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Chapter 10
Conclusions & Outlook

If I was a woman, and you were a man
You would do things that I don’t understand
You say “Boo Boo Boo”, and I think “La La La”
Maybe “Boo” will mean “Ja” or just “Blah Blah Blah”

3 minutes in the brain of Bonaparte
Bonaparte

In the preceding chapters, I’ve discussed key topics of the conventionalist
project: conventions, social norms, how they might determine meaning, and
semantic normativity. Conventionalists face many powerful objections. But
they’ve developed clever rejoinders, rebutting not only (the philosopher)
Davidson but also (the musician) Bonaparte insofar as his remark was meant
to be about literal meaning. To end this thesis, I’d like (i) to establish the
dialectic situation, (ii) to highlight some insights, and (iii) to point to some
open tasks for future research.

The dialectic situation On the basis of my argumentation, I’ve submit-
ted the following theses:

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

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
from the addressees to 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).
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The conventionality thesis C′′ resulted from two revisions – one with respect
to meaning in virtue of social norms (§1.3 where I introduced “stable uses”
as a cover term for (normative) conventions and social norms), the other
effected by the meaning-without-use problem (§6.1.5 where I introduced
“stable linguistic uses” as a cover term for linguistic (normative) conventions
and social norms whose behavioral dispositions are, in part, brought about
by a translator). The normativity thesis N′ resulted from one revision due
to meaning in virtue of conventions (§2.4).

Together they form a powerful adequacy constraint: no conventionalist
account in the literature entails both of them (to the best of my knowledge).

This fact notwithstanding, the accounts in this thesis are often much
more defensible than people have thought. I hope to have made a con-
vincing case for Lewis’ proposals. In particular, the common Intellectuality
objection is much too quick (unless Lewisians insist on “being Gricean,”
i.e., if they insist on endorsing the conditional: if a speaker utters some-
thing conforming to a linguistic convention, then she means something – in
Paul Grice’s sense of “speaker-meaning”; see §5.3.4 and §6.2.4). The needed
rationality assumptions are not that strong after all. But even a careful de-
fense seems to hit a limit: Lewis’ Actual Language Relation theory explains
neither meaning in virtue of social norms nor semantic normativity. Its
application to language-varieties cases is discouragingly complicated. The
sentential primacy thesis effects underdetermined sub-sentential meanings.
Some of these issues might be addressed if one developed Wayne Davis’
account further.

I also hope to have shown that evolutionary accounts do not magically
address all the problems. Millikan’s account also has problems with sub-
sentential expressions and, again, there is neither meaning in virtue of social
norms nor an explanation of semantic normativity.

Huttegger’s partial implementation of Millikan’s account improves on
Millikan. Together with the addition of syntactic structure to signaling
games by Nowak et al., I think that the paradigm of Evolutionary Signal-
ing Games has a promising outlook. But in its present state, there is no
meaning in virtue of social norms and no complete explanation of semantic
normativity.

My account addresses the above points but so far it is only developed for
a tiny fragment of language. Moreover, it lacks a formal model to explain
the dynamics and evolution of language (use). Thereby, I cannot explain
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with rigor why it is beneficial to have a convention for a word. Last but not
least, there is the worry that syntax might be prior to semantics.

Insights Looking back, I think the following insights were productive for
carrying out the conventionalist project:

• The meaning-without-use problem: It made us aware that we need to add
a cognitive component to the meaning-determination claims. My favored
approach is based on Schiffer’s L-determining translator proposal.

• Rationality assumptions: Questioning the rationality assumptions resulted in
a rethinking of central assumptions of conventionalist accounts, in particular
of the description of communication in Gricean terms and of the conception
of a convention. Millikan showed us how to think differently.

• Sub-sentential meanings: Focusing not only on sentential meanings but also
on sub-sentential meanings, as Davis advised, uncovered gaps and issues with
present accounts.

• Semantic normativity as part of the conventionalist project: Studying se-
mantic normativity from the perspective of a foundational theory of meaning
informed the debate. The principle I advocate is: If meaning is normative,
then this is because of the way it is determined (MD-ME).

• Davidsonian uses (like malapropisms): Davidsonian uses of language make
us aware of open questions of the conventionalist project. The interaction
between the core theories – a foundational theory of meaning, a semantic
theory, and a pragmatic theory – is still to be explored.

Outlook If my argumentation was so far by and large correct, then the
following accounts are viable:

(i) Evolutionary Signaling Games accounts: The open tasks include the
study of the philosophical foundations of the evolution-theoretic founda-
tions, the inclusion of social norms as a notion that is distinct from conven-
tions, the study of signaling games with infinitely many signals, and relating
such accounts to a pragmatic theory.

(ii) Actual Language Relation accounts: The most promising account
seems to me to be Davis’. The open tasks include: addressing the meaning-
without-use problem, explaining language varieties, and separating conven-
tions from social norms.

(iii) My account: The open tasks include the extension of ABLE-0 to
cover a larger fragment of language using a state-of-the-art semantics, the
development of a formal model to explain the dynamics and evolution of
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language (use), addressing the “syntax is prior to semantics” worry, and
relating the account to a pragmatic theory.

In connection with pragmatic theories, it will be of particular interest
to see how communication systems can evolve if the communicators use and
understand utterances according to a particular pragmatic theory (§1.1.1;
e.g. Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995),
Borg’s minimal semantics (Borg 2006), Recanati’s contextualism (Recanati
2004), and Franke’s iterated best response model (Franke 2009) – which is
interesting since it uses signaling games with meaningful signals). For lan-
guage is often used to bring about perlocutionary effects that, in a sense, go
beyond understanding the literal meanings of the uttered expressions. How
can an agent not knowing the literal meanings of expressions learn them if
the reaction the speaker wants her to show is a certain perlocutionary ef-
fect? Another way of describing the problem is this: Often what a speaker
meant is not what her words literally mean. The speakers often rely on the
hearers’ figuring out what they meant on the basis of their understanding
of the expression’s literal meaning. The hearers, in turn should understand
what the respective speakers meant, at least often enough. In such instances
of linguistic communication pragmatic reasoning plays an important role.
The problem to solve is how one can determine the literal meanings of the
expressions on the basis of such instances of linguistic communication.


