple truth-values, 
one for each perspective. Truth-values simply do not enter 
into the analysis. 
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it is, rather, a characterization of merely believing that 

someone is in a state of knowledge. However, this complaint 

misses my point entirely: being in a state of knowledge is not 

being in a state that satisfies particular truth-conditions. 

Knowledge is inherently relational. Consider the similar case 

of distance. If someone asks you 

(67) What is the distance to Kalamazoo? 

one legitimate reply is "Distance from where?" The philosopher 

who retorts with (68) is confused. s 

(68) I want to know the distance to Kalamazoo, pure 
and simple; don't give me any of this "from 
where?" business. 

Facts about knowledge-ascription necessarily advert to the 

role of a knowledge-ascriber. tfuere there is no knowledge-

ascriber, there is no intentional agent; and where there is no 

intentional agent, the question about which entities possess 

knowledge cannot arise. For this reason, traditional truth

conditions are the wrong way to go. 

Now I wish to turn to three cases of knowledge that merit 

special discussion. To begin with, it has been suggested that 

absolute knowledge is equivalent to knowledge that is 

relativized to the standard of an omniscient observer: 

S Normally, (67) will imply "from the current position of 
the speaker/hearer"; this is even more true for the construc
tion How far is x? Likewise, statements about knowledge imply 
some canonical perspective, usually that of the speaker. 
However, these facts do not contradict the point that distance 
is a relational concept. 



(69) x knows that p iff 
God believes that x knows that p 
(ie, God believes that Pi 

God believes that x believes that Pi 
the set {all true beliefs} U Bx is consistent). 
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However, this version amounts to saying that rationality is 

indefeasible. This is acceptable when the user of know is 

actually a god, but usually we want to be able to index 

knowledge to cis-omniscient cogitators. To put it another way, 

even an all-knowing perspective is still a perspective. 

Another special case involves expert knowledge. Suppose 

that you believe that x is an expert, and x claims that p. If 

you too are an expert, you can infer XiS specific thought 

processes and thereby represent the propositions that go to 

make up XiS justification, and you can evaluate XiS reasoning 

on a rather explicit basis. If you are not an expert, you 

cannot discern the fine structure of XiS beliefs, but you can 

still infer that there must be §QIDg proposition t such that, 

in XiS mind, I is true and e justifies p. In other words -- so 

long as you believe that p is the sort of belief that an 

expert would accept only with justification and that x is not 

idly speculating -- you believe: 

(70) (31) (x believes ie, [Ill justifies p]}) 

Therefore the content of Bx is: 

(71) (31l1: x believes (Ill, [I justifies p]}) 
({I, [I justifies p]}) 

Thus, you can have a belief that is opaque to yourself. Since 
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the nearly vacuous (71) is consistent with your other beliefs, 

you conclude that x knows that p. 

My last special case involves ascription of knowledge to 

the self. A sentence like (72) seems to make a weaker claim 

than the simple declarative (73): 

(72) Where are my keys? I know I left them around 
here sometime yesterday. 

(73) Where are my keys? I left them around here 
sometime yesterday. 

This effect follows from (K'). If evaluator e's justification 

for some proposition p is intricate, e will realize that the 

justification may be faulty and therefore will seek to double

check it by testing the consistency of Bx (e' s particular 

reasons for believing p) against Be (e' s general beliefs). 

When Be contradicts Bx' e concludes that e does not know where 

the keys are; when Be corroborates Bx' e concludes that e does 

know and may use the elaborate form (72). In that case, the 

audience will infer that e considers the justification for p 

to be intricate, and will therefore recognize that the 

justification for p stands a greater chance of being faulty 

than if p were voiced as a simple declarative. On the other 

hand, if it seems to e that the justification for p is 

straight-forwardly obvious, e will not bother to reflect on 

the compatibility between Be and Bx -- that is, e will reach 

no conclusion one way or the other as to whether e knows the 

location of the keys -- in which case e may use the simple 
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form (73). For this reason, (72) seems weaker than (73). 

The virtue of defini'tion (K') lies not only in its escape 

from the Gettier problem but also in its simplicity. Whereas 

clauses (K1,2) need to be independently stated, in the typical 

case (K'1,2) pragmatically follow from (K'3). If e believes 

that there exists justification for p, and if e believes that 

that justification is compatible with everything else that e 

believes, then e will normally feel epistemic commitment to Pi 

e will believe p. Thus (K'l) follows from (K'3). And if e 

believes that x believes there is justification for p, then e 

will normally believe that x probably believes that p. Thus 

(K'2) also follows from (K'3). Therefore, clauses (1, 2) can 

be dropped from definition (K'). 

with this said, I would now like to complicate matters. 

Sets Be and Bx are not transcendentally given. In order to be 

available to e's cognitive processes, they must be retrieved 

from memory and/or generated by inferential reasoning. 

Treating retrieval and generation as a single process of 

eduction, we can represent the meaning of knowledge as: 

(K") e believes that x knows that p iff 
1) e educes x's justification for Pi 
2) e educes e's own thoughts that bear 

on the evidentiality of Pi 
3) e determines that (I, 2) are consistent. 

This formulation has several features to recommend it. To 

begin with, there is independent reason to posit the 

underlying mechanisms of eduction and consistency-checking, as 
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something like them must operate, more-or-less continuously, 

when we engage in dialog. During real-time interaction we 

always attempt to evaluate the reliability of incoming 

information. This is true even when we regard our interlocutor 

as an undisputed authority. While we surely relax our critical 

faculties to some degree in the presence of authority, they 

are not altogether idle: if some authority asserted that pigs 

flew, we would question it. This is the case because our 

critical faculties must be active enough to disambiguate 

double meanings, to identify vague references, to recognize 

jests, and so forth. Therefore, given this independent 

motivation for the underlying conceptual apparatus of (KII) , it 

should come as no surprise that it is harnessed by semantic 

structure and lexicalized. 

Note that consistency between Be and Bx does not quite 

guarantee knowledge. Suppose that e thinks the following: x 

believes that p on purely emotional grounds. In this case, Bx 

= ~. Since the empty set is consistent with any set, Bx is 

consistent with Be' Thus, my early definition (K') mistakenly 

claims that in such a case x knows that p. One way of avoiding 

this problem is simply to stipulate that Bx ~ ~. But the more 

natural way is to assume something like (KII) , whose very 

formulation presupposes that Bx p ~. 

Another virtue of (KII) is that it shows how knowledge can 

be vague. Part of the vagueness of know is inherited from the 



275 

vagueness of "justification". What qualifies as justification 

depends upon the nature of the given situation; consequently 

the criterion for knowledge also varies. The standards in a 

courtroom are higher than in private life. This is accounted 

for by the old definition (K) as well as (K"). But in addition 

to this kind of fuzziness, there is the variability due to the 

degree of effort that one is willing to expend on eduction and 

corroboration. Thus, even within a single situation, different 

individuals will put differing amounts of effort into educing 

their own beliefs and checking them against the presented 

beliefs. 

Now we come to the treatment of marked uses, whose 

examples I repeat here. 

(a) Much of what we knew in the 19th C turned out to be 
wrong. 

(D) I know that I am mortal, but I do not believe it. 
(c) Jan didn't have any evidence, but she somehow knew 

that her lover was planning a surprise party for 
her. 

sentence (a) feigns another's perspective. Variability in 

perspective is common throughout the language system. Sentence 

(67), about distance, can take the perspective of the speaker, 

the hearer, or any other conteAtually salient reference point; 

the deictics here, there, QQID.g, and gQ behave similarly 

(Fillmore 1971); and the meanings of color terms too seem to 

implicate a multiplicity of possible perspectives (MacLaury 

1986). Thus, the identity of the external evaluator e -- the 
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ego's II eye II -- allows for substitution. The importance of 

viewpoint, which is anathema to the entire objectivist 

program, is a natural fall-out of cognitive semantics. 

Sentence (c) appears to be a case of hyperbole. Jan would 

not expect a surprise party unless, for instance, (i) she was 

aware of the popular custom in our culture whereby one's 

relatives or friends arrange for surprise birthday parties and 

(ii) it was her birthday. Thus, Jan has 2QIDg evidence for her 

belief. The evidence is not enough to count as justification, 

but it suffices to serve as a basis on which an exagger.ation 

can be made. Support for this analysis comes from the fact 

that stress frequently accompanies hyperbole (lilt was the 

worst movie I've ever seen ll ). (c) could also occur without 

emphasis on knew, but only, so it seems to me, in the sense 

"Jan didn't have any evidence that she was aware of, but her 

unconscious had justification for believing that her lover was 

planning a surprise party for her. II Sentence (c), as a case of 

non-literal meaning, is compatible with both the TC analysis 

(K) and the cognitive analysis (K"). 

Sentence (b) illustrates what I call a counter-implica

tive use. While my analysis (K") does not entail it, (Kit) 

inductively implies that a knower is a believer. (K") suggests 

that, if e believes that x has justification for p and e has 

no counter-evidence, then e would normally believe that p. Yet 

emotion may get in the way, in which case one can recognize 
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that there is justification for p, while believing otherwise; 

belief-fixation is not always rational. Likewise, (Kl,2) are 

are merely implications. In other words, my definition yields 

an implied sense because it is embedded in a system of firmly 

held beliefs and of inferential routines. 

Although it might appear that my account of know assumes 

holism, it actually makes a sharp distinction between the 

semantic representation (K") and the general belief-system. 

While the belief-system contributes to the interpretation of 

utterances of know, it contributes only defeasible inferences 

and not analytic information. Thus, my account of know bears 

some similarity to Sweetser's account of lie (§2.4.2). 

To summarize, philosophers have spilled a lot of ink in 

trying to find a satisfactory analysis of knowledge. The 

tradi tionally recognized problem has been the Gettier counter

example. An additional, overlooked problem involves marked 

uses of know, including the use of variable viewpoint and the 

counter-implicative use. Both of these problems vanish once we 

drop the assumption that semantic analysis must be truth

conditional. Finally, (K") derives support from our 

independently motivated non-linguistic cognitive habits. 
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6.3 Plurality 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the meaning of plurality 

is not "more than one". Rather, in English it means "other 

than one". 

(PL) e wants to use H in the singular iff e wants to 
use H to refer to one N; 
e wants to use H in the plural iff e wants to 
use H for referring to other than one N. 

This definition is supported in virtue of number-marking with 

quanti ties other than one (§ 6 • 3 • 1) ; cross-l inguistic patterns, 

both synchronic and diachronic (§6.3.2); the use of plurality 

in neutralized contexts (§6.3.3); and other evidence as well 

(§6.3.4). In the conclusion I relate my analysis back to some 

of the theoretical points made in chapters 4 and 5. 

In the argumentation to follow, I will occasionally 

invoke the AutonDmy Thesis: 

Formal structure need not correspond to semantic 
structure; hence, appeals to formal properties do 
not justify semantic analyses. 

This is just the denial of the Grammatical Constraint 

(§2.4.4). My reason for claiming the Autonomy Thesis is that, 

at least in the domain of grammatical number, formal 

markedness is independent of semantic markedness. 

6.3.1 Quantities other Than One 

The most important reason for holding (PL) is that nouns 

take the plural not only when they refer to more than one but 
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also when they refer to less than one, as in the following: 

(74) The temperature is negative-one degrees. 
(75) The angle is point-four degrees. 
(76) At the end of its first semester the college 

awarded zero degrees. 
(77) Jan didn't invite any unicorns. 

These examples each deserve discussion. 

Concerning (74), there are dialect differences. In some 

dialects the singular negative-one degree and the plural 

negative-one degree are in free variation; in some dialects, 

the singular is obligatory; and in others, the plural is 

obligatory. The existence of the singular construction, at 

first glance, suggests that (PL) is wrong: quantities less 

than one can take the singular. But this conclusion does not 

explain why the other negative numbers take nouns in the 

plural (negative-two degrees, negative-three degrees, ••• ). In 

fact, the only integers that take the singular are positive

one and negative-one. This suggests that in some dialects the 

absolute value of a quantifier is what determines agreement, 

and that polarity is external. In other words, while the 

semantic structure is [[negative one] degree], the formal 

structure is [negative [one degree]]. In these dialects, the 

following principle of Adj acent Agreement obtains, ei ther 

optionally or obligatorily: 

(AA) Even if the compositional structure of an NP is 
[[number-modifier numeral] noun], its morpholo
gical marking may be assigned as if the struc
ture were [number-modifier [numeral noun]]. 
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Here, the class of number-modifiers includes not only negative 

but also absolute and point. The AA principle simply describes 

the fact that English agreement is often not between modifiers 

and their heads but between neighboring material. Ideally, the 

formulation of Adjacent Agreement should be generalized so 

that it describes the options that partitives too have for 

number-agreement (eg A group of students isfare touring the 

museum). Additional evidence for AA is that the expression i4 

requires plural agreement, even though the imaginary number, 

taken to the fourth power, denotes the value one. This is just 

another example where formal structure does not reflect 

semantic structure, in support of the Autonomy Thesis. 

Sentence (75) too admits of a singular construction, 

namely point-four degree Celsius. Again, one way to analyze 

the situation is to deny (PL). However, the plural is much 

more natural than the singular. I prefer to analyze the 

singular noun as a mass noun (see Allan 1980). Regardless of 

what you want to say about these cases, the fact that the 

plural form is an option at all shows that plurality cannot 

mean "more than one". 

Sentence (76) contains zero. But in general a plural NP 

need not contain a specific quantifier: 

(76') The photographer shot tigers in India. 

It seems that, contrary to (PL), the plural in (76') cannot 

mean "other than one" because (76') is false if the photo-
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grapher shot zero tigers. However, I suggest that pragmatics 

is interfering with semantics here. (76') is literally true if 

the photographer shot zero tigers, but (76') is an unaccep-

table way of expressing the fact because of conversational 

implicature. If speaker x said (76') in order to express the 

thought "The photographer shot zero tigers in India, but I 

don't want to tell you precisely how many", then x would be 

semantically truthful but pragmatically misleading in the same 

way as if x said "The photographer shot two tigers" when in 

fact the photographer shot three (cf Atlas 1984). 

Sentence (77) suggests that negated forms can take the 

plural. However, they can also take the singular: 

(78) Jan didn't invite a(ny) unicorn. 

While (77) is more natural than (78), both are possible. 

Despite the fact that the noun in (77) is plural and the noun 

in (78) is singular, the sentences as wholes have virtually 

the same meaning. This fact can be explained if we represent 

the meanings of (77, 78) in terms of something like the 

predicate calculus: 

(77') (\Ix: x a unicorn) (-Px) 
(78') -(3x: x a unicorn) (Px) 

This approach gives a good account of the morphology: the 

plural noun is plural because it is bound by the universal 

quantifier, while the ~ingular noun is singular because it is 
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bound by the existential quantifier. 6 This approach can also 

give a good account of the stylistic difference between (77) 

and (78). If we construe the universal quantifier in a weak, 

generic sense, then instead of literally meaning "for every 

x", it would mean "for every typical x": Cows moo is true even 

though reticent bovines surely exist. Under the generic 

construal, (77') and (78') would not be equivalent as they are 

under the standard universal; (78') would be an extensionally 

stronger denial than (77'), which is the desired result 

because (78) is in fact more emphatic than (74). If this 

account is correct, then the greater ,naturalness of (77) over 

(78) is not necessarily a consequence of (PL). However, there 

are two things to note about this approach. First, it is not 

altogether satisfactory. For example, it does not explain why 

negation should have wide scope over singular nouns and only 

narrow scope with plural nouns. Second, even if it is correct 

then the Autonomy Thesis is supported: the formal constituency 

of (77, 78) differs from the semantic constituency of (77', 

78' ) • 

There is one final apparent problem with definition (PL). 

While decimals take the plural, it seems that certain 

6 Or, conversely, the universal quantifier binds the 
plural noun because it is plural, while the existential 
quantifier binds the singular noun because it is singular. 
One's perspective depends on whether one is thinking of speech 
produ~tion or comprehension. 



fractionals take the singular: 

(79) a half of a degree 
(SO) a half a degree 
(81) a half degree 

2S3 

In (79) and (SO), degree takes the singular because it is 

modified by g "one". Most likely (79) , via (SO) , is 

diachronically responsible for (81). (Sl) might be analyzed as 

either left-branching or right-branching. It would be left

branching if half is a numeral~ it would be right-branching if 

half is a noun, adjective, or classifier. 

If half is a numeral then one-half is a complex numeral 

just like twenty-two or one-hundred. The constituency of (Sl) 

would be [[a half] degree], and (PL) would be false. However, 

there are reasons for treating half as different from true 

numerals like hundred. First, you can say two-hundred years 

but not *~wo-half years or *two halves year. Second, hundred 

can modify an N' (an adjective-noun sequence)~ half cannot: 

(S2) a hundred home-made pies 
(83) * a half home-made pie 

In (83), half modifies the adjective and not the N'. If you 

want to modify the N', you need to use the partitive a half of 

a home-made pie. Thus, half is not a numeral and (81) is not 

a counter-example to (PL). 

other analyses all take (81) as right-branching. It is 

possible to stress half, in which case half-degree is a 

compound and half is a noun. However, it is also possible to 
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put primary stress on degree. In that case, half may be 

analyzed as either an adjective or a classifier. If half is an 

adjective then the constituency of (81) is [a [half degree]], 

and (PL) remains true. 7 (PL) also remains true if half is a 

classifer. Here I am making two assumptions. First, nouns are 

not lexically specified as count (compare Allan 1980, Gil 

1987). Second, any classifier-noun sequence is treated as a 

count noun. The constituent [half degree] then takes either 

the singular or the plural, either [a [half degree]] or [[two 

[half degree]s].8 

In summary: (81) can be analyzed in a variety of ways. 

One analysis says that half is a numeral and that the 

constituent structure is [[a half) degree), which would 

disprove (PL). However, there is evidence against this 

analysis. Of the viable alternative analyses, all postulate 
, 

the structure [a [half degree)), which is consistent with 

(PL). 

7 However, half cannot be a normal adjective. First, it 
does not take the comparative or superlative. In this respect 
it is like unique or infinite. Second, half is never a 
predicate adjective. Nonetheless, half might still be an 
adjective because English has other adjectives that function 
only as attributives, such as former and alleged. 

8 There is a difference in meaning between two hal f 
degrees and two halves of a degree. In the first case, degree 
is first individuated by half, and only then is the phrase 
quantified. There are two of them, and they mayor may not 
have anything to do wi th each other. In the second case, 
degree is first individuated by g, and then something is said 
about it; thus, there are two halves of a single degr~e. 
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If something like (PL) is correct, then I assume that the 

plural category is the semantically unmarked category. Perhaps 

one might argue that the concept "other than one" is more 

complex and hence more marked than the simple concept "one". 

However, according to the usual view: 

The general meaning of a marked category states the 
presence of a certain property A; the general 
meaning of the corresponding unmarked category 
states nothing about the presence of A and is used 
chiefly but not exclusively to indicate the absence 
of A. [Jakobson 1957] 

For this reason, plurality might be better called non-

singularity. 

6.3.2 Cross-linguistic Patterns 

Characterizing plurality as an elsewhere case allows us 

to give a cross-linguistic definition of plurality. Consider 

the following orthodox typology: 

(1) Some languages do not make any (grammatical) number 
distinction at all (such as most East Asian and 
Australian languages). 

(2) Singular/plural languages (like English, most 
modern IndoEuropean languages) make a two-way 
distinction, where SG means "one" and PL means 
"more than one". 

(3) singular/dual/plural languages (like Icelandic, 
Lithuanian, Slovene) make a three-way distinction, 
where SG means "one", DL means "two", and PL means 
"more than two". 

(4) Singular/dual/trial/plural languages (like Fijian) 
make a four-way distinction, where SG means "one", 
DL means "two", TR means "three", and PL means 
"more than three". 
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According to the received view, the meaning of plurality 

varies from language to language. However, recognizing 

plurality as an elsewhere case suggests a universal 

defini tion. Reformulating (PL) in more general terms, I 

propose: 

(PL') e wants to use H in the plural iff e wants to 
use H for referring to other than a quantity of 
N's denoted by any of the marked number-catego
ries in the system. 

This allows the plural form to refer to any quantity in Type-1 

languages, to other than one in Type-2 languages, to other 

than one or two in Type-3 languages, and to other than one, 

two, or three in Type-4 languages. 

The definition-schema (PL') describes explicit meaning, 

the semantic representation of the plural marker. The 

definitions in (1-4) provide implicit or epiphenomenal 

meaning; they result from the interaction between the explicit 

representation of plurality and the explicit representation of 

the rest of the lexicon, in this case with the explicit 

meanings of singularity, duality, and triality. Implicit 

meaning falls out as a deductive consequence of explicit 

meanings and therefore does not need to be independently 

acquired. The postulation of implicit meaning further enables 

us to treat the explicit meaning of plurality as a part of 

universal grammar, thus simplifying language-acquisition all 

around. 
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(PL') is only an approximation; it needs to be sharpened 

in order to account for additional cross-linguistic variation. 

Some languages that have the dual can also use the plural 

marker to refer to two (Greenberg 1966: 34). This can be 

explained in at least some cases by analyzing the dual as 

meaning "a double" rather than "two" (cf Jespersen 1934:206). 

In other languages there is a distinction among the categories 

of singular, paucal, and multiple (Corbett & Hayward 1987). I 

do not know what to say about these. Then in other languages, 

for example Yaqui and possibly Korean, plural-marking is 

optional. These quantifiers might best be analyzed as falling 

outside of the grammatical system. Finally, in Hungarian and 

in Turkish tha plural marker can appear on a noun only if the 

noun is not already quantified; otherwise the plural marker is 

redundant. Nonetheless, I believe that (PL') is correct in its 

essentials. A dramatic example of a language using an 

"elsewhere" suffix is Kiowa. In Kiowa, nouns fall into two 

distinct classes. Some are inherently singular, in which case 

the "inverse" suffix -gQ signifies plurality; other nouns are 

inherently plural, in which case the same inverse suffix 

signifies singularity (Watkins 1984:78). 

Diachronically, when the dual disappears it merges with 

the plural and never the singular. There is no language where 

one number-category means "one or two" and the other number

category refers to more than two (Greenberg 1966:34). This too 
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shows that plurality is a default case. (The meaning of g 

couple has changed from "two" to something like "a small 

number more than one". However, this phenomenon has nothing to 

do with the system of grammatical number. A couple does not 

grammatically contrast with a single.) 

6.3.3 Neutralization 

Evidence about markedness also comes from neutralized 

constructions. In questions, the speaker wants to refer to an 

indefinite quantity, encompassing both one and other than one. 

In English, there is a certain degree of freedom in choosing 

between (a) the singular form and (b) the plural form: 

(84)a Who is coming? 
b Who (all) are coming? 

(85)a Is (there) a(ny) unicorn coming? 
b Are (there) (any) unicorns coming? 

(86)a How much unicorn is coming? 
b How many unicorns are coming? 

In (84), the singular (a) is neutral while the plural (b) 

presupposes that there is more than one unicorn; in (85) it is 

the plural that is neutral; and in (86) the plural is 

necessary unless you treat unicorn as a mass noun. 

On the face of it, (84) would seem to suggest that 

plurality is the marked category while (85, 86) suggest that 

plurality is unmarked. In order to resolve this inconsistency, 

we could follow at least two different strategies. 

The more complicated strategy is to show that singularity 
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is the unmarked categoL~, and that (85, 86) are both mis

leading. This would require at least two separate arguments. 

First, one would have to show that (86) is misleading. To do 

this, one might argue that the formal structure of (86) is 

[how [many unicorns]] and that unicorns is in the plural 

because it follows many. (Given that how many is a fixed non-

compositional phrase, this move entails the Autonomy Thesis.) 

Second, one would have to show that (85) is misleading. One 

might try to do this by taking the same tack as above for 

(77), ie by arguing that (85, 86) sound best in the plural 

because of the interaction between quantifiers and sentence

operators. For instance, suppose that once again we represent 

the plural with the universal quantifier and the singular with 

the existential quantifier; and suppose that we also use a 

question-operator: 

(85a') ?(3x: x a unicorn) (Px) 
(85b') (VX: x a unicorn)?(Px) 

(85a') "Is it the case that there is some x (ranging over 

unicorns) such that x is coming?" truly seems to capture the 

meaning of (85a) Is there a unicorn coming? However, (85b') 

"for every (typical) unicorn x, is it the case that x coming?" 

is not equivalent to (a5b) Are any unicorns coming? Whereas 

(a5b) calls for a simple yes/no answer, (a5b') literally calls 

for a list as an answer ("Dale is, Kelly is not, Lee is, Pat 

is not, ••• "). Even if (a5b) and (a5b') were equivalent, this 
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account does not explain why there is a difference in meaning 

between (85a) and (85b). In conclusion, assuming that 

singularity is unmarked is inconsistent with (85, 86). 

The strategy that I advocate is to show that plurality is 

the unmarked category and that the interrogative pronoun in 

(84) is misleading. Specifically, I argue that pronouns do not 

participate in the number system. There are several reasons 

for thinking this. The most important reason is that, at least 

in the first and second persons, so-called plurality does not 

mean anything like either "more than one" or "other than one": 

~ does not mean "I and I" but "I and someone else"; similar-

ly, you need not mean "you and you" but can mean "you and 

someone else". Furthermore, pronouns do not take -.§.. It is not 

just that there are a few irre~llar forms, but rather that 

suppletion runs through the entire pronoun system. And except 

for dialectal %youse, irregular pronouns, when regularized, 

sound much worse than irregular nouns do; contrast hims with 

foots. 9 (One possible reason for this is that pronouns in 

English have inherent case, and number-inflections must be 

internal to case-inflections.) Finally, the pronoun in (84) is 

irrelevant to claim (PL') because pronouns are not nouns but 

9 It sounds fine to say: 
Various social institutions discriminate between 
the he's and the she's. 

But here the "pronouns" are not their usual selves: they do 
not refer deictically, and they are nouns rather than NPs. 
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NPs. On the one hand, if nominal and pronominal plurality are 

semantically identical, then one might assume that they are 

the same as verbal plurality too. But in that case, the 

Autonomy Thesis would still hold because singular verbs are 

formally marked (for the English present-tense third-person). 

On the other hand, the agreement features that sit on items of 

different syntactic categories might be semantically distinct. 

In that case, plurality on pronouns is different from plural-

ity on nouns, and so construction (84) is irrelevant to (PL'). 

(Note that the interrogative who seems to be semantically 

equivalent to "which person". But whereas the pronoun who is 

neutral in the singular, NPs consisting of a determiner-

adjective-noun sequence are neutral in the plural; [87a] 

presupposes that one person is playing while [b) need not make 

any presupposition one way or another about the number 

involved. 

[87]a Which person is playing tiddlywinks? 
b Which persons are playing tiddlywinks? 

This in fact suggests that the grammatical number of NPs does 

not act like the grammatical number of nouns.) Either way, 

formal markedness does not correspond to semantic markedness. 

Let me summarize the position so far. On the face of it, 

(84-86) look like they support inconsistent theories. First I 

presented analyses that would enable us to reject the import 

of (85-86), and then showed that they do not work out. Then I 
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argued for rejecting (84) as irrelevant. 

Yet another alternative is to question the assumption 

that plurality ill general is either marked or unmarked. 

Perhaps it is marked for who-questions and unmarked for polar 

questions and questions involving how many. An extension of 

this is to say that markedness even varies over the lexicon: 

singularity is marked for words like foot while the opposite 

holds for words like house. (For discussion of local 

markedness, see Tiersma 1982.) However, even if we say that 

plurality is unmarked only for certain constructions, then for 

those particular cases where formal markedness and semantic 

markedness do not correspond to each other, the Autonomy 

Thesis would still hold. 

6.3.4 Further Discussion 

There are additional arguments that plurality is marked 

relative to singularity. McCawley 1968b: 568 offers the follow-

ing reasons: 

(a) Plural is normal when it is not known whether 
one or more than one individual is being referred 
to (eg, application forms give headings like 
schools attended and children; many English 
speakers use tl.ey when the antecedent is who, 
nobody, or anybody); (b) in languages which have an 
indefinite article, the singular indefinite article 
is always historically and usually synchronically 
related to the word for 'one', whereas the plural 
indefinite article more often than not is zero; and 
(c) plural count nouns pattern like singular mass 
nouns in all significant respects -- they both take 
a zero indefinite article, they both participate in 
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take a zero generic article rather than the generic 
the of singular count nouns ••• 
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Mccawley's argument (a) about neutralization differs from my 

argument about neutralization in that he uses examples from 

telegraphic style while I use full syntactic forms. Probably 

the neutralization in telegraphic style is parasitic on 

neutralization in full syntactic forms. 

Lehrer (p.c.) observes that none commonly takes plural 

agreement, despite strong prescriptivist pressure. However, I 

am not sure how this fits with my remarks on the differences 

between nouns and pronouns (§6.3.3). 

There is one more argument for the markedness of singu

larity; it is theory-internal to the Russellian analysis of 

the definite article. Russell himself restricted his analysis 

to the definite article in singular NPs, but elsewhere I show 

how his account can be naturally extended to the definite 

article in plural NPs. One consequence of this Russellian 

analysis is that singular NPs are semantically more compli

cated than plural NPs. For details, see Saka 1990. 

To recapitulate, I have presented several arguments for 

the following analysis of plurality: 

(PL') Given a count noun H that refers to N, H takes 
the plural iff H refers to a quantity of N's 
other than the quantities denoted by the other 
number-categories in the system. 

(i) In English the plural form agrees with quantities other 
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than one. (ii) The definition (PL') seems to apply to all 

languages and thus helps to explain how language-learning is 

possible. Furthermore, diachronically the dual always merges 

with the plural. One might think of this as neutralization 

over time. (iii) In such neutralized contexts as questions, 

the plural form is normal. 

Given all of these arguments for the markedn~ss of 

singularity, plus the reasons given by McCawley, one might 

wonder about the motivations for the traditional view. First 

there is morphological complexity. Since plural nouns are 

formally more complex than singular nouns, they are generally 

assumed to be semantically more complex as well. However, that 

such a correlation should exist is just the assumption that I 

have given arguments against; it is the point of the Autonomy 

Thesis. 10 

Second, there is syncretism, wherein the unmarked form is 

supposed to make distinctions that the marked form does not. 

For example, according to this view the singular is unmarked 

in German because the singular makes gender distinctions (eg 

with the nominative definite articles der, die, das) while the 

plural does not (where the only nominative definite article is 

die). However, there is a perfectly good functional explana

tion for this. In natural~gender systems, the singular can 

10 The reason that plural forms are longer than singular 
forms may stem from iconicity. 
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make gender distinctions because any given entity is typically 

either male, female, or neither; in contrast, any group of 

entities may be of mixed sex. In grammatical-gender systems, 

the singular can make gender distinctions because any noun is 

either masculine, feminina, or neuter; in contrast, any group 

of nouns may be of mixed gender. Thus, the system of plural 

articles must either neutralize gender differences or take an 

exponential jump in complexity over the system of singular 

articles, with separate forms signifying masc, fern, neut, 

masc/fem, masc/neut, fem/neut, and ltlasc/fem/neut. At any rate, 

it is hard to see how the existence of syncretism can have any 

bearing on the elsewhere nature of the definition (PL'). 

To summarize, I have been arguing for two theses. First, 

formal structure does not correspond to semantic structure. 

This follows whether you accept the orthodox view of plurality 

or whether you buy something along the lines of (PL'). Differ

ences between formal structure and semantic structure are 

probably ubiquitous. A classic example of this is adjective 

grade (Sapir 1944). While comparatives and superlatives are 

formally marked with respect to the absolute, semantically the 

comparative seems to be the unmarked category. A more recent 

example involves antonymy. Lehrer 1985:411 argues that in the 

pairs partial/impartial and biased/unbiased, it is the 

formally marked item that is semantically unmarked. Another 

recent example involves derivational structure. Fabb 1988:534f 
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argues that while the formal structure of revolutionary is 

[revolut [ion aryl], its semantic structure is [[revolut ion] 

aryl· 

Second, plurality is best expressed as an elsewhere case. 

From this it follows that seManticists need to distinguish 

between explicit and implicit meaning. A lexical item has 

explicitly represented meaning, as English -2 intrinsically 

means "a quantity not equal to any of the quantities desig

nated by the other number-categories within the grammatical 

system". The implicit meaning of a lexical item, also known as 

its "modulation" (Ruhl 1989), is the result of relativizing 

its explicit meaning to the explicit meanings of other items 

in the le~icon, as -2 means "a quantity not equal to one" only 

relative to English's having a singular category but not a 

dual. Additional semantic categories in the grammatical system 

might best be understood in terms of elsewhere, for instance 

in Engl ish the non-past tense, the third person, and the 

neuter gender. 

If this analysis is correct, then structuralism is true 

to some extent: the significance of plurality exists only in 

relation to other number-categories. However, it denies full

blown Holism; plurality derives its meaning only because 

singularity possesses intrinsic content. 
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7. Conclusion 

Allow me to recapitulate the highlights of my thesis. In 

the opening pages, I announced that I intended to develop and 

defend a version of lexical decompositionism, namely Cognitive 

Decompositionism. The four theses of Cognitive Decomposition-

ism I repeat here: 

(A) Semantic components are more abstract than natural-
language words. 

(B) Semantic components are psychologically real. 
(C) Meaning is not objectivistic but observer-dependent. 
(D) Semantic components have a primitive basis. 

Chapter 1 briefly overviewed the history of decompositionist 

theories, which chapter 2 explored in greater detail. In 

particular, chapter 2 focussed on Markerese, Generative 

semantics, and Wierzbicka's Natural Semantic Meta-language. 

These three theories, I argued, are mistaken not just in their 

execution but in their grand design. 

GS and Wierzbicka err in adopting Natural Decomposi

tionism. Natural decompositions, being language-like, are 

inherently serial. But although words must be ordered owing to 

the mechanics of speech-production, there is no comparable 

constraint on the components that make up lexical meaning. In 

fact, one could think of syntactic rules as existing just to 

translate non-linear thought into sequential strings. We use 

natural language in order to describe a physical mechanism 

which instantiates meaning, not to describe a representation 

that is itself an instance of natural language. 
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Markerese makes two mistakes. First, it uses linguistic 

components in attempting to explain ambiguity-resolution, 

selection restrictions, and the interpretation of relative 

adjectives. But these all require non-linguistic reasoning. 

Second, Markerese assumes Platonism. In concentrating on 

ethereal languages, it fails to explain real languages. Thus, 

chapter 3 argued that semantic theory should strive to be 

psychologically real. 

Chapter 3 also began to examine the arguments surrounding 

decompositionism, pro and con. Many of the arguments that 

purportedly favor decompositionism, just like Markerese, fail 

to show that their analyses involve linguistic knowledge 

rather than non-linguistic knowledge. At the same time, 

Fodor's psychometric arguments against decompositionism over

simplistically assume Natural Decompositionism and the 

Derivational Theory of Complexity. The best argument, it seems 

to me, derives from physicalism. Matter contains quark-sized 

particles, matter constitutes meaning, therefore meaning 

contains quark-sized particles. 

In arguing that the minimal uni t of meaning is the 

minimal unit of the physical universe, I was establishing my 

first argument against Holism. Certain aspects of physical 

reality, for instance space and time, might consist solely in 

the relations among events. However, particles have intrinsic 

existence, and thus I conclude that meaning too has some 
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irreducibly non-relational character. Addi tional arguments 

against Holism appear in chapter 5. To begin with, Holism does 

not distinguish between language-systems and articulated 

belief-systems. Yet this fails to capture our intuitions about 

analyticity. While intuitions about analyticity are far from 

infallible, their existence must be accounted for, which 

Holism cannot do. Moreover, if all meaning were relational, 

then there would be nothing to anchor meaning in logical 

space, and expressions could have any meaning whatsoever. Yet 

T;le do not want semantic theory to predict that meanings like 

" «(I & -(I)" could be elementary. Finally, evidence from 

psychology upholds the modularity-of-mind thesis at the level 

of lexical semantics. 

In chapter 4 I pointed out that TC semantics cannot deal 

with indexicals, non-declaratives, evaluatives, and factives, 

and I listed various technical problems that face the truth

theorist, including ambiguity, the Liar Paradox, and the 

use/mention muddle. Above all, truth-conditions capture not 

meaning but co-extensivity. As an alternative to TC semantics, 

I have proposed Quantum semantics. An expression takes on 

meaning only given the perspective of some observer. 

There is another argument which I present here because it 

applies to Holism as well as TC semantics. Both theories take 

the sentence as the minimal unit of meaning. However, it is 

well known that children pass through a one-word stage; and 
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although less recognized, it is equally true that ordinary 

adul t discourse is riddled wi th utterances shorter than a 

sentence. Quine analyzes such utterances as abbreviations of 

full sentences: syntactically you might have just a noun 

phrase, yet semantically you have a proposition. But let us 

examine this claim further. Suppose that we are strolling one 

fine night, and suddenly I say, A falling star! If Quine is 

correct, my utterance is a covert sentence. Presumably it 

mp.ans something like one of the following: 

(1) Look at a falling star. 
(2) There's a falling star. 
(3) That is a falling star. 
(4) A falling star exists. 

But if (1) is the true message that is cognized by speaker and 

hearer, you should be able to reply with I don't want to (say, 

if you are superstitious); if (2) is the true meaning, you 

should be able to reply wi th No. there isn't; that's an 

airplane; if (3) is the true meaning, you should be able to 

reply with No. it isn't; and if (4) is the true meaning, you 

should be able to reply with No. it doesn't. Since these 

replies would constitute ill-formed discourse, I conclude that 

A falling star! does not express a complete proposition. 

Therefore, expressions may have meaning even when they have no 

truth-conditions or truth-value. 

In order to exemplify Cognitive Decompositionism, I 

presented sample analyses in chapter 6. In particular I have 
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proposed that semantic components include "RG neuron" and 

"left-posterior-cortical color center" for the word red; 

"value" for good; "contempt" and "class" for pejoratives; 

"belief", "eduction", and "consistency" for know; "one" and 

Ilother than" for grammatical number; and the implicit 

perspective "t~" for all definitions. 

Along the way I made a couple of methodological remarks 

that can stand repeating. First, I have regularly objected to 

putative ambiguity. In opposition to other semanticists, I 

claim that the following words are monosemous: remind (§2.2), 

cup (§2.3), under and cause (§2.4.4), there (§3.2.l), true 

(§4.2.2), know (§6.2), and the (§6.3.4). I have no objection 

to systematic ambiguity per se -- although the only uncontro

versial cases are syntactic and not lexical -- but there needs 

to be evidence! Evidence can appear in the form of the 

conjunction and how-many? tests (§2.4.4). 

Second, I have had occasional opportunity to discuss the 

role of intuition. On the one hand, intuition is fallible. For 

instance, §5.4 presents plenty of evidence to suggest that 

rational psychology may easily be wrong. Overall theoretical 

elegance, constrained by empirical evidence, should be the 

only criterion in judging a theory. On the other hand, where 

intuitions do exist, their existence needs to be explained. 

This is what I attempted to do in several places. For 

instance, I reported that people easily confuse description 
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and prescription and I tried to explain why they do, thus 

accounting for intuitions about rational psychology (§5.4.2). 

I also tried to explain why some people find TC semantics 

intuitively compelling. Part of it is because of a confusion 

between the deontic and the epistemic ( § 4 • 3). I further 

hypothesize that one does not have intuitive access to the e-

component because "e" is built into all meanings and is 

indi~tinguishable from one's self. 

The general lesson to be drawn from my dissertation, with 

its disparate discussions of intuition, the modularity of 

mind, RG neurons, eduction, and so forth, is that we need to 

learn more about the functioning of the mind in order to 

understand meaning. 

Coda 

I think that the notion of meaning is always more 
or less psychological, ynd that it is not possible 
to get a pure logical theory of meaning or of the 
symbol. I think that it is the essence of the 
explanation of what you mean by a symbol to take 
account of such things as knowing, of cognitive 
relations, and probably also of association. 

Bertrand Russell, 1918:506 
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