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Chapter 9
An alternative conventionalist account

Well, this is the mystery package. First, a small anecdote. My sometimes
mischievous friend Richard Grandy once said, in connection with some other
occasion on which I was talking, that to represent my remarks, it would be
necessary to introduce a new form of speech act, or a new operator, which
was to be called the operator of quessertion. It is to be read as “It is perhaps
possible that someone might assert that . . .” [. . .] Everything I shall suggest
here is highly quessertable.

Meaning revisited
Paul Grice

In this chapter, I present an alternative conventionalist account. It uses
Millikan’s account of conventions and my account of social norms. The lat-
ter allows me to illustrate which issues can be addressed on its basis. My
conventionalist account does not explain how stable linguistic uses evolve.
Rather, the account entails claims that are conditional on there being cer-
tain stable linguistic uses. That is, the account explains how meaning is
determined by stable linguistic uses, however they came about.

The goal is then to provide an explanation of what makes meaning sen-
tences true which respects the account’s main features: it is non-Gricean,
word-level, non-Intellectual, and normative.

It is non-Gricean in that meaning is not analyzed in terms of Gricean
speaker-meaning. It is word-level in the sense that for each language de-
vice, there is a stable linguistic use which determines its meaning. It is
non-Intellectual in the sense that linguistic behavior is not explained in
terms of rational deliberation. It is is normative in the sense that at least
some demandingly normative speech acts can be performed with meaning
sentences.

257



258 Chapter 9. An alternative conventionalist account

The explanation I offer is in terms of meaning-determination claims.
The claims are stated as conditionals (tentative version):

(1) If there is a conventional use of description δ indicating content µ in group
g, then there is a stable linguistic use of δ indicating µ in g.

(2) If there is a social-norm-governed use of δ indicating µ in g, then there is a
stable linguistic use of δ indicating µ in g.

(3) If there is a stable linguistic use of δ indicating µ in g, then δ means µ in g.

For reasons that will become clear in the next section, I ascribe meanings
to descriptions of expressions and not to the expressions themselves. The
first and the second conditional expresses that if there is a certain linguistic
convention or social norm for a description, then there is a certain stable
linguistic use of it. The third conditional expresses that if there is a certain
stable linguistic use of a description, then it has a certain meaning among
members of a certain group. (I discuss normative conventions only in pass-
ing since they behave like conventions with regard to meaning determination
and like (linguistic) social norms with regard to (semantic) normativity with
the exception that they also have a recommending character.)

The form of these claims indicates another feature of the account: Mean-
ing ascriptions are only relative to a group and not (also) to a language. This
is possible since I use Millikan’s notion of an expression, that individuates
them on the basis of their historical uses (thesis MI1 in §7.1.1). Languages
and meaning in a language are introduced later in the explanation.

In another sense, a formal language is used in the account, namely to
describe the possible language uses of populations. The formal language
itself does not explain what the expressions mean among members of the
population. The explanatory work is done by the stable linguistic uses of
the expressions.

The plan for this chapter is as follows: In §9.1, I discuss general aspects
of language and language use. In §9.2, I explain meaning in virtue of con-
ventions. In §9.3, I explain meaning in virtue of social norms. I also offer
an explanation of semantic normativity, thereby completing the proposal
which I started in chapter 2. In §9.4, the notion of a public language is
introduced and applied to Humpty Dumpty’s problem; in passing I reap-
ply Schiffer’s proposal for the meaning-without-use-problem to my account.
The account is evaluated in §9.5. The chapter ends with a summary in §9.6.
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9.1 A simple language and its use

To keep the discussion manageable, (i) I introduce a simple language called
“ABLE-0.” Thereby, I can make precise claims about possible language use
and its role in the meaning-determination claims. (ii) I define a notion of
derivational complexity. This helps us us to avoid the meaning-without-use
problem. (iii) I suggest a general description of language use. Thereby,
the communicative patterns of linguistic (normative) conventions and so-
cial norms can be described that determine the meanings of expressions (or
more precisely: their descriptions). The more technical parts can safely be
skipped since the details only matter for the description of the communica-
tive patterns. The details are encapsulated by abbreviations I introduce.

ABLE-0 is a simple language for describing utterance types that is yet A
(tiny little) Bit Like English. It consists of structured expressions that have
compositional meanings. There are two names “a” and “b”, two predicates
“I” and “J”, negation “–”, conjunction “&”, and an assertion marker “A:”.

The syntax and semantics of ABLE-0 are described by a categorial
grammar using the formalism of Herman Hendriks (2001). I assume ba-
sic familiarity with categorial grammar and won’t introduce the details of
the grammar for ABLE-0 but simply provide examples.

The lexicon is defined as in figure 9.1. I treat here conjunction (“&”)
and negation (“–”) as expressions and not as functors. The role of the mood
marker “A” for assertions is akin to the role of the schematic letter “F” for a
name of an illocutionary force in Searle and Vanderveken’s formal language
for illocutionary acts (Searle and Vanderveken 1985). There, an instance
of “F” can be concatenated with a name “p” for a propositional content to
represent an illocutionary act, as in “F (p)”. In ABLE-0, assertion-sentences
are syntactically of category a, resulting from a mood marker of category
a/s and a sentence of category s.

Some expressions of ABLE-0 are in figure 9.2. The expressions of the
language are described by using a syntactic term algebra (i.e. a description
of an expression is its derivational history). For example expression “Ja” is
described as “F1(J, a)” which expresses that “Ja” is the result of applying a
syntactic operation F1 (forming sentences by concatenating a predicate and
a name) to the arguments “J” and “a”.1 (I say more about the semantic

1F2 forms more complex sentences by concatenating expressions of category s/s and a
sentence of category s. F3 forms an expression of category s/s by concatenating a sentence
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Word Syntactic Translation Semantic
category type

a n a′ e
b n b′ e
I s/n I ′ ⟨e, t⟩
J s/n J ′ ⟨e, t⟩
– s/s λP.¬P ⟨t, t⟩
& (s/s)/s λP.λQ.(P ∧Q) ⟨t, ⟨t, t⟩⟩
A a/s λP.λx.Belx(P ) ⟨t, ⟨e, t⟩⟩

Figure 9.1: The lexicon of ABLE-0

Expression Description Semantic value
Ja F1(J, a) J ′a′

A:Ja F4(F1(J, a)) λx.Belx(J
′a′)

A:Jb F4(F1(J, b)) λx.Belx(J
′b′)

A:–Ja F4(F2(–, F1(J, a))) λx.Belx(¬J ′a′)
A:Ja & Jb F4(F2(F3(F1(J, a),&), F1(J,b))) λx.Belx(J

′a′ ∧ J ′b′)

Figure 9.2: Some expressions of ABLE-0

values, their representation, and their role below.)
The underlying semantics of the language is extensional (tentative ver-

sion): The meaning of a name is a thing. The meaning of a one-place
predicate is a function from things into truth values. The meaning of a
complex expression is compositionally determined by the meanings of its
parts and the manner of its composition. In particular, the meanings of
negation and conjunction are truth-functional in the usual way.

As the lexicon entries in figure 9.1 show, the semantic value of a name
like “a” is represented as a′, the semantic value of a predicate like “J” as
J ′. Corresponding to the syntactic operations F1, . . . , F4, there are seman-
tic operations G1, . . . , G4, which are all simple lambda-applications.2 For
example G1 yields a truth value if it is applied to an argument of type e
(corresponding to names) and an argument of type ⟨e, t⟩ (corresponding to a
predicate). Of interest is the mood marker “A” for assertion-sentences. Se-

and an expression of category (s/s)/s. F4 forms mood marked sentences by concatenating
a mood marker (“A”) and a sentence, adding a colon (“:”) in between.

2Hence we don’t need to distinguish between them but it supports the account’s illustration.
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mantically, it denotes a function from sentences P (representing sentential
meanings) into functions from individuals into their believing that P .

The chosen semantics is naive and except for one change I’ll leave it at
that. The change concerns the meanings: The meanings of complex expres-
sions are assumed to be structured. Hence, the semantics is not extensional
anymore but quasi-extensional since the basic parts of the structure are the
extensional meanings of the underlying semantics. I’ll use the derivational
history of a semantic value to model structured meanings.3

Even with this change, the semantics for the language is implausible
as a model for a natural language semantics. But the exact nature of the
semantics (naive or otherwise) is not crucial for the conventionalist project,
the reason being that a conventionalist shouldn’t make substantial claims
about the right kind of semantics; she uses a semantic theory that is suit-
able for the pragmatic theory she uses to define what literal meanings are
(§1.1.1). In contrast, a conventionalist makes a substantial claim about the
determination of an expression’s literal meaning. Moreover, the employed
categorial grammar framework provides the conceptual resources to define
a more plausible intensional semantics.4 Thereby one could represent also
a richer fragment of a natural language in a more plausible way.

Let me now return to the role of semantic values, in particular the ones
of assertion-sentences. According to my proposal, semantic values have the
role to be that which is communicated from speakers to hearers.

In case of successful communication with assertions, I assume that speak-
ers have suitable beliefs and, subsequently, hearers do as well (I return to
this below in §9.1.3). That is, first a speaker S believes that P , repre-
sented as BelS(P ), and then a hearer H believes that the speaker believes
so, represented as BelH(BelS(P )).

The semantic values of expressions are a common element of these at-
titudes. In ABLE-0 there are only beliefs, but in general the types of atti-
tudes can vary. To prepare for such a generalization, the semantic values
of mood marked sentences need to include the characteristic attitude type,
e.g. Belx(P ) for x’s belief that P . Moreover, the particular agent having

3To keep things simple here, (i) let us model these entities with terms of a semantic term
algebra that can be defined in terms of the employed categorial grammar and (ii) let
us designate the terms by their result. For example, the term representing the result of
applying a semantic composition function G1 to the values J ′ and a′, which is J ′a′, is
also designated as “J ′a′” – instead of designating it as “G1(J

′, a′)”.
4See (Dowty et al. 1992) for a systematic development.
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the attitude can vary. So, we need to abstract from them. The abstract
semantic value λx.Belx(P ) (with x ranging over individuals and P over
sentential meanings) can play these roles for assertion-sentences. I assume
that these values are applied to the respective speaker and hearer in par-
ticular situations of communication. On this proposal, the semantic value
of an assertion-sentence “A:s”, for some sentence s whose semantic value is
represented as P , is a function from individuals into their believing that P ,
i.e. λx.Belx(P ).

From expressions to descriptions Another design choice is that ex-
pressions aren’t directly assigned a meaning. The meanings are assigned to
their descriptions. This is so for the usual reasons; otherwise one would run
into problems with structural ambiguities and homonyms, as in (4) and (5):

(4) I saw the man in the park with the telescope.

(5) Let’s meet at the bank!

Structural ambiguity results from there being different ways to derive an
expression. Since descriptions are derivational histories of expressions, this
kind of ambiguity is resolved.

To deal with homonyms, lexemes are indexed in the description. With
these means we can distinguish the different readings of (4) and (5).

The result of this move to descriptions is that meanings are assigned
to them. This is the reason why the meaning-determination claims are
formulated in the way sketched in the introduction.

9.1.1 Derivational complexity
Let us define the derivational complexity of a description inductively as
follows: Descriptions of lexemes have derivational complexity 0 and any
syntactic operation which is applied to them adds 1. For example, the
complexity of “a” is 0 and the complexity of “F1(J, a)” is 1.

The tentative proposal here is that a description’s derivational complex-
ity may be a factor in determining its cognitive processing complexity (of
both interpretation and production). The proposal is simplistic and naive:
Two expressions can have the same derivational complexity but still vary
in their cognitive processing complexity. Producing an utterance might be
more complex than interpreting it (and vice versa) and so on. I only endorse
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the proposal to illustrate the roles of such a measure in a conventionalist
account (speaking sloppily about expressions instead of descriptions):

(i) Introducing a complexity measure allows us to describe the poten-
tial use of an expression in a community more precisely and helps to make
progress on the meaning-without-use problem: We can use infinite lan-
guages L (like ABLE-0), defined by standard grammars linguists would use
to describe the language use of a population. On the basis of a complexity
measure, we can define which fragments Lf can be effective languages of
the population. I think there is no reason to assume that a plausible general
definition of the notion of an effective language can be provided without us-
ing such a complexity measure. The fragments Lf are always finite. Their
respective complement L\Lf is the unused fragment of L.

Consider, for example, the syntactic conjunction-rule: it is recursive
in the usual way. To delimit the conjunctions in the finite fragment, we
restrict the infinite class of conjunctions by imposing the condition that the
complexity of conjunctions may not exceed a certain value.

With respect to the meaning-without-use problem, the complexity mea-
sure can be used to delineate what can be explained by (possible) uses
and understandings of expressions and what has to be explained otherwise.
Suppose that a population uses a certain effective language and that the
expressions of the complement language are also meaningful. My proposal
is that we explain the meaning of an expression in a way that depends on
whether the expression belongs to the effective language or its complement.
In the first case, it means what it does in virtue of its stable linguistic use.
In the second case, its meaning cannot be so explained. I’ll return to this
topic in §9.4 and propose an explanation in terms of Schiffer’s translators.

Moreover, typical conventionalist accounts have the consequence that
any possible use of an expression would determine its meaning. However,
when it comes to very complex and complicated sentences in which a certain
expression is used, this seems wrong. For if utterances of an expression are
too complex or complicated to be used and understood, then they can’t be
a determining factor for the meaning of the expression or its parts.

So, one role of a complexity measure is to define the scope of the explana-
tion of meaning in virtue of stable linguistic use by characterizing the class
of possible utterances of expressions that can determine their meanings.

(ii) If an expression has a certain complexity, then its stable linguistic
use must have a corresponding complexity. Thereby, we make sure that the
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syntactic structures we assign to expressions are justified. In other words: If
the uses of expressions do not exhibit a systematic variety, then we shouldn’t
assign them more complex syntactic structures than warranted. So, a third
role of a complexity measure is to make sure that the meaning-constituting
use of an expression satisfies a “sanity”-condition.

9.1.2 SCH-patterns

According to conventionalists, it’s the use of expressions that determines
their meanings. Hence, a conventionalist needs to describe language use
carefully to state the meaning-determination claims in the desired generality
and precision. My proposal is that the relevant patterns of activity belong
to a certain class which I call “SCH-patterns” (for Speaker-Context-Hearer
pattern).

The basic idea is that if expressions having a certain description are used
in accordance with their meanings, then they indicate (in the sense of being
a natural sign of ) certain mental contents+. Mental contents+ are used
in the subsequent meaning-determination claims as the meanings which are
assigned to the descriptions.

I use “(mental) content+” as a technical term whose characterization
is stipulated to be as follows: Mental contents+ are concepts, structured
concepts (thoughts), and types of attitudes (propositional or not). Hence,
mental contents+ are not the same as ordinary mental contents which are
typically taken to be the contents of attitudes (and parts of such contents).

Since also types of attitudes are mental contents+, the notion of mental
content+ is more inclusive than the notion of mental content; one could
say that it is the union of ordinary mental contents and some types of
mental states. Thereby, I don’t want to propose a new ontology of mental
contents but to pursue a purely instrumental goal: to have a single domain
of semantic values for ABLE-0, in particular for sub-sentential expressions,
sentences, and mood marked sentences (which require types of attitudes).

In this section, I introduce SCH-patterns in relation to particular SCH-
events. In the subsequent section, I explain what their role is in my account.

9.1.2.1 SCH-patterns and SCH-events

SCH-patterns are patterns of activity (§4.3.3) which are event types. Event
types are functions from particulars into events (in the sense of event token).
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SCH-patterns are defined by abstracting from the particulars that can vary
among a certain class of SCH-events. Thereby, SCH-patterns express what
is common to this class of events.

An example of an SCH-event is this: Now in the environment, there are
a speaker and a hearer: Suske and Wiske. Suske has the belief that a is
J. Suske utters u which is an utterance of the expression “A:Ja” described
as F4(F1(J, a)) having a derivational complexity of 2. Wiske hears u and
comes to have the belief that Suske believes that a is J.

Three events can be distinguished in an SCH-event:

• The S-event: The event that Suske is now in a certain mental state with a
certain content+ which has the belief that a is J as a part

• The C-event: The event that now, Suske is a speaker, Wiske is a hearer, the
utterance u is of a certain type that can be characterized by its description
F4(F1(J, a)), and the environment is of a certain type

• The H-event: The event that Wiske is now in a certain mental state with
a certain content+ which has the belief that Suske believes that a is J as a
part

There are several relations between these events. At the very minimum,
there is both an inclusion-relation and a temporal ordering: The C-event
should include both the S-event and the H-event and the H-event should be
temporally after the S-event.

Many such events can take place. We can describe them in a suitable
regimented language having predicates such as “x is a speaker”, “x is in
mental state µx”, etc. Thereby, we make explicit what can vary among
SCH-events: the speaker S, the hearer H, the utterance u (characterized
by its description), the content+ µS of the (total) mental state the speaker
is in, the content+ µH of the (total) mental state the hearer is in, a vector t⃗
of the time intervals tS , tC , and tH of the respective S-, C-, and H-events, a
set V of states of affairs about the environment, and a world w in which the
events takes place. Consequently, we can represent SCH-events by tuples of
the form

⟨
S,H, u, µS , µH , t⃗, V, w

⟩
.5

5SCH-events can be abnormal. There might be no speaker (e.g. in case of a written
utterance from an unknown writer). There might be no hearer. There might be no
utterance (but the hearer believes erroneously that the speaker said something). Such
events are represented by setting the respective element in the SCH-event tuple to ∅.
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The example above can be represented as follows:⟨
Suske,Wiske, F4(F1(J, a)), [· · ·BelSuske(J

′a′) · · · ],
[· · ·BelWiske(BelSuske(J

′a′)) · · · ], (tS , tC , tH), V, w
⟩

where “[· · ·BelSuske(J
′a′) · · · ]” is the description of the content+ of the total

mental state of Suske; likewise for Wiske’s content+ which is a belief about
what Suske believes. The set V of states of affairs is the set of states of
affairs consisting in there being this-and-that stable linguistic use.

By abstracting from these variables and imposing constraints on them,
SCH-patterns can be defined.

For ABLE-0 we need SCH-patterns of two kinds: (i) for descriptions δ
of expressions and (ii) for families of descriptions of expressions, defined by
a syntactic function Fi from which descriptions can be derived by applying
it to possible arguments of it (the arguments and the resulting descriptions
are always restricted to having a maximal derivational complexity).

I’ll provide definitional schemata for both kinds of SCH-patterns below.
But for now suppose that we have defined the SCH-patterns for ABLE-0.
Then we can stipulate in terms of them what expressions of the following
form mean:

(6) the SCH-pattern for description δ indicating content+ µ with derivational
complexity of z in environment V before time t in group g in world w

(7) the SCH-patterns for (syntactic) function Fi indicating a matching (seman-
tic) function Gj with derivational complexity z in environments V and V ′

before time t in group g in world w

Let us ignore the details for the moment and focus on the roles of instances
of (6) and (7) (I’ll return to these points again below): Instances of the form
of (6) and (7) designate particular SCH-patterns. They are used to describe
stable linguistic uses which determine the meaning for a description δ of
an expression and for a syntactic function Fi for (descriptions of) complex
expressions, respectively.

SCH-patterns for descriptions are used to describe the stable linguistic
uses of expressions having the description δ whose utterances indicate the
mental content+ µ and whose utterance types have a derivational complex-
ity not exceeding z.

Example: A part of such a pattern applying to the expression “A:Ja”
is shown in the first line of figure 9.3. The SCH-pattern’s description δ is



9.1. A simple language and its use 267

S C H
BelS(J

′a′) F4(F1(J, a)) BelH(BelS(J
′a′))

BelS(¬J ′a′) F4(F2(–, F1(J, a))) BelH(BelS(¬J ′a′))
BelS(J

′a′ ∧ J ′b′) F4(F2(F3(F1(J, a),&), F1(J, b))) BelH(BelS(J
′a′ ∧ J ′b′))

Figure 9.3: Parts of SCH-events (or -patterns)

F4(F1(J, a)). The indicated content+ µ is λx.Belx(J
′a′). The derivational

complexity z is 2. The derivational complexity is used to define the stable
language uses that must be part of the environment V for the pattern itself
to be a stable linguistic use. Thereby it is required that there is a stable
linguistic use of descriptions of mood marked sentences (i) of which δ is
a part and (ii) whose derivational complexity does not exceed 2, e.g. that
there is a stable linguistic use of “A:Ja”.

SCH-patterns for functions (of the kind of (7)) are used to describe the
stable linguistic uses of complex expressions whose derivational complex-
ity does not exceed z, used in utterances of expressions whose derivational
complexity is also not exceeding z, that result from applying the syntactic
function Fi to possible arguments, and whose indicated content+ is deter-
mined by applying the semantic function Gj to the semantic values of the
arguments. The role of the set V is as above: it is used to require that
certain stable linguistic uses exist in the environment. The role of the set
V ′ is to ensure that there is a variety of stable linguistic uses of complex
expressions resulting from applying Fi to possible arguments of it.

Example: An SCH-pattern for function F4 indicating G4 with deriva-
tional complexity 3 applies to expression like: “A:Ja” and “A:–Ja”.

9.1.2.2 SCH-patterns for descriptions

A description of an SCH-pattern consists of five parts: an abstraction A, a
description C of the context-event C, a description S of the speaker-event S,
a description H of the hearer-event H, and a description R of the relations
between the events.

The SCH-pattern for a description δ indicating content+ µ with a deriva-
tional complexity z in an environment Va:δ,z before time t in group g in world
w is the event type that results from an SCH-event

⟨
S,H, u, µS , µH , t⃗, V, w

⟩
by
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A (i) abstracting from the speaker S and the hearer H, the utterance u, the
contents+ µS and µH of their mental states, the times t⃗ of the S-, C-, and H-
events (all before t), the set V of states of affairs about the environment, the
world w in which the events take place; and (ii) quantifying over all positions
i at which δ can occur in a description:

C such that the description of the C-event is satisfied: At time tC in world
w: (i) S ∈ g is a speaker and H ∈ g is a hearer, (ii) the description of the
uttered expression u contains δ as a part at position i, (iii) the derivational
complexity of the description of u does not exceed z, (iv) Va:δ,z is a subset
of V and at least some state of affairs in Va:δ,z obtained, and (v) S utters u;

S such that the description of the S-event is satisfied: At time tS in world w:
(i) S is in a mental state having µS as its content+, (ii) µ is a part of a belief
of S that is a part of µS , (iii) the part δ at position i of the description of u
indicates this part µ of the content+ µS of S’s mental state;

H such that the description of the H-event is satisfied: At time tH in world w:
(i) H is in a mental state having µH as its content+, (ii) µ is a part of a belief
of H about a belief of S that is a part of µH , (iii) the part δ at position i of
the description of u indicates this part µ of the content+ µH of H’s mental
state; and

R such that the description R expressing the relations between the events is
satisfied: (i) the event described in C includes the event described in S, (ii)
the event described in C includes the event described in H, (iii) the event
described in H is temporally after the event described in S, and (iv) times
tC , tS , and tH are before (or at) time t.

In the description C, a set Va:δ,z is used. It consists of states of affairs
about the environment. It’s role is to secure that if there is a stable linguistic
use of something that can be part of a mood marked sentence (defined
by the syntactic/semantic functions F4/G4), then there are at least some
mood marked sentences such that (i) δ is a part, (ii) their description has
a derivational complexity of maximally z, and (iii) a stable linguistic use
exists for their description. Hence, the role of Va:δ,z is to rule out that there
is a stable linguistic use of a description of a part-utterance type without
there being stable linguistic uses for the descriptions of whole utterance
types containing the word’s description. Thereby, we make sure that the
stable linguistic uses for lexemes exist in a suitable environment.

9.1.2.3 SCH-patterns for functions

An SCH-pattern for a complex expression can be characterized by (i) a
syntactic function Fi, (ii) a number z, (iii) a matching semantic function Gj
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determining the meaning of the expressions resulting from applying Fi, (iv)
a set Va:Fi,Gj ,z of states of affairs about the environment, (v) another set
Vi(Fi,Gj ,z) of states of affairs about the environment, (vi) a time t before (or
at) the instantiations of the SCH-pattern take place, (vii) a group g from
which the speakers and hearers are drawn, and (viii) a world w in which the
instantiations of the SCH-pattern take place.

The number z expresses both the maximal derivational complexity of the
descriptions which may result from applying Fi and the derivational com-
plexity of the descriptions of whole utterance types in which the resulting
descriptions can occur as parts.

A semantic function Gj matches a syntactic function Fi if their argu-
ments obey the homomorphic mapping between the system of syntactic
categories and semantic types (see (Hendriks 2001) for details).

Again, the patterns have existential requirements about the environ-
ments. Va:Fi,Gj ,z has the role of securing that at least for some description
δ indicating a content+ µ that is obtained by Fi and Gj , there is a sta-
ble linguistic use of a description δ′ of a mood marked sentence (whose
derivational complexity does not exceed z) such that δ is a part of δ′.

In addition, there is a second set Vi(Fi,Gj ,z). It secures that there are
stable linguistic uses for all the possible arguments δk of Fi which indicate
a respective content+ µk. This is required to determine the contents+ of
the complex descriptions that result from applying Fi to the arguments. A
content+ of a complex description is then what results from applying Gj to
the respective contents+.

The definitional scheme of SCH-patterns for functions is more complex
than the one for SCH-patterns for descriptions. In the instances of the
scheme, it is quantified over descriptions and contents+ of possible argu-
ments of the respective functions.

Thereby, the SCH-pattern for a function is more inclusive than the SCH-
pattern for a description. The class of SCH-events of a certain SCH-pattern
for a function Fi consists of SCH-events whose utterance satisfy any of the
possible descriptions resulting from applying Fi to possible arguments.

The SCH-pattern for a (syntactic) function Fi indicating a matching
(semantic) function Gj with a derivational complexity z in environments
Va:Fi,Gj ,z and Vi(Fi,Gj ,z) before time t in group g in world w is the event type
that results from an SCH-event

⟨
S,H, u, µS , µH , t⃗, V, w

⟩
by
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A (i) abstracting from the speaker S and the hearer H, the utterance u, the
contents+ µS and µH of their mental states, the times t⃗ of the S-, C-, and
H-events (all before t), the set V of states of affairs about the environment,
the world w in which the events take place; and (ii) quantifying over possible
arguments δ0, . . . , δn of Fi and matching contents+ µ0, . . . , µm of Gj (yield-
ing descriptions Fi(δ0, . . . , δn) (= δ) with contents+ Gj(µ0, . . . , µm) (= µ),
and quantifying over all positions i at which δ can occur in a description:

C such that the description of the C-event is satisfied: At time tC in world
w: (i) S ∈ g is a speaker and H ∈ g is a hearer, (ii) the description of the
uttered expression u contains δ as a part at position i, (iii) the derivational
complexity of the description of u does not exceed z, (iv) Va:Fi,Gj ,z is a subset
of V and at least some state of affairs in Va:Fi,Gj ,z obtained, (v) Vi(Fi,Gj ,z)

is a subset of V and the state of affairs in Vi(Fi,Gj ,z) obtained (such that
there are stable linguistic uses for descriptions δ0, . . . , δn indicating contents+
µ0, . . . , µm), and (vi) S utters u;

S such that the description of the S-event is satisfied: At time tS in world w:
(i) S is in a mental state having µS as its content+, (ii) µ is a part of a belief
of S that is a part of µS , (iii) the part δ at position i of the description of u
indicates this part µ of the content+ µS of S’s mental state;

H such that the description of the H-event is satisfied: At time tH in world w:
(i) H is in a mental state having µH as its content+, (ii) µ is a part of a belief
of H about a belief of S that is a part of µH , (iii) the part δ at position i of
the description of u indicates this part µ of the content+ µH of H’s mental
state; and

R such that the description R expressing the relations between the events is
satisfied: (i) the event described in C includes the event described in S, (ii)
the event described in C includes the event described in H, (iii) the event
described in H is temporally after the event described in S, and (iv) tC , tS ,
and tH are before (or at) t.

Two comments are in order: (i) To define the descriptions generated by
the (syntactic) function Fi, it is quantified over possible arguments δ0, . . . , δn
of Fi and over possible arguments µ0, . . . , µm of Gj in the A-part. (ii) A
so-defined description δ generated by Fi has the form “Fi(δ0, . . . , δn)” with
contents+ of the form “Gj(µ0, . . . , µm)” and is used in the C-, S-, and H-
part of the scheme. Otherwise, the form of the scheme for SCH-patterns for
a function is the same as the one for SCH-patterns for descriptions.

9.1.2.4 The type-token relation

SCH-events are tokens of an SCH-pattern if the description of the utterance
in the C-event of the SCH-event is matched by the description of the utter-
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ance type of the SCH-pattern; other things needn’t match. If all the things
match, then we say that the SCH-event conforms to the SCH-pattern.

An SCH-pattern describes the roles of both speakers and hearers in
SCH-events that are tokens of the pattern. Thereby, we can define for both
speakers and hearers in an SCH-event what it is to conform and what it is
to deviate from the pattern. For a speaker, to conform to an SCH-pattern is
to only utter a certain expression if one is in a mental state whose content+
has a part that is indicated by the utterance. For a hearer, to conform to
an SCH-pattern is to come to believe, upon hearing the utterance, that the
speaker has a certain attitude which has a certain part that is indicated by
the utterance. Deviations are defined in terms of non-conformity.

9.1.3 Language use in terms of SCH-patterns

Plausibly, normal linguistic transactions can be described as SCH-events.
One could express what is going on in such linguistic transactions by saying
that the speaker transfers a mental content+ to the hearer’s “belief box” by
producing an utterance.

A content+ that is transferred from a speaker to a hearer is a part of
the content+ of the speaker’s total mental state and a part of the content+
of the hearer’s total mental state.

For the SCH-patterns I consider, I assume that in a case of successful lin-
guistic communication, the transferred content+ of the speaker is identical
to the content+ in the hearer’s belief box.6

According to this proposal, in case of successful communication a hearer
learns something about the state of the speaker. To learn something about
the world, the hearer has to draw the further “unboxing”-inference of the
kind “Ceteris paribus, if I believe that the speaker believes that P , then
I believe that P .” Among the ceteris paribus conditions are the speaker’s
sincerity, her reliability with regard to P (or in general), her reputation,
and different sorts of circumstantial conditions (e.g. conditions about the
speaker’s belief acquisition).

The talk of identity of a part of the content+ requires us to conceive
of contents+ as something structured. I think we should conceive of them
as structured propositions with an attitude marker (where such a marker is

6One could weaken the identity assumption by assuming that the corresponding contents+
are similar enough.
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something that is a characteristic feature of attitudes of the respective type
in the mental life of agents of a certain kind). So, both the contents+ as
well as the utterances are typically structured.

The parts of the SCH-events in figure 9.3 illustrate this: A speaker S
is in a mental state whose complex content+ (has a part that) is a propo-
sitional attitude – represented in the S-part of the pattern. S’s complex
utterance indicates the attitude – represented in the C-part. Upon hearing
the utterance, a hearer H comes to be in a mental state whose complex
content+ (has a part that) is a propositional attitude – represented in the
H-part.

Derived SCH-patterns and derived stable linguistic uses SCH-
patterns for functions have a generality which SCH-patterns for descrip-
tions do not. For the former are defined for a variety of descriptions while
each of the latter is defined only for a single description. We can derive
SCH-patterns for descriptions from SCH-patterns for functions. For ex-
ample an SCH-pattern for the syntactic conjunction-rule defines a variety
of descriptions that differ in the number of conjunction occurrences. The
SCH-patterns for descriptions that can be derived from the SCH-pattern
for the syntactic conjunction-rule are the ones whose description contains a
certain fixed number of conjunction occurrences.

This has consequences for the use of SCH-patterns as the patterns of
stable linguistic uses (i.e. a certain kind of (normative) conventions and
social norms; §6.1.5): If in a group a stable linguistic use exists which has a
certain pattern of activity, then this pattern must have been realized in this
group. This is not to say that every possible realization of the pattern must
have been realized but at least in some situations some possible realizations
must have been realized. Now consider the following claim:

(8) If in a group g a stable linguistic use exists whose pattern is a certain SCH-
pattern Θ for a function Fi, then for all SCH-patterns Θd for descriptions
that can be derived from Θ: in g, a stable linguistic use exists which has
Θd as its pattern.

Clearly, (8) is false. Derived SCH-patterns for descriptions needn’t have
been realized. So, we need to distinguish between stable linguistic uses
simpliciter and derived stable linguistic uses. For the latter, we don’t assume
that their patterns have been realized. On the basis of this distinction, I
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make the following assumption:

(9) If in a group g a stable linguistic use exists whose pattern is a certain SCH-
pattern Θ for a function Fi, then for all SCH-patterns Θd for descriptions
that can be derived from Θ: in g, a derived stable linguistic use exists which
has Θd as its pattern.

Subsequently, I use “stable linguistic use” in the inclusive sense of a stable
linguistic use simpliciter or a derived one.

The role of SCH-patterns in the meaning-determination claim
Below, I’ll state the meaning-determination claims for meaning in virtue
of conventions and meaning in virtue of social norms, in terms of stable
linguistic uses whose patterns of activity are SCH-patterns. Thereby, SCH-
patterns play an important role in these claims. They determine what
conforming and deviant uses and understandings of expressions are. Social
norms and (normative) conventions add (i) a group in which these uses and
understandings prevail, (ii) their stability, and (iii) their arbitrariness.7

Since stable linguistic uses are relatively robust, deviant SCH-events in
a group can be tolerated up to a degree that depends on the particular
(normative) convention or social norm. In case of conventions, the degree
depends on the beneficiality of the conforming behavior. In case of social
norms, it depends on the will and power of the enforcers.

So, deviations from SCH-patterns that determine a description’s mean-
ing shouldn’t bother us too much as long their corresponding stable lin-
guistic uses continue to exist. If they don’t, then according to the cen-
tral meaning-determination claims, the respective descriptions don’t have a
meaning.(They can still have a meaning by means of a transfer social norm;
see §7.3.2.2).

More problematic is the following objection: Members of a community
of language users always believe that they will enjoy a splendid afterlife (P )
and they believe tautologies (Q). But if so, any utterance of a mood marked
sentence a among the members of the community also seems to indicate P
and Q. But it would be an implausible result of my account if it entails
in such scenarios that mood marked sentences not only mean what they do
but also P and Q.

7While social norms in general needn’t have an alternative, linguistic social norms can be
assumed to have alternatives since there could have been other form-meaning pairings.
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Reply: We have to distinguish in virtue of what a means what it does.
Case “meaning in virtue of conventions”: The convention that has an

SCH-pattern for the description of a has a certain proper function (§7.1).
Having this proper function explains why the convention prevails. Hence,
my account entails that if to indicate P and/or Q is part of this proper
function, then description of ameans also P and/orQ. This seems plausible.
But a stronger claim can be justified: Arguably, to indicate P or Q is not
part of this proper function. For indicating P or Q is not comparably
beneficial for the members of the community since they have the respective
beliefs, whether they utter mood marked sentences or not.

Case “meaning in virtue of social norms”: The social norm that has an
SCH-pattern Θ for the description of a is enforced by enforcers accepting
systems of norms which have a system N of norms as a part (see below in
§9.3). According to N , it is N -required to conform to Θ and N -forbidden to
deviate from Θ. Hence, it depends on whether N is such that conformity to
Θ amounts also to indicate P and/or Q or not. If so, then a mood marked
sentence s also means P and/or Q among the addressees of the social norm;
otherwise not. This seems to me to be a plausible claim.

SCH-patterns are non-Gricean (and also different from Millikan’s)
SCH-patterns describe a certain co-occurrence between (i) events in which
the speaker utters something, (ii) events in which the speaker is in a mental
state whose content+ has (as a part) a certain content+, and (iii) corre-
sponding events in which the hearer comes to be in a certain mental state
whose content+ has, as a part of one of her beliefs about the speaker, the
same content+ as the respective part of the speaker’s content+. The rela-
tion between the utterances and the contents+ is one of indication. Nei-
ther speaker intentions nor the hearer’s recognition of them are used in
the description of SCH-patterns. Hence, SCH-patterns are not described
in Gricean terms. Since also the stable linguistic uses in terms of these
patterns are non-Gricean, the account is non-Gricean.

Indication is usually considered to be too weak for Gricean analyses of
speaker-meaning. This is unproblematic for my account, as far as I can tell.
For speaker-meaning is not used in the meaning-determination claims.

The SCH-patterns are similar to the ones of Millikan’s account (§7.1),
if suitably restated, with the exception that in case of assertions, the hearer
reaction is not to come to believe that P (for some P ) but to come to
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believe that the speaker believes that P . I’ve made this change to avoid
problems we would run into when we extended the account to other speech
act types. For example, if someone promises to do something, then plausibly,
the speaker intends to do so. But we shouldn’t say that in this case, the
linguistic understanding of the hearer consists in having or coming to have
the intention to do so.8 More plausibly, in case of promising the linguistic
understanding consists in believing that the speaker intends that P (or
coming to believe so). So, the advantage of stating the hearer-part of SCH-
patterns in this way is that it generalizes to other speech act types:

Let Ψ denote a certain type of attitude (like belief, desire, knowledge, or
intention) and letMΨ be a mood marker in the language indicating attitudes
of type Ψ. Then we can say in analogy to assertion-sentences of the form
“A:s” that “MΨ:s” is a sentence mood marked with MΨ. Such a sentence
is aptly called a MΨ-sentence.9 The semantic values of MΨ-sentences are
represented as λx.�Ψ

x (P ) where x ranges over individuals, �Ψ represents Ψ
(e.g. Bel,Des,K, Int), and P is a sentential semantic value.

Hence, if speaker S indicates attitude Ψ with content P by uttering a
MΨ-sentence MΨ : s, then the semantic value of MΨ : s is λx.�Ψ

x (P ) and
the successful linguistic understanding of MΨ : s by hearer H consists in
BelH(�Ψ

S (P )).

9.2 Meaning in virtue of conventions
In this section, meaning in virtue of conventions is explained. Consequently,
I have to elaborate on what I take linguistic conventions to be and how they
determine an expression’s meaning. I use Millikan’s account of conventions
(chapter 7).10

The basic idea of the meaning-determination claim is as follows: If speak-
ers and hearers conventionally use and understand an expression, then ut-
terances of the expression indicate a certain mental content+. In virtue
of the conventional use and understanding, this mental content+ is the
expression’s meaning among the members of the convention.

We can cash out this idea in terms of SCH-patterns. Suppose an SCH-
8I thank Lars Dänzer for making me aware of this issue which was present in a prior version
of my account.

9The notation is borrowed from (Grice 1969:171 ff).
10With minor modifications, one could also use a different account of conventions.
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pattern for a certain description δ indicating a certain content+ µ with a
certain derivational complexity is a convention among members of some
group (the other elements, such as the environment, are left out for read-
ability). Then the claim is that among the members, the description δ had
the meaning µ.11 If so, linguistic conventions are conventions whose pattern
of activity is an SCH-pattern. Hence, I put forward the following thesis:

C-M. If there is a conventional SCH-pattern for description δ indicating content+
µ with derivational complexity z among members of group g at time t in
world w and δ’s derivational complexity does not exceed z, then δ means µ
among members of g at t in w.

To illustrate, suppose the description “F1(J, a)” actually means J ′a′ among
members of some group g. On the basis of my account, this could be so if
there were a conventional SCH-pattern for description “F1(J, a)” indicating
J ′a′ with derivational complexity of at least 2 among members of g now in
this world (the complexity must be at least 2 since there must be a use of
mood marked sentences whose complexity is at least 2; see condition (v)).
Since the description “F1(J, a)” is complex, there can only be a conventional
SCH-pattern for it, if among members of g now in this world: (i) there is a
stable linguistic use whose SCH-pattern for F1 indicates some semantic com-
position function G1, (ii) there is a stable linguistic use whose SCH-pattern
for “J” indicates J ′, (iii) there is a stable linguistic use whose SCH-pattern
for “a” indicates a′, (iv) applying F1 to “J” and “a” yields “F1(J, a)” and
applying G1 to J ′ and a′ yields J ′a′, and (v) there are some stable linguistic
uses whose pattern applies to mood marked sentences whose description
has F1(J, a) as a part, e.g. F4(F1(J, a)) (whose derivational complexity is
2). In other words, if conditions (i-v) are satisfied, it should follow that the
description “F1(J, a)” actually means J ′a′.

Since social norms can also determine an expression’s meaning some-
thing, it will be helpful to introduce an indirection by stating that a con-
ventional SCH-pattern is a stable linguistic use. This is what C-SLU does.
In addition let us stipulate that a stable linguistic use of a description de-
termines its meaning. This is what SLU-M does. C-M follows from their
conjunction.

11The claim is supported by the argumentation that stable linguistic uses of expressions
determine their meanings (§1.3).
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C-SLU. If there is a conventional SCH-pattern for description δ indicating con-
tent+ µ with derivational complexity z among members of group g at
time t in world w, then there is a stable linguistic use of δ indicating µ
with derivational complexity z among members of g at t in w.

SLU-M. If there is a stable linguistic use of description δ indicating content+ µ
with derivational complexity z among members of group g at time t in
world w and δ’s derivational complexity does not exceed z, then δ means
µ among members of g at t in w.

Beneficiality of linguistic conventions For SCH-patterns to be a con-
vention among a group of agents, it must be beneficial for them to do their
part in it, that is, as a speaker, to utter a certain expression only if one
has a certain attitude, and likewise as a hearer, to come to have a certain
attitude when one hears a certain utterance. But how can a conventional
SCH-pattern be beneficial for its members?

Suppose that there is a conventional SCH-pattern for the description of
the name “a” between you and me. By being a convention, this entails that
doing one’s part as a speaker or a hearer is beneficial for us. But can doing
so be beneficial? It seems that only utterances that are performances of
speech acts can be beneficial. But in ABLE-0, one cannot perform a speech
act solely by uttering “a”. Such utterances would lack an illocutionary force.

What is missing to explain the beneficiality of “a” seems to be this.
What can be used as an utterance part is beneficial because it makes sys-
tematic contributions to the SCH-patterns for descriptions of mood marked
sentences. So, we can attribute values expressing the beneficiality to SCH-
patterns for descriptions of mood marked sentences and then (try to) de-
rive the respective values for the SCH-patterns for the descriptions of part-
utterance types by working out what they contribute to the values of the
SCH-patterns for descriptions of mood marked sentences.

9.3 Meaning in virtue of social norms
In this section, meaning in virtue of social norms is the topic. The approach
mirrors the approach taken in the last section. To this end, I introduce
linguistic social norms. In terms of this kind of social norms, the respective
meaning-determination claim is stated. This is the first topic of this section.
The two further topics are (i) the role of social structure and (ii) semantic
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normativity. Let me turn now to linguistic social norms.
The notion of a social norm is by itself not sufficient to state the meaning-

determination claim for meaning in virtue of social norms. For social norms
in general needn’t have to do with language use at all. Also among the social
norms that govern the use of expressions, not all have a meaning-constitutive
role. There are, for example, social norms according to which one should
not say that some product is “healthy” in advertisement or according to
which one should not use taboo words like “fuck” or “nigger” on (American)
television. Social norms of this kind just regulate how expressions already
having a certain meaning are (not) to be used. According to social norms of
this kind, the use of certain expressions is forbidden, optional, or required
in certain situations. The characteristic patterns of such social norms are
not SCH-patterns.

Contrast these social norms with the following cases: (i) the legislation of
the meanings of trade names, (ii) the arbitration of meanings by experts, (iii)
a group engaging in a normative debate about how to use and understand
an expression. These cases involve a special kind of social norm which is
constitutive for an expression’s meaning something.

What is special about this second kind of social norms is that they
concern the use and understanding of expressions. So, in line with the
conventionalist part of my account, I suggest that linguistic social norms
are a certain kind of social norms whose pattern of activity is an SCH-
pattern. Besides having an SCH-pattern, linguistic social norms have a
further feature: they relate to an additional group, the group of arbitrators.
The role of the arbitrators is to select a particular SCH-pattern for an
expression from the class of possible SCH-patterns for the expression. The
selected SCH-pattern determines what it is to conform to and to deviate
from it. In normal cases the enforcers are also the arbitrators. But for cases
of division of linguistic labor the groups can be different. Let us thus define
rationalistic linguistic social norms as follows:

There is a rationalistic linguistic social norm to conform to the SCH-pattern
Θ among the members of a group G (addressees) enforced by members of a group
E (enforcers) accepting a system of norms N arbitrated by members of a group A
(arbitrators) at time t in world w iff

LSN1. there is a stable linguistic use among the arbitrators at time t in world w
whose pattern of activity is Θ;
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LSN2. there is a system of norms N according to which the addressees are N -
required to conform to Θ and N -forbidden to deviate from Θ; and

LSN3. there is a rationalistic social norm to conform to Θ among the addressees
enforced by the enforcers accepting N at time t in world w.

Clauses LSN1 and LSN2 incorporate the minimum we need to describe the
role of the arbitrators, namely that it’s their use and understanding that
is enforced by the enforcers. Typically, arbitrators would or could correct
other people’s use and there might be a commonly known practice of deferral
to them in case of dispute or uncertainty. But while these things are true
of a typical scenario, it seems to me that their presence is not necessary for
there to be a linguistic social norm. For this reason, I do not require that
corrections or deferrals prevail among the respective groups.

The definition makes use of rationalistic social norms which are, in
terms of rationality requirements, the most demanding kind of social norms
(§8.2.2). In contrast, the weaker version of a rationally justifiable social
norm does not require that the enforcers actually accept the relevant sys-
tem of norms but only that they could. This weaker version can be used
to define a corresponding notion of a rationally justifiable linguistic social
norm that results from replacing “rationalistic” by “rationally justifiable” in
the definition. I won’t pursue this further and use “linguistic social norms”
for both notions.

Having defined what a linguistic social norm is, we can state how an
expression means something in virtue of a social norm. To this end, it
is helpful to introduce a stipulation which “hides” certain details of the
definiendum of a linguistic social norm. Let us say that “there is a linguistic
social norm for description δ indicating content+ µ having a derivational
complexity z addressed to members of group G at time t in world w” iff

1. there is an SCH-pattern Θ for δ indicating µ with derivational complexity z;
2. there is a group A of arbitrators such that there is a stable linguistic use to

conform to Θ among its members at time t in world w;
3. there is a system of norms N according to which the addressees are N -

required to conform to Θ and N -forbidden to deviate from Θ;
4. there is a group of enforcers E enforcing conformity to Θ and accepting

systems of norms of which N is a part; and
5. there is a linguistic social norm to conform to the SCH-pattern Θ among the

members of G enforced by members of E accepting a system of norms N
arbitrated by members of A at time t in world w.
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Now we claim that linguistic social norms are a kind of stable linguistic
uses:

SN-SLU. If there is a linguistic social norm for description δ indicating content+
µ with derivational complexity z addressed to members of group g at
time t in world w, then there is a stable linguistic use of δ indicating µ
with derivational complexity z among members of g at t in w.

Together with the principle SLU-M that stable linguistic uses determine
an expression’s meaning something (§9.2), it follows that linguistic social
norms determine an expression’s meaning:

SN-M. If there is a linguistic social norm for description δ indicating content+ µ
with derivational complexity z addressed to members of group g at time t
in world w and δ’s derivational complexity does not exceed z, then δ means
µ among the members of g at t in w.

9.3.1 The role of social structure

Social structure has different effects on the determination of an expression’s
meaning. I take the relevant social relations to be relations of power. For, if
social structure has an influence on an expression’s meaning something, then
there is an inequality among us. Plausibly, this inequality is, at least in part,
constituted by power. This is, in a way, the upshot of Humpty Dumpty’s
remark that the question is which is to be master. On this understanding,
there are two kinds of roles of social structure:

• Probabilistic roles: (i) Making it likelier that an expression is used at
all; (ii) Making it likelier that an expression is used in a certain group; (iii)
Making it likelier that an expression is used uniformly; (iv) Making it likelier
that an expression is used in a certain way

• Meaning-determination role: Determining an expression’s meaning.

An example of a probabilistic role relates to social (network) structure.
In societies that are socially structured, certain agents are more influential
than others. Some of these agents are “hubs” which connect many agents
with a small “social distance” (e.g. defined in terms of being a friend of ).
The use and understanding of an expression by a “hub” thereby tends to
have more effect on the uses and understandings of the expression than the
uses and understandings of a less influential agent.
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I won’t investigate the probabilistic roles here since I’m not discussing
the evolution of stable linguistic use.12 I’d like to illustrate the meaning-
determination role by discussing two cases:

Case: expertise and expert power An interesting case is expertise
and expert power, known from the debate about the division of linguistic
labor. The thesis of the division of linguistic labor is a kind of social exter-
nalism about meaning: Facts about the social organization of the linguistic
community determine, at least in part, what the expressions used by its
members mean.13

The thesis of the division of linguistic labor seems to be a reasonable
proposal about how the meaning of an expression is determined. To im-
plement the proposal, a linguistic social norm would be helpful which gave
experts a special linguistic right: the right to arbitrate semantic disputes
about the term in question and, in particular, the right to decide what is
the meaning of the expression in question.

If such a linguistic social norm exists, then it’s the experts’ use and
understanding which selects the SCH-pattern for the expression in question
(and thereby its meaning). It’s the linguistic social norm which determines
the expression’s meaning by relating to the experts’ SCH-pattern. In this
scenario, the experts are the arbitrators. I’ll call such linguistic social norms
“expert social norms.”

What is it to be an expert and how do expert social norms relate to
French and Raven’s expert power, which is the power an individual has in
virtue of being skilled or expert about something over another persons who
are in need of these skills or expertise (§8.1.1)?

Let’s say that an expert about a word – say “cat” – is one who knows
a lot about the word “cat” and is better at doing things with it. In a first
approximation, this seems to be on the right track. Following Austin (1940)
and Putnam (1997) we can describe the meaning of an expression by a vector
consisting of syntactic information, sortal information, maybe a stereotype,
maybe typical uses and inferential roles.14 A (competent) language user

12But see for example the work of Buskens et al. (2008) and Corten and Buskens (2010)
who show that network structure influences which equilibrium is reached. Thus, by con-
trolling network structure or the relevant likelihoods, one can influence which linguistic
conventions exist and thereby the meanings of the expressions in question.

13See e.g (Putnam 1997).
14If some of these things are part of an expression’s meaning, then the semantics used by
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knowing an expression’s meaning, knows the information encoded in the
vector. Importantly, Putnam’s proposal does not entail that typical lan-
guage users are fully informed about an expression’s meaning. But experts
about an expression, like our “cat” expert, know the expression’s meaning
in this sense. Moreover, a “cat” expert should be a reliable classifier of
things into those to which the word “cat” applies and into those to which
it doesn’t apply. Since one can know more or less about something and be
better or worse at doing things with it, being an expert is something grad-
able. This induces a comparative expertise relation among the members of
some population.

From this it follows that by itself, expertise has no influence on an ex-
pression’s meaning something. It’s semantically inert because it’s socially
inert. For the relation is characterized in a way that does not imply that
members of the community know who’s an expert on what and whether
there is a need of experts. Expert power in the sense of French and Raven
adds these factors.

For a linguistic social norm, the existence of an expertise relation is
beneficial. It provides a structure which can influence the interactions in
the community, if (i) the linguistic social norm is sensitive to the level
of expertise people have, (ii) people can recognize the level of expertise
someone has.

It even seems that without (i) and (ii) satisfied, such social norms cannot
be effective in the sense that they bring about the social arrangement that
experts decide contested cases and that laymen defer their judgments to
them and accept the expert decisions.

One way of satisfying (i) and (ii) is by a norm N that the enforcers of the
respective expert social norm accept and that implements a sensitivity to
expertise.15 This relates to the information component required for expert
power in the sense of French and Raven.

Often, there is also a need for expertise since we want experts to judge
unsettled cases. Hence, it’s also rational to want that experts have the right
to arbitrate unsettled cases. This then brings French and Raven’s need for
expertise on the table which is a also condition for someone having expert
power.

my account has to be revised.
15This is a way to understand so-called “dereferential conventions” that Blackburn

(1984:130) discusses.
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To conclude, the case of expert social norms illustrates some of the
features of linguistic social norms. The experts are the arbitrators. They
needn’t be the enforcers but they are in a good position to be them since
they know their stuff. Moreover, the addressees should accept the judgments
of the experts.

Case: language rulers Another scenario illustrating linguistic social
norms is the milk-scenario from the introduction in §1.3:

(10) In many countries there are laws – implemented as social norms – concern-
ing the correct use of the trade name “milk;” violations are forbidden and
can be punished. One can be demanded to use and understand the word
accordingly. Different powers are involved, namely positional power and
sanction power of the legislators (at least indirectly through the means of
legal processes resulting in actions of the executive body). The addressees
of the social norm are persons using the trade name “milk” for the pur-
pose 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.

I’ve argued that (i) we’re inclined to say that one of the meanings of “milk”
is milky liquid with at least 3.0% fat in this scenario and that (ii) this is
so in virtue of there being a linguistic social norm. Again, the meaning is
selected by the arbitrators’ SCH-pattern and determined by the linguistic
social norm enforced by the executive body which is sensitive to the SCH-
pattern selected by the arbitrators. There is a contrast with the expert
social norm we’ve considered above. It’s not necessarily the case that the
experts are the arbitrators. Moreover, the scenario suggests that in case of a
linguistic social norm for an expression, positional power lets one arbitrate
what the expression means and sanction power lets one enforce conforming
behavior. By these means, an expression can be “given” a meaning in a
group.

Language rulings can be extreme as the ruling of the US Supreme Court
in 1983 in the case Nix V Hedden illustrates (see Wikipedia 12.05.2010):
The topic was whether tomatoes are fruits (as the scientific classification
has it) or vegetables (for one had to pay a tax for imported vegetables but
not for fruits). The court ruled that tomatoes are vegetables. The ruling
can be described as one of selecting the meaning of “tomato.”
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9.3.2 Semantic normativity

On the basis of my account of meaning in virtue of social norms, I can now
offer my final explanation of semantic normativity. In chapter 2 I argued
that the characteristic feature of semantic normativity consists in being in
a position to make normative demands:

N′. For all expressions e, meanings m and coordinates C: If e means m at
C in virtue of a social norm, then the enforcers of the social norm can
demand that the addressees use e in accordance with its meaning m at C
(by uttering “e means m at C” which expresses an ought with a demanding
character).

On the basis of the definition of a social norm and the analysis of the dis-
tinction between recommendations and demands (§8.2.1), we get the result
that the enforcers of a social norm are in a position to make normative de-
mands. Not all oughts that are expressed by an enforcer of a social norm are
semantic. But the oughts that are expressed by an enforcer’s demanding to
conform to the SCH-pattern of a linguistic social norm are semantic. For
linguistic social norms constitute (or determine) the meanings of expressions
– or more precisely: descriptions:

N′′. For all descriptions δ, meanings m and coordinates C: If e means m at
C in virtue of a social norm, then the enforcers of the social norm can
demand that the addressees use δ in accordance with its meaning m at C
(by uttering “δ means m at C” which expresses an ought with a demanding
character).

According to my proposal to use δ in accordance with its meaning m is to
conform to the respective SCH-pattern Θ for δ.

An SCH-pattern describes the roles of both speakers and hearers (§9.1.2)
and thereby determines for both speakers and hearers what it is to conform
and what it is to deviate. For a speaker, to conform to an SCH-pattern is
to only utter a certain expression if one is in a mental state whose content+
has a part that is indicated by the utterance. For a hearer, to conform to
an SCH-pattern is to come to believe, upon hearing the utterance, that the
speaker has a certain attitude which has a certain part that is indicated by
the utterance.

Hence N′′ entails that enforcers can demand speakers and hearers to
conform and not to deviate from Θ. Consequently, the speakers and hearers
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among the addressees of a linguistic social norm ought to conform to (and
not to deviate from) Θ.

For example, on the basis of a social norm, a speaker can be demanded
not to utter an assertion-sentence unless she has the required belief. Like-
wise, a hearer can be demanded to come to believe that the speaker has the
required belief.

Hence, speakers can be demanded to be truthful and hearers can be
demanded to exhibit a certain linguistic understanding upon hearing an
utterance.

9.4 Languages and Humpty Dumpty’s problem
According to my account, expressions (or rather their descriptions) are not
assigned a meaning relative to a language. The only use I make of languages
is a limited technical use of formal languages for systematically describing
expressions. I’ll now relate meaningful expressions to notions such as mean-
ing something in a language, shared language, and public language. Doing
so helps us to make progress on the explanation of language varieties and
the solution of Humpty Dumpty’s problem. To this end, (i) I start by re-
turning to the meaning-without-use problem. (ii) I provide definitions for
several notions relating to languages. I indicate the roles they might play,
in particular with respect to language varieties. (iii) I state my solution to
Humpty Dumpty’s problem.

Meaning without use The account developed so far also faces the
meaning-without-use problem (§6.1.5): ABLE-0 consists of infinitely many
expressions with compositional meanings. But only a part of ABLE-0 can
be used by a population at any time, namely the part that is precisely
defined by the prevailing stable linguistic uses with a certain derivational
complexity. My proposal is as follows: The SCH-patterns of stable linguis-
tic uses of descriptions or functions that prevail among a population are the
patterns that the members of the population could realize. Thereby, also
actually unrealized (parts of the) patterns can be the pattern of a stable
linguistic use among the members of the population. Hence, the meaning-
determination claims are so far stated for the effective stable linguistic uses
among members of a population.

Effective stable linguistic uses for descriptions or functions cannot be
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used to explain the meanings of the expressions that couldn’t be realized
by the members of the respective population. To explain the meanings of
these descriptions I reapply Schiffer’s proposal for Lewis’ theory: I stipulate
that the SCH-pattern of a stable linguistic use is realized by a translator
the members possess. I implement this idea below.

But in my theory, translators have a more moderate role: They are not
needed for any expression – whether sentential or sub-sentential – in the ef-
fective language used by a population (and this fragment can be quite large
since it also contains expressions that the members would use and under-
stand in certain ways). The translators are only used to explain in virtue
of what unusable meaningful expressions have their respective meanings.

Sociolects, shared languages, and total languages Let us define the
effective sociolect possessed by an agent a at a time t in a world w as the
set of all stable linguistic uses a is a member of, at t in w. The effective
shared language among members of a group g at a time t in a world w is the
intersection of the sociolects possessed by the members of g at t in w. The
effective total language among members of a group g at a time t in a world
w is the union of the sociolects possessed by the members of g at t in w.16

Languages in these senses are something social. They cannot be a private
language or an idiolect that is solely possessed by an individual. For there
is always a group among which a stable linguistic use prevails. Hence, I call
that what is assigned to an agent a “sociolect” rather than an “idiolect.”
The other notions are defined in terms of sociolects. So, they inherit the
social character.

Since my notions of languages are social, they do not fit a Chomskian
understanding in terms of the “internalized” languages humans can possess.
They also don’t fit the typical approaches in sociolinguistics which base the
classification of languages on the language attitudes “the folk” has.17 For
language attitudes are not used in my definitions above.18

Moreover, languages in these senses are not abstract languages in Lewis’
sense (i.e. a mapping from forms into meanings). But we can define abstract

16The two definitions of languages in a group are inspired by Lewis’ definitions in his article
Languages and language (Lewis 1975:32).

17See (Garrett 2006) and (Niedzielski and Preston 2000).
18Language attitudes figure indirectly in the definitions. For in case of social norms, there

are normative attitudes among the enforcers. According to them, one ought to use and
understand expressions in accordance with their meanings.
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languages for an agent a (and similarly for a group of agents) on the basis of
the definitions provided above. We construct the effective abstract language
La,t,w as the set of tuples ⟨δ, µ⟩ such that for some z and group g having a as
a member, there is a stable linguistic use of description δ indicating content+
µ with derivational complexity z among members of group g at time t in
world w and δ’s derivational complexity does not exceed z. (Observe the
role of the derivational complexity parameter to define the effectively used
language.)

On the basis of effective abstract languages, we can implement the pro-
posal to deal with the meaning-without-use problem. The extended abstract
language LT a,t,w of an agent a is based on her effective abstract language
La,t,w as follows:

(11) Description δ means µ in LT a,t,w iff La,t,w ⊆ LT a,t,w, a processes La,t,w-
utterances via an La,t,w-determining translator T , T generates LT a,t,w,
and T pairs δ with µ.

The idea is that we extend effective abstract language on the basis of the
translator that realizes a’s stable linguistic use. It depends then on the
properties of the translator whether the extended abstract language LT a,t,w

is defined for infinitely many descriptions or not.
Another question that is still open and pertains to Humpty Dumpty’s

problem concerns the notion of a public language. I need the notion for two
purposes: (i) to explicate the idiom “e means m in language L” and (ii)
to solve Humpty Dumpty’s problem. For these purposes, I think, we can
identify the notion of a public language with either the notion of a shared
language or the notion of a total language. I choose the former option
since the descriptions’ meanings of a shared language are shared among the
members of the group which is required if one wants to explain successful
communication in terms of shared meanings.

Meaning something in a language On the basis of the proposal ad-
vocated here, we can reconstruct what seems to be the main role of the id-
iom “e means m in language L”, namely to distinguish between homonyms
which belong to different languages. For example, while the word spelled
as “rot” names a color in German, what is so spelled has different meanings
in English, among them being decay.

Since I individuate expressions historically (as Millikan and lexicogra-
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phers do), the way an expression is spelled or pronounced is not decisive
for saying whether two expressions are identical or not. For example, “rot”
in German and “rot” in English would already come out as two distinct
expressions on my proposal since they belong to different histories. That
is, by individuating expressions differently, the need to assign meanings rel-
ative to a language is less obvious. For this reason, it seems to me to be
justified that in my account, descriptions are assigned meanings not relative
to a language.

Nevertheless, we can give an analysis of the idiom “e means m in lan-
guage L.” My proposal is as follows: (i) e is a name for a sound or spelling
type, (ii) L is a name for a shared language, (iii) “in L” is a modifier of e
and yields a definite description for an expression: the expression that is of
the sound or spelling type e and that is part of L. Within a community of
communicating agents, we expect that most spelling (or sound) types just
have one meaning, unless there are features in their SCH-patterns that al-
low the speakers and hearers to tell the two uses and understandings apart
(§7.3.2.4). Consequently, we should expect that on my pragmatic analy-
sis one can uniquely pick out an expression by using the idiom “e . . . in
language L.”

Humpty Dumpty’s problem Finally I can state my solution of Humpty
Dumpty’s problem (§1.4):

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?

If one endorses my account, there is an obvious answer to HD: In case of a
linguistic (normative) convention for an expression having a certain descrip-
tion, the description’s having a certain meaning depends on all members
of the convention. In case of a linguistic social norm for an expression, it
depends on the enforcers and arbitrators what the expression means. In
extreme cases, this can be a single person. Hence, if Humpty Dumpty is
“the master” – that is, if he is the sole arbitrator or enforcer –, then he is
right. But it seems that this wouldn’t be the normal case which seems to
be more egalitarian.19

19Social structure also plays a probabilistic role in the determination of meaning. Thus, a
more complete solution of the problem should also include this, especially when it comes
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9.5 Evaluation
In my account descriptions of expressions are assigned structured mental
contents+ as meanings. The assignments are determined by stable linguistic
uses (linguistic conventions, social norms, and normative conventions). For
each description of a word, there is a separate stable linguistic use. This
contrasts with other conventionalist accounts. Thereby, language varieties
can be explained in a better way. For there is no need to assign possibly big
populations whole languages. Rather, the languages of a group are defined
by the stable linguistic uses prevailing among the members of the group.

I illustrated the account on the basis of the “toy” language ABLE-0. The
language is severely restricted: (i) There are its expressive limits for there is
no quantification and there are no adverbials, indexicals, and vague expres-
sions. The lack of these features severely limits the explanatory power of
my account. (ii) The semantics is simplistic and naive. Moreover, if one en-
dorses the thesis of the division of linguistic labor (§9.3.1), then the seman-
tic theory has to be changed to accommodate the proposed more complex
meanings (e.g. including stereotypes). To address these limitations, more
complex SCH-patterns have to be defined and a state-of-the-art semantics
has to be used. Such an extension would naturally be supplemented by a
formalization of the core account; one could use an event calculus to de-
fine SCH-patterns and a first-order logic to systematize the derivations of
meanings.

Nevertheless, ABLE-0 illustrates how one can deal with structured ex-
pressions.

The “meanings” assigned to descriptions are considered to be literal
meanings. But I’ve said nothing about their relation to what-is-said and
other pragmatic notions of meaning – like metaphoric meanings or implica-
tures. Clearly, one should make these relations explicit by using a state-of-
the-art pragmatic theory (which includes a theory of linguistic communica-
tion). My account is committed to the claim that such a theory is coherent
with the one that is implicitly used by my way of describing linguistic trans-
actions in terms of SCH-patterns. This rules out Gricean proposals in terms
of intention-recognition. But as far as I can see, local changes to the SCH-
patterns are sufficient to create a version of my proposal which is coherent

to the “circumstances” in HD. Since this would touch topics on the evolution of (linguistic)
behavior in groups, I do not make it a topic here. But check the exemplary references I
provide in §9.3.1 on the role of social network structure.



290 Chapter 9. An alternative conventionalist account

with other pragmatic theories. I think the changes can be limited to ele-
ments concerning the semantic values assigned to mood marked sentences
(like “A:s”); in particular: the description of the S- and H-parts of the SCH-
patterns that relate to the semantic values – and if it simplifies things, the
semantic values themselves.

Even without having said which theory of linguistic communication I
use, I can make some claims about Davidsonian uses (uses of malapropisms
and the like) based on my account. Consider again Mrs Malaprop’s use
of “a nice derangement of epitaphs” when she should have used “a nice
arrangement of epithets” (§3.1.3). If her use is not in accordance with a
stable linguistic use, then on the basis of my account, her expression does
not mean a nice arrangement of epithets.

This does not rule out that communication can be successful if someone
uses the expression as Mrs Malaprop does. However, communication is
then not successful because the meaning of her expression is determined by
a stable linguistic use (and thereby shared). Rather, it is successful because
the hearer is able to recover the intended meaning of the expression. I
don’t explain how such recoveries work. In §3.4 I proposed that a theory of
linguistic communication should explain this.

Last but not least there is a worry that the use of categorial grammar to
describe the language use that could prevail in groups is less innocent than
I’ve claimed. The worry is that somehow, syntax might be prior (in some
sense) to semantics. One reason to think so is that, due to the category-type
homomorphism of the categorial grammar, the syntactic description already
encodes semantic information. Another reason is that syntactic complexity
is defined in terms of it which is, as I’ve said, implausible. I leave this worry
as an open question for future research.

Adequacy Let us go through the adequacy conditions of §1.4 to assess
my account. The verdict is that it does quite well but it does not explain
the dynamics and evolution of language use.

I use Millikan’s account of conventions. So I can refer to the evaluation
in §7.1.5, which was positive. Millikan’s account is adequate except for the
following: the dynamics of conventions is not explained since there is no
formal theory. There is an open problem with respect to the application
of Millikan’s account to my account: To show that the SCH-patterns of
linguistic conventions are beneficial for their members, a value has to be
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derived that expresses the beneficiality of the SCH-pattern.
The result is similar for social norms (§8.3): The account is now ade-

quate except for the explanation of the dynamics of social norms that is
missing. In this chapter, I’ve shown how the role of arbitrators can be in-
cluded (§9.3). Thereby, my explication of social norms is faithful to the
pre-theoretic characterization of them (§1.2).

Let us now turn to the desiderata for the account of meaning provided
in this chapter:

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

On the basis of my argumentation about semantic normativity (chapter 2),
my account of social norms (chapter 8), and its application in this chapter
(§9.3.2), the communicative functions can be explained. In particular, the
demanding character of the oughts that can be expressed by uttering a
meaning sentence has been explained in detail.

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

My account implements the explanatory architecture advocated in §7.3.1.
Thereby, DesM2 is satisfied for there is meaning in virtue of all kinds of
linguistic stable uses.

DesM3. The account must provide a plausible notion of a semantic mistake.

This desideratum is satisfied by my way of satisfying DesM1 (see above).
I’ve argued for a notion of a semantic mistake in terms of linguistic social
norms in §2.2.3.

DesM4. The account must allow for a plausible conception of a public language.

Since public languages are explained on the basis of expressions that al-
ready mean something among members of a group, language varieties can
be explained in a better way (§9.4).

DesM5. The account must explain the usual meaning facts.

Since ABLE-0 and the SCH-patterns for it are designed so as to allow for
structured expressions that have compositional meanings, the usual meaning
facts (such as: an expression means something at all, there are systematic
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semantic relations between expressions) can be explained.

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

On the basis of my notion of a public language and the distinction be-
tween conventions and social norms (§1.2), I can give a plausible solution
to Humpty Dumpty’s problem (§9.4).

9.6 Summary
In this chapter I developed an alternative conventionalist account. It uses
Millikan’s notion of a convention, my account of social norms, and a new
description of the communicative patterns in terms of SCH-patterns. The
account is adequate except for the dynamics of language use, the mentioned
restrictions due to the expressive limits of ABLE-0, and the worry that
syntax is prior to semantics.

In comparison to the rival accounts I’ve considered, my account uses a
distinguishing combination of features that make it better: (i) The account
is non-Gricean and non-Intellectual. (ii) The account is compatible with
dispositional conventions. (iii) The account can deal well with language va-
rieties.20 (iv) The account can deal well with the meanings of sub-sentential
expressions (thereby facing less indeterminacy).21 (v) The account can deal
well with the meaning-without-use problem.22 (vi) The account can explain
meaning in virtue of social norms. (vii) The account can explain semantic
normativity. (viii) The account provides a plausible solution to Humpty
Dumpty’s problem.

20The first three features are shared with Millikan’s account; see §7.1.
21This feature is shared with Evolutionary Signaling Games theories that use structured

meanings and signals; see §7.2.3.
22This feature is shared with my understanding of Actual Language Relation theories

(§6.1.5) and my understanding of Evolutionary Signaling Games theories that use struc-
tured meanings and signals (§7.2.3).


