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Chapter 1
Introduction

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, “it
means just what I choose it to mean, neither more nor less.”
“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many
different things.”
“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master – that’s all.”

Through the looking glass
Lewis Carroll

Carroll’s puzzling dialog illustrates the questions to which this thesis is
devoted: What makes words mean something? And why do they mean what
they mean? From this perspective, my interest in the argument between
Humpty Dumpty and Alice does not concern whether Humpty Dumpty can
make words mean so many different things, as Alice questions, but rather
whether Humpty Dumpty can make words (phrases/sentences/. . .) mean
something at all.

Humpty Dumpty’s problem, as I like to understand it, is one about what
makes words of a public language mean what they mean in that language. I
do not want to understand it as a problem about what a speaker can mean
and I also do not want to understand it as one about words which belong
to an individual’s idiolect. On the basis of this understanding, the problem
is the following. Humpty Dumpty claims that he can make words mean
what he wants them to mean. But it seems that he can’t do that. It’s
not just Humpty Dumpty who can’t do that. No single person can make a
word mean something. Consequently, this holds for each person. Hence, no
person can make a word mean something. This is counterintuitive: For who
but us makes the words mean something and, in particular, mean what they
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2 Chapter 1. Introduction

actually mean? That is, something about Humpty Dumpty’s claim must be
right. So clearly, the above reasoning must be faulty.

The problem makes us aware of the fact that words mean something
and that this is so because of certain other facts. Why should we care for
these facts and why should we try to find out more about their relations?
To a certain extent, I think that there is no point at all to pondering such
questions. Language, after all, is a tool, and to the extent that it serves our
purposes, there is simply no need to investigate it. We can leave it as it is,
it seems.

However, even our everyday language use is full of questions concerning
the meaning of our talk. We wonder what someone wanted to convey when
she uttered the words she uttered. Were they a remark or rather a criticism?
A question or a suggestion? Often, we wonder what someone meant when
she said something (or didn’t). We question whether someone really has
said what he wanted to say. We are also interested in questions about
“meaning” in a wider sense of being about something and being informative
about something. We want to know where the words and their meanings
come from. We’re curious what their uses tell us about the persons using
them. We think of some uses as being colloquial, of others that they are
pretentious. Some indicate that the speaker belongs to the upper class and
others that he doesn’t. Sometimes, the use of a certain word is enough to
figure out the region the speaker is from, and so on and so forth.

That is, even if we treat language as a tool, we want to know more
about its inner workings. Questions about meaning belong here. Let me
explain why. Language is so pervasive that it might seem that almost all
our conscious activities involve it. If we think about it, then we realize that
language is an incredibly complex form of social behavior. We can do many
things by using language – like informing someone about something, asking
someone a question, making a promise, or telling a story. Clearly, what we
can do by using language depends – to a large extent – on what the words
therefor used mean. A simple and rough same-saying test assures us of that:
What I can do by uttering “I see a bachelor right now” is roughly the same
as what I can do by uttering “I see an unmarried man right now.” This is so
because “bachelor” means the same as “unmarried man.” And that’s why I
can’t do the same by uttering “I see an unmarried woman right now.” For
“bachelor” does not mean “unmarried woman.” In short, questions about
meaning are at the center of the phenomenon of language use.
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So meaning is important and a better understanding of it would be
helpful. But Humpty Dumpty’s problem shows that our understanding
based on common sense is not good enough since seemingly contradicting
opinions are part of it: (i) No one (of us) can make a word mean something
in a public language and yet (ii) it is us who make them mean what they
mean. Yet, we shouldn’t abandon common sense too quickly.

A problem in the reasoning towards (i) was that only particular indi-
viduals were considered and not groups of them. However, linguistic com-
munication is social. It typically involves at least two persons: a speaker
and a hearer. – And to remind you, the way I want to understand Humpty
Dumpty’s problem is about languages used in public and not just by a Robin-
son Crusoe and his Friday who have their own language. Hence, the typical
case is communication in a bigger social group and more precisely, two per-
son-communication with a speaker and a hearer who are part of the group.
– With this in mind, a rejoinder to the reasoning can be formulated as a
question: Can two persons make a word mean something? The inclination
seems to be a clear “no.” But, there is something strange about this way of
asking. For could three persons make a word mean something? The answer
seems to be still “no” but how many persons are required, then? Hence,
Humpty Dumpty’s problem is better understood as providing a systematic
answer to this question. To this end, we need a principled explanatory
theory.

What should the theory be about? What should it explain? I under-
stand these questions as a question about the kind of project one is engaging
in when one tries to solve Humpty Dumpty’s problem. I will call the project
the “conventionalist project” since conventions play a central role in it. I
will take up this point in the next section and provide here a short outlook
about what is to come in this thesis.

Outlook In this thesis, I discuss the conventionalist project. I present and
improve on theories from three different research paradigms, namely “Sig-
naling Games,”1 “Actual Language Relations,” and “Evolutionary Theo-
ries.” It turns out that none of the current theories has the conceptual
resources to solve Humpty Dumpty’s problem adequately. Hence a better
theory is called for.

1I refer to research paradigms by capitalizing their names. I refer to the notion of a signaling
game as defined in game theory by using small caps; likewise for the other paradigms.
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According to the account I develop, it’s true that it’s our use and under-
standing of words (and other linguistic expressions) that determines their
meanings. But not every use determines meaning. It’s the use we convene
on by means of conventions or the use that is regulated by social norms.
The notion of a social norm is then what should be added to conventional-
ist theories to address Humpty Dumpty’s problem. One of the differences
between conventions and social norms, I’m going to claim, is that the latter
are sensitive to social structure in an important way: Not every party to
a social norm is on equal footing; some have power while others don’t. In
terms of power Humpty Dumpty’s problem can be solved.

On my account meaning is determined in a rather different way than
people claiming that “meaning is conventional” or that “use determines
meaning” have thought. For social structure is usually not taken into ac-
count and conventionalists don’t distinguish between conventions and social
norms. This assessment is naturally sketchy but we will work towards a
fuller understanding in due time.

1.1 The conventionalist project

The conventionalist project consists in providing an answer to the question
“What makes the sentences of a semantic theory true?” Semantic theories
entail sentences of the following kind:2

2This relates as follows to (i) Davidsonian theories of meaning and (ii) intensional seman-
tics. Ad (i): My way of describing the semantic theories seems to rule out Davidsonian
theories of meaning. But clearly it shouldn’t. Traditionally, Davidsonian theories of
meaning are understood as Tarskian truth theories. Hence, meaning sentences are not
part of such a theory. But one can understand Davidsonian theories of meaning so that
they contain at least one further axiom that justifies the transition from T-sentences to
sentences of the form “e means m in L” under certain conditions. This has been proposed
by Kölbel (2001:618), following a suggestion by Larson and Segal (1995:560 fn. 15). On
this understanding Davidsonian theories of meaning also contain meaning sentences (but
only for sentences and not for sub-sentential expressions). Another way is simply to stick
to the traditional understanding of Davidsonian theories of meaning and to modify the
explanandum for such theories: A conventionalist theory for such a semantic theory has
to explain what makes the sentences of a Tarskian truth-theory true. Ad (ii): Intensional
semantics use abstract entities such as functions as meanings. But one shouldn’t think
that their meaning assignments do not have the form of meaning sentences. For I leave
open what the entities are to which the names in the m-position refer. If an intensional
semantics is used, they refer to their respective abstract entities.
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(1) “Die Türe ist zu” means that the door is closed among German speakers.

(2) “Howdah” means the reading seat on the back of an elephant, currently in
English among English speakers.

The examples illustrate a common pattern. They are of the form “expression
e means m at C.” An expression is mentioned in the e-position. A meaning
is referred to in the m-position. In the at-C-position is something serving
as a coordinate The coordinate can be a language like English or be more
complex, involving a social group, a time, a history, or a world.

We can learn different things about meaning. If you don’t know what
“howdah” means, then you learn its meaning when someone tells you what
it means. Yet, even if you’re perfectly informed about its meaning, you
might be uninformed about the kind of facts in virtue of which “howdah”
means what it does.

Conventionalists provide a theory about this second kind of informa-
tion. Their question is one about the constitution of meaning of words and
other sorts of linguistic expressions (phrases, clauses, sentences) in a public
language. Hence, their question is not: “What does ‘howdah’ mean?”, but:
“Why (in virtue of what) does ‘howdah’ mean what it means?”. Thus the
question is a meta-semantic question and the goal is to provide a founda-
tional theory of meaning. The distinction here is between semantic theories
and foundational theories of meaning. The goal of the former is to provide
a theory which entails for each sentence of a language a meaning sentence.
The goal of the latter is to explain what makes meaning sentences true.3

Not any kind of foundational theory of meaning is accepted by con-
ventionalists. They want to explain the meanings of expressions in terms
of their use. Hence, conventionalists commit themselves to the following
thesis:

U. For all expressions e, meanings m, coordinates C: The use of e at C deter-
mines that e means m at C.

U leaves a lot to be desired: (i) What is meaning?, (ii) What is use?, (iii)
What is it to determine an expression’s meaning?, and (iv) How might use
do so? I’ll return to these questions below. The thing to observe here is
that different accounts give different and sometimes no answers to these
questions. But without making the thesis more precise one could object

3See (Speaks 2010) for a recent discussion of the distinction.
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that conventionalists do not even hold a thesis with a determinate content.
However, we should not expect that all conventionalists answer these

questions in the same way. There are alternatives and there is no reason
to restrict the conventionalist project to a particular choice. Consequently,
the task of answering these questions is at the level of individual accounts
and not at the level of the project. But we can say at least the following
about the use of expressions: it is a social one in a group and not a purely
individualistic one. Consequently, conventionalist accounts are a kind of a
(social) use theory of meaning. Their characteristic claim is that the use is
conventional:

C. For all expressions e, meanings m, coordinates C: The conventional use of
e at C determines that e means m at C.

A further thesis which often comes up in debates about meaning is that
meaning is normative:

N. For all expressions e, meanings m and coordinates C: If e means m at C,
then utterances of “e means m at C” can be used to express an ought with
a demanding character.

I return to the N-thesis below in §1.1.3. So I’ll be brief here. Like C, N
is put in a noncommittal way. We’ll have to refine them while working
towards a serious account. The thesis is interesting for the conventionalist
project since plausibly, if meaning is normative, then because of the way
it is determined – e.g. because of certain “conventions.” I return to this
principle in chapter 2 where I also argue for a version of N.

The combination of C and N yields four basic positions:

C−N−. Meaning is neither conventional nor normative.

C−N+. Meaning is not conventional but normative.

C+N−. Meaning is conventional but not normative.

C+N+. Meaning is both conventional and normative.

A conventionalist claims that one of the last two positions is true. This is
in need of an argument (see below in §1.3). But we can only start arguing
when it has been made clear what the content of the claims is. This re-
quires a clarification of the central notions of meaning (§1.1.1), (semantic)
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normativity (§1.1.3), and conventions and social norms (§1.2).
A conventionalist has two ways to proceed: She can start with the con-

viction that the conventionality thesis C and the – still to be stated –
normativity thesis are analytic truths and stipulate the central notions in a
way that the theses come out as analytic truths, no matter what it requires.
This is the stipulative way.

The other way is the explicative way. It consists in using explications of
the central notions which are independent of the project (and in particular,
the respective notions of a convention and a social norm should be applicable
to non-linguistic phenomena). The question is then: “Are the C/N-theses
true under the used explications (or are there at least good reasons in favor
or against them)?”. Importantly, the answers might be: “No, they are false
under the most plausible explications of these notions.”

So, the interesting way seems to me to be the explicative one, especially
since there is, prima facie, no reason against it. Hence, I’d like to understand
the conventionalist project as one which relates meaning, conventions, and
social norms as three independently characterized notions. If the project
succeeds, an informative explanation is provided.

The plan is now as follows. In the remainder of this section, (i) I elabo-
rate on the relevant notion of meaning, namely literal meaning. (ii) I explain
how to understand the talk of “determination.” (iii) I provide a pre-theoretic
characterization of (semantic) normativity. (iv) I provide an overview about
current research paradigms within the conventionalist project.

Subsequently, I offer in §1.2 pre-theoretic characterizations of what is
commonly called a “convention.” They are used subsequently in §1.3 to
execute the argument that meaning is conventional. In §1.4 I introduce
an adequacy condition for conventionalist accounts and return to Humpty
Dumpty’s problem. In §1.5, the chapter ends with an overview about what
is to come.

1.1.1 Literal meaning

Conventionalists claim that somehow, conventions determine the meanings
of expressions. Let us focus on that what is determined by conventions:
meanings of expressions. The conventionalist project, as I like to understand
it, is about literal meanings. Hence, we should say more about what literal
meaning is.
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One could be tempted to say that literal meaning is conventional mean-
ing.4 But a conventionalist shouldn’t claim this. For it would not only
be uninformative but also trivialize the conventionality thesis C. Hence,
another way of defining literal meaning is required. In a first step, I tenta-
tively suggest a minimal characterization of a literal meaning. But even the
minimal characterization has issues. In a second step, I describe a better
way to define literal meaning.

It’s common to distinguish different kinds of meanings, in particular (i)
speaker-meaning and linguistic meaning and (ii) literal meaning and non-
literal meanings. Literal meaning is a kind of linguistic meaning. Hence,
the conventionalist project is about literal linguistic meanings. Linguistic
meaning has at least the following two marks:

First, in contrast to speaker-meaning, linguistic meaning is a property
of words and other kinds of linguistic expressions while speaker-meaning is
a property of utterances.5

Second, sentences which have a linguistic meaning (typically) also have
truth conditions (or rather satisfaction conditions) in context.6 This is
not to claim that everything about meaning consists in truth or satisfaction
conditions. Grammatical mood (like indicative or imperative) are often also
counted as an aspect of meaning, and so is social information (like social
class) that is associated with an expression. I set these aspects aside and
focus on the truth-conditional aspect.

A literal meaning is then something that is a linguistic meaning which
has the following mark: It is akin to the dictionary meaning of a word,
e.g. the literal meaning of “piglet” is small pig. Moreover, it contrasts with
non-literal meanings, among them being the meanings of metaphors (“You
are a piglet” in the sense of You are a dirty child),7 hyperboles (“You are a
genius” in the sense of You are very smart), and malapropisms (“I take for
granite” in the sense of I take for granted).

There are issues with this minimal characterization of a literal (linguis-

4For example Recanati (2004:68) claims this.
5I use “utterance” in the wide Gricean sense of “utterance” including all sorts of tokening
events, among them non-verbal behaviors and planted evidence.

6For a recent defense of the claim that meaning is truth conditional, see Lycan (2004). It’s
contested whether evaluative expressions like “Murder is wrong!” have truth conditions
in a substantial sense. But at least in a minimal or deflationary sense such expressions
can be said to be “true” or “false”, cf. (Schulte 2008:§5.6).

7The example is from (Sperber and Wilson 1986:154).
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tic) meaning of an expression. In particular, the property of expressions
to have satisfaction conditions is contested (the second mark of linguistic
meaning). For among those who loosely accept the minimal characteriza-
tion,8 there is disagreement about key properties. In the so-called “border
war” in the semantics/pragmatics debate various notions of literal meaning
have been produced that don’t share a common core. Neo-Griceans – like
Borg (2006) – claim that sentences should be assigned a meaning which is
truth-evaluable. Others – like Sperber and Wilson (1995) – deny that sen-
tences have such a meaning and assign them something which needs to be
“enriched” in order to be truth-evaluable. This is to say that there is dis-
agreement about how to understand the second mark of linguistic meaning
and there is disagreement whether its preciser versions should be accepted or
not. Moreover, the preciser versions have subtle consequences for the mark
of literalness. If one allows for more a context-sensitive notion of a linguis-
tic meaning (as Sperber and Wilson do), then more linguistic meanings are
classified as literal meanings (and vice versa if one proposes less context-
sensitivity). Given this disparity in key properties, it seems hopeless to find
a common characterization.

So, we need to be more specific to make the talk of literal meanings
precise but can’t just easily factor out a common core. My proposal to fix
the notion of literal meaning (for conventionalist purposes) is to use the
following recipe:

The aspiring conventionalist goes to the pragmaticist of her choice who is
in the possession of a theory of linguistic communication. Such a pragmatic
theory explains minimally (i) what it is to mean something by uttering an
expression, (ii) what it is to understand an utterance, (iii) what it is to
successfully communicate, and other things like: what implicatures are and
how they can be understood and so on.

The conventionalist asks the pragmaticist two things: (i) about her
pragmatic theory and (ii) about her use of the term “literal meaning.” The
conventionalist uses the answers as follows. The first is used to define a
mini-communication model. In terms of this model, the conventional use of
expressions is described. On the basis of the description we can fix the use

8Davidson (1978:31 ff.) arguably rejects my characterization since he’s not inclined to
distinguish metaphorical meanings from literal meanings. He holds the thesis “that
metaphors mean what the words, in their most literal interpretation, mean, and nothing
more.” But Davidson also rejects the conventionalist project (see chapter 3). So, I think
we can put his position aside.
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properties of expressions that enter the determination claim expressed by
the conventionality thesis C. The answer to the second question is used to
derive a role description for “literal meaning.” Such a description captures
the role of literal meaning in communication. Arguably this is not the only
use of the notion but it is an important one. (Below I provide an example.)

This recipe makes sure that a conventionalist is doing the right thing,
namely defining an interesting kind of meaning which is faithful to the
minimal characterization and for which a foundational theory of meaning
is provided. This is part and parcel of stating the conventionality thesis
with a determinate content. Moreover, it creates harmony between her
theory and the use of the so determined meanings in the pragmatic theory.
For suppose that contrary to the recipe, the conventionalist account used
a mini-communication model that is not coherent with the one used in the
pragmatic theory of the overall framework.9 – Such an approach is hard to
evaluate in abstract. It seems to me to be very odd. Figure 1.1 illustrates the
relevant relationships between the theories and characterizes a framework
for literal meaning.

One popular theory-combination that fits this framework results from
using a Gricean pragmatic theory. Such a theory explicates the use and
understanding of expressions in terms of the Gricean notions (in some ver-
sion) of speaker-meaning and -understanding. Successful communication
is (roughly) analyzed as the hearer’s recognizing the speaker’s communica-
tive intention. Non-literal meaning (implicatures, meanings of metaphors,
. . .) are explained in terms of general communicative principles and literal
meanings. A conventionalist that is asking such a Gricean would define
her mini-communication model accordingly by using the Gricean notions of
speaker-meaning, understanding, and successful communication. A literal
meaning of an expression is then whatever kind of meaning that can system-
atically play the roles in the Gricean pragmatic theory. One of these roles
is to be something that explains together with the general communicative
principles non-literal meanings. Another role is that it has an explanatory

9The mini-communication model and the pragmatic theory do not have to be identical.
Arguably, mutual consistency in general is too weak. For two non-overlapping theories
trivially satisfy this condition. Coherence seems to be right, which is roughly mutual
consistency between theories that are conceptually connected. In our case, coherence
between the mini-communication model and the pragmatic theory amounts to (i) be mu-
tually consistent and to at least sharing the notions of (ii) meaning something by uttering
an expression, (iii) understanding an utterance, and (iv) successful communication.
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role in successful linguistic communication.
If one endorses this position, then one is committed to the underlying

assumptions of the used theories. The prominent examples are the conven-
tionalist accounts of Lewis (2002), Schiffer (1972), and Bennett (1976). One
of the crucial commitments is that the first step of Grice’s program – the
step to analyze a basic notion of speaker-meaning in terms of propositional
attitudes – can be carried out without depending on expressions’ already
having a literal meaning. (I’ll argue against this position in §6.2.4.)

..
If there is a convention to use and
understand e in the m-way at C,
then e means m at C.

.Foundational theory of meaning

.

“aardvark” means aardvark at C.
. . .
. . .
“zygote” means zygote at C.

.Semantic theory

.
To mean m by uttering e is to . . .
To understand an utterance . . .
To communicate is to . . .

.Mini-communication model

.

To mean m by uttering e is to . . .
To understand an utterance . . .
To communicate is to . . .
An implicature is . . .

.Pragmatic theory

.uses

.determines the truth .should be coherent

.uses

Figure 1.1: A theoretical framework for literal meaning

1.1.2 Determination

The central thesis C of the conventionalist project – that conventional use of
expressions determines their meanings – is stated in terms of determination.
Sometimes, I’ll also say that “there is meaning in virtue of conventions” to
express the same thesis. Let me elaborate on what I mean by “determina-
tion”. Generally, it’s taken to be a cover term for different kinds of onto-
logical dependency relations between properties or facts. Here, I propose to
understand it in terms of global supervenience. Global supervenience has
been studied in the debate about physicalism – the thesis that everything is
physical. To make this thesis precise, it is usually stated as the thesis that
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everything supervenes on the physical. The latter thesis is commonly ac-
cepted as a necessary condition for the former; it’s contested that the latter
is also sufficient for it. The idea of supervenience is that there are different
“levels” or “descriptions” of reality, e.g. the mental and the physical. Let
me define the global-supervenience relation and then show how it connects
to the conventionalist project.

Global supervenience is a binary relation that holds between sets of facts
(or properties). For two sets of facts A and B, the A-facts supervene globally
on the B-facts just in case different A-facts imply different B-facts. In a
first approximation, we can define the relation in terms of duplicates of a
world:

(3) A-facts supervene globally on the B-facts iff any two worlds that are B-
duplicates are also A-duplicates.

More precisely, for some set of facts F , being-an-F -duplicate is an equiva-
lence relation over the set of possible worlds: For any two possible worlds
w and w′, w′ is an F -duplicate of w iff w′ is with respect to F -facts indis-
cernible from w.

However, (3) has an unwelcome consequence: it’s too strong. Its in-
stances are of the form “A-facts supervene globally on B-facts,” for some
sets A and B. But they shouldn’t be necessary claims but contingent claims
about our world. For we don’t want to rule out that there are metaphys-
ically possible worlds that are inhabited by Cartesian souls or immaterial
ghosts. We just want to rule out that our world is among these worlds:10

(4) A-facts supervene globally on B-facts iff any world which is a B-duplicate
of our world is also an A-duplicate of our world.

But this is still not correct. It rules out that there are B-duplicates of our
world that also contain a lot of A-like stuff that is sustained in non-B-like
stuff, e.g. worlds that are physically just as ours but that are inhabited also
by immaterial ghosts. But we don’t want to rule out that such worlds are
possible. We just want to make sure that aminimal B-duplicate of our world
which duplicates just the B-facts but nothing else is also an A-duplicate.11

10See (Jackson 1998:11 ff.).
11Cf. (Jackson 1998:12). My definition of global supervenience is weaker than Jackson’s

since not all instances of GS do not entail that everything supervenes globally on the
physical.
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Hence, let us define global supervenience as follows:

GS. A-facts supervene globally on B-facts iff any world which is a minimal
B-duplicate of our world is also an A-duplicate of our world.

Meaning determination in terms of global supervenience GS re-
lates as follows to the conventionalist project: Let A be the set of meaning
facts – facts of the sort that emeansm at coordinate C – and let B be the set
of facts that there are conventions at these coordinates concerning the use
of the expressions mentioned in the meaning sentences. Instantiating GS in
this way amounts to the thesis that meaning supervenes globally on conven-
tions. This seems a plausible way of explicating the conventionality thesis
C. So, I suggest to understand the conventionalist project as endorsing GS.

Yet, this instance of GS alone does not capture the conventionalists’
determination-claim. On the one hand, GS only entails that the B-facts
covary with the A-facts and not that the A-facts depend on the B-facts.12

On the other hand, GS does not explain why the covariation holds (or, in
other words, what the nature of the covariation is).

So, GS is not sufficient to capture the essential claim of conventionalists.
In the debate on physicalism, people have defended stronger theses; among
them is the conceptual-entailment proposal by Frank Jackson (1998) which
I find plausible.13

The conceptual-entailment proposal consists in the claim that there is
a conceptual connection between the A- and the B-facts: the set of B-
propositions conceptually entails A-propositions. This is to say that, at
least in principle, the A-propositions are a priori derivable from the B-
propositions.14

Jackson’s proposal is elegant since it cashes out the desired dependence
between the A- and the B-facts and also explains why the B-facts covary

12See (Kim 1998:9–13) for a helpful discussion.
13For a defense of it, see also (Chalmers and Jackson 2001). Schulte (2010) offers a helpful

clarification with respect to reductive explanations from this perspective.
14(i) GS is stated in terms of facts; entailment is a relation between propositions. So, we

have to relate them. We can do so, by requiring that the facts are described in a canonical
way in some favorite vocabulary, cf. Schulte (2010) on basic descriptions: Let p be a basic
description of a fact, then the fact that p corresponds to the proposition that p. (The use
of basic descriptions is required for other reasons, cf. (Schulte 2010).) (ii) Conceptual
entailment claims are conditional; their antecedents can be contingent like the instances
of GS are.
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with the A-facts. It offers a particularly clear conception of a reductive ex-
planation. But it is not generally accepted.15 I allow myself not to enter the
debate since our topic is not whether and how meaning can be “naturalized.”
While, as far as I can see, all theories discussed in this thesis are compatible
with it, we shouldn’t commit conventionalists to Jackson’s proposal. The
deal I propose is this: If a conventionalist rejects Jackson’s proposal, then
she owes us a proposal to turn GS into a proper dependence-thesis; pending
a word of protest, conceptual entailment is endorsed.

1.1.3 Normativity and semantic normativity

“Normativity” has rather opaque meanings and seems to lack a use in or-
dinary language. In theoretical contexts, something is called “normative”
if there is an ought involved. To make the normativity thesis clearer, we
need a better understanding of such oughts. I proceed by first considering
a general notion of normativity and then turning to semantic normativity.

People generally agree that moral duties and prudential oughts are
paradigm cases of oughts:

(5) Moral duties: We have a cleaning plan and I promised to do my part. Ac-
cording to the plan, I have to clean the kitchen today. So, I must (morally)
clean the kitchen today.

(6) Prudential oughts: It’s four o’clock and I am sitting in my office. I want
to catch the 16:34 train to Duisburg. To do so, I have to leave my office
now. Thus, I ought (instrumentally) to leave my office now.

Stemmer (2008:15) provides a particularly clear characterization of norma-
tivity in terms of what he calls “normative musts” (I typically use “ought”
instead of “must”). I want to use a simplified version. According to his pro-
posal, normative musts have the following three characteristics (my literal
translation of Stemmer’s proposal):

N1. It’s a practical must. The object of the must are actions. Sometimes, the
object can also be a state, the possession of a property, or the attaining
of something, on condition that it is one’s own acting that gets oneself in
such a state or in the possession of the properties.

15Alternative positions are prominently discussed in the debate about physicalism, among
them being a posteriori and non-reductive physicalism; see (Stoljar 2009:§8, §9).
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N2. A normative must does not rule out that one acts differently than how one
must. A normative must is not a force that inevitably moves (or will or
would move) a person all the way to action.16

N3. Normative musts are tied to a pressure to act. It presses its addressee to
do certain actions.

A few remarks about these characteristics are in order:
(i) Stemmer has in addition to N1–N3 also N4 which I don’t want to

endorse for the pre-theoretic characterization. For it seems that its sole func-
tion is to rule out certain (arguably implausible) conceptions of normativity
according to which there are normative musts (or oughts) as ontologically
basic entities sui generis:

N4. The normative must is always ontologically subjective. Its existence de-
pends on thinking, feeling, and wanting of humans (or other living crea-
tures).

(ii) What Stemmer considers to be actions in N1 is clearly more inclusive
than actions. A better description for the object of a must is “something
that a person can influence.”

(iii) The pressure mentioned in N3 expresses a variant of motivational
internalism according to which the following holds: If an agent believes that
a norm to do X applies or accepts a norm to do X, then she feels a pressure
to do X or is motivated to do X.

With these remarks in mind, I want to return to examples (5) and (6).
Both are cases of a normative must. Yet, their oughts are of different kinds,
as we know from the distinction in ethics between so-called “prudential”
and “moral” oughts:17 Prudential oughts have a recommending character
while the oughts of moral have a demanding character. This distinction will
be of some importance for my argumentation. Here I just want to observe
that there is a clear distinction.

Semantic normativity Let us turn now to semantic normativity. I sug-
gest to focus on selected communicative functions of meaning sentences.

16My wording is different from Stemmer. He writes that normative musts are not “action-
determining”. I prefer my wording which I borrow from Frankfurt (1971:8).

17See (Schulte 2009) for an elucidating norm expressivist analysis of the different kinds of
oughts involved. The distinction is Kantian, cf. (Kant 1968; Pink 2004). I return to it in
§8.2.1.
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This helps us to find out whether we are somehow “talking oughts” when
we are using these sentences. Some of the important communicative func-
tions of meaning sentences are the following:

(7) To report an established (or conventional) use of an expression. Exam-
ple: “zeitgleich” means at the same point in time among many people in
Germany.

(8) To report a social norm about how one ought to use an expression. Example:
“zeitgleich” means in the same amount of time while “gleichzeitig” means
at the same point in time in German.

(9) To recommend a certain use of an expression. Example: When someone
used “zeitgleich” but meant “gleichzeitig,” one can utter “‘zeitgleich’ means
in the same amount of time while ‘gleichzeitig’ means at the same point in
time in German” to recommend a certain use.

(10) To demand a certain use of an expression. Example: When someone used
“zeitgleich” but meant “gleichzeitig,” one can utter “‘zeitgleich’ means in
the same amount of time while ‘gleichzeitig’ means at the same point in
time in German” to demand a certain use. The utterer of such a meaning
sentence can only demand such a use if she has a certain authority over
the addressee (e.g. being a teacher and the addressee being her pupil).

These uses of meaning sentences have different characteristics:
(i) If the first use is truthful, then there is a practice of using a certain

expression in a certain way. The second use can be truthful without there
being a practice of using an expression in a certain way. It’s enough that
there is a social norm according to which one ought to use it in a certain
way. In contrast, there needn’t be an ought involved for the first use.

(ii) In contrast with the latter two uses, the first two uses by themselves
don’t put the audience under pressure to behave in a way conforming to
the practice or social norm, respectively. Such a pressure might still arise.
E.g. if I want to behave in an inconspicuous way, then I react to a report
about a practice or a social norm by adapting a conforming behavior. But
the pressure wouldn’t be present, if I hadn’t also the desire to behave oppor-
tunistically. In contrast, the latter two uses create this pressure to conform
whether I have such a desire or not (at least in normal circumstances where
the hearer takes into account what the speaker has said and thinks that the
speaker is sincere etc.).
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(iii) While the first two uses can vary quite freely in the coordinate, the
latter two cannot. I cannot recommend or demand how to use an expression
in the past. This indicates that there is a difference between the first two
uses and the last two uses.

(iv) The last two uses differ in their normative character – to recommend
is something different than to demand. This seems to be the same distinc-
tion we observed above. (But on further inspection it is not. One doesn’t
make a moral demand if one demands to use an expression according to its
meaning; see chapter 2 and §8.1.2.)

Let us focus on the fourth point. The fact that we can express oughts
(or normative musts) with a demanding character by uttering a meaning
sentence is central for the preliminary version of the normativity thesis N.
Having recommendable character, I’ll argue in chapter 2, is not sufficient.
For what is recommendable to someone depends on her beliefs and desires,
but I can be demanded to use an expression in a certain way, whether I
want or not. Hence N is stated as follows as a conceptual claim:

N. For all expressions e, meanings m and coordinates C: If e means m at C,
then utterances of “e means m at C” can be used to express an ought with
a demanding character.

If N weren’t understood as a conceptual claim, it would be too weak for an
authority relation can hold contingently. Hence, the oughts with a demand-
ing character wouldn’t necessarily depend on the fact than an expression
means something. N deliberately leaves open in virtue of what there is an
ought. In chapter 2, this question will be settled.

1.1.4 Research paradigms

Conventionalism about meaning has historically and systematically played
an important role in philosophy and linguistics. Probably the first serious
discussion of the thesis that meaning is conventional is by Plato in his dialog
Cratylus dated from 360 B.C.E., where Hermogenes, one of the figures in
the dialog, endorses a version of the conventionality thesis:

I [. . .] cannot convince myself that there is any principle of correctness
in names other than convention and agreement; [. . .] there is no name
given to anything by nature; all is convention and habit of the users;
– such is my view. (Plato 1969:384c–d)
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Important for the understanding of Hermogenes’ claim is that in those
times, a convention was understood as a verbal agreement. Consequently
we already need a meaningful language to express the agreement. But if
the meanings in that language are also conventional, then a regress starts.
This is a serious objection and will be addressed when I discuss Signaling
Games in §5.3.3.

The early modern discussion improved the outlook. In his book An
essay concerning human understanding John Locke introduced the notion
of a tacit (or implicit) agreement which brings about a state of affair which
is as if an explicit agreement has taken place.18 But as Rescorla (2007)
observes, the main difficulty is then to explain what it is to tacitly agree as
if. Hume proposed in his A treatise of human nature that it is a system of
mutual expectations and a common interest which induces people to behave
in a way as if they agreed and which meets their interest.19

However, it was not before the twentieth century that the conventionalist
project gained momentum. For until then, a better understanding of literal
meaning was still missing. In particular Paul Grice’s analysis of so-called
“speaker-meaning” is notable. Speaker-meaning is a psychological notion
defined in terms of beliefs, desires, and intentions. Grice thought that this
notion can serve as a basis for theories about other kinds of meanings. He
sketched in a series of papers an ambitious project: he wanted to analyze
(literal) linguistic meaning in terms of regularities in speaker-meaning.20

Many current conventionalist proposals are strongly influenced by
Grice’s work. And so is the standard account which was developed by
David Lewis in his book Convention (Lewis 2002). A popular version runs
as follows: There are conventional regularities in the use and understanding
of expressions among speakers and hearers of a linguistic community. These
regularities determine what the expressions mean.

Today, there are three broad research paradigms:

Signaling Games (chapter 5) Signaling games form a family of formal
models in game theory. They have been applied to the study of communi-
cation. The standard model was developed by David Lewis. It is arguably

18Locke expressed his view about tacit agreements in his Second Treatise of government, as a
thesis by what money has value, namely by tacit agreement of men (Locke 1970:V.36–37).

19Hume’s characterization of a convention can be found in (Hume 2003:III.II.II).
20A collection of Grice’s papers on philosophy of language can be found in (Grice 1989a).

He stated his ambitious project in (Grice 1989b).
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the simplest model that is still interesting. According to it, speakers can
send signals to hearers, who in turn can react to the signals. Certain conven-
tional regularities amount to what we could call “successful communication.”
The model allows us to derive the signal meanings from such regularities.
Usually, such an account is not proposed as a conventionalist account of
meaning since it is too limited to explain the rich phenomena of our actual
language use. For one thing, signals have no linguistic structure.

Actual Language Relations (chapter 6) Accounts of this kind also go
back to Lewis. They employ a relation “Population P actually uses language
L” to assign a language (understood as a mapping from signs to meanings)
to a community of language users. The relation holds iff among members
of P certain conventions prevail. The conventional use typically consists in
meaning and understanding expressions in certain ways.

Evolutionary Theories (chapters 7 and 9) In contrast to the accounts
of the other two paradigms, Evolutionary Theories don’t deem language
use to be an Intellectual activity (“Intellectual” with a capital “I” is used
as a technical term to characterize something as requiring rationality or
being rational in a demanding way). The main proponent is Ruth Millikan.
According to her, linguistic communication is not analyzed in Gricean terms.

1.2 Conventions and social norms
The word “convention” has many dictionary meanings – as in a “convention
of people” (synonym: meeting) and the “National Convention” in France
(the official name for the French government during the French Revolution
between 1792 and 1795). The relevant meaning in our context is a different
one which relates to a phenomenon which people call “customs,” “tradi-
tions,” or “established practices.” These different words indicate that the
phenomenon is not fully homogeneous. For the conventionalist project, a
distinction between conventions and social norms is sufficient.

Conventions According to the sense of “convention” I want to explicate,
the following famous cases from Lewis (2002:5–8) count as paradigmatic
examples of conventions:
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(11) You and I are talking on the phone and the connection is interrupted in
the middle. We have a common interest to reestablish the connection.
One of us has to redial and the other has to wait. If we both dial or both
don’t dial, then the interest is not satisfied. We both settle on on the
“caller-redials” strategy.

(12) You and I sit in a boat and want it to glide in one direction while speed
is not important to us. As long as we both row with the appropriate
frequency and strength, we will satisfy our interest. There are many com-
binations of individual frequencies and strengths which are in this sense
equally good. We both row in a way satisfying the shared goal.

(13) Car drivers share an interest in efficient and safe conduct on the streets
they drive. Among the many ways they could behave when they drive, two
of them are particularly simple: Crossing drivers drive on their respective
right (or left – the second option). By doing so, they further their common
interest. They drive on their respective right.

In these examples, the agents somehow manage to act in a way conform-
ing to the convention. But their description leaves open how the agents
act convention-conformingly, e.g. by deliberating about what to do or by
habit. This lends itself to a natural classification of the class of conventions
into three types of conventions, depending on the mechanisms sustaining
them: (i) rationalistic conventions, (ii) rationally justifiable conventions,
and (iii) dispositional conventions. Their names are suggestive: In case of
(i), the agents rationally deliberate about what to do and this results in
their convention-conforming behavior. In case (ii), the agents could delib-
erate but don’t; rather non-deliberative mechanisms like habits elicit their
convention-conforming behavior. Finally, the case of (iii) allows for non-
rational agents that behave conformingly. This distinction will help us to
evaluate different theories about conventions. Lewis’ theory (chapter 4), for
example, oscillates between (i) and (ii). Millikan’s theory (chapter 7), in
contrast, allows also for conventions of type (iii).

The examples have several important properties in common. They in-
volve a group. The members of the group are interacting in specific ways
with each other to satisfy a common interest: There is a pattern of activity
which is realized and according to which some members behave. The struc-
ture of the situation is such that there is an alternative way to satisfy the
common interest. The satisfaction of the common interest requires coordi-
nation. Whatever one does, it is only optimal to do so if other members of
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the group also behave in a suitable way. At least some uncoordinated ways
of behaving lead to outcomes which are less optimal. This is an important
trait of all examples: That what is optimal for a member to do depends on
what the others do. Also, in the examples there was a regularity in the indi-
vidual behavior. The regularities depend on the others acting suitably over
some period of time. Acting according to the pattern has a self-enforcing
effect. It is optimal for each agent who is doing her part to realize the full
pattern to do so and this reinforces everyone to behave accordingly in new
situations of a similar kind.

This description entails that the parties to a convention face a coordina-
tion problem. They “solve” it by having suitable behavioral dispositions21

together forming a group-level “coordinative disposition”:
A group has a coordinative disposition iff
1. its members behave in a way which tends to bring about a certain outcome

which is optimal for them;
2. each of its members would behave differently if enough other members be-

haved differently;
3. if the members behaved as in description 2, they would behave in a way

which tended to bring about a certain other optimal outcome; and
4. if a member behaves differently but the rest as in description 1, then the

outcome tends to be worse for the deviating member.

The group level disposition is realized by suitable behavioral disposi-
tions of its members. The individuals’ behavioral dispositions share some
of the marks of a coordinative disposition. In particular, (i) the members
tend to have different behavioral dispositions iff enough other members had
also different behavioral dispositions (in case of deliberation) or (ii) the
members tend to have acquired different behavioral dispositions iff enough
other members had also acquired different behavioral dispositions (in case
of dispositions that are by and large innate).

Coordinative dispositions can be realized in different ways. “Dumb”
agents could be guided by reactive behavioral mechanisms (think of the
behavior of ants, e.g. the way they signal by using pheromones). In case
of humans, arguably different mechanisms are at work. Their dispositions
can be realized by sophisticated deliberation systems. They can also be
realized by habits. Hence, optimal outcomes can be realized in different

21“Behavioral disposition” should be understood throughout the thesis in the wide sense
including also dispositions to behave in a certain way – like coming to believe something
– which, strictly speaking, are not dispositions to act.
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ways. In case of non-rational agents, “being optimal” amounts to being an
evolutionary beneficial way of behaving in the situation the agent is in. In
case of rational agents, it amounts to being a rational thing to do in the
situation the agent is in.

Let’s call a coordinative disposition “effective” if it brings about an opti-
mal outcome often enough. Such effective coordinative dispositions capture
the core of conventions. In terms of them and the important properties
pointed out above, we can characterize conventions as follows:

C0. A convention is social: there is a group G of agents.

C1. A convention involves a pattern of activity: (i) there is a pattern R of
individual activities of members of G, (ii) R determines for a range of
activities whether they are conforming or deviating, and (iii) at least on
some occasions, members of G would behave in a way conforming to R.

C2. A convention requires coordination: Members of G have (together) an
effective coordinative disposition to behave in a way conforming to R.

C3. A convention is relatively robust: in all near futures, it exists as well.

From conventions to social norms Not all cases that are ordinarily
called convention satisfy neatly the characterization offered above. Consider
again the rule of the road of many countries: to drive right on public roads.
The case has some of the characteristic marks both of conventions and social
norms. The case relates to conventions since the underlying strategic situa-
tion is a coordination problem which is characteristic for conventions. The
case relates to social norms since drivers resent non-conforming behavior and
there is a sanction mechanism – policing –, both being characteristic traits
of social norms. This indicates that social norms should be distinguished
from conventions, even if they are closely related to each other.22

In the literature, there are three conceptions: (i) conventions are social
norms, (ii) social norms are conventions, and (iii) conventions are identical
to social norms.23

22I’m not the first to observe this ambiguity of “convention”. See e.g. (Kemmerling
1997:81–83) or (Hartogh 2002:viii) – but the way I explicate the difference is novel.

23Lewis (2002:97) endorses the first claim but surprisingly he also claims that conventions
“may be a species of norms”. Marmor (2009) and Glüer and Wikforss (2009) clearly
endorse the first claim. Conventionalists about ethics endorse the second. Burke and
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My proposal is to endorse a conception according to which conventions
are not identical to social norms. There are at least three reasons for it: (i)
Examples of what we ordinarily call a “convention” or “social norm” have
different properties. I’ll turn to them below. (ii) Accepting my proposal
clarifies the normativity debates about conventions (next paragraph) and
meaning (chapter 2). (iii) My conception offers a theoretically fruitful per-
spective for the use-determines-meaning slogan. On the one hand, it allows
us to clearly distinguish two cases: meaning in virtue of conventions and
meaning in virtue of social norms (§1.3). On the other hand, it allows us
to give a detailed answer to Humpty Dumpty’s problem since a social norm
effects a social power structure among the parties to it while parties to a
convention are all on an equal footing. (I return to the reason relating to
the normativity debate about “conventions” in §8.2.3. I return to Humpty
Dumpty in §9.4.)

The normativity debate about conventions All positions are taken
in the debate about the normativity of conventions. Lewis (2002:97) holds
that conventions are not normative. He faces the opposition of Margaret
Gilbert (1989:§VI.5) and people following Hart’s analysis of a rule (Hart
1997). They claim that conventions are normative.24 The position of Davis
(2003:§9) amounts to the thesis that conventions are normative OR not (the
definition is made flexible by using an OR-clause).25

It seems that these positions cannot be true together. But I think no
one is simply wrong. I’d like to suggest that it is a verbal dispute. The
reason is that they are not focusing on the same examples. Lewis, for
example, is focusing on coordination problems where the parties’ interests
in them seem to be exhausted by bringing about coordination. Gilbert, in
contrast, is discussing various social settings in which there is a custom or
practice where people have normative expectations directed to each other
about what to do (and what not); her examples do not seem to be such that
the parties’ interests are exhausted by bringing about coordination. But if
so, the proponents in the normativity debate about conventions could all
be correct if we distinguish the different cases, namely conventions, social
norms, and normative conventions. I think that we should do so. (I return

Young (2009) endorse the third claim and thus also the first two.
24Among the “Hartians” are Glock (2010), Kemmerling (1976), and Savigny (1988).
25Davis’ position is not entirely clear. I think he is inadvertently noncommittal.
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to this dispute in §8.2.3.)
I should say more about the relevant sense of being normative for a

convention or a social norm. It’s uncontested that conventions imply pru-
dential oughts. Hence, we couldn’t explain the dispute by understanding
“normative” in this way. It’s also not about moral oughts. For only a few
conventions are morally relevant; this is already enough to rule out moral
oughts as a candidate. I propose that a convention (or social norm) is said
to be normative iff some party to it is in a position to demand conformity. It
turns on the demanding-character some normative utterances about social
norms have (see below). The proposal leaves open who is in a position to
demand conformity; in particular it does not require that every party is in
such a position.

Contrasting social norms with conventions The next four pairs of ex-
amples bring out differences between what we ordinarily call a “convention”
or a “social norm.” I first present the examples and then observe important
differences between them. I suggest to call the a-examples “conventions”
and the b-examples “social norms.”

(14) Utility of conformity
a. Hume’s boat: You and I sit in a boat. We want to get the boat move

in one direction but the speed is not important to us.
b. The mischievous boss: In each staff meeting, the mischievous boss

makes a nasty joke about his assistants. Since he has power, they are
expected to play along nicely. But actually they detest his behavior.

In (14-a) conformity is individually beneficial on condition the other
conforms as well. This contrasts with social norms. In (14-b), it does not
individually make sense to conform.

(15) Existence of a good alternative
a. Battle of Sexes: A couple would rather spend the evenings together

than do something separately. The options are going to football
matches or going to operas. The wife would rather go to football
matches than to operas; her husband has it the other way round.
They convene on going to football matches.

b. Basic moral norms: Don’t cause avoidable harm!

In (15-a), there is a good alternative, namely going to the opera together. A
good alternative to some behavior is not just another pattern of activity; it’s
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a pattern of activity that is in a sense equally good and could have prevailed
as well. The existence of a good alternative is part and parcel of there being
a convention. But in case of a social norm, a good alternative needn’t exist.
Examples are hard to find but basic moral norms, whatever they may be,
are a case in point. Suppose, as in (15-b), not causing avoidable harm is
such a basic moral norm. Then it seems there is no good alternative; for
example, causing harm isn’t one.

(16) Normative character and existence of sanctions
a. Signaling: People from Denver and Dallas want to recognize each

other. To do so, the people from Denver wear a green button and
those from Dallas a red button. Nobody demands that the others
conform to the pattern. But it is individually rational to conform to
the pattern.

b. Opening doors for women: People demand that men open the doors
for women. Usually the men do so. Moreover, non-conformity is
punished.

In (16-a), conformity can be recommended but one cannot demand that a
party conforms (unless rationality is itself a norm). Sanction mechanisms
need not exist for there to be a convention. In (16-b), conformity can be
demanded. A sanction mechanism exists. Sanctions neither have to be
severe nor formal – a certain look can suffice.

(17) Role of social structure
a. Signaling (again): People think about what is the thing to do and con-

clude that one ought to conform to the shirt-buttoning-convention.
b. Legislators and the police: The legislators thought hard about what

the people ought to do and came up with a norm that determines what
is allowed, prohibited, and the like, for a certain range of activities.
The police enforce the norm.

In this last pair of examples, the role of social structure is at stake. In
(17-a), social structure is not relevant. For there to be a convention, the
existence of (a certain) social structure seems to make no difference. In
(17-b), however, social structure is relevant. It has various roles, among
them being: who is to act how, who is to sanction whom, and who is to
decide how to act. In particular, we can distinguish three groups which
are determined by such a social norm. First, there are the enforcers who
enforce that the behavior of the addressees of the social norm conforms to
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it. Second, there are the arbitrators who are in a position to decide what
it is to conform to (and to deviate from) the social norm. Third, there are
the addressees who ought to conform to the social norm.

A pre-theoretic characterization of social norms The examples of
what I call “social norms” are in some respects similar to and in others
distinct from conventions. There are three similarities. (i) They are social
in that they involve a group of agents. (ii) Social norms involve a pattern
of activity. (iii) Social norms are also relatively robust.

But there are also differences between social norms and conventions.
(i) A social norm does not need to have a point. That is, it need not
individually make sense to conform to it. The case with the mischievous
boss illustrates this. (ii) A social norm does not need a good alternative.
The moral norm about avoiding harm is a case in point. (iii) Social norms
have a feature conventions don’t have: They prescribe, forbid, and/or allow
certain certain conducts. (iv) In case of a social norm, conformity can be
demanded, while in case of a convention, conformity is recommendable,
it can not be demanded (unless rationality is itself a norm). This seems
to be so because a sanction mechanism exists which enforces the accepted
norm. (v) Social structure can be relevant for social norms, while not for
conventions.

Informed by these considerations, I propose the following five properties
to characterize social norms:

S0. A social norm is social: there are various not necessarily disjoint groups
including (i) a group E of enforcers and (ii) a group G of addressees.

S1. A social norm involves a pattern of activity: (i) there is a pattern R of
individual activities of the addressees, (ii) R determines for a range of
activities whether they are conforming or deviating, and (iii) at least on
some occasions, the addressees would behave in a way conforming to R.26

S2. A social norm is prescriptive: A social norm is, in part, constituted by
a norm N which determines for a range of activities whether they are
prescribed, forbidden, or allowed. The norm N prescribes to conform to

26By clause (iii) I rule out that there is a social norm that is never and would never be
conformed to since I wouldn’t want to call it a social norm. I think that it’s a common
feature of the examples I provided and for this reason we should make it part of the
characterization. Otherwise, the point is purely terminological. So I won’t argue for it.
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R. N is enforced by the enforcers who accept it and have power over the
addressees.

S3. A social norm has a demanding character: The enforcers are in a position
to demand conformity to R from the addressees.

S4. A social norm is relatively robust: in all near futures, the enforcers accept
the same norm and at least on some occasions, the addressees behave in a
way conforming to R.

S2 might invite confusion. I distinguish between social norm and norm.
They are used as technical terms (see chapter 8).

I offer a theory of social norms in chapter 8. I’ll argue there that con-
ventions and social norms can exist independently of each other. But their
existence is compatible with each other. Moreover, I will also introduce an
interesting hybrid notion: normative conventions.

Let’s say (by means of stipulation) that there is a stable social behavior
iff there is either a convention, a social norm, or a normative convention.
A stable social behavior whose pattern of activity consists in using and
understanding an expression is called a “stable use.”

1.3 The case for meaning conventionalism
The viability of the conventionalist project depends on the conventionality
of meaning. So, we better motivate the claim that meaning is conventional.
My argument proceeds in four steps: First, by arguing that meaning globally
supervenes on use; second, by arguing that this use is conventional; third by
arguing that conventional use determines meaning; and fourth, by discussing
meaning in virtue of social norms. The argument is not meant to be decisive
but to motivate the conventionalist project.

First step: From use to supervenience Let us consider the following
scenario:

(18) Suppose that for (almost) all English users the word “apple” meant orange
and the word “orange” meant apple.

In (18), we seem to be inclined to say that these English users use the words
“apple” and “orange” differently, namely “apple” when it’s about orange and
“orange” when it’s about apple.
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If so, then you accept the following (counterfactual) conditional:

(19) If among (almost) all English users the word “apple” meant orange and
the word “orange” meant apple, then they would also use the words “ap-
ple” and “orange” differently, namely “apple” when it’s about orange and
“orange” when it’s about apple.

But this is to say that a difference in meaning implies a difference in use. The
claim can be generalized, since we have no reason to believe that anything
about the scenario depends on the particular expressions or the language
chosen. A reflection about what would be the case if we were to consider
other kinds of words – adjectives, adverbs, verbs, . . . – assures us of that.
Hence, meaning supervenes globally on use.

Second step: From use to conventional use We have to show that
the use in (19) satisfies the pre-theoretic characterization of a convention
(§1.2): the use is social (C0), involves a pattern of activity (C1), requires
coordination (C2), and is relatively robust (C3):

C0. The use is social since there is a community of language users.
C1. The use involves a pattern of activity: there is a specific pattern in the use

and understanding of the words “apple” and “orange” and there are ways to
use and understand them conformingly and deviatingly.

C2. The use requires coordination: The language users have an effective coor-
dinative disposition. It’s effective since they have a practice of using the
words in a certain way. The description of the scenario is under an implicit
ceteris-paribus clause: unless stated otherwise, things are as they actually
are. Hence, the description of the scenario entails that the conditions of a
coordinative disposition are satisfied:

1. Using and understanding “apple” in a way that secures successful com-
munication is optimal for us, not least because apples are relevant for
us in our lives. They are liked and disliked, grow on trees around us
and are healthy. It’s beneficial to have a word for something that is
relevant in our lives. So, we have reason to believe that having an ex-
pression to communicate about something which is relevant in our lives
is generally something useful.

2. If enough English users used and understood “apple” and “orange” as
in (19), then others would follow their use.

3. If we compare the use of “apple” and “orange” in (19) to their actual
use in English, then it seems that both uses are equally optimal.

4. If some deviated from the prevailing use and understanding of the
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words, then successful communication would not be secured anymore.
Hence, ceteris paribus, everyone would be worse off by deviating from
the prevailing use.27

C3. The use is relatively robust: Given somewhat rational or stubborn language
users, we have reason to believe that the prevailing use continues to exist in
all near futures.

Therefore, the use of “apple” and “orange” is conventional. Again, noth-
ing seems to depend on the particular words chosen. So, we can generalize
to all expressions: their use is conventional. Since this is the use on which
meaning globally supervenes, we can restrict the supervenience-base to con-
ventional use facts. Hence, the meanings of expressions supervene globally
on their conventional uses. Consequently, we have reason to believe that C
is true:

C. For all expressions e, meanings m, coordinates C: The conventional use of
e at C determines that e means m at C.

There will be two changes to this thesis. A first one is to allow for meaning
in virtue of social norms (next paragraph). The second is to address the
meaning-without-use problem (think of very long or complicated sentences
that would never be uttered but are meaningful nevertheless). The problem
indicates that the supervenience-base consisting of facts about the conven-
tional use of expressions is not large enough. For the time being, we may
safely ignore this complication. I’ll return to it in §6.1.5.

Third step: From global supervenience to conceptual entailment
So far, a global supervenience claim has been established. But convention-
alists want to make a stronger claim: Certain conventional uses of expres-
sions in certain communities conceptually entail that the expressions have
certain meanings among the members of the respective community. There
are good reasons to believe that also the conceptual-entailment claim is
true. For it is well supported: (i) By the above argumentation, a differ-
ence in the use of expressions implies a difference in their meanings. (ii)
The particular conventionalist accounts that are discussed in the following

27The ceteris-paribus clause is necessary to make room for non-conforming uses; depending
on the conception of these uses, occasional lies and non-literal uses count as such uses.
They are tolerable if they don’t occur too often and/or are detectable, cf. §6.2.2.
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chapters explain how a proposition that an expression has a certain mean-
ing is a priori derivable from propositions about its conventional use. (iii)
The conceptual-entailment claim is further supported by my reflections on
meaning in §7.3.2. (iv) The conceptual-entailment claim resists counterex-
amples and objections (see §2.1.2, chapter 3, and §6.1.5) – excluding the
one to which I turn now.

Fourth step: meaning in virtue of social norms There is an objec-
tion against C: Some meanings of some expressions are not determined by
conventions but by social norms. Since social norms are not conventions,
this is incompatible with the truth of C. Hence, C has to be restricted. To
justify these claims, let us consider some language-use scenarios:

(20) In many countries there are laws – implemented as social norms – concern-
ing the correct use of the trade name “milk;”28 violations are forbidden
and can be punished. One can be demanded to use and understand the
word accordingly. The addressees of the social norm are persons using the
trade name “milk” for the purpose of doing business. The punishments
(sanctions) create an incentive for them to conform to the regulations, that
is, to apply “milk” only to milky liquids with at least 3% fat etc.

In this scenario, it seems that we’re inclined to say that one of the meanings
of “milk” is milky liquid with at least 3% fat among, say, all British people,
even if the conventional use and understanding of “milk” in accordance with
the meaning milky liquid with at least 3% fat is confined to a much smaller
group of legislators who know the regulations and have power over all British
people by means of a social norm. Plausibly, it’s the use and understanding
of these legislators (and not the use of all British people) which determines
this meaning of “milk.” A similar argumentation as the one offered above
for meaning in virtue of conventions establishes this. Consider the following
scenario:

(21) Suppose for the sake of the argument that (i) there is no convention con-
cerning the use and understanding of “milk” and that (ii) its meaning were

28At the level of the European Union, the European Food Safety Authority makes rec-
ommendations for the member states of the EU relating to food products, see http:
//www.efsa.europa.eu/. At the national level, many countries have institutions with
regulating power. E.g. in Germany, it is the Bundesamt für Verbraucherschutz und
Lebensmittelsicherheit, see http://www.bvl.bund.de/. And finally, there is the law: the
German law MilchFettG, §11(1), demands milk to have at least 3% fat.

http://www.efsa.europa.eu/
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/
http://www.bvl.bund.de/
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milky liquid with at least 4% fat and non-conforming use effects demands
to use it conformingly.

Plausibly, there would be a social norm regulating this use and understand-
ing of “milk” which determines its meaning milky liquid with at least 4%
fat.

The existence of a convention couldn’t explain two marks of this case:
First, “milk” has this meaning among all British people. Second, one can be
demanded to use and understand the word in accordance with its meaning.

Two additional scenarios support the case of meaning in virtue of social
norms:

(22) Many people in Germany use “zeitgleich” as a synonym for “gleichzeitig.”
However, “zeitgleich” means in the same amount of time while “gle-
ichzeitig” means at the same point in time in German.29

(23) The word “camera” was once used in the sense Apostolic camera naming
the (then existing) treasury department of the papacy. This is not common
usage anymore but still listed as the first entry in Merriam Webster Online
Dictionary (2010) and known to some, e.g. Hanks (2009:302).

In (22), the established (or conventional) use does not distinguish between
the two meanings. Yet one can be demanded to use the words as indicated.
Again, conventions cannot explain this.

With respect to (23), one who is using “camera” in the marginal sense of
Apostolic camera does not seem to make any linguistic mistake. He can well
be called a bragger or a weirdo for it. But this is neither to say that he isn’t
using a meaningful word nor that he’s using it not in accordance with one
of its meanings. It seems that “camera” still means Apostolic camera, even
if there is no convention for it anymore. Moreover, it seems to be wrong to
say: “Then it meant Apostolic camera but now it has lost this meaning.”
Rather, I think, we should say that in the 18th century “camera” didn’t
have that meaning and that nowadays, the word is ambiguous. In §7.3.2.2,
I’ll suggest that there are special social norms among us according to which
it is allowed to use and understand an expression now as it was used and
understood in the past.

29Cf. Sick (2004) who claims so. Some native speakers contest that the words have these
meanings; this does not undermine the point since it is sufficient that it is a possible
scenario.
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So, the claim that there is meaning in virtue of social norms is justified.
But then the conventionality thesis C should be restricted.30 We can

restate C as C′ in terms of stable use (including social norms and normative
conventions which are a combination of conventions and social norms) as
follows:

C. For all expressions e, meanings m, coordinates C: The conventional use of
e at C determines that e means m at C.

C′. For all expressions e, meanings m, coordinates C: The stable use of e at C
determines that e means m at C.

C′ is supported by the argumentation above and addresses the difficulty re-
sulting from meaning in virtue of social norms. Hence, we have a good rea-
son to believe that it is true (with the proviso due to the meaning-without-
use problem).

1.4 An adequacy condition
To evaluate conventionalist accounts we need an adequacy condition. The
adequacy condition I propose consists of desiderata belonging to three
groups: (i) Desiderata for an account of conventions, (ii) desiderata for
an account of social norms, and (iii) desiderata for a conventionalist ac-
count of meaning. A conventionalist account is adequate iff the desiderata
of (i-iii) are satisfied.

In short, developing a conventionalist account is a very ambitious
project. It shouldn’t surprise us if candidate accounts fail to be adequate.
Satisfying some desiderata is better than satisfying none. When comparing
different proposals, tricky issues could arise, if two candidates satisfied dif-
ferent but not all desiderata. Which should then count as better? I think
that there is no answer in general. But this tricky situation does not ob-
tain. The evaluation of the central proposals I consider is straightforward
and yields a clear result.

Conventions An account of conventions has to satisfy the following
desiderata in order to count as adequate:

30I discuss meaning in virtue of social norms in more detail in §9.3 on the basis of my
account of social norms.
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DesC1. The account must be faithful to the pre-theoretic characterization of a
convention (C0–C3 in §1.2).

Of particular importance from the pre-theoretic characterization is that
conventions are relatively robust. This is to say that it must be possible
(i) that a system S of conventions with the goal g persists unchanged over
time and (ii) that such a system can continue to prevail in a population in
which non-conformance occurs quite often.

DesC2. The account must provide an answer to the question what conven-
tions are (e.g. behavioral regularities, rules, patterns).

As we will see later, there is no agreement what kind of thing conventions
are. Some say they are a kind of regularity in behavior. Others say that
they are a sort of rule, and so on and so forth. Thus, for reasons of principle
and clarity, it has to be said what conventions are.

DesC3. The account must provide a taxonomy of the kinds of conventions there
are.

A taxonomy is part and parcel of good scientific practice. Of particular
concern is the classification of linguistic conventions. In practice, I will
restrict my attention to differences, if there are any, between conventions in
general and linguistic conventions.

DesC4. The account must provide an answer to the question whether (and if so
which) epistemic states are involved among the parties to a convention.

In the debates about conventions, one of the questions is whether conven-
tions require common knowledge, mutual knowledge, and the like. It is
contested whether parties to a convention need to be in certain epistemic
state, and if so, in which kind of state exactly. Hence, an answer to this
question is important.

DesC5. It must be possible that in a human population conventions are created,
learned, sustained, and changed.

DesC5 makes an adequate account of conventions to be an account of con-
ventions for humans – which is, after all, what we are interested in. While
the topic of learning is very important, I won’t discuss it in depth.

DesC6. The dynamics of conventions must be explained.
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Conventions can be created (come about) which did not prevail before. They
can cease to exist. Likewise, a system S of conventions with the goal g can
change to a different system S′ with the same goal g without breaking down
during the transition. DesC6 requires an explanation of the basic operations
of creation, death, and change of conventions.

Social norms The desiderata for conventions apply mutatis mutandum
also to social norms, basically by substituting “social norm” for “conven-
tion.” There is a complication: We can talk about “norms” in two ways,
one of them being about norms an individual accepts, the other way being
about social norms existing in a group. The thing to demand from an ac-
count of social norms seems to me that it accounts for both ways and puts
them in relation. With this in mind, let me present the list of desiderata
for social norms:

DesN1. The account must be faithful to the pre-theoretic characterizations of a
social norm (S0–4 in §1.2) and of normativity (N1–3 in §1.1.3).

DesN2. The account must provide an answer to the question what (social) norms
and normativity are.

DesN3. The account must provide a taxonomy of the kinds of (social) norms there
are.

DesN4. The account must provide an answer to the question what kind of epis-
temic states are involved in a (social) norm.

DesN5. It must be possible that in a human population social norms are created,
learned, sustained, and changed.

DesN6. The dynamics of (social) norms must be explained.

Conventionalist accounts of meaning A conventionalist account of
meaning is adequate iff it satisfies the following desiderata:

DesM1. The account must be coherent with an explanation of the communicative
functions of meaning-sentences.

DesM2. The account must explain the meanings of expressions in terms of their
stable uses (conventions, social norms, and normative conventions).

DesM3. The account must provide a plausible notion of a semantic mistake.
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DesM4. The account must allow for a plausible conception of a public language.

DesM5. The account must explain the usual meaning facts.

DesM6. The account must provide a solution to Humpty Dumpty’s problem.

DesM1 and DesM2 are consequences of the task to provide a conventionalist
account of meaning in the sense explained in §1.1.

Ad DesM1: Meaning sentences are, as we have seen in §1.1, of special
interest.31 The fact that they can be used to recommend and to demand
a certain use of an expression is theoretically important. For they involve
normative musts and have consequences for the explanatory architecture of
the resulting account (i.e., we need a notion of a social norm, see chapter
2).

Ad DesM3: We can make mistakes when we use a word not in accor-
dance with its meaning. This fact is theoretically interesting. For making
a mistake is something one ought not to do. An adequate account explains
what it is to make such a mistake.

Ad DesM4: Public languages are up to a certain degree vaguely individ-
uated; one word more or less does not make for a different language. An
adequate conventionalist account must be coherent with such a conception
of a language.

Ad DesM5: There are many interesting facts about meaning: some phys-
ical objects are meaningful; the semantic description of a language requires
recursive semantic rules; there are systematic semantic relations between
expressions; there can be expressions in languages which have a meaning
but are not used; and more of the like.32 A conventionalist account must
explain such facts.

Ad DesM6: The way I’d like to understand Humpty Dumpty’s problem
is as follows. Humpty Dumpty claims that he can make words of a public
language mean what he wants them to mean. E.g. “Apfel” actually means
“apple” in German. But if Humpty Dumpty wants that “Apfel” in German
means orange, then “Apfel” means orange in German. Alice is appalled and
denies that he can do that. Both seem to have a point: Humpty Dumpty

31I ignore to a large degree questions about “higher-order” conventions depending on more
basic conventions, like conventions of use as Morgan (1978) has introduced them, e.g. con-
ventions about how to use words to perform so-called “indirect speech acts.” I think that
these questions should be answered in speech act theory, cf. (Staudacher 2007).

32Cf. (Lycan 2008:65).
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in that it is we who make the words mean something; Alice in that a few
members of a linguistic community are in general not sufficient to determine
the meaning of an expression. Humpty Dumpty’s problem is thus:

HD. If it’s the use of expressions in a community which determines their mean-
ings, then in which way does this determination depend on the members
and the circumstances?

The problem is to provide an answer to the question. There are two guiding
constraints on an answer. First, the determination seems not always to
depend on everybody’s use. Second, the determination actually depends on
more than just a few (1, 2, 3, . . .) individuals. The first guiding constraint
has the consequence that meaning in virtue of conventions cannot be the full
answer to the problem. For then the determination would always depend
on every party to the convention. (There is no notion of social structure
used in the characterization of a convention.)

1.5 Overview
In this chapter, I’ve argued for a distinction between conventions and social
norms. This has consequences for the conventionalist project. I’ve argued
that expressions mean what they do in virtue of stable uses (conventions,
social norms, and normative conventions). Hence, the explanatory archi-
tecture of an adequate conventionalist account must be so as to allow not
only meaning in virtue of conventions but also meaning in virtue of social
norms (and normative conventions).

In chapter 2 I discuss the normativity thesis. According to the proposal
I defend, social norms – but not conventions – explain the normativity
of meaning. Hence, whether an expression’s meaning is normative or not
depends on what determines an expression’s meaning.

In chapter 3 I defend the conventionalist project against a fundamental
objection from Davidson who argued that conventions are not essential for
meaning. In the subsequent chapters, I critically discuss and improve on
different conventionalist accounts.

In chapter 4, I introduce Lewis’ theory of conventions and defend it
against the known objections. Yet, the theory is not fully adequate since
dispositional conventions cannot be explained by it. Lewis’ theory is used
in the two subsequent chapters 5 and 6 where I discuss conventionalist



1.5. Overview 37

accounts of two paradigms: Signaling Games accounts and Actual Language
Relations accounts.

Due to the lack of syntactic structure, Signaling Games accounts are too
limited to yield an adequate account. Actual Language Relation accounts
do better since they are sensitive to syntactic structure. But they have sev-
eral inherent problems which are difficult to solve: (i) As standard Signaling
Games accounts, they lack an account of social norms. Consequently, they
can explain neither meaning in virtue of social norms nor semantic norma-
tivity, nor can they solve Humpty Dumpty’s problem. (ii) Standard Actual
Language Relation accounts are committed to the sentential primacy the-
sis. This is problematic. For one thing, it leads to highly underdetermined
meanings for words. (iii) Standard Actual Language Relation accounts make
linguistic communication too Intellectual. They define the use and under-
standing of expressions in terms of Grice’s notion of speaker-meaning (and
a Gricean notion of understanding). Hence, I plead for a theory of the third
paradigm: Evolutionary Theories. In chapters 7 and 9, I turn to them.

In chapter 7, I present and evaluate the Evolutionary Theories of Mil-
likan and Huttegger. They solve the third problem by not using Grice’s
notions; the other two problems reoccur.

In chapter 8, I offer an account of social norms. Thereby, the first
problem remaining from chapter 7 is addressed.

In chapter 9 I offer an improved Evolutionary Theory. I follow Millikan
to address the third problem. The second (and last remaining) is solved
by treating sentences on a par with sub-sentential expressions. The “trick”
is to define the meaning-determination claim directly for words and other
kinds of expressions.

The thesis ends in chapter 10 with a positive conclusion: The conven-
tionalist project makes a strong case for the conventionality of meaning.
Different accounts remain viable; in particular my conventionalist account
comes close to being adequate.




