INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films the
text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of

computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy
submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and
photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper alignment
can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript and
there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized copyright
material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by sectioning
the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing from left to
right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each original is also photographed in
one exposure and is included in reduced form at the back of the book.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6” x 9” black and white photographic
prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing in this copy for
an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

®

UMI

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



/?,

LANGUAGE UNDERSTANDING AND COMPOSITIONAL SEMANTICS

by

LIGIA M. ROMER

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty in
Philosophy in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy, The City University of New

York

1999

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



UMI Number: 9946216

Copyright 1999 by
Romer, Ligia Maria

All rights reserved.

UMI Microform 9946216
Copyright 1999, by UMI Company. All rights reserved.

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized
copying under Title 17, United States Code.

UMI

300 North Zeeb Road
Ann Arbor, MI 48103

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



© 1999

LIGIA M. ROMER

All Rights Reserved

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ii



iii

This manuscript has been read and accepted for the Graduate
Faculty in Philosophy in satisfaction of the dissertation re-

quirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

/\WL\\%‘? QL« Lu:sg{

J

Date Chair of Examining-Committee
z 1918 %&ul @AwU)d
T L/’

Date tlve Offlcer

Stephen Schiffer

Arnold Koslow

Jonathan Adler

'Supervisory Committee

THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



PREFACE

The dominant approach to explaining semantic competence
relies on assumptions that have their roots in Chomskyan cog-
nitivism. Its adherents follow the Chomsky-inspired approach
to explaining ideal speakers' linguistic capacities in their
approach to explain ideal speakers' semantic capacities
specifically. Hence they assume that just as linguistic com-
petence involves knowledge of the rules of a grammar, so se-
mantic competence involves knowledge of the semantical equiv-
alent of such rules (to wit a compositional semantics). The
view relies on two assumptions that lie at its core. Briefly
stated the first assumption is about the knowledge that un-
derlies understanding the meaning of a sentence; the second
assumption completes the first one by claiming the knowledge
is knowledge of a compositional semantics. Call this approach

the common view (CV) .1

1 Before continuing, there is something that needs addressing. One may
ask what exactly the parallel between linguistic competence and semantic
competence, or grammar and meaning, consists in or whether they are
parallel at all. If they are parallel one needs to investigate what
underlies the parallel; if the notions are not parallel then what is
their relation.

My intention here is not so much to indicate a parallel between
linguistic competence and semantic competence or grammar and meaning,
but rather to indicate the parallel appeal to knowledge that is made in
each case of explaining competence. Thus the emphasis is on the
knowledge claim, specifically the claim that speakers have tacit
knowledge of a meaning theory for a particular language that explains
their semantic competence, or tacit knowledge of a grammar for a
particular language that explains their linguistic competence. CV
theorists assume that just as linguistic competence involves knowledge
of the rules of a grammar, so semantic competence involves knowledge of
the semantical equivalent of such rules.
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Roughly, CV theorists explain language understanding as
follows: a speaker understands a sentence of her language be-
cause she has tacit knowledge of some semantic theory for
that language that indicates how the meaning of the sentence
depends on the meaning of its parts and their structural ar-
rangement in the sentence. Davidsonian proponents of this ap-
proach see the explanation of language understanding as the
essential aspect of any theory of meaning. Moreover, they ar-
gue the best candidate to serve as a theory of meaning in the
offing is a compositional truth theory.

Critics of this dominant approach who challenge the as-
sumptions CV relies on are plentiful as well. The range of
critics includes those who primarily challenge CV by reject-
ing its basic premises, showing how a compositional semantics
fails to explain competence and those who in fact offer com-
peting accounts of semantic competence that do not appeal to
a compositional semantics thereby undermining CV's premises
as well.2 Within this range some question the kind of seman-
tics appealed to by challenging CV's extensionalist basis.
Others reject any appeal to knowledge of a compositional se-
mantics (regardless of what form it might take) in explaining
language understanding. This rejection is sometimes based on
the critic's conviction that natural languages do not require
compositional semantics to begin with, which automatically

constitutes a rejection of the notion that the explanation of

2 gsome accuse both Chomskyan grammarians and CV theorists of conflating
theories of competence with theories of syntax or semantics. These
critics include Soames and Devitt & Sterelny.
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vi

language understanding motivates compositional semantics.
Other critics, although not questioning the assumption that
natural languages have compositional semantics, reject CV's
claim that the latter are needed to explain language process-
ing. Instead, they claim compositional semantics are required
to explain the productivity and systematicity of language,
but not the competence of speakers. They argue that semantics
cannot be brought to bear on the psychology of competent
speakers. Of course, many philosophers are engaged in chal-
lenging the Davidsonian theory of truth, claiming the latter
cannot serve as a meaning theory. I address these to the ex-
tent that they are relevant.

Two main challenges I consider are: a) the one posed by
Scott Soames and like-minded philosophers;3 b) the one posed
by Stephen Schiffer.4 Soamesians question whether knowledge of
any kind is needed to explain semantic competence, although
they don't reject compositionality itself; in the process
however some other issues arise. Schiffer doubts whether nat-
ural languages require a compositional semantic theory in or-
der to explain semantic competence, given that he doubts that
propositions are compositionally determined in the first

place. In doubting this he of course also calls into question

3 scott Soames, "Semantics and Semantic Competence, " in Cognition and
Representation, eds. Stephen Schiffer and Susan Steele (Boulder:
Westview Press, 1988), 185-207; also Scott Socames, "Semantics and
Psychology," in Philosophy of Linguistics, ed. Jerrold J. Katz (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 204-226.

4 Stephen Schiffer, "A Paradox of Meaning," in Nous 28:3 (1994): 279-

324; also Stephen Schiffer, Remnants of Meaning (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1987). In the latter see especially Chapter 7, 179-209.
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the claim that any knowledge of meaning is required in expla-
nations of competence. Thus he doubts that a speaker's psy-
chological mechanisms at any point draw on information sup-
plied by a compositional semantics or other semantic theory.
To support his rejection of CV he offers the counterexample
of Harvey, whose competence can be accounted for without ap-
peal to knowledge of meaning. Schiffer in aiming to show he
is not forced to recognize compositional semantics thus of-

fers an alternative way to explain competence.

After considering Davidson in some detail I discuss the
most recent manifestation of CV, namely Larson & Segal's
Knowledge of Meaning which reiterates the central tenets of
the Davidsonian Chomsky-inspired program, as such trying to
rebut the critics. Being well aware of the criticisms out
there and thus of the pitfalls of the Davidsonian program,
their account has benefited insofar that it has had the op-
portunity to correct all the wrongs. Still, many problems re-
main. I offer an analysis and critigque of their account along
the lines of the earlier raised concerns with Davidson's ac-
count and in light of Socamesian skepticism.

My concern in this project then is with language under-
standing, in particular with whether one of the necessary
conditions of understanding is knowledge of a compositional
semantics. The issue is whether there exists any philosophi-
cal motivation for CV's claim that knowledge of meaning is

needed to explain language understanding, In other words, do
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viii

we need to attribute knowledge of semantic properties to
speakers in a hypothetical explanation of how they understand
potentially indefinitely many sentences of their language?
Furthermore, there is controversy about how this knowledge
should be defined and what specific role it might play in un-
derstanding. Finally, there is the cognitive concern with
whether competent speakers of a language in fact have knowl-
edge of semantic properties.

Given the complexity surrounding knowledge of meaning,
there are several directions the challenges to assumption (I)
can take, besides empirical considerations. Skeptics focusing
on the second issue are considering whether this knowledge
speakers allegedly have should indeed be characterized as
tacit and address the problems this interpretation brings
with it. Soamesian skeptics focus on the main concern, i.e.,
whether knowledge of meaning is needed for explaining compe-
tence.

The dominant Davidsonian account seeming to have run its
course, one may ask why anyone would still concern themselves
with accounts that explain language understanding by appeal
to tacit knowledge. But its revival through the work of both
L&S as well as Lepore seems to warrant taking another look at
the claims involved. The presumption among CV theorists re-
mains that the only way to explain language understanding is
by appeal to a compositional semantics. There is no way to
account for the fact that we as finite creatures can under-

stand a potentially infinite number of sentences without as-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



suming that our understanding is structured and that the lat-
ter requires the semantics of a language to be composition-
ally determined.>

The motivation that natural languages need a composi-
tional semantics to explain semantic competence is com-
pelling. It seems a plausible way to account for the speak-
er's understanding of her language. But its plausibility is
no guarantee of its necessity in theories of competence.
Also, it does not mean that language understanding offers the
most compelling argument for compositional semantics. Indeed,
to others a compositional semantics plays no role in explana-
tions of competence. Rather, they find more compelling moti-
vation for compositional semantics in explaining other fea-
tures of languages, to wit their productivity and systematic-
ity.% Yet neither motivation seems decisive so far. Still, re-

jecting them requires a positive account of how competence

5 Roughly, a structured understander is a subject who understands each
one of the sentences of her language because she understands the
meanings of their subsentential components and their structural
arrangement in the sentence; thus, her understanding is structured.
Contrast this with a subject whose understanding is unstructured and who
thus understands each sentence as unstructured. The difference between
these two ways of understanding presumably lies in the difference
between the respective appropriate meaning theories corresponding to the
type of understanding.

& My focus on competence does not preclude a discussion of the other
features and I discuss them to the extent that I see fit. Philosophers,
like Fodor claim compositional semantics explain productivity and
systematicity at the exclusion of language understanding. Thus
technically speaking, Fodor is not a proponent of CV, insofar that he is
not concerned with competence. Typically in these cases talk shifts from
natural languages to languages of thought.

Fodor claims languages of thought need a compositional semantics to
explain the productivity and systematicity of the language. But he
agrees with Schiffer as far as the mechanics of understanding natural
languages is concerned.
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and productivity can be explained without appeal to composi-

tional semantics.

I am aware of the significance of Katz's work in the ef-
fort to construe acceptable theories of semantics based on
the work done in linguistics by Chomsky. Katz's current real-
ist position, however, rejects any interpretation of meaning
along naturalist lines. Thus his critique of a Chomskyan-
based semantic theory like CV would presumably not focus on
the two assumptions of CV that I take up, but would instead
question CV's naturalistic basis. As to compositional seman-
tics, he would maintain that the thesis of compositionality
is strictly one about languages and never about how speakers
of that language understand it. As such, to the extent that
his work would fit in a discussion on language understanding

it would be within the context of the Soamesian critique.?

OQUTLINE OF WORK:

In the first chapter I introduce CV, its Chomskyan
roots, the Davidsonian program in semantics and the claims of
compositional semantics. The discussion here centers on ar-
ticulating central aspects of CV. I first briefly motivate
the Chomskyan cognitivism that informs CV's position on lan-
guage understanding, after which I consider what the claims

of compositional semanticists entail.

7 In some sense then Katz's concerns are not unlike Soames's earlier
concerns in 'Semantics and Psychology", where Scames claims that
competence should not form any part of the study of semantics per sé.
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Chomsky's application of linguistic research to philo-
sophical questions spawned a tradition of philosophers of
language that not only recognized the relevance of linguis-
tics to philosophy, but that moreover modeled itself after
the Chomskyan program. An important feature of this program
is that competent speakers have tacit knowledge of a grammar.
CV theorists similarly claim semantically competent speakers
have tacit knowledge of meaning and that the latter is needed
to explain language understanding.

My way of characterizing CV does not entail that within
this view there aren't several factions with varying semantic
and psychological commitments. Davidsonians argue an exten-
sionalist theory can explain understanding. Others, although
echoing the idea that a theory of meaning is a theory of un-
derstanding, suggest that the extensionalist account is in-
sufficient to explain meaning and understanding.

In the second chapter I address Davidson's extensional-
ist program in compositional semantics, the challenges it
faces and its failure to meet them. Davidson's program at-
tempted to articulate a correct meaning theory based on
Tarski's theory of truth. A major tenet of this program is
that a theory of meaning has to account for a speaker's abil-
ity to understand her language.

Davidson is motivated by two concerns: to offer a theory
that would provide an interpretation of a potential infinity
of sentences of a language based on a finite vocabulary, and

to provide a theory that in doing the first provides an ex-
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xii

planation of speakers' ability to understand or learn these
sentences. The latter indicates what he considers to be the
general aim of theories of meaning and would be effected by

means of them stating something

knowledge of which would suffice for interpreting utter-

ances of speakers of the language to which it applies.®

This concern, although not always expressed in so many words,
is present throughout Davidson's work. He argues in "Truth
and Meaning" that unless we can offer a meaning theory that
explains how the meaning of a sentence depends on the mean-

ings of words

there would be no explaining the fact that we can learn
a language; no explaining the fact that, on mastering a
finite vocabulary and a finitely stated set of rules, we
are prepared to produce and to understand any of a po-

tential infinitude of sentences.?®
I then discuss the problems that arise out of Davidson's ex-

tensionalist program.

In the third chapter I consider a recent extensionalist

version of CV that is supposed to offer an improvement on

8 Donald Davidson, "Reply to Foster®, in Inquiries into Truth and
Interpretation (New York: Clarendon, Oxford University Press, 1984),
171.

% Donald Davidson, "Truth and Meaning" in Inquiries into Truth and
Interpretation (New York: Clarendon, Oxford University Press, 1984), 22.
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Davidson's program and discuss problems with it. This is the
neo-Davidsonian line offered by Larson & Segal (L&S). They
reiterate Davidson's motivations by explicitly stating that a
meaning theory is a theory of understanding, a claim Davidson
himself never quite makes. This distinguishes them from other
CV theorists who claim a semantic theory can be part of an
explanation of understanding insofar as it specifies the in-
formation on which some of the psychological mechanisms in-
volved in the process of language understanding draw.

L&S follow Davidson in the formal aspects of their the-
ory of meaning. As such, they hold that a correct truth the-
ory, in particular an interpretive truth theory, for a lan-
guage can function as a correct meaning theory, and thus as a
correct theory of understanding for that language. L&S's ac-
count being one of the most recent manifestations of CV, they
would seem least likely to be subject to CV's challengers.
Nonetheless, their assumptions fall prey to criticisms simi-
lar to those posed to earlier CV theorists.

L&S's neo-Davidsonian account leaves much to be desired
because ultimately their interpretive truth theory merely
serves as a translation device without having any causal ef-
ficacy. Thus any translational account could do the trick. As
such I argue that they undermine their own motivation for the
necessity of compositional semantics in language understand-

ing.
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In chapter four I discuss Soames's skepticism about
knowledge of a compositional semantics. I precede this dis-
cussion however by arguing that part of Socames's objection to
CV is misdirected. This becomes obvious when we consider what
the main claims of CV theorists commit them to as far as psy-
chological explanation is concerned.

In chapter five I address the propositionalist approach
to CV. I argue that given the difficulties with all forms of
extensionalism, the best approach to make CV work will be by’
means of a propositionalist account. The propositionalist can
avoid both the Davidsonian and neo-Davidsonian problems.
However, they do still face one challenge posed by Soames and
the challenge posed by Schiffer. I claim that Soames's argu-
ment against the necessity of knowledge of meaning does not
succeed at undermining the propositionalist version of CV.
However Schiffer's counterexample of Harvey, which explains
language understanding by means of a translational account
combined with a computational account, poses a more serious
challenge.

Before considering the details of Schiffer's account
however I discuss in chapter six the issues around psycholog-
ical explanation based on Peacocke's analysis of the explana-
tory level at which a semantic theory could play a role in
explaining semantic competence.

This entails shifting our emphasis from whether knowl-
edge of meaning would be necessary in principle for a speak-

er's semantic competence to whether knowledge of meaning is
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in fact emploved by her when understanding sentences of her
language. Such a move will worry Soamesians because it means
psychological concerns reenter the debate. Yet, even they ac-
knowledge semantic theories might be relevant to psychology,
and thus that a look at cognitive systems might throw light
on how these theories are psychologically relevant. What CV
needs to show then is that the relevance of the theory does
not lie merely in its supervenience on the psychological or

physical.

Schiffer's hypothetical account of Harvey's process of
understanding poses a formidable challenge to all CV theo-
rists, including propositionalists. In chapter seven, I lay
out both the consequences of and drawbacks with Schiffer's
refutation of CV.

Finally, in chapter eight I argue that even Harvey fails
to offer a fool-proof refutation of CV. This based on an
analysis of what constitutes genuine understanding. Based on
that analysis I argue that Harvey's understanding is underde-
scribed and that consequently we cannot attribute understand-
ing to him. Whatever conditions he satisfies are not condi-

tions for understanding.

To recap: a) CV theorists claim a correct meaning theory
ought to provide an explanation of language understanding, in
addition to being a theory that gives the meaning of sen-

tences of the language based on the meanings of sub-senten-
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tial components and their arrangement in the sentence.
Specifically, they maintain that tacit knowledge of a meaning
theory is required to explain semantic competence; b) CV the-
orists, when assuming that knowledge of a meaning theory is
required to explain semantic competence, have in mind here
knowledge of some form of compositional semantics. In other
words, the theory ought to be one that gives the meaning of
sentences of the language based on the meanings of their sub-
sentential components and their structural arrangement in the
sentence. They assume a compositional semantics is indispens-
able in offering adequate explanations of competence.

The problems they face are: 1) providing a convincing
argument for whether semantic knowledge is indeed needed to
explain competence; 2) showing that such knowledge is of a
compositional semantics; 3) offering what would be the most
adequate compositional semantics.

With regards to 1) I argue that without a concise de-
scription of what language understanding consists of the cor-
rectness of CV cannot be settled. I claim that it is not only
counterintuitive to suggest understanding involves no knowl-
edge, but that it is wrong. I intend to address this by con-
sidering what is required for psychological explanation gen-
erally and applying this to language understanding specifi-
cally.

The objections about conflation that Socames raises do
not hold up against CV theorists and his argument against

knowledge of meaning is not convincing for the following rea-
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son. Although Socames offers solid argument against the suffi-
ciency of knowing truth conditions to understanding, he does
not offer any viable argument against the necessity of such
knowledge. Thus neither his argument against the necessity of
knowing truth conditions nor his argument against the neces-
sity and sufficiency of knowing meanings are successful.

More specifically, 2) requires that CV theorists address
Schiffer's counterexample. Of course in this case 2) is not
really to be isolated from 1), in that Schiffer's objection
obviously addresses both claims. I argue that there are two
problems with Harvey. For one, based on an accurate defini-
tion of what language understanding consists in I claim that
we cannot justifiably call any description of Harvey's lan-
guage processing a complete explanation of his language un-
derstanding. His situation is underdescribed. Thus I claim
that whatever Harvey has attained does not qualify as genuine
understanding. I contend that Harvey's case offers only a
limited explanation.

This leads us to 3). I argue that a compositional seman-
tics can play a role only if it is not an extensionalist se-
mantics, a claim that is underscored by the fact that
Davidsonians face their most obvious difficulties in their
extensionalist claims. To overcome them the CV theorist would
have to flesh out an acceptable compositional meaning theory.

This cannot be done without addressing the nature of
propositions. I consider the motivations underlying proposi-

tionalist accounts of meaning. The main concern is whether
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propositions are compositionally determined or not. If they
are then natural languages would have compositional semantics
and the latter could play a role in explaining understanding.
I am incurring debts by limiting my discussion of proposi-
tions to a few issues, to wit whether a coherent CV account
can be offered prior to offering the specifics of a particu-
lar semantics. The presumption in addressing these will be
that such a theory will be compositional, and that there is
sufficient supportive argumentation for the compositional de-

termination of propositions.

It is uncontroversial that addressing the issues from a
cognitive perspective will offer new insight into both theo-
ries of competence as well as theories of meaning. It is also
uncontroversial that although cognitive findings are not
strictly philosophical, this does not preclude philosophers
from considering them in their work. What is controversial,
however, is whether CV theorists have a solid case to offer
in defending their hypothetiéal argument concerning language
understanding, and whether any cognitive findings might un-
derscore their position.

Philosophers as such do not engage in empirical inquiry.
Hence CV theorists are typically engaged in answering the hy-
pothetical gquestion. However in hypothesizing about language
understanding they speculate to a certain extent about the
functional make-up of the mind. This is what L&S in fact did,

although their overall argument is not successful. The excep-
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tion of course is Davidson who, although convinced about the
significance of a truth conditional semantics as a theory of
language understanding, never speculates about the psychology
of speakers whose understanding he wants explained. All
Davidson claims is that the correct compositional semantics
would account for language understanding, not that it would
play any role in the cognitive processes the speaker goes
through.

On the other hand CV theorists and their critics are
well aware of the fact that addressing explanations of lan-
guage understanding from a cognitive perspective might offer
new insight into the nature of semantics. Once the cognitive
processes are considered speculations about the role of mean-
ing in these processes can be reassessed. In addition,
though, beyond shedding new light on hypothetical accounts, a
consideration of cognitive processes also brings empirical
issues into the debate. Moreover, there appear to be empiri-
cally plausible reasons for assuming the process of language
understanding involves tacit knowledge of a compositional se-
mantics specifically.l10

Regardless, then, of the inaccessibility of neuro-physi-
ological knowledge to us, it is likely empirical reasons can
be offered in support of the CV position. If there is empiri-
cal motivation for attributing tacit knowledge of a composi-

tional semantics to an understander, this could have implica-

10 Bven if empirical evidence does not settle what the actual neuro-
physiological states of the mind are when processing language, the
evidence might strengthen CV's conceptual framework.
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tions for CV.1! Thus, it could turn out that a compositional
semantics will still prove necessary in philosophical expla-

nations of semantic competence.

11 Of course at this point we do not in fact have empirical a posteriori
evidence.
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Chapter 1: TEE COMMON VIEW AND ITS ROOTS

91.1 BASIC ASSUMPTIONS OF THE COMMON VIEW
1.1.1

That we humans have the unique ability to both under-
stand and produce language seems hardly worth mentioning.
Yet, because this linguistic ability is distinctly human and
central to our being able to communicate our thoughts to one
another, it is fair to say that coming up with an explanation
of human linguistic competence is a significant task. The de-
bate, however, around such explanations is a peculiar one for
philosophers in that ultimately coming up with an explanation
of what a speaker actually goes through when understanding a
(novel) sentence is a task carved out for the empirical sci-
ences. There is no a priori argument or demonstration of what
is involved in this linguistic competence. The relevance of
philosophy to the debate, then, lies in answering the hypo-
thetical question of what might constitute a necessary and/or
sufficient explanation of this competence.

An explanation of a speaker's semantic competence has to
form part of any full explanation of her ability to under-
stand the language. By semantic competence, I mean the im-
plicit ability in principle of a speaker to understand the
meanings of utterances of (indefinitely many novel) sentences
of her language, i.e. the speaker's ability to establish the
meaning of a sentence s of her natural language by determin-

ing either the truth conditions for s or by establishing the
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proposition that is the content of s. In this study I am con-
cerned with explanations of this competence, in particular
with whether explanations of semantic competence require ap-

peal to knowledge of a compositional semantics.

1.1.2

According to the Common View (CV) an explanation of lan-
guage understanding requires a compositional semantics, i.e.,
it requires an appeal to a speaker's knowledge of a composi-
tional semantics. CV's explanation of semantic competence
merges linguistic and philosophical concerns with formulating
adequate theories of semantics. Linguists and philosophers
have a converging interest in the topic of semantics for the
following reasons. The presumption among linguists is that an
adequate grammar for a natural language must integrate a se-
mantics with both a syntax and a phonology for the language.
The presumption among philosophers is that an adequate seman-
tics for a natural language must at least contain a theory of
truth conditions that characterizes the logical properties
and relations of the language; in other words, an adequate
semantics must be (at least) truth-conditional. Both are of
the opinion that an adequate grammar must have a truth-condi-
tional semantics as part of it. Thus the mutual interest in
semantics per se.

In addition, linguists and philosophers share an inter-
est in the linguistic abilities that speakers of natural lan-

guages exhibit. In particular, the fascination is with estab-
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lishing what it is by wvirtue of which speékers are in effect
linguistically competent, i.e., with establishing what it is
that enables a speaker to understand (and use) her language.
And the presumption here typically is that in order to ex-
plain the speaker's competence we will have to refer to the
grammar, and thus in the case of CV specifically to the
truth-conditional semantics.

As it turns out, various speculations about the rela-
tionship between grammars and psychological theories of com-
pretent speakers have led some linguists to espouse the view

that
(A) linguistics is a branch of cognitive psychology
thus suggesting that

(B) the rules and representations that make up a grammar
are psychologically real mechanisms which are causally
responsible for (some significant portion of) a speak-

er's linguistic competence.

In the case of CV, (A) and (B) would entail that, if an ade-
quate semantics for a grammar is a truth conditional composi-
tional semantics, this semantic theory forms part of cogni-

tive accounts of language understanding. In this case

(C) compositional semantics are theories of the cogni-
tive structures and processes underlying semantic compe-

tence.
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(D) The rules that make up a compositional semantics are
psychologically real mechanisms which are causally re-

sponsible for a speaker's semantic competence.12

CV clearly is concerned both with the semantic content of
sentences of a language and with how competent speakers un-
derstand the contents of these sentences.13 These converging
concerns with semantics and language understanding are re-

flected in the following assumptions CV theorists make:

(I) Knowing or understanding the meaning of a sentence
is based on one's—perhaps tacit—knowledge of the mean-
ings of its words and knowledge of its syntax. This en-
tails this knowledge is required to explain semantic

competence.

(ITI) There is no way to make (I) precise without appeal

to a compositional semantics.

(I) and (II) underlie CV's position on semantics and semantic
competence. Thus, the essence of CV is not only that meanings
are compositionally determined and that the compositional se-
mantics ought to account for the ability of speakers to un-

derstand their language but, most importantly, knowledge of a

12 por a general discussion on these issues refer to Soames “Semantics
and Psychology", 204-226.

13 clearly, in a broad sense these are all semantic issues;
distinguishing these domains is thus to a some extent an exercise that
draws our attention away from the true matters at hand, i.e., claims
about tacit knowledge speakers are said to possess, that are themselves
not trivial.
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compositional semantics is needed to explain semantic compe-
tence. Only then can one explain how a speaker can understand
the contents of indefinitely many utterances.

CV theorists then could be said to assume a semantic
theory is a ﬁheory of semantic competence, insofar as the
theory is presumed’to be that in virtue of which a speaker is
said to be semantically competent. This has led Soamesian
skeptics to accuse CV theorists of conflation. In fact (a)
through (D) are all claims Soamesian skeptics are intent on
refuting. However, I argue that they are not all claims that
can indeed be attributed to CV theorists.

Whether CV is guilty of conflation is a meta-theoretical
gquestion concerning the distinction between semantics and
psychology and their respective proper domains of ingquiry.
Although this dispute is largely verbal and thus inconsequen-
tial to this discussion, it requires minimal consideration.

More importantly, skeptics argue that a compositional
semantics is not needed to explain semantic competence. Some
argue this by illustrating that knowledge of a compositional
semantics does not guarantee understanding, i.e., is not suf-
ficient for understanding. Other skeptics argue such knowl-
edge is not necessary for understanding. Here some offer al-
ternative explanations of semantic competence that do not ap-
peal to compositional semantics, thereby showing composi-
tional semantics are not needed in such explanations.
Although both kinds of argument outright reject CV's position

on knowledge of meaning, in and of themselves either one of
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these arguments could remain neutral on whether natural lan-
guages actually have compositional semantics or not. In fact,
Soamesians, as well as Fodor, do not reject compositionality;
they just don't see compositional semantics having a place in
explanations of competence. But they maintain that a composi-
tional semantics is required to explain two other features of
natural languages, namely their productivity and systematic-
ity. Schiffer, on the other hand, not only denies composi-
tional semantics their role in competence, he rejects compo-

sitionality as well.

1.1.3

Typically a semantic theory is supposed to provide the
content of expressions of a language and a semantic compe-
tence theory is supposed to account for a speaker's capacity
to grasp the meaning of utterances of these expressions by
pairing them with their contents, i.e., it is supposed to ex-
plain language understanding. Now, CV theorists claim a se-
mantic theory ought to tell us not only what the semantic
contents of sentences are, but in addition ought to clarify
how it is that human speakers can understand utterances of
those sentences, thus echoing Davidson's concern with lan-
guage understanding, But they take this concern one step fur-
ther.

Having knowledge of a semantic theory would entail this
theory is intermally represented and as such would put the

speaker in the position to understand the meanings of a po-
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tentially infinite number of sentences of her language.l4
Then, a speaker's semantic competence would be explained by a
language processing mechanism in which the internally repre-
sented semantic theory aids in computing the semantic con-
tents or properties of sentences of the language. CV theo-
rists claim the speaker's semantic competence is based on an
internally represented compositional semantics of which she
has unconscious or tacit knowledge. However, they are not
agreed on what role the internally represented theory really
plays, if any, and that is what the debate between them is
largely about. In addition CV theorists disagree about the
kind of compositional semantics that would play this role.
Regardless of the problems with extensionalism, throughout
this discussion I take the assumption that semantics will at
least include a truth-conditional component that determines
the conditions under which a sentence is true as uncontrover-
sial. This means knowledge of semantic properties must at
least include knowledge of truth conditions. A speaker's se-
mantic competence would then at least involve this speaker's
ability to understand utterances of sentences through pairing
those sentences with their appropriate truth conditions.

What CV theorists do have in common is that they follow
Chomsky's approach to explaining the semantic capacities of
speakers. The approach entails accepting the thesis that we

humans acquire at an early age, that is, if we are not in-

14 The idea that the semantics is internally represented is based on
Chomsky's notion of knowledge of grammar.
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nately endowed with, tacit knowledge of a grammar or composi-
tional semantics that is of explanatory relevance to a theory
of linguistic competence, i.e., to their understanding their
language .15

CV is most recently manifested in Larson & Segal's (L&S)
Knowledge of Meaning where they explain semantic competence
by appealing to knowledge of meaning.1® 1L&S offer an exten-
sionalist semantic theory inspired not only by Chomskyan cog-
nitivism as far as their methodological alliances are con-
cerned, but by Davidson's program in meaning as far as their
formal/structural alliances are concerned. Thus L&S see se-~
mantics as a theory not just about the meanings of sentences,
but about speakers' ability to grasp those meanings. They are
committed to interpreting semantics as a science, i.e., as
the empirical study of a particular human cognitive compe-
tence. They flesh out the formal structure of this semantics
along Davidsonian lines. This move suits them particularly
well since the Davidsonian program sees it as part of the
task of a meaning theory that such a theory account for how

we understand the language.l’ As far as structure is con-

15 The actual status of the innateness debate is not something I address
in this discussion. My concern is with the knowledge presumed to be
required for understanding a language. This focus however might at some
points necessitate reference to the question of language acquisition and
the linguistic capacities humans are endowed with.

16 Richard Larson & Gabriel Segal, Knowledge of Meaning: An Introduction
to Semantic Theory (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995).

17 I address the details of Davidson's program in the next chapter but
note that there are philosophers who, although they agree with
Davidson's assessment that a correct meaning theory ought to account for
language understanding, would disagree that a truth theory can serve as
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cerned, the Davidsonian program assumes the correct meaning
theory to fulfill the task would be a truth theory serving as
a meaning theory. L&S claim knowledge of meaning is knowledge
of an interpretive truth theory and this theory explains lan-

guage understanding.

91.2 LANGUAGE UNDERSTANDING
1.2.1
CV's concern with knowledge of meaning and language un-
derstanding is inspired by Chomsky's general concern with ex-
plaining the richness of the cognitive systems humans develop
based on the limited evidence available to them.1® Assuming
these systems result from the interaction of experience and
one's method of constructing that experience, Chomsky ap-
pealed to both an innate endowment and knowledge attained to
bridge the gap between cognitive capacities and experience.
Part of his project is determining which system of knowledge
has been attained and based on that what to attribute to a
speaker's innate cognitive faculty so as to account for her
acquisition of knowledge.
Chomsky focuses on the cognitive domain of language,
i.e. on the knowledge of language competent speakers have.
His presumption here is that the mind is modular, that there

is a language faculty to which we can attribute properties

a correct meaning theory. Thus Dummett's views fall within the
cognitivist as well as compositionalist programs, but he feels that a
more robust meaning theory is required to fulfill the role.

18 Noam Chomsky, Knowledge of Language (New York: Praeger Publishers,
1986) .
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that are distinctly linguistic, and thus that a competent
speaker has a distinct linguistic competence that enables her
to understand the language.l® This linguistic competence is
based on certain mental structures of linguistic rules and
representations and knowledge of a language would be both an-
alyzed and explained in terms of them.20

According to Chomsky these structures take the form of a
transformational generative grammar that explains the form
and meaning of expressions of the language in relation to the
language faculty of an ideal speaker. The grammar is genera-
tive in that it is a system of rules with a syntactic compo-
nent that generates phrase structures which contain all the
information relevant to a single structural interpretation of
a sentence and semantic and phonological components that re-
spectively relate the generated structure to a semantic rep-
resentation and a phonetically represented signal. As such
the grammatical rules iterate to generate indefinitely many
sentences of the language and their structural descriptions,
thus determining the properties of each sentence of the lan-
guage.

The grammar is transformational in that grammatical

transformations play a central role in formal operations of

19 Although we may speculate on the existence of this language faculty,
the truth about the modularity of the mind comes down to empirical
research. I assume throughout this discussion that the mind is indeed
modular since the available evidence suggests this is the case.

20 Noam Chomsky, Rules and Representations (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1980), 49. What exactly these structures are remains
to be established and will be addressed later to the extent possible.
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the grammar on the language. These transformations represent
the structure of a sentence at different levels: a phonetic
level representing its surface structure, and phonological,
syntactic and semantic levels representing its deep struc-
ture.?l The surface structure is determined by a repeated ap-
plication of grammatical transformations, which are formal
operations, to more elementary objects. Hence, the surface
structure and deep structure are not identical.22

Chomsky's generative transformational grammars describe
the processes that make possible a language's infinite uses
of finite means by generating an infinite number of sentences
from a finite set of recursive rules and principles.23 But
this by itself does not yet explain the speaker's knowledge

of her language.

1.2.2
For Chomsky, a speaker's knowledge of a language entails
her implicit ability in principle to understand indefinitely

many novel sentences of the language. In other words, her

21 1n particular, the syntactic component must specify a deep structure
that determines a semantic and phonological interpretation and a surface
structure that determines a phonetic interpretation.

22 Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1965) .

23 In addition the generative grammar offers a way to deal with the
well-known problem of the grammatical form of a sentence hiding its
underlying logical form. The structural analysis of sentences in terms
of surface and deep structures now allows logical form to be studied as
part of sentence grammar. And the problem can be re-interpreted as a
problem about surface structure and deep structure, where the surface
structure of a sentence hides its deep structure.
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linguistic competence is based on her knowledge of language.
This knowledge in turn is knowledge of a grammar. CV's major
concern with the fact that finite creatures like us indeed
have the ability to understand infinite language requires an
account with a finite theory at its basis as well. CV thus
explains a speaker's ability to understand her language on
the basis of her knowledge of a compositional semantics.

The roots of CV's cognitivism then lead back to Chomsky.
Chomsky's rationalism construes generative grammars to be not
only theories of a language but theories of the linguistic
competence of ideal speakers specifically.?? Thus, a genera-
tive grammar is not just a set of rules specifying structural
descriptions for a potentially infinite array of sentences of
a language, but the structural descriptions indicate how the
sentences are understood by the speaker. Every competent
speaker of the language has mastered and internalized a gram-

mar that expresses that knowledge of the language.25 Now, just

24 The generative transformational grammar should be distinguished from
the Universal Grammar (UG) which is a general framework of principles
common to all acquirable languages. Chomsky's UG is an ideal language
learner's initial, innate knowledge of universal rules and represen-
tations of language, prior to any acquisition through experience. Under
appropriate environmental conditions UG gives rise to the learner's
acquired knowledge of her natural language's generative transformational
grammar. Given that the input from experience alone is too impoverished
for language acquisition to take place we need to appeal to innate
knowledge to explain language acquisition.

25 A precondition for language learning is that a speaker must possess:
(a) a linguistic theory that specifies the form of the grammar; and (b)
a strategy for selecting a grammar of appropriate form that is
compatible with the primary linguistic data. When a linguistic theory
succeeds in selecting a descriptively adequate grammar based on the pri-
mary data it is considered explanatorily adequate. The speaker who has
learned a language has developed an internal representation of a
generative grammar, based on the observation of primary linguistic data.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



13

as Chomsky claims a speaker's linguistic competence is ex-
rlained by her knowledge of the rules and principles of a
grammar, CV theorists claim a speaker's semantic competence
is explained by her knowledge of the rules and principles of
a theory of meaning. Thus CV theorists set up a theory of se-
mantics along a parallel structure to the generative grammar
and in doing this follow an analogous line of argument about
speaker competence.

Because the principles of a compositional semantics,
just like those of a generative grammar, are highly abstract
rules and representations the standard cognitivist presump-
tion is that the speaker has no awareness of her knowledge of
the theory's principles. Thus, although every speaker of a
language has mastered and internalized a compositional seman-
tics that expresses her knowledge of meaning, the cognitive
processes that follow the theory's abstract rules and princi-
ples take place far beyond the level of consciousness. This
has lead to some controversy about what it means to say that
we as ideal speakers have knowledge of a semantic theory. It
is not clear whether this knowledge is a form of proposi-
tional knowledge, or alternatively whether it is knowledge
'how' or knowledge 'that'.

Generally, knowledge of meaning is construed as a form
of tacit, subpersonal knowing, referred to by Chomsky as cog-

nizing. Cognizing has the structure and character of knowl-
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edge, but may be inaccessible to consciousness.26 However, it
is disputed whether these tacit states ought to be distin-
guished from ordinary propositional attitude states. Most CV
theorists would argue that states of tacit knowledge are not
to be treated as typical propositional attitude states, be-
cause there are specific implications in attributing tacit
knowledge to a speaker. Tacit knowledge of a compositional
semantics—although a mental state of the speaker—does not
qualify as a regular propositional attitude state. Instead,
the nature of the tacit states of knowledge is best captured
by Stich's notion of subdoxastic states. Subdoxastic states
are like propositional attitude states insofar as they have
content, but differ from propositional attitude states inso-
far as they do not play a role in inferential processes. Thus
a tacit state of knowledge is distinct from mental states
like beliefs in that it cannot interact with other belief
states.?’” Even granting this distinction it remains difficult

to draw a clear line between the two kinds of states.?8

26 The fact that this knowledge is tacit is best illustrated by cases
where seemingly identically structured sentences turn out not to be
structurally identical. In these cases a speaker might be erroneously
led to believe that these sentences will receive the same structural
analysis. The difference will be exposed when the speaker
subdoxastically recognizes that although the sentences have the same
surface structure, they have a different deep structure. Similarly, in
the case of ambiguous sentences the speaker fails to realize that his
internalized grammar assigns radically different syntactic descriptions
to the one ambiguous sentence, thus accounting for the different
meanings of the one sentence.

27 gvans suggests that there are other points of likeness between
ordinary propositional attitude states or states of knowledge and states
of tacit knowledge. These similarities occur at the level of output
where one would be disposed to do and think the same things whether one
were to have tacit or ordinary knowledge that p. At the level of input
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Regardless, CV theorists assume with Chomsky that what-
ever semantic knowledge speakers have, they have it at a
tacit level.?? The question is whether tacit states of knowl-

edge do play a role in derivational processes.

Since CV and Chomsky rely on knowledge of meaning or
grammar (respectively) to explain competence we should clar-
ify Chomsky's notion of competence. He distinguishes compe-

tence from ability. He states

by 'grammatical competence' I mean the cognitive state
that encompasses all those aspects of form and meaning
and their relation, including underlying structures that
enter into that relation, which are properly assigned to
the specific subsystem of the human mind that relates

representations of form and meaning.3°

acquiring knowledge that p probably happens under the same circumstances
whether tacit or ordinary. He concludes that states of tacit knowledge
then should not be treated as a species of belief. Gareth Evans,
"Semantic Theory and Tacit Knowledge", Collected Papers, ed. A. Phillips
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 322-342.

28 gtephen Stich, "Beliefs and Subdoxastic States", in Philosophy of
Science 45 (1978), 499-518. Another way to say it is that subdoxastic
states are information-bearing states that are not beliefs in that they
are not available to consciousness. They are unconscious information-
bearing states.

Davies addresses the difficulties of distinguishing subdoxastic states
from ordinary propositional attitude states. Martin Davies "Tacit
Knowledge and Subdoxastic States", in Reflections on Chomsky, ed.
Alexander George (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1989), 131-152.

29 Incidentally, in Chomsky's case whenever offering an explanation of
linguistic competence both the innate knowledge of UG as well as the
acquired knowledge of grammar are presumed to be tacit.

30 Chomsky, Rules and Representations, 59. This statement also reflects
Chomsky's belief in the modularity of mind, the subsystem referred to
here being the language faculty.
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Grammatical competence for Chomsky is the mental state
of knowing a language. To know a language is to have a cer-
tain mental structure consisting of a system of rules and
principles that generate and relate mental representations of
various types. The reason Chomsky doesn't like the interpre-
tation of competence as ability is that the latter suggests a
system of dispositions in which case behavior would provide a
criterion for knowledge. But he points out that our linguis-
tic abilities or dispositions are based on knowledge of lan-
guage and thus on competence. Knowing the language is just
having the appropriate mental structure, apart from the
speaker's disposition to use that knowledge. This means that
the generative grammar does not prescribe the functioning of
actual linguistic performance, only that of the speaker's
grammatical competence, i.e., her potential to use or under-
stand the language.3!

In light of this interpretation I should note the fol-
lowing. First of all, when I characterize semantic competence
as the ability to understand the language, I do not intend to
suggest that a speaker's competence is merely a system of be-
havioral dispositions. Nor do CV theorists intend it as such.

Thus, although we may deduce knowledge from behavior, this

31 Thus a child who might not yet be able to understand or say certain
things, nonetheless already has this mental structure. Note that Chomsky
at times introduces a related distinction, namely that between
grammatical competence and pragmatic competence, where the latter
reflects the knowledge the speaker has of the conditions under which a
sentence of the language may be appropriately used. The two together
find their place in a theory of performance. In fact performance relies
on competence. See Chomsky, Rules and Representations, 224-226.
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does not suggest that without behavioral evidence we could
not attribute competence to the speaker. If we construe com-
petence as the ideal speaker's ability-in-principle, then we
can construe performance as her actual application of this
ability (as evidenced by behavior). On this construal there
is no substantive difference between my and Chomsky's notion
of competence.32

Secondly, the reader may notice I use the terms semantic
competence and language understanding interchangeably. There
is reason to distinguish competence from understanding by
noting that competence is the ability on the part of speakers
to both understand as well as generate indefinitely many
novel sentences of the language they speak. But at this point
in the discussion nothing important hinges on this distinc-
tion insofar as its impact on the need for compositional se-
mantics in explaining either one. Clearly the Chomskyan in-
terpretation of competence is what is in dispute in this dis-
sertation to begin with, even though his remark about compe-
tence underlying performance seems ﬁot to conflict my inter-

pretation of competence.

32 Rather, he and I choose to use the word ability in slightly different
ways. At the same time, there is the distinction between the competence
and performance of ideal speakers that Chomsky makes. Here competence is
the speaker's knowledge of his language and performance is the speaker's
actual use of the language, where competence nonetheless underlies
performance. Noam Chomsky, "Methodological Preliminaries" in Aspects of
the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1965).
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1.2.3

Despite its popularity amongst CV theorists and lin-
guists Chomsky's rationalist project remains controversial.
Skeptics object in various ways to the possibility that the
principles of a generative grammar constitute knowledge that
or knowledge how.33 One objection is that there is no way to
establish whether an extensionally equivalent set of princi-
ples, meaning a set of rules and principles that would result
in the same output as the grammar, might not lie at the root
of linguistic competence.

Another controversy is CV's attempt to formulate a the-
ory that a speaker tacitly knows, thereby suggesting the the-
ory forms part of a speaker's psychology, instead of formu-
lating a theory that states explicitly known facts. Thus most
skeptics deny that a semantic theory should be interpretgd as
a component of the mind or its processes. Some even accuse
Chomsky and CV theorists of conflating a theory of language
with a psychological theory. Ironically, though, Chomsky dis-
tinguishes the linguist's grammar, which is an explicitly

stated scientific theory that expresses

33 In fact, these principles might be indistinguishable from other prin-
ciples to which we would never grant epistemic status. One example of
such principles would be those of riding a bike, which whatever they
might be are surely assumed to be unconscious and not of epistemic
significance. Chomsky addresses this, as do Devitt & Sterelny. Michael
Devitt & Robert Sterelny, Language and Reality, (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1987).

Personally, I am not convinced that we can draw comparisons between
cognitive and motor skills and hence I do not believe this objection is
successful.
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the rules and principles of the grammar in the mind of

the ideal speaker34

from the grammar that is a cognitive structure of the mind
that makes the speaker a competent speaker. The linguist's
theory is correct if it accords with the internally repre-
sented grammar. To Chomsky the theory is considered descrip-
tively adequate if it correctly describes the speaker's in-
trinsic competence of her language.3> Similarly, Davidson con-
siders a correct meaning theory for a language adeguate if it
accounts for the speaker's ability to understand her lan-
guage. However, descriptive adequacy does not guarantee ex-
planatory efficacy. And of course the problem for CV theo-
rists is that they maintain that a compositional semantics is
necessary in explanations of competence.

Hence, the point of much of the skepticism is that mean-
ing theories cannot be considered explanatorily efficacious;
they can be merely descriptive. If a speaker's use of the
language results in output that has the form that would be
generated by following a set of rules, it still would not
follow that it is by an internal computational process of

following those rules that the output comes to have the form

34 Chomsky, Rules and Representations, 220. He points out that "[i]t is
common to use the term "grammar' with systematic ambiguity, letting the
context determine whether it refers to the internalized grammar or to
the linguist's theory".

35 In order to achieve a certain level of descriptive adequacy, however,
the grammar for a particular language needs to be supplemented with UG.
Otherwise there is no fully bridging the gap between knowledge and
experience.
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it has. In other words, any perceived isomorphism between
theory and psychological structure is most likely accidental.
Whatever success the rules of a meaning theory have in de-
scribing the facts does not guarantee that these rules give
the correct account of the actual mental processes a speaker
goes through.

Skeptics concede that a meaning theory might reveal the
semantic machinery which competence negotiates, but that it
in fact leaves the psychological form of competence undeter-
mined. 36 The interesting question is whether the mind's pro-
cesses could be said to follow such rules as the theory pur-
ports to provide.

Chomsky objects by asking what it is his grammar lacks
such that it would leave the psychology of a speaker undeter-
mined. Thus he demands from critics an account of what it is
that another theory, that does determine the psychology,
would provide. As far as he is concerned in order to discover
the psychological form of competence we should try to con-
struct the best theory that can explain the significant evi-

dence.

36 They deny any psychological reality can be attributed to grammars or
meaning theories, given evidence that suggests that psychological
processes most likely do not exhibit the kind of complicated structure
we assign to the theory in question. As I argue later, most CV theorists
can skirt these objections even though they will maintain that a meaning
theory is needed to explain a speaker's ability to understand sentences
of her language.
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§1.3 COMPOSITIONAL SEMANTICS
1.3.1

CV's explanation of language understanding is not com-
plete without a discussion on how assumption (I) can be
fleshed out. CV theorists owe us an account of the nature of
the semantic properties referred to in (I). In other words,
the need to make assumption (I) more precise motivates as-
sumption (II). If CV theorists want to explain a speaker's
language understanding by appealing to knowledge of meaning,
i.e., if natural languages need compositional semantics to
account for language understanding, then the only way to do
that will be by specifying the compositional semantics.

The fact that finite competent speakers can master infi-
nite natural languages reflects a feature of the psychologi-
cal constitution of the speakers. Normal speakers of a natu-
ral language are able, remarkably so, to understand—as well
as produce— utterances of indefinitely many novel sentences
of that language, hence the difficulty in explaining semantic
competence. Supposedly, we would not be able to account for
this competence if it were not for semantics being composi-
tional and for the speaker having knowledge of this seman-
tics.37 Those who deny this should not only raise objections
to CV but also offer an account of why the explanation of

natural language understanding would not require a composi-

37 1 should qualify this statement by pointing out that these claims
about semantic competence apply only to the mastery of infinite
languages. Thus even a CV theorist might concede that in the case of a
finite language a speaker's understanding might be explained as not
being structured.:
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tional semantics. Ideally, this account would include an al-
ternative explanation of language understanding that offers a
positive account of how competence can be explained without

appeal to compositional semantics.

The claim that natural languages have compositional se-—
mantics is based on the platitude that the meanings of sen-
tences are determined by the meanings of their component
words and the latter's structural arrangement in the sen-
tence; at the same time it is supposed to explain the plati-
tude. A compositional semantics for a natural language would
be a finitely statable theory specifying the semantic primi-
tives of the language and specifying (compositional) rules
for determining the complex expressions of the language. In
other words, a compositional semantics constructs the meaning
of complex expressions out of the meanings of their component
parts and their structural arrangement in the complex expres-
sion.

The platitude does not actually provide philosophical
motivation for holding that each natural language has a com-
positional semantics. Instead, the most often proffered moti-

vation, the one pertinent to CV theorists, is [C]:

[C] It would not be possible to account for a speaker's
semantic competence, i.e., her ability to understand the

meanings of utterances of indefinitely many novel sen-
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tences of a language, without assuming that that lan-

guage had a compositional semantics.38

One dominant motivation for the need of compositional seman-
tics (for natural languages) is the observation that to un-
derstand a language a competent speaker, as a finite crea-
ture, must have a finitely based ability to understand any of
a potentially infinite number of sentences. Then we can ac-
count for a speaker's amazing feat of understanding as fol-
lows. When a speaker encounters a novel sentence and under-
stands it, she is not confronted with new expressions and
syntax but with familiar subsentential expressions that have
been structurally organized via known rules to create a novel
sentence. Thus a speaker is semantically competent because
she can determine the meaning of a sentence based on her
knowing both the meanings of its component expressions and
the principles of syntax. This knowledge enables a speaker to
understand a potentially infinite number of novel utterances
of her language. Although the claim that natural languages
need compositional semantics to account for semantic compe-

tence is compelling, it is not decisive.

1.3.2
To avoid possible confusion about the notion of a compo-
sitional semantics, we should distinguish compositional mean-

ing theories and compositional truth theories, both of which

38 This is basically Schiffer's characterization of hypothesis [U], see
Schiffer, Remnants of Meaning, 5.
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are theories that are covered by the term compositional se-
mantics. A compositional semantics for a language would, to a
first approximation, be a finitely statable theory that spec-
ifies the semantic values of a finite set of semantic primi-
tives and specifies the compositional rules that regulate how
the complex meanings of complex expressions of the language
could be formed from the semantic primitives. More specifi-
cally, a compositional semantics for a particular natural
language will generate by means of a recursive system for all
sentences of the language the propositions they express. Then
under the presumption that meaning determines reference the
theory will derive the truth conditions of the sentences in
question from those propositions. This first approximation of
the nature of a compositional semantics is based on a nonin-
dexical unambiguous language, because indexicality and ambi-
guity bring with them certain complications for the theory.3?°
I want to look at what the relation is between a compo-
sitional meaning theory on the one hand and a compositional
truth theory on the other hand, based on the distinction be-
low. Note that the following characterization is intended as
a gloss of these theories, again ignoring both indexicality

and ambiguity as well as any nonindicative sentences of a

39 grandy suggests indexicality can be accommodated by making explicit
how indexical features function; ambiguity unfortunately is more
complicated. For simplicity's sake, throughout the discussion L is taken
to be an unambiguous nonindexical language, unless noted otherwise.
Richard Grandy, "Understanding and the Principle of Compositionality",
Philosophical Perspectives, 4, Action theory and Philosophy of Mind
(1990): 557-572.
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language L to simplify the account for present purposes.

First, consider a compositional meaning theory:

(CMT) A compositional meaning theory for a language L is
a finitely axiomatized theory of L which assigns mean-
ings to all the primitive expressions of L and specifies
compositional rules which show how these meanings deter-
mine the meanings of the indefinitely many complex ex-

pressions of L.40

Such a compositional meaning theory issues, for each sentence

of L, in a theorem of the form
O means s in L,

where '0' is replaced by a structural description of a sen-
tence of L, i.e., '0' is a name or description of an L-sen-
tence, and 's' is replaced by a sentence in the metalanguage
that translates 'c'. Further analysis of 's' then depends on
how we analyze that-clauses. The most congenial way to do
this is by saying they are propositions. Then, 's' would be a
variable whose substitution instances are referential singu-
lar terms.

Next consider a compositional truth theory:

(CTT) A compositional truth theory for a language L is a

finitely axiomatized theory of L which assigns proper-

40 For a discussion of compositional meaning theories see Schiffer,
Remnants of Meaning, especially chapter 7. The description I have
provided here is based mainly on his account.
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ties to the primitive expressions of L and specifies the
compositional operations in such a way as to determine
for each of the indefinitely many truth-evaluable com-
Plex expressions of L the conditions under which they

are true.41

Such a compositional truth theory issues, for each sentence
of L whose tokens can have truth values, in a theorem of the

form

O is true in L iff p,

where '6' is replaced by a structural description of a sen-
tence of L and 'p' is replaced by a sentence in the metalan-
guage, which states the necessary and sufficient conditions
under which the sentence is true.42 In other words, the theo-
rems of the compositional truth theories assign to each sen-
tence of L the conditions under which an utterance of it

would be true.

1.3.3
CV then can take on two forms, depending on whether the
CV theorist constructs a compositional semantics as a compo-

sitional meaning theory or as a compositional truth theory.

41 Again, for a discussion of compositional truth theories see Schiffer
Remnants of Meaning, chapter 7.

42 The sentence in the metalanguage cannot itself contain a reference to

the sentence referred to by 6, i.e., it cannot contain a structural
description of ©.
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And this in turn depends on one's philosophical alliances, as
far as what constitutes meaning is concerned.

There are Davidsonian CV theorists who interpret meaning
as extension, where all there is to the meaning of a term is
its reference and where the meaning of a sentence is deter-
mined by its truth conditions. Those who construct meaning
extensionally will claim that a truth theory can serve as a
correct meaning theory and thus that a compositional truth
theory is needed to explain language understanding. On the
other hand there are Fregean CV theorists who interpret mean-
ing as intension, where the meaning of a term includes both
the term's reference (the object it denotes) and the term's
sense (the mode of presentation of the referent) and the
meaning of a sentence includes its reference (its truth
value) and its sense (the proposition it expresses).43 Those
CV theorists who construct meaning intensionally will claim a
compositional meaning theory is needed to explain language
understanding.

On the propositionalist assumption that a sentence's
meaning determines its truth conditions, a natural language
cannot have a compositional meaning theory that does not also
determine a compositional truth theory for that language.
Thus assuming the more foundational nature of meaning, estab-

lishing whether natural languages (or languages of thought)

43 There are propositionalists who construct sentence meanings as
propositions but who nonetheless espouse the notion that word meanings
are references.
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have compositional meaning theories by default establishes
whether they have compositional truth theories.

Of course, extensionalists take exception to the claim
that meaning determines truth, given that they believe that
to understand the meaning of a sentence amounts to knowing
the truth conditions for that sentence. Thus, on any exten-
sionalist account, since meaning does not determine truth,
the compositional meaning theory does not determine a compo-
sitional truth theory.4¢ Instead, the compositional truth the-

ory serves as the compositional semantics.

44 one result of these two positions then is that intensionalism allows
for a logical inference from -G means p in L- to -0 is true in L iff p-.
In other words, if shortbread is buttery means in English that
shortbread is buttery then one can infer that shortbread is buttery is
true in English iff shortbread is buttery. For extensionalists the
reverse inference does not (and cannot) hold.
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Chapter 2: TEE EXTENSIONALIST PROGRAM

92.1 DAVIDSON'S CRITERION
2.1.1

CV's motivation for claiming that natural languages need
a compositional semantics is that without it we would not be
able to account for a speaker's ability to understand her
language. Thus CV theorists claim that a compositional seman-
tics is required to explain language understanding. And this
motivation is clearly based on Davidson's requirement that a
compositional semantics--in order to be considered a correct
meaning theory for a language--has to account for language
understanding.

However, what distinguishes Davidson from most later CV
theorists is that he does not make any cognitive commitments
to a compositional semantics necessarily entering into an ex-
planation of a speaker's ability to understand language. In
other words, Davidson does not make any cognitive claims
about the psychological processes and mechanisms that are in-
volved in language understanding. A correct meaning theory
for Davidson simply would be a semantics that can account for
language understanding, precisely because it would offer a
constructive account of meaning. Thus Davidson only makes a
philosophical claim, i.e., offers a hypothetical account,
about correct meaning theories and language understanding.
From any CV theorist's point of view the problem Davidson in-

curs here is that his constructive account--if successful--
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would be merely descriptively adequate but would not entail
any causal or explanatory efficacy.

What Davidson does have in common with CV is the convic-
tion that a speaker's having knowledge of a compositional se-
mantics for her language would enable or allow her to under-
stand sentences of the language. More importantly, though,
Davidson's significance to CV lies in his development of the
correct semantics for natural languages and not in the lack
of contribution to the cognitive program of CV. His contribu-
tion then lies in narrowing down the potential candidates to

play any kind of role in accounts of language understanding.

2.1.2

Davidson's primary concern is with determining the cor-
rect form of a meaning theory for a natural language.
Davidson wants to provide a satisfactory meaning theory that
can explain language learning and understanding. A learnable
language according to him requires a constructive account of
the meaning of a sentence from the meaning of its parts. In
other words, given that the speakers of a language can effec-
tively determine the meanings of a potentially infinite num-
ber of sentences of the language, his aim is to offer a con-
structive account of how the meaning of a sentence is derived
from the meanings of its subsentential components and their
structural arrangement in the sentence.

This correct theory of meaning ought to not only provide

an effective means of generating the meaning of a sentence
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based on the meanings of its parts but ought to do so for ev-
ery possible sentence of the language since speakers could in
principle understand any number of novel sentences of their
language. This constructive account would qualify as a cor-
rect theory of meaning for that language. In essence then
Davidson's concern is with determining compositional seman-
tics for natural languages.

But in considering existing theories of semantics,
Davidson finds fault in both referential theories of meaning
and Fregean theories of meaning. As such he wants to do away
with the notion of meaning altogether and instead focus on
the semantic notion of truth. His rejection of referential
and Fregean theories is fueled by his conviction that they
fail to meet the standards of a satisfactory meaning theory.
He claims a satisfactory meaning theory for a language must
give an account of how the meanings of sentences depend on
the meanings of words. But he dismisses the idea that mean-
ings, references, or propositions can play the role they
ought to in the meaning theory, insofar as this theory has to
provide meanings for every sentence of the language.

Instead, Davidson offers a new take on what kind of the-
ory would satisfy this requirement, and he sets out to define
such a theory. As far as he is concerned, the correct meaning
theory for a natural language has to be a statement that con-
tains a generative or recursive function. In other words, the
theory has to contain a compositional function relating all

sentences to their meanings, just as a compositional seman-
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tics would. A compositional semantics would be a finitely
statable recursive theory that can generate the meaning for
any sentence of the language based on the meanings of its
subsentential components and their structural arrangement in
the sentence in question. Compositionality as such would ex-
plain the following aspects of languages and speakers, namely
language acquisition and language productivity & systematic-
ity, the production and understanding of an infinity of sen-
tences from a finite vocabulary and finitely stated set of
structural rules.

Although Davidson's criteria on a correct meaning the-
ory--that of explaining the meaning of a sentence and that of
accounting for language understanding--might suggest natural
languages need a compositional meaning theory, Davidson re-
jects the possibility that a compositional meaning theory
could satisfy his criteria on a correct meaning theory. He
offers various other solutions and proceeds to reject them
all. Instead he suggests the correct semantics has to be a
compositional truth theory.

Davidson claims that an extensionalist account of mean-
ing--in particular a truth theory constructed along the lines
of a Tarskian truth definition--can serve as a meaning the-
ory. Thus he offers his compositional truth theory that
serves as a satisfactory meaning theory. Moreover, such a
theory, appropriately modified to apply to a natural lan-
guage, 1is enough for interpretation, because it would pair

truths with truths and falsehoods with falsehoods. The virtue
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of compositional truth theories is that they do not make use
of meanings as abstract entities, since meanings can't do the
work they're supposed to, and vet being compositional they
are able to crank out an infinite number of theorems that
state the truth conditions of each possible sentence of a
language from a finite set of axioms. The compositional truth
theory is a finitely statable theory that provides the truth
conditions for every sentence of the language by cranking out
truth theorems of the form "o is true iff p", where 'OC'
stands for a structural description of the sentence and 'p'
stands for a translation of the sentence in the metalanguage
which gives the necessary and sufficient conditions under
which what the sentence states is true. For Davidson, knowing
for any sentence of a language what it is that makes it true,
i.e., knowing the necessary and sufficient conditions for the
truth of the sentence, amounts to knowing the meaning of the
sentence; to know this for every possible sentence of the

language amounts to understanding that language.

2.1.3
Consider the requirements Davidson puts on a correct
meaning theory more carefully. Beyond the requirement that a
correct meaning theory has to be a finitely statable theory
that can generate the meaning for any arbitrary sentence of
the language, i.e., that it has to be a compositional seman-
tics, there is another important criterion. And as we already

found this is Davidson's criterion that the correct meaning
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theory in some way account for a speaker's language under-
standing.

Roughly stated, Davidson's intuitively correct criterion
in this case is that a correct meaning theory for a natural
language would be a theory that puts you in a position to un-
derstand utterances of the language, if you know the theory
and know that it meets certain conditions. In particular,

Davidson claims that

someone is in the position to interpret the utterances
of speakers of a language L if he has a certain body of
knowledge entailed by a theory of truth for L—a theory
which meets specified empirical and formal constraints—
and he knows that this knowledge is entailed by such a

theory.45

Davidson's criterion can be more precisely stated as follows.
A correct meaning theory for a language satisfies the crite-
rion of accounting for a speaker's language understanding if
it is a finitely axiomatized extensionalist meaning theory &

la Tarski and

a) The speaker knows the theory and has knowledge of

what is stated by the axioms of the theory.

b) The theory satisfies certain formal and empirical

constraints.

45 pavidson, “Reply to Foster", 171, 172, 174.
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c) the speaker knows a) and b) to be the case.

Thus characterized, the compositional truth theory would ac-
count for language understanding as follows: a speaker under-
stands an utterance of a sentence of the language when she
knows the associated or relevant truth theorem for that sen-
tence generated by the theory and knows this theorem was de-
rived from a correct semantic theory for the language. The
constraints that need to be satisfied include the extension-
alist constraint of not introducing any entities such as
propositions as the contents of sentences and adhering to the
principle of charity.

But what makes Davidson's criterion stand out is that
this explanation of language understanding does not require
the speaker to actually know the derivational processes of
that theory. In other words, the speaker does not have to
consciously know the axioms or derivational processes accord-
ing to which the theory operates to crank out the desired
theorems; she need only know that the theory she knows issues
in the appropriate T-sentences in a way that satisfies the
constraints. Moreover note that Davidson overtly avoids talk
of speaker competence. Thus he is not claiming that a) and b)
are required for language understanding, but rather that they
are required for a theory to qualify as the correct one. The
fact that a speaker would understand her language i1f she knew
the correct truth theory does not entail she has to have
tacit knowledge of the theory in order to understand a sen-

tence of her language.
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942.2 A COMPOSITIONAL TRUTH THEORY
2.2.1

To motivate his rejection of compositional meaning theo-
ries in favor of compositional truth theories Davidson con-
siders various methods of construing meanings, such as the
well-known referential theory of meaning that construes mean-
ings as references. Although this approach has its merits
when specifying the meanings of subsentential natural lan-
guage expressions, it does not hold water when applied to
whole sentences. The problem of course is also well-known,
namely that in the case of sentence meaning, equating meaning
with reference entails equating the meaning of the sentence
with its truth value. This has unacceptable consequences.

One conseguence is that on this account every sentence
with the same truth value has the same meaning.4® Another con-
sequence is that in the case of opagque contexts, or in oratio
obligqua as Davidson calls it, sentences may contain subsen-
tential components which when substituted by co-extensive
(co-referential) expressions will not preserve the truth
value of the sentence.

The problem in opague contexts such as propositional at-

titude or indirect discourse sentences is that the surface

46 gimilarly, a simple Fregean account which refers to the meanings of
words but which in fact does not describe the role of those meanings in
the generation of the meaning of the sentence, will not yield the
meaning of a sentence in a non-vacuous way. See Davidson's example of
the Fregean account of the meaning of "Theaethetus flies". Davidson,
“Truth and Meaning", 20.
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structure of the sentences does not reveal the logical struc-
ture of the sentence. As such, referential analyses of opaque
contexts have no way of offering an appropriate logical ac-
count of the semantic contribution of the embedded clause to
the semantic character of the whole sentence. Since referen-
tial theories of meaning do not guarantee substitution salva
veritate of co-extensive subsentential components in opaque
contexts, they cannot qualify as correct meaning theories for
a natural language because they fail to give a compositional
recursive account of meaning that is foolproof. In other
words, Davidson contends that when it comes to establishing
the meaning of whole sentences the meanings that referential
theories of meaning ascribe to subsentential components do
not guarantee compositionality. A referential theory fails to
provide compositionally determined meanings for every sen-
tence of a language because it is unable to provide such com-
positionally determined meanings for opaque context sen-
tences.

That is why when it comes to establishing the meaning of
whole sentences, Davidson instead proposes the following.
Although we should see the subsentential components of a sen-
tence as making a systematic contribution to the meaning of
the whole sentence, this does not regquire that every subsen-

tential component has a meaning ascribed to it except for in
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the ontologically neutral sense that it contributes to the

meaning of the sentence.%?

2.2.2

In order to satisfy Davidson's requirement of composi-
tionally determining a meaning for every possible sentence of
a natural language the correct meaning theory for that lan-
guage has to issue in semantic theorems for each sentence
that in one form or another define the relation between this
sentence and its meaning or content. On a first approximation
the theory might issue in theorems or M-sentences that are of

the form
(M) o means p (in L)

for each sentence of the language, where '6' is a structural
description of a sentence of the language and 'p' is replaced
by a complex singular term referring to the meaning of that
sentence. According to Davidson, the problem with these M-
sentences is that 'p' as a complex singular term would pre-
sumably refer to a Fregean proposition. Thus, a Fregean anal-
ysis entails that the theory issues in theorems that define

the meaning of a sentence as an abstract entity.

47 pavidson claims knowledge of the meanings of the parts of the
sentence plus knowledge of a syntax is not enough to provide knowledge
of the truth conditions of belief sentences. Therefore "[I]f sentences
depend for their meaning on their structure and we understand the
meaning of each item in the structure only as an abstraction from the
totality of sentences in which it features then we can give the meaning
of any sentence or word only by giving the meaning of evexry sentence or
word in the language". Davidson, "Truth and Meaning®, 22.
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Here again the problem of oratio obligua or proposi-
tional attitude sentences comes up. Fregean meaning theories
do not guarantee substitution salva veritate of synonymous
propositions in opagque contexts. Hence they cannot qualify as
correct meaning theories for a natural language because they
also fail to give a compositional recursive account of mean-
ing that is foolproof. In other words, in cases of oratio
obliqua the analysis would fail to offer an account of the
meaning of a sentence based on the meanings of its sub-sen-
tential components and their arrangement in the sentence.

Davidson therefore dismisses the idea that Fregean
propositions can play the role they ought to in the meaning
theory. Davidson's concern here--unlike Quine’s--is not that
propositions are obscure entities but rather that they don't
turn out to be at all useful, because they do not meet his
requirement of compositionality for a correct meaning theory.

Given the problems both references and propositions in-
cur Davidson wants to avoid introducing meanings or proposi-
tions into the picture. As an alternative he proposes to re-
analyze ‘0O means p’ in a way that links descriptions of sen-
tences to sentences rather than to propositions. Thus he

comes up with something along the lines of

(M*) O means (in L) what o' means in L'

where '0' is replaced by a structural description of a sen-

tence of the language and '6'' is replaced by a translation
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of that sentence in the metalanguage.4® Theorems of this form
have the advantage that they do not refer to any abstract en-
tities that fail to comply with the requirement of composi-
tionality. At the same time they also point in the right di-
rection for cases of oratio obliqua.

However, Davidson makes what he considers one more im-
provement on theorems of the form (M*). He replaces the

nonextensional predicate ‘means that’ by a predicate that

provides for every sentence 'c' a matching sentence that in

some way gives the meaning of '0' extensionally.4? We then get

Davidson's schema T or T-sentence of the form
(T): ois T (in L) iff p,

where again '0' is replaced by a structural description of a
sentence of the language and 'p' is replaced by a translation
of the sentence in the metalanguage. The meaning theory will
just have to place enough restrictions on the predicate ‘is

T' to entail all sentences gotten from schema (T).

So the meaning theory can be put into the form of what
appears to be an explicit definition of a predicate T that
applies just to the true sentences of the language. In

essence Davidson's semantic theory issues in truth theorems

48 gee Davidson, "Truth and Meaning", 22. This is how I interpret his
move from "0 means m" to "0 means that p", where 'p' is replaced by a
sentence.

49 This matching sentence is either 'c' itself, if the object language

is contained in the metalanguage, or a translation of '¢' if the object
language is not contained in the metalanguage.
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or T-sentences of a biconditional nature. As such Davidson--
based on Tarski’s Convention T--has determined that the cor-
rect meaning theory for a natural language has to be a compo-
sitional truth theory. According to Davidson a compositional
truth theory for a natural language L shows how the meanings
of sentences depend on the meanings of words, if the theory
contains a definition of truth-in-L.

Since a meaning theory's task ultimately is to account
for understanding, Davidson believes that Tarski's convention
T offers a way to get a correct meaning theory that no longer
faces the opagque context problem because it does not appeal
to references or abstract meanings such as propositions. In
addition the compositional truth theory relates the truth
conditions of a sentence to the words of the sentence that
recur in other sentences where they can be assigned identical

roles.

Based on the above process of trial and error Davidson
claims that it is not possible to generate a compositional
semantics that would issue in appropriate meaning theorems of
the form ‘6 means (in L) that p’, where 'p' is replaced by a
translation of the sentence in the metalanguage, for every
sentence of L. However, he claims a compositional semantics
can result in theorems of the form ‘0 is true (in L) iff p',
where 'p' is replaced by a translation of the sentence in the
metalanguage. However, he offers no compelling argument--be-

vond his general doubt concerning the usefulness of meanings
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as abstract entities--why this is the case. All he argues is
that meaning theorems fail to relate the meaning of the sen-
tence to the meanings of the words.

Presumably, his argument is that M-sentences fail to re-
veal the logical structure of natural language sentences as
distinct from their surface structure and this as we saw lead
to problems in oratio obligua. T-sentences do reveal the log-
ical form of all sentences and as such a truth theory can for
any sentence of the language issue in a theorem that shows
how the words contribute to the truth conditions of the sen-
tence, without assigning meanings or references to each word.
M-sentences in revealing only surface structure fail to re-
veal the semantic character of the whole as dependent on the
composition of the subsentential expressions. Since one of
his requirements for a correct meaning theory is that it has
to be a compositional theory with a recursive structure that
can generate a truth theorem for every possible sentence of
the object language a compositional meaning theory does not

qualify.

2.2.3
However, problems arise in Davidson's use of Tarski's
convention T as well. The main problem is that Tarski, in
defining convention T, was offering an explicit definition
for a formal language of a predicate T whose application in
the formal language would coincide with the application of

the truth predicate in a particular natural language. Tarski
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thus defined T by stipulation as an absolute predicate to be
applied absolutely to sentences of a particular formal lan-
guage. Given that truth is a relational predicate ‘true in
L’, when defining T, Tarski was patently not defining the no-
tion of truth for natural languages directly.5°

Clearly, Davidson's own compositional truth theory is
not a definition of truth either even though he characterizes
it as a definition of truth-in-L. Instead, he uses the notion
of truth as a primitive in the theory's axioms which generate
truth theorems for each sentence of the language. The theo-
rems generated also make use of the notion of truth as a
primitive. Davidson in offering convention T (which states
certain satisfaction conditions) is thus formulating a truth
theory, not a truth definition.

Since Tarski proved that the notion of truth can be ex-
plicitly defined only in a metalanguage which is of a higher
order then the object language for which it is defined--some-
thing which is never the case for natural languages--
Davidson's truth theory does not define truth in the object
language, i.e., it does not really define truth-in-L at all.
Rather, it cranks out truth theorems for each sentence of the
language, theorems which give a finite characterization of
the extension of the predicate true as it applies to the nat-

ural language.

50 This is not to suggest that Tarski was not concerned with providing a
definition for the notion of truth. On the contrary, he was concerned
with providing a definition of truth that would be both materially
adequate and formally correct.
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92.3 THE TRUTH THEORY AND LANGUAGE UNDERSTANDING
2.3.1

Beyond Davidson's requirement that a correct meaning
theory has to be a compositional theory that generates a
truth theorem for every sentence of the language there is
also his by now well-known requirement that a correct meaning
theory has to be a theory that satisfies the Davidsonian cri-
terion of explaining language understanding. But Davidson's
criterion on a correct meaning theory is subject to the fol-
lowing criticisms.

First of all, it is questionable whether this is an ade-
quate criterion to be placed on a meaning theory, such that
the theory satisfying it would indeed constitute a correct
meaning theory. In other words, it is not clear that this
criterion can be appropriately motivated as a necessary cri-
terion to be imposed on correct meaning theories.

Secondly, even if Davidson's criterion is adequate and
appropriate, it is not obvious that a compositional truth
theory that serves as a meaning theory really satisfies the
criterion and thus can be considered a correct meaning the-
ory. This second criticism targets the extensionalist and bi-
conditional nature of the truth theorems that Davidson's
truth theory cranks out. In other words, the issue here is
whether a simple biconditional can offer sufficient condi-

tions for language understanding.
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2.3.2

With respect to the first criticism, whether Davidson's
criterion is appropriate, we should consider what motivates
the criterion that a correct meaning theory should account
for language understanding. We found that Davidson argues
that the main business of a meaning theory is to offer a con-
structive account of sentence meaning which at the same time
constitutes a finite recursive explanation of the speaker's
ability to understand infinitely many sentences of the lan-
guage. According to Davidson his compositional truth theory
which gives the necessary and sufficient conditions for the
truth of every possible sentence of a language first of all
explains the semantic role of each significant expression in
any of the possible sentences in which it occurs and in doing
so also explains language understanding. This is the case be-

cause as he claims

To know the semantic concept of truth for a language is
to know what it is for a sentence—any sentence—to be
true, and this amounts, in one good sense we can give to

the phrase, to understanding the language.5!

Unfortunately Davidson's approach here presents two
drawbacks. The first is the extremely vague association T-
sentences offer between words and concepts. By issuing in T-
sentences for each sentence of the language the truth theory

indeed provides some association of words with concepts. And

51 pavidson, "Truth and Meaning", 24.
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moreover Davidson is careful to point out that the axioms of
the theory do not purport to explain the concepts that words
stand for. As such the theory does not actually offer any in-
sight into what the association between the words and con-
cepts is. In other words, the association--to the extent that
the theory is successful in establishing it--is so vague as
to become almost pointless. This leads us to the second draw-
back.

The second drawback is Davidson's evasive approach when
it comes to making cognitive claims about language under-
standing. Davidson claims his theory is able to issue in T-
sentences for every possible sentence of the language based
on a finite set of axioms. However, although the theory is a
finite recursive function that issues in T-sentences for any
sentence, it never really succeeds in offering a constructive
account of how the meaning of a sentence is determined by the
meanings of its subsentential components and their structural
arrangement in the sentence. This makes the theory merely de-
scriptive rather than explanatory. And as such it does not

manage to offer an explanation of understanding either.

In essence then, Davidson's strong point ultimately is
not his criterion but rather his insistence on the need for
natural languages to be compositionally determined. However,
there are other motivations, other than explaining language
understanding, for claiming that natural languages have com-

positional semantics. And this possibility unfortunately un-
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dermines Davidson's motivation for the criterion.52 Of course
it also represents a challenge for CV theorists.

Regardless of these drawbacks, Davidson's account is at
least partially true to his own criterion, as long as one
agrees with his interpretation of what constitutes language
understanding. The fact of the matter to Davidsonians is that
a speaker does not need to know the axioms of the truth the-
ory at all to understand her language. What they do claim is
that if one were to define the correct meaning, then a speak-
er's knowledge of the theory, i.e. its axioms, and her knowl-
edge that the theory, its axioms and the theorems it issues
in, are correct would allow her to understand her language.
But this claim does not entail that the correct meaning the-
ory is required for language understanding.

And this is indeed the difference between CV as I have
characterized it, and Davidson's view, as far as the role of
a compositional semantics in explanations of language under-
standing is concerned. But if the theory is to live up to ei-
ther Davidson's or CV's stipulation that it account for lan-
guage understanding it should include a specification of the
meanings of the propositions expressed in the theorems that
those axioms yield, and understanding should include knowl-

edge of those meanings.

52 This is especially significant since compositionality also can be
motivated by other means.
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2.3.3

As to the second criticism, Davidson has not clearly
shown that his truth theory completely satisfies his own cri-
terion. His criterion requires that the theory explain lan-
guage understanding and he claims that the only way this can
be achieved is by a compositional truth theory with a recur-
sive structure that can generate a truth theorem or T-sen-
tence for every possible sentence of the object language.

And it is precisely in this respect that his correct
meaning theory falls short. His compositional truth theory
does nothing more than cranks out truth theorems that are of
the biconditional form '¢ is T iff p'. But a biconditional
does not offer any necessary and sufficient conditions for
language understanding. This is evident in the fact that the

biconditional structure allows for the following pairing
"snow is white" is true iff grass is green.

The correct truth theory can crank out infinitely many theo-
rems of this nature. The difficulty with these theorems that
simply pair truths with truths is that they are highly unin-
formative and as such do not seem to live up to the require-
ment that they account for language understanding. In partic-
ular, the problem in this case is that Davidson's theory ac-
tually does not offer a detailed account of the semantic con-
tribution of the subsentential components of a sentence to

the meaning or truth of the whole sentence.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



49

This is because he explicitly states that there is no
theory that can successfully attribute meanings to subsenten-
tial components and hence that to the extent to which the ex-
pressions contribute to the meaning of the whole sentence all
we have to go by is their role in all possible sentences.
Unfortunately this entails that the explanation of under-
standing by means of a compositional semantics in the form of
a truth theory does not really provide us with the required
constructive account of language, we need something else. But
if offering a constructive account of meaning is part and
parcel of a recursive explanation of language understanding
and the proposed theory does not explain understanding be-
cause it does not offer a constructive account of meaning
then perhaps the criterion is unjustified or has not been
satisfied. The truth theorems that the theory cranks out sup-
posedly tell how expressions contribute to the truth condi-
tions of a sentence, but they do not assign either meanings

or references to these subsentential expressions.

Davidson, who is obviously aware of the theorems that
may result from his truth theory offers the following rebut-
tal to the criticism that targets the biconditional nature of
these theorems. He acknowledges that his theory results in
theorems like '"snow is white" is true iff grass is green'
but claims that such theorems are just part of the overall
picture of language understanding. Although by themselves

they might not be sufficient to account for understanding, he
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argues that as part of the result of the compositional truth
theory's recursive principles they are seen as contributing
to the satisfaction of the criterion.

Still, it is uncontroversial to say that a speaker's
knowledge that '"snow is white" is true iff grass is green'
is certainly not sufficient to account for her understanding
of an utterance of "snow is white". But if the correct mean-
ing theory for a language is a compositional truth theory
that cranks out theorems that do not offer sufficient condi-
tions to account for language understanding then it does not
satisfy the criterion on a correct truth theory of explaining
understanding. The problem is compounded by the fact that the
cranked-out theorems are not even necessary in explaining un-
derstanding. This becomes clear when one realizes that the
theory can crank out indefinitely many theorems of the above
nature (pairing truths with truths and falsehoods with false-
hoods) suggesting the theory is overproductive and hence in-
efficient. This entails that Davidson's truth theory does not

actually meet his criterion for a correct meaning theory.

Typically, CV theorists--just as Davidson does--claim
that a compositional semantics is needed for a language be-
cause it is the only finite account of how speakers can un-
derstand a potentizally infinite number of sentences. In their
case however, even if it is not expressed in so many words,
the underlying assumption is about a speaker's competence.

Since CV theorists also require that the theory offer a con-
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structive account of how the meaning of a sentence is derived
from the meanings of its subsentential components and their
structural arrangement in the sentence, they also assume that
the correct meaning theory ought to be a compositional seman-
tics.

Davidson never intended his truth theory to play a role
in the cognitive explanation of the process of language un-
derstanding, even though his criterion stipulates that the
theory ought to be such that knowledge of it and knowledge of
the fact that it is the correct meaning theory put a speaker
in the position to understand her language. Hence his account
does not explain the derivational process that leads to un-
derstanding. The truth theory merely affords the speaker
knowledge of the truth of the axioms that generate truth the-
orems, without her having to know the nature or content of
these axioms.

Given both the promise Davidson's account presents and
the obstacles it nonetheless faces, CV theorists try to build
on his work by reassessing his criterion in 1light of a
stronger cognitive commitment to the role of semantics in

language understanding.
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Chapter 3: A NEO-DAVIDSONIAN APPROACH

93.1 SEMANTIC COMPETENCE: KNOWLEDGE OF MEANING
3.1.1

Larson and Segal (L&S) in their recently advanced seman-
tic theory exhibit all the qualities of true CV theorists,
embracing both Chomskyan cognitivism and the Davidsonian pro-
gram.>3 From a methodological point of view their theory fits
in the Chomskyan cognitivist tradition of interpreting lin-
guistic theory as a theory of largely unconscious knowledge
of grammar that underlies knowledge of language. At the same
time, from a formal point of view, it fits in the Davidsonian
tradition of interpreting semantics extensionally and of re-
quiring that a correct meaning theory satisfy Davidson's cri-
terion.

Of course, since L&S's account is a particular manifes-
tation of CV, it is subject to the same criticisms. And al-
though they have tried to rectify some of these criticisms, I
ultimately argue they fail to offer a defensible wversion of

CV that overcomes earlier shortcomings.

L&S are Chomskyans insofar as their concern with seman-
tic competence is concerned. And they are theorists in the
Davidsonian tradition, insofar as their formulations of the

aim and the nature of theories of meaning is concerned.

53 Richard Larson & Gabriel Segal, Knowledge of Meaning: An Introduction
to Semantic Theory. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995).
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As such L&S make two claims that parallel CV's main as-

sumptions:

(1) The claim that speakers have tacit knowledge of a
semantics, based on the criterion that this knowledge is
needed to explain language understanding. Call this the
knowledge claim and call the criterion the cognitive

criterion.

(2) The claim that a recursive interpretive truth theory
4 la Tarski serving as a meaning theory will satisfy

this criterion. Call this the semantic claim.

The knowledge claim expresses their cognitivist alliance with
Chomsky. Chomskyan cognitivism first of all characterizes a
theory of linguistics as a theory of knowledge of language.
Similarly, L&S characterize a theory of semantics as a theory
of knowledge of meaning. Secondly, Chomsky'’'s knowledgz of
language involves knowledge of a grammar; similarly, in L&S's
case knowledge of meaning involves knowledge of an interpre-
tive truth theory. Thirdly, just as knowledge of grammar is
presumed to be tacit, knowledge of a truth theory is presumed

tacit.

3.1.2
For L&S then a speaker'’'s semantic competence, which they
define as her ability to make semantic judgements, and which
I have defined as the ability in principle of the speaker to

understand any sentence of her language, is dependent on her
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knowledge of meaning. Semantics as such is not just the study
of linguistic meaning but more specifically they claim seman-

tics is

a theory of the knowledge that underlies our ability to

make semantic judgements. 54

For any particular language the semantic judgments made by a
speaker reflect her understanding of semantic facts. These
semantic facts are about properties of expressions, about the
relations of these expressions to the world and their rela-
tions to speakers.55 Although these facts offer information
about the content of semantic knowledge, according to L&S
content is not the primary concern of semantics.

Instead, L&S claim the object of inquiry of semantics is
a particular part of linguistic knowledge, to wit knowledge
of meaning. Other facts about meaning might aid the discus-
sion, but they are not ultimately at issue. It is our ability
to judge them that constitutes semantics, not the contents of
the expressions being judged. In other words, L&S reject the
claim that semantics is purely the study of abstract linguis-

tic entities and properties.S§6

54 Larson & Segal, Knowledge of Meaning, 10.

55 The various semantic properties of expressions would include things
such as synonymy and ambiguity. The relations of expression to the world
are captured by the semantic concepts of reference and truth and the
relations to speakers are captured by the propositional attitudes those
expressions are the subject of.

56 Thus we can anticipate the problems they will face with Soamesians.
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This is why L&S claim semantics is the theory of knowl-
edge of meaning, where knowledge of meaning should be inter-
preted to refer to what a speaker knows about meaning, not
the particular mental state the speaker is in when she has
that knowledge.57 Echoing Chomsky they claim that knowledge of
meaning is tacit, which means it is knowledge of a body of
largely unconscious rules and principles that assign meanings
to various inputs. Just as our capacity to make linguistic
judgements or our linguistic competence, follows from our
knowing our language,5® our capacity to make semantic judge-
ments Or our semantic competence is dependent on our knowl-
edge of meaning. In other words, we need knowledge of meaning

to explain semantic competence.

3.1.3
In general, the knowledge claim requires an account of
the meaning theory knowledge of which is supposedly needed
for a speaker's semantic competence. And this is where L&S
express their Davidsonian preference. They claim that on in-

vestigating this knowledge one finds it is knowledge of a

57 1 am assuming here that L&S are making this distinction based on the
type/token distinction. Based on that distinction knowledge of meaning
is a mental state type whereas knowing the meaning of a particular
sentence is a mental state token. Only if interpreted in this way does
L&S's distinction stay true to what Chomsky intended when he talked
about knowledge of grammar and claimed that knowing a grammar is a
cognitive state.

58 Those of us that do not have knowledge of a particular natural

language, say English, are not able to make judgments about English
expressions or their relations to the world and to speakers.
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correct compositional semantics, which according to them
would be an interpretive truth theory.

Beyond this extensionalist preference, L&S also espouse
Davidson’s criterion that a theory is a correct meaning the-
ory for a language if knowledge of it--or the facts it
states--put a speaker in the position to understand and in-
terpret utterances of the language. Hence they claim an in-
terpretive truth theory is the correct meaning theory because
it accounts for our ability to understand our language.

However, although both Davidson and L&S are concerned
with the fact that a correct meaning theory ought to account
for language understanding, there is a significant difference
in their respective criteria. This difference lies in the im-~
portance they place on the cognitive role the compositional
semantics play in explaining a speaker's understanding of her
language. By adopting Chomsky's cognitive methodology, L&S
actually change the Davidsonian criterion for a correct mean-
ing theory into more of a cognitive functional criterion of
truth theories. Hence my dubbing it the cognitive criterion
(as opposed to the Davidsonian criterion).

For L&S, as for Davidson, the correct meaning theory
contains a function that maps natural language sentences onto
their meanings, which in both their cases entails that it
maps natural language sentences onto their truth conditions.
But furthermore, on L&S's interpretation this function is in-
ternally represented, which means that the mapping from natu-

ral language expressions to their meanings is effected by
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this function at the cognitive level. As such, L&S's inter-
pretive truth theory is that theory which plays a functional
role in explaining the cognitive mechanisms that underlie
competence. L&S thus offer an explicit cognitive account of
their truth theory. Davidson on the other hand, although
equally concerned with the correct meaning theory's ability
to explain understanding, never intended to provide an ex-
plicit explanation of the cognitive systems or mechanisms un-

derlying understanding.

93.2 LARSON & SEGAL'S CRITERION
3.2.1
It is in this cognitive context that L&S propose their T
hypothesis which is their empirical hypothesis about language
understanding. According to the T hypothesis a speaker's
ability to understand a sentence of her language is based on
a particular kind of knowledge of meaning, to wit knowledge
of a certain deductive system of rules and principles that
will yield certain semantic theorems. This deductive system
turns out to be their interpretive truth theory and it will
vield interpretive T-sentences for each sentence of the lan-
guage. In other words, the interpretive truth theory issues
for each sentence of the language in theorems of Davidsonian

form

(T) 0 is true iff p.
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where '0' is replaced by a structural description of a sen-
tence of the language and 'p' is replaced by a translation of
that sentence in the metalanguage. Then according to the T

hypothesis

A speaker's knowledge of meaning for a language L is
knowledge of a deductive system (i.e., a system of ax-
ioms and production rules) proving theorems of the form

of (T) that are interpretive for sentences of L.5°

And it is this knowledge that underlies a speaker's ability
to interpret or understand utterances of her language. Note
though that the T hypothesis itself is based on the following

assumptions:

1. Speakers are designed to acquire interpretive truth

theories.

2. Speakers have to treat the theorems or T-sentences as

interpretive.

3. The theory they in fact acquire has to be interpre-

tive. 60

Moreover, the interpretive truth theory is defined as a re-

cursive function that pairs only those sentences of the lan-

59 gee Larson & Segal, Knowledge of Meaning, 33.

60 These assumptions which they take for granted clearly reveal L&S's
cognitivist bias. Moreover they are essential to make their formulation
of the speaker's psychology, as far as the language processing mechanism
is concerned, cogent.
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guage with their contents that would have been paired by
"means that".

It should now be clear that beyond their introduction of
the formal interpretive move L&S address the question of
meaning from a decidedly cognitivist perspective. They turn
the semantic theory into a theory aboﬁt the psychological
constitution of speakers, by claiming tacit knowledge of
meaning is required for semantic competence. By making a move
from a formulation of the nature of a meaning theory to a
formulation of the nature of the psychology of meaning, i.e.,
of how meaning is represented and used in the mind, L&S in-
tend to show how a correct meaning theory can answer to
Davidson's criterion of explaining language understanding.
This places them squarely within the tradition of CV; they
subscribe to the view that knowledge of semantics i§ required

to explain semantic competence.

3.2.2

To recap then, we find that in essence L&S wind up of-
fering a cognitive reinterpretation of Davidson's criterion
and proceed to use this cognitive criterion to justify their
T hypothesis. In other words, L&S claim--just as Davidson
does--that a correct meaning theory ought to account for lan-
guage understanding but then give this criterion a cognitive
twist by claiming that the correct meaning theory is an in-
ternally represented theory. This allows them to then propose

the T hypothesis which entails that language understanding is
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the result of tacit knowledge of this theory. Thus, they
claim the pairing of natural language sentences to psychose-
mantic representations is accomplished by a tacit internal
truth theory that makes possible the derivation of interpre-
tive T-sentences. L&S realize that based on the above account
of the nature and role of semantics there still remain two
questions they must answer if their theory is to be success-
ful.

First, there is the question whether a truth theory has
the same extension as a meaning theory. This is referred to
as the extension question.

To address the extension question L&S have to show that
their interpretive truth theory will indeed pair only those
sentences and contents that are paired by 'means that'. This
means the interpretive truth theory has to be sufficiently
productive to offer a T-sentence for each sentence of the
language, while at the same time not being overproductive
thereby resulting in uninterpretive T-sentences. In other
words, the theory should not yield any uninterpretive results
like '‘"Shortbread is buttery" is true iff shortbread is but-
tery and 2+2=4'. To avoid such results the production rules
for the interpretive truth theory should produce only inter-
pretive consequences (which means certain logical rules of
inference have to be restricted).

The second question is referred to as the information

gquestion and basically targets the extensionalist nature of
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their interpretive truth theory.6! The issue--beyond making
the appropriate pairing of sentences and contents--is how ap-
propriate a truth theory which only relates utterances truth-
conditionally to the world is in actually accounting for all
the other information that a semantic theory ought to account
for.

L&S claim that because meaning in general contributes
content and informativeness to language, knowledge of meaning
is crucial to one’s understanding a language. Since they fur-
thermore claim that knowledge of meaning is knowledge of an
interpretive truth theory, in their case this means the in-
terpretive truth theory has to account for both the content
and informativeness of language. Thus in response to the in-
formation question L&S have to show whether and how a truth
theory can give as much information as a meaning theory.
Although this is a problem for any extensionalist account
L&S's interpretive truth theory should take care of the chal-

lenge if it is to be successful.

3.2.3
L&S use their T hypothesis and their interpretive truth
theory in an account of a speaker's functional internal

structure. They are convinced that with this account they

61 See Larson & Segal, Knowledge of Meaning, 34. Thus they ask whether
an interpretive truth theory is sufficient to account for both the
internal and external significance of language. Here the external
significance lies in the fact that meaning is that which is responsible
for the informativeness of a language and the internal significance lies
in the fact that the meaning of a sentence is that which gives the
content of propositional acts.
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have appropriately answered the information and extension
questions. In order to evaluate this we need to clarify--
based on L&S's account--the language processing a speaker
supposedly goes through when presented with an utterance of
her language. Consider the following scenario.

The formulation of cognitive language processing goes
something like this. A speaker x receives an auditory input
of a sentence ¢ of her language that is presumably phonologi-
cally or syntactically represented. This representation
serves as input to a subdoxastic 'box' in her mind in which
the interpretive truth theory is internally and subdoxasti-
cally represented.®2 In this mental box use is made of the
truth theory to turn the phonologically or syntactically rep-
resented input into an intermediate output that is a Men-
talese translation of an interpretive T-sentence that says
that ‘6 is true in L iff p’. The appropriate interpretive T-
sentence is selected from all the other T-sentences via a
canonical procedure and is the only one that will be given as
output.

In the next step of the cognitive process the Mentalese
T-sentence serves as input to another mechanism through which

the interpretive T-sentence is rewritten into a meaning sen-

62 1 owe the notion of the subdoxastic 'box' to Stephen Schiffer.
Stephen Schiffer, "Truth and the Theory of Content", in Meaning and
Understanding, eds. H. Parret and J. Bouveresse, (New York: de Gruyter,
1981). The box serves as a metaphor for that step in the process of
language understanding where the sentence being translated is
represented. The notion of a subdoxastic box is that ‘'box' in which
subdoxastic states are represented; this is analogous to the notion of
the belief box, which is the box in which belief states are represented.
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tence of the form 'Omeans that p', which subsequently appears
in the speaker’'s belief box and is hence how the speaker ar-
rives at her knowledge of the meaning of 6. In other words,

she believes that 'Ocmeans that p'.

943.3 DISSECTING THE INTERPRETIVE TRUTH THEORY
3.3.1

L&S's account has some merit in terms of improving on
Davidson, but they face several problems nonetheless.
According to L&S the above (somewhat simplified) formulation
of speaker psychology shows both how knowledge of semantics
is required for semantic competence and how the correct the-
ory to perform the job takes the form of an interpretive
truth theory. In their account then, the functional structure
of speaker psychology carries the burden of not only showing
how an interpretive truth theory, can serve as a meaning the-
ory, but furthermore of showing how this interpretive truth
theory satisfies the cognitive criterion of explaining under-
standing as well given the cognitive role it plays in lan-
guage processing.

And unfortunately they fail to offer a convincing argu-
ment in both cases. In other words, not only do they fail to
show that an interpretive truth theory can serve as a correct
meaning theory, they also fail to prove that the theory sat-
isfies their cognitive criterion.

One of the objections L&S have to address is the general

Soamesian objection to the assumption that knowledge of a
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truth theory is required to explain competence, regardless of
how this knowledge is psychologically realized. Soames con-
siders what knowledge of meaning would entail in order to
then deny that it plays a role in semantic competence.$63
Specifically he argues that knowledge of a T-sentence gener-
ated by a truth theory is not sufficient for language under-
standing. Moreover in general he contends that even if a lin-
guistically competent speaker has semantic knowledge, this
does not entail her competence derives from her knowledge; in
fact it is likely that knowledge derives from competence. I
will refer to the Soamesian category of challenges as the
sufficiency challenge.

This Soamesian objection is based on the well-known
problem with Davidsonian extensionalist semantics, namely
their failure to provide intensional content and thus their
failure to provide the information needed for understanding
the meaning of a sentence. For any sentence of the language a
truth theory merely offers its truth conditions. However,
even if the interpretive truth theory were to manage to offer
sufficient intensional information, it 4is questionable
whether this information actually plays a role in the cogni-
tive process of language understanding. In other words, even
if the theory offers sufficient conditions we still have to
address whether knowledge of it is necessary for understand-

ing.

63 Soames, "Semantics and Semantic Competence", 185-207.
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This then brings us to the more important and more seri-
ous challenge that L&S face. Their description of language
processing as it stands leads to the observation that any in-
ternally represented translation manual might do the work
their truth theory is doing. In essence this means that they
undermine their own characterization of the interpretive
truth theory's role in mapping natural language expressions
onto their meanings. If the observation about the translation
manual is true it entails that the interpretive truth theory
might not even be necessary in the process of understanding.
Therefore, the challenge that the possibility of a transla-

tional account poses could be called the necessity challenge.

3.3.2

Let us consider Soames's objection, i.e., the suffi-
ciency challenge, first. Clearly, the Soamesian challenge is
essentially the challenge that the information gquestion
poses. In other words, it asks whether knowledge of a truth
theory--if it is to be the key to explaining competence--
would indeed offer sufficient conditions, i.e., sufficient
intensional information, for language understanding to take
place. But the Socamesian challenge indirectly targets the ex-
tension problem as well. If semantics specifies the princi-
ples by which sentences represent the world, then one of the
conditions that must be satisfied is that the truth theory is

neither over- nor under-productive in cranking out truth the-
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orems that offer the truth conditions of those sentences.f? If
the theory is overproductive then it will not generate only
those theorems that are interpretive, but will lead to unin-
terpretive results as well.

Soames offers the following argument in support of his
position that knowledge of truth conditions is not sufficient
for understanding a language. He claims someone might know

that

'Firenze & una bella citta' is true in Italian iff Flo-

rence is a beautiful city,
and yet fail to believe that

'Firenze & una bella citta' means in Italian that Flo-

rence is a beautiful city,
and instead believe erroneously that

'Firenze é una bella citta' means in Italian that Flo-

rence is a beautiful city and arithmetic is incomplete.65

In other words, true beliefs about truth conditions are
compatible with false beliefs about meaning. And this is due
to the lack of intensional content that a truth theory by it-

self has to offer a speaker of the language. This means one

64 There are two ways in which a semantic theory can characterize truth
conditions. One is the Davidsonian way; the other relativizes truth with
respect to a world w. Either method results in cranking out statements
in the form of instances of T-sentences that give the truth conditions
of natural language expressions.

65 gSee Soames, "Semantics and Semantic Competence", 187-188
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can always construct truth theories whose truth theorems are
of such a form that they correctly give the truth conditions
for a sentence but fail to give a basis for interpretation of
that sentence, and of course without interpretation we cannot
speak of language understanding. So knowledge of truth condi-
tions does not offer sufficient conditions to explain seman-
tic competence.

Of course Davidson's response to this would be that
these theorems are just small parts that contribute to the
overall picture of language understanding. However this an-
swer is highly unsatisfactory.

Soames's example clearly raises both the information
question and the extension question. Thus, it poses two chal-
lenges for CV. One is how knowledge of truth suffices for
language understanding and the other is how the theory can
avoid resulting in theorems that are uninformative or even
false when it comes to understanding. The Firenze-example
leads Soames to conclude that a speaker's knowledge of the
truth conditions of a particular sentence does not suffice
for language understanding because a speaker even when she
has this knowledge cannot avoid the possibility of forming
uninterpretive or erroneous beliefs about the meaning of the
sentence.

Of course this conclusion, which is perfectly reasonable
so far, poses a threat only to those CV theorists who endorse
a Davidsonian extensionalist semantics without placing any

qualifications on the nature of the truth theory. But L&S do
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not fall into this category of CV theorists. In fact, they
agree that truth conditions do not suffice; they are aware of
the lack of interpretive content knowledge of a truth theory
provides. Hence their precautionary measure to avoid Soames's
criticism with the introduction of the interpretive truth
theory, their modified version of standard extensionalist se-
mantics which supposedly does offer sufficient conditions for
semantic competence.

However, the interpretive truth theory's ability to in-
deed provide intensional content and to do it in a way that
is neither over- nor under-productive is dependent on some
supporting suppositions L&S make. The first of these supposi-
tions is that speakers are so constituted as to take any
truth theory they learn as interpretive. The second supposi-
tion is that the theory a speaker in fact acquires is indeed
interpretive.

And although the.interpretive qualification on the truth
theory does address the extension gquestion (provided the two
other suppositions are met), I argue that it does not succeed
in addressing the information question, because the interpre-
tive truth theory does not guarantee that knowledge of its
truth theorems suffices for understanding. I explain this be-

low.
L&S assume that semantics is the study of knowledge of

meaning, that a semantic theory is a theory of this knowledge

and that it has to be if the theory is to account for lan-
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guage understanding. This is what makes them both Chomskyan
and Davidsonian. But then we found that they espouse an even
stronger criterion than Davidson, namely, that the composi-
tional semantics is needed to explain competence. Thus L&S
don't just believe that a correct meaning theory would ac-
count for the phenomenon of language understanding, but that
(knowledge of) it is required for language understanding.
They then used the latter c¢laim to support their view that an
interpretive truth theory serve as the correct semantics and
that tacit knowledge of this theory enables language under-
standing.

So far then they do not commit the same error that
Davidson committed. But here is the problem. For them the
significance of the theory lies in its cognitive role because
the theory's recursive principles and axioms are psychologi-
cally represented and play a role in the mental processes of
language understanding. And then they insure this role by
claiming it is part of any speaker's psychological make-up to
treat any truth theory they acquire as interpretive and that
in fact the theory they acquire is indeed interpretive. This
in turn lead to their particular interpretation of language
processing.

But although they claim to have addressed the suffi-
ciency challenge (both in the form of the information and ex-
tension questions) with this interpretive truth theory, what
they have in actuality proposed is that knowledge of the

truth conditions of a sentence does not have to be sufficient

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



70

for understanding. Thus they fail to realize that based on
their very account speakers are said to go through a causal
processing mechanism by which they arrive at the meaning of
the sentences instead of arriving at those meanings through a
derivational process. As such it really does not make any
difference whether the truth theory is interpretive or not
because on their own account the actual interpretive step of
the process happens non-deductively and causally. Thus even
if the theory has any role to play in the process, by itself
it is not sufficient to lead to understanding. This situation
leads right into the next significant problem that L&S face
which goes beyond the information question's concern with the
sufficiency of truth theories in explanations of language un-

derstanding.

3.3.3

This next problem is whether knowledge of meaning in
general is even necessary for language understanding. This
necessity challenge forms an integral part of Soames's over-
all critigue of CV. It is also the favorite subject of many
other critics of CV. The reason that L&S even face a neces-
sity challenge lies in the fact that they espouse a much
stronger criterion than Davidson, namely that the composi-
tional semantics is needed to explain semantic competence.

And this assumption is the next target of Soames' argu-
ment. Soames argues that knowledge of truth conditions is not

necessary for language understanding either. According to him
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the problem is this. Knowledge of truth conditions presup-
poses possession of a metalinguistic concept of truth. This
entails that one needs to have such a concept in order to un-
derstand a sentence (having the concept here signifying hav-
ing an understanding of the concept of truth). In other
words, if knowledge of truth conditions is indeed necessary
for language understanding then this means that no one can
learn a language without first having such a concept.

Clearly though, says Soames, the case of children indi-
cates that this is not so; they can understand sentences
without understanding 'true' and thus without having any con-
cept of truth. But although young children have no previous
concept of truth they are perfectly capable of learning and
understanding new sentences. The case of children thus under-
mines CV's position which leads Soames to conclude that
knowledge of what is expressed by schema T is not necessary
for semantic competence. Thus, even if the CV theorist were
able to offer sufficient conditions--which they didn't--
knowledge of truth conditions does not even offer necessary
conditions for a speaker's capacity to understand utterances
of the language.

However, the argument Soames offers here is not convinc-
ing and as such, I argue it does not pose a real problem for
L&S. The problem with Socames's argument here simply lies in
the fact that he has transposed his bias about knowledge of a
semantics to knowledge of the metalinguistic concept of

truth. This move is ineffective insofar that any CV theorist
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who is willing to espouse the view that there is such a thing
as tacit knowledge of a compositional semantics will have no
difficulty accepting that this tacit knowledge entails a fur-
ther commitment on their part to a speaker's tacit knowledge
of an abstract concept of truth. In other words, in essence
Soames has not really offered a genuine argument against
knowledge of truth here at all. Instead he has merely suc-
ceeded in reiterating his basic position on any psychological
alliances CV theorists have.

As such Soames's necessity challenge as presented above
does not as yet pose a threat to those CV theorists that re-
ject extensionalist semantics. For these theorists it is an
open question at this point in the discussion whether knowl-
edge of a more full-fledged meaning theory suffices or is
even required for competence.

Soames claims that semantics would not be a plausible
and effective candidate for being an internal mechanism that
is causally responsible for competence, because the explana-
tion of competence should not presuppose a psychological
mechanism that requires intelligence to follow. Instead, the
process by which a competent speaker calculates the semantic
content of a sentence has to be a purely mechanically effec-

tive procedure. 66

66 goames claims positing an internally represented semantic theory as
such a routine begs the question, as far as psychological inquiry is
concerned. In fact, though, what would make an account of semantic
competence question begging is the assumption that the structure of the
psychological processes is isomorphic to its structure.
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In conclusion we can summarize L&S's account as follows.
According to L&S semantics is the study of knowledge of mean-
ing; a semantic¢ theory is a theory of knowledge of meaning
and it has to be such if it is to account for language under-
standing. In this context knowledge of meaning is understood
as knowledge of an interpretive truth theory and this theory
is used in the ascription of meaning. The ascription of mean-
ing happens through internal cognitive processes that are
causally responsible for the speaker's semantic competence.
Thus, they don't just believe that the correct meaning theory
would account for the phenomenon of language understanding,
but they believe that in fact it is required to explain lan-
guage understanding.

But L&S's interpretation of semantics as the study of
knowledge of meaning distorts the Davidsonian program and
fails to satisfy his and their own criterion of explaining
language understanding. It also calls into question their
Chomskyan assumption that as competent speakers we require a
mentally represented compositional semantics to account for
our understanding. In other words, L&S's extensionalism puts

their cognitivism on shaky ground.

Critics believe it is highly implausible, and possibly
incorrect, to assume the speaker's process of language under-
standing is so complex a procedure. They claim positing such
complexity has no other psychological significance, for the

following reasons. Not only is there no evidence that inter-
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pretation happens via a truth theory or any other semantic
theory, but there isn't enough linguistic or psychosemantic
evidence to warrant the belief that truth theories serve any
better as devices to accomplish the task. Hence, critics
claim that non-truth-theoretic devices such as translation
manuals might accomplish the task just as well.

Clearly, the derivation of T-sentences is a complicated
procedure. This fact does not necessarily affect the plausi-
bility of whether truth theories can serve as meaning theo-
ries. It does have repercussions for any attempts at defining
the role of truth theories in psychological processing of

language.
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Chapter 4: TRANSLATION MANUALS OR SEMANTICS

94.1 THE ROLE OF TRANSLATION MANUALS
4.1.1

The ineffectiveness of Soames's argument against the ne-
cessity challenge notwithstanding, the challenge itself re-
mains a valid and pertinent one for all CV theorists, espe-
cially when one considers L&S's characterization of the cog-
nitive role of the interpretive truth theory in language un-
derstanding. Consider again the description of language pro-
cessing that can be ascribed to speakers according to their
theory.

Briefly stated the speaker starts off receiving auditory
input of a sentence ¢ which gets internally represented. This
sentence then serves as an input sentence into her subdoxas-
tic box where the internally represented interpretive truth
theory generates a Mentalese translation of a T-sentence for
the sentence. The latter in turn is rewritten into a
Mentalese meaning ascription for the input sentence 0. Subse-
quently, this is turned into an English meaning ascription of
0 that is ultimately represented in her belief box and is
thus what provides her knowledge of the meaning of o

Notice that according to this description of language
processing the actual ascription of meanings to the Mentalese
T-sentences, i.e., the ascription that leads to the speaker's
understanding of the input sentence, occurs at a juncture in

the processing sequence without the help of the internally
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represented interpretive truth theory. The interpretive truth
theory plays a role in an earlier step of the process, namely
in the assignment of a Mentalese T-sentence to the initial
input sentence. The ascription of meanings on the other hand
occurs subsequently by means of a purely non-deductive causal
mechanism. But these very meaning ascriptions are what ulti-
mately serve as inputs to the speaker's belief box and which
as such give her knowledge of the meaning of the initial in-
puts. This means that the speaker in fact attains genuine un-
derstanding through a non-deductive mechanism and not through
the internally represented interpretive truth theory.

The problem with this definition of the role of the in-
terpretive truth theory is that it transforms the theory into
a purely translational device which does not offer a true se-
mantic account of understanding but merely a non-derivational
functional account. In other words, their illustration of the
functional structure of language processing does not succeed
in showing that knowledge of meaning is required to explain
semantic competence. The reason for their account's failure
lies in the in fact that all they have shown is that knowl-
edge of meaning is applied when the speaker is going through

a translation process.§7

67 0of course there is another problem which should be kept in mind
regardless of whether the truth theory winds up functioning as a mere
translation device and that is the following. If speakers turn out not
to be so functionally structured, this would entail that L&S couldn’t
claim knowledge of meaning is required to explain semantic competence. I
will return to this second problem shortly and expand the discussion.
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But if the interpretive truth theory indeed only per-
forms a translational task any translation mechanism could
perform this task. Thus suppose we have a finitely axioma-
tized translation manual that is internally represented and
that pairs English sentences with Mentalese sentences that
are in fact translations of the former. This manual itself
would contain nothing semantical and hence does not generate
any semantic theorems. With a manual like this the language
processing mechanism would go as follows: The speaker re-
ceives an auditory input of a sentence ¢ into her subdoxastic
language processor that generates a Mentalese translation of
0. Then the next mechanism in the process assigns a Mentalese
meaning ascription to ©. Subsequently, this is turned into an
English meaning ascription of ¢ that is ultimately repre-
sented in her belief box and is thus what provides her knowl-
edge of the meaning of o©.658

This account of language processing illustrates how an
internally represented translation mechanism might perform
the job of ascribing Mentalese translations and subsequently
meanings to natural language sentences. Consequently, this
translational account also shows how the role L&S define for
their truth theory completely undermines its semantic signif-
icance in explanations of understanding. Worse, their account
eliminates the need for their truth theory altogether, be-

cause the semantic theory does not get to perform a semantic

68 This modified account is essentially what Schiffer offers in his
Harvey example. Schiffer, Remnants of Meaning, 192-209.
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or interpretive task. Unfortunately, if this is correct it
entails that there is no reason to assume that any semantic
knowledge comes into play in the process of language under-
standing, i.e., there is no reason to assume an internally
represented compositional semantics is required at all in ex-
plaining semantic competence.8?

The upshot of all this is that L&S fail to address the
necessity challenge satisfactorily--despite their stipulation
that the truth theory be interpretive--because of the account
they give of that theory's role in language processing. And
indeed, just a slight modification to their account along the
above lines illustrates how they fail to establish the neces-

sity of the theory to language understanding.

According to some critics the translation account chal-
lenges another somewhat controversial assumption L&S make.
Their account of the process that maps natural language ex-
pressions onto psychosemantic representations presupposes
that speakers have a language of thought. In other words,
they and other CV theorists believe that the psychosemantic
representations are Mentalese translations of natural lan-
guage sentences and that these representations are themselves
sentence-like. However, the assumption that we have a lan-

guage of thought is no longer a major point of contention

69 And this is of course what Schiffer's counterexample of Harvey is
supposed to illustrate as well. I will discuss Harvey in detail in a
later chapter.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



79

even for critics of CV. As such it is not an issue that I

take up in this discussion.

4.1.2

The possibility of a translational account however also
indicates another way in which L&S's account fails. On their
account a speaker's process of understanding involves not
just knowledge of an interpretive truth theory but a causal
non-deductive mechanism as well. In other words, the theory
is only part of the process. This means that their account of
the process is not faithful to their own T-hypothesis, be-
cause according to the latter a speaker’'s language under-
standing is based on her knowledge of meaning, and thus on
her knowledge of an interpretive truth theory. Moreover,
given that the task the interpretive truth theory performs
could be performed by a translation device, the theory does
not perform the actual interpretive deductive task. Instead,
the interpretive work in language processing is performed by
a non-deductive causal mechanism rather then by the truth
theory itself. The non-deductive causal mechanism guarantees
interpretation because it assigns meaning ascriptions to the
previously generated Mentalese T-sentences.

Thus, although the derivation of T-sentences themselves
by means of the interpretive truth theory is a recursive pro-
cess that assigns Mentalese T-sentences to the input sen-
tence, the actual semantic values or truth conditions that

are assigned to the sentence only become meaningful to the
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speaker once they have been through the non-recursive, non-
deductive, causal device. This makes the role of a semantic
theory in acguiring knowledge of meaning, i.e., in under-
standing, insignificant.’9 Instead of it, we can give a trans-
lation story together with a computational story to explain
competence.

The T-hypothesis then raises 2 major problems. First of
all, there is the standing challenge that the interpretive
truth theory does not provide sufficient semantic informa-
tion. Secondly, the theory is ineffectual in--and hence un-
necessary for--performing the processing task that leads to
understanding because the latter requires an additional
causal mechanism.7! As such it does not meet L&S's cognitive

criterion.

4.2 SEMANTICS AND PSYCHOLOGY
4.2.1
On the above critical speculation, i.e., where a trans-
lational account could replace L&S's account, meaning ulti-

mately gets established by way of both a translation device

70 Moreover, even if the theory were to be effective there would be no
way of finding out or knowing that it is and hence no way of estab-
lishing the meaning of a sentence.

71 The first Soamesian objection, that a compositional semantics is not
internally represented, is problematic for CV theorists only if the
latter means positing that the structures of the compositional semantics
and psychological processes are isomorphic. I address this issue later
in this chapter. Apparently, this was Katz's view at one point, that
psychological structures were isomorphic with the rules of grammar.
Currently, Katz, like Soames, claims that semantics and psychology
should be treated independently. Moreover I argue that it is clear that
this much CV theorists are ready to defend themselves against.
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followed by a causal non-deductive mechanism. Since the
translation device does not perform any genuinely interpre-
tive weork, interpretation must happen during the causal pro-
cedure, where meanings are ascribed to the interpretive T-
sentences. Thus we need to take a look at what this causal
process of interpreting consists in.

This means that the main issue in this debate of lan-
guage understanding comes down to whether knowledge of a se-
mantic theory is in any way "used" in these processes. More
in particular this means that it is not necessary for the
plausibility of CV's position that a compositional semantics
explain semantic competence all by itself. What is necessary
of course is that compositional semantics play a role in the
process, and that said role be an interpretive role. In
essence then if CV is to survive, CV theorists have to show
that their hypothesis about a meaning-ascribing theory play-
ing a necessary role in explaining a speaker's competence is
defensible.

However before proceeding, a few preliminaries about se-
mantics and psychology need to be cleared up. There is an-

other aspect to Soames's challenge to CV.

4.2.2
Socamesians claim CV theorists equivocate between a the-
ory of semantics and a theory of semantic competence and they

are concerned with the cognitive consequences of this equivo-
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cation.’2 But more importantly, to Socamesians this equivoca-
tion actually entails that CV theorists are conflating the
two. They claim that CV theorists operate under a flawed as-
sumption about the role formal theories and principles of
language play in our cognitive life, and insist on steering
clear of constructing semantic theories as theories of compe-
tence. The way to do this is to heed the disciplinary bound-
aries between semantics and psychology and to deny any sub-
stantive link between them, because the program of reducing
the semantic to the psychological is unsuccessful and more-
over erroneous. In other words, the formal rules of a seman-
tic theory are not psychologically real.

To Soames a correct compositional semantics is simply a
theory about the contents of sentences of a natural language.
A compositional semantics thus focuses on the fact that sen-
tences contain information that represents the world; it also
allows us to explain the representational character of lan-
guage.’? Characterized as such the theory says nothing about
whether knowledge of meaning is necessary and/or sufficient
for semantic competence. It is just an abstract system of

rules and representations.

72 Ultimately, this first challenge turns merely on a verbal debate.

73 Of course, Socames needs to unpack his notion of 'encoding
information', since it is unclear what it is supposed to entail exactly.
In fact, talk of encoding information is not really appropriate because
technically speaking we are also concerned with the semantic content of
uninformative sentences. We are simply concerned with matching sentences
with their contents, with the propositions they express.
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Semantic competence theories on the other hand focus on
the fact that languages are things that people understand.
From a philosophical perspective this means offering a con-
ceptual analysis of what it means to understand a natural
language sentence. From an empirical point of view it means
identifying the cognitive structures and processes causally
responsible for linguistic understanding. Neither of these is
essentially semantic in the Soamesian sense.

Some skeptics argue that the reductive move rests on the
mistaken belief that semantics is a level of linguistic de-
scription, like syntax, and thus that therefore knowledge of
meaning is required for language understanding. Fodor ad-

dresses this concern, claiming that

[slyntax is about what's in your head, but semantics is
about how your head is connected to the world. Syntax is
part of the story about mental representations of sen-

tences, but semantics isn't.74

Fodor's observation leads us right to the crux of the argu-
ment for CV. If Fodor is correct this would entail that lan-
guage understanding does not require knowledge of meaning but
only requires knowledge of grammar. Of course, Soamesians
skeptics have a problem even with the level of disciplinary

crossing-over that Fodor is engaged in.

74 Jerry Fodor, “"Review of Stephen Schiffer's Remnants of Meaning", in A
Theory of Content and Other Essays, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992), 187.
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However, I argue that Soamesians get trapped in their
obsession with disciplinary boundaries. Recall that CV theo-

rists assume

(I) Knowing or understanding the meaning of a sentence
is based on one's—perhaps tacit—knowledge of the mean-
ings of its words and knowledge of its syntax. This en-
tails this knowledge is required to explain semantic

competence.

(II) There is no way to make (I) precise without appeal

to a compositional semantics.

Soames takes for granted that those who assume (I) also nec-
essarily assume that a compositional semantics is a theory of
semantic competence.’5 However, although Soames might be jus-
tified in taking this for granted in L&S's case, he misdiag-
noses the consequences of this alleged conflation for claims
about knowledge. He claims it leads to the belief that a se-
mantic theory is a psychologically real mechanism, a conse-
quence I dispute. Ironically, then, in alleging that CV con-
flates linguistics with psychology, Soames conflates the con-
sequences of assuming (I) with those of assuming semantics is

psychologically real.

75 This is particularly the case in Socames's earlier critigque of the
Chomskyan turn in semantics in his "Semantics and Psychology".
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4.2.3
The stock Soamesian objections to CV theorists like L&S,
target the following aspects which Soamesians deem to be es-

sential to CV.

(i) the conflation of a compositional semantics with a

theory of semantic competence

(ii) the claim that the recursive rules of a composi-
tional semantics are mentally represented and thus psy-

chologically real

(iii) the claim that the psychological reality of seman-
tic rules ultimately reduces to having tacit knowledge

of a compositional semantics.76

Basically, (i) through (iii) exhibit different levels of
commitment to the psychological significance of semantics.
Now, note that these Soamesian stock objections are them-
selves informed by a debate about the disciplinary boundaries
between semantics or grammar on the one hand and the psychol-
ogy of competent speakers on the other hand.

George points out we need to differentiate the following

objects of theoretical pursuit: (1) a grammar; (2) a psy-

76 The objections as presented here, are based on Soames's objections to
the claims of generative grammarians that follow Chomsky's cognitive
rationalist theories of grammar.
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chogrammar; (3) an algorithm.’7 In other words, for our pur-

poses we have to distinguish:
(1') a domain, in our case a compositional semantics;

(2') knowledge of said domain, i.e., what we have been

referring to as knowledge of meaning

(3') the algorithms that make use of the knowledge of

said domain.

A compositional semantics (as a domain) is an abstract
object, a formal system of rules and principles that generate
representations. This domain or compositional semantics taken
by itself is not a description of language processing; it
consists mainly of informational contents in the form of the
axioms of the compositional semantics. But the domain with
its system of rules can be the object of a speaker's knowl-
edge. This state of knowing of a compositional semantics is a
mental state which entails the compositional semantics is in-
ternally represented.

Typically the implication in attributing this knowledge
to a speaker is that the knowledge is tacit. In other words,

(2') is the mental state of knowing the domain (1'). This

77 Alexander George, "How not to Become Confused about Linguistics®*, in
Reflections on Chomsky, ed. Alexander George, (Cambridge: Basil
Blackwell, 1989), 90-110. George's discussion is aimed specifically at
linguists but the relevance of this differentiation to our discussion of
semantics is obvious. George actually distinguishes five categories: (1)
grammar; (2) psychogrammar; (3) physiogrammar; (4) algorithm; (5)
physicalgorithm. At this point I do not see the relevance of the
physiogrammar or the physioalgorithm to this discussion, hence I have
opted to leave them out for simplicity's sake.
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mental state of knowledge turns out to be a subdoxastic state
because the knowledge is tacit.’® Moreover, this mental state
is an informational state whose informational contents are
the contents of the domain (which in our case entails they
are the contents of the axioms of the compositional seman-
tics). To sum up then, (2') characterizes which features are
those in virtue of which the speaker knows her language.
Finally (3'), the algorithms, are abstract objects as
well. Yet they are fundamentally distinct from the abstract
rules of the compositional semantics. First of all the algo-
rithms are not known by the speaker, i.e., they do not serve
as the object of a speaker's knowledge. Secondly, they are
not rules for generating theorems, but they are rules for the
steps that psychological processing mechanisms follow in us-
ing a language. These rules tap into the speaker's knowledge
of meaning. Thus, by operating according to these rules or
algorithms the psychological mechanisms mediate between a
speaker's knowledge of meaning and the speaker's understand-

ing or use of her language.7’9

78 Davies, following Chomsky here, refers to this state of tacit knowing
as a state of cognizing. Speakers then are said to cognize the axioms of
a compositional semantics, whereas they can typically be said to both
cognize and know the theorems of the theory.

79 According to George there is no need to refer to the meaning theory
itself in causal explanations of understanding. The knowledge of
meaning, to paraphrase it in Georgian terms, is the psychogrammar of the
speaker which is not to be confused with the grammar proper. However,
George's claim notwithstanding, in the case of CV as I have thus far
characterized it, there is indeed a concern with the meaning theory
itself. This because the CV theorists make a claim in principle and not
just a causal/empirical claim about knowledge of meaning.
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Distinguishing these domains offers some insight into
whether knowledge of a compositional semantics is part of
ianguage processing. Of course CV theorists should offer a
description of what role knowledge plays in the process of
language understanding. This they can achieve by specifying
the compositional semantics that is tacitly known, and by
specifying what the relationship is between this knowledge
and the mechanisms ruled by certain algorithms. So much for

the distinctions per sé.

44.3 SOAMES'S MISINTERPRETATION
4.3.1
George's distinctions, although clear enough, often get
blurred. This leads to several erroneous steps of argumenta-
tion. Returning to Soames, we find the following. One erro-
neous step is made from talk about the domain (1') to talk
about knowledge of that domain (2'). This first erroneous
step is indeed the concern Scames raised in his first stock
objection to CV when claiming CV's conflation of semantics
and semantic competence. However, as I already indicated the
concern with the conflation of a domain with knowledge of
said domain is merely metatheoretical, and as such it is in-
consequential to CV.
The next step of argumentation that is cause for some
trouble is the fact that when we are discussing knowledge of
a domain the assumption is that this kind of knowledge en-

tails there is a mental representation of the domain in the
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speaker's mind. In the case of CV this translates into the
assumption that knowledge of a compositional semantics en-
tails this compositional semantics is internally represented
in the speaker. This assumption in and of itself however need
not be a problem as long as one keeps in mind that claiming a
domain is internally represented by no means entails any com-
mitment yet about the nature of these mental representations,
i.e., about how the domain of knowledge is represented in the
speaker's mind.

Again note that one of Soames's objections to CV is
based on this line of argument. Clearly, the way Soames con-
structs his general argument against CV is mainly to refute
claim (ii), i.e., the claim that semantic rules are psycho-
logically real. In essence Soames's argument here relies on
the assumption that knowledge of a compositional semantics
entails this semantics is mentally represented. But moreover
Soames also assumes that this mental representation of a com-
positional semantic entails the psychological reality of that
semantics. Thus Soames automatically assumes that acknowledg-
ing a mental representation entails a commitment to psycho-
logical reality.

What complicates matters is that Soames has a particular
interpretation of psychological reality. According to him the
psychological reality of a semantics consists either in its
functioning as the psychologically real structure of language
processing mechanisms, or in the isomorphism of mental pro-

cesses with the rules and principles of the semantics. This
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then leads us to a third step of argumentation that is made
from assuming that knowledge of a domain (2') plays a role in
the causal explanation of a psychological process to the
claim that the domain itself (1') plays such a causal role.
This inference, although understandable, is not correct. But
this very inference is clearly what is at issue for Soames.

In other words, Soames operates under the assumptions
that (a) accepting the claim that the compositional semantics
is mentally represented entails that it is psychologically
real; (b) this psychological reality in turn entails either
the identity or isomorphism of the semantics and the speak-
er's psychological processes, i.e., her psychological struc-
tures and mechanisms. This is what Soames reads into claim
(ii) .

Based on this characterization of knowledge of meaning
Soames can object to CV that the rules and principles of a
compositional semantics are not psychologically real, and
hence are not causally responsible for semantic competence. 80
This would indeed pose a problem for CV if they were to es-
pouse (ii). However Soames is wrong in attributing (ii) to CV
theorists; they do not rely on identity or isomorphism to
support their position. The problem is that Soames automati-
cally attributes (i) and (ii) to those he interprets to be
saying something like (iii) (the claim that speakers have

tacit knowledge of a compositional semantics). Thus he takes

80 The reason is that such abstract rules and principles do not specify
the cognitive structures and processes of speakers.
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any commitment to (iii) to imply a prior commitment to (ii)
and (i).

But although (iii) is a claim CV theorists espouse this
does not necessarily entail their commitment to either (i) or
(ii) .81 Nor does CV have to commit to such strong claims to
support their position, because neither is essential to Cv.82

The only way that the domain, i.e., the compositional
semantics, enters into the explanation of semantic competence
is via knowledge of the domain. In other words, in the case
of CV it would be the subdoxastic mental state of knowledge
of meaning which would be causally effective in the process
of understanding and which would thus have to be referred to
in a causal explanation of that understanding. The object of
knowledge itself on the other hand would not enjoy such
causal efficacy.

The upshot of all this is that when CV theorists claim
the recursive formal principles of a compositional semantics
are mentally represented they simply mean that tacit knowl-
edge of these principles plays a role in language understand-
ing. But this claim is neutral on the kind of role semantic

representations play in the cognitive processes of language

8l In other words, the claim that tacit knowledge of meaning is required
for semantic competence does not entail that the rules and principles of
the theories are the actual psychological mechanisms of these processes
or that the rules of the truth theories are isomorphic to these
mechanisms.

82 In fact, no respectable CV theorist believes that semantic rules are
identical or isomorphic to a speaker's psychology.
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understanding. Of course this means that the onus is on CV to

specify an acceptable account of this role.83

4.3.2

Soamesians claim: a) semantic competence does not arise
from knowledge of the theorems as characterized by a semantic
theory, and b) semantic theories do not state that which a
speaker knows in virtue of which she is able to understand
the language. In other words, neither the axioms of a compo-
sitional semantics nor the theorems generated by it have any-
thing to do with language understanding.

But George's distinctions clearly indicate that the spe-
cific claims Soamesians are intent on refuting are not neces-
sarily claims CV theorists make and thus that CV does not
need the appeal to identity or isomorphism to defend itself.
With respect to some of these claims Soamesians have merely
constructed themselves a straw man. They claim that if seman-
tic theories would turn out to have any psychological import
it would only be insofar as they could be considered to be

supervenient on psychological truths.®! Since Soames obviously

83 If L&S, and other CV theorists, want to sustain their view that tacit
knowledge of a semantic theory plays a role in the processes of language
understanding, they might have to specify the nature of this role.
George suggests that even that is not necessary, that the relation can
remain unspecified. In any event, the objections Soames raises can be
addressed (and in fact dissipated) prior to taking on this challenge.

84 goames maintains that even if truth theories and theories of
competence turn out to be closely connected, truth theories do not play
a causal role in competence. He contends there is no reason to expect
semantic theories and psychology are related and entertains the idea
that semantic competence explains knowledge of meaning, rather than the
other way around. But he has no more empirical evidence to back this
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rejects (i) and (ii) he rejects arguments in favor of (iii)
as well. But since (iii) entails neither (i) nor (ii), Soames
cannot rely on his argument against (ii) to refute (iii). And
we already established that his argument against (i) amounts
to no more than a metatheoretical dispute. This means that
whether CV is considered to be conflating theories depends
largely on one's metatheoretical alliances, which are not of
essence to this debate.

This means that the real challenge for CV is not the one
posed by sticklers for disciplinary boundaries, but the one
that offers an alternative explanation of language under-
standing, which purports to show that tacit knowledge of a
compositional semantics is not required for semantic compe-
tence. This was the intent behind the earlier translation
story which combined with some computational story supposedly
offers an explanation of language understanding in which se-
mantics never plays a role. I revisit this story (to wit, the

one offered by Schiffer) later in the discussion.

4.3.3
Meanwhile, although L&S's account remains problematic,
CV theorists in general do deserve a more charitable reading
of what knowledge of meaning entails as far as the psychology
of competent speakers is concerned. Clearly, they are immune

to Soames's first two objections of conflation and psycholog-

claim up than CV theorists have to back up theirs. Thus his contention
is largely speculative--a fact that he himself is aware of--and hence
does not necessarily pose a real threat to CV theorists.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



94

ical reality. CV's formulation of the role knowledge of mean-
ing plays in language understanding can then be read as fol-
lows.

Linguistic processing mechanisms involved in language
understanding follow algorithms that do not have the form of
a semantic theory but that tap into a speaker's tacit knowl-
edge of the theory when computing the meanings of input sen-
tences.8 In other words, the algorithms avail themselves of
the informational content of a semantic theory. This is a
more tenable position, and indeed the one I think it is rea-
sonable to attribute to CV theorists.

The output of the algorithm is often confused with the
semantic representation that a compositional semantics would
assign to an input sentence. The algorithm seems to compute
the same function or theorem as does the theory and hence is
easily taken for the theory. But algorithms can tap into ex-
tensionally equivalent sets of axioms in order to compute one
and the same function or theorem. This makes it difficult to
make explicit claims about a speaker's psychological mecha-
nisms making use of one rather than an extensionally equiva-
lent set of axioms. CV theorists speculate about the possi-
bility that the set of axioms would be those of a composi-
tional semantics rather than another theory.

Consider the following. Assume a speaker x has tacit

knowledge of an interpretive truth theory or other composi-

85 The notion of algorithms tapping into knowledge ultimately requires
elaboration. Unfortunately some CV theorists, like Peacocke, are
hesitant to offer such elaboration.
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tional semantics. When the speaker receives an auditory input
of a sentence o which is phonologically or syntactically rep-
resented, this representation of ¢ serves as input to the
subdoxastic "box" in which a compositional semantics is in-
ternally represented.8 This compositional semantics issues in
theorems of the form ‘6 is true in L iff p’ or ‘¢ means in L
that p’. The idea here is that the theory yields a pairing of
object-language and metalanguage sentences by the relation
'is true iff' that is equivalent to the pairing yielded by
the relation 'means that'.

Once represented in this subdoxastic box, the represen-
tation of the sentence ¢ is then subjected to psychological
processing mechanisms that follow certain algorithms in order
to crank out a Mentalese translation of the T-sentence or M-
sentence for . And supposedly the tacit knowledge of the
compositional semantics is used by the algorithms to turn
this representation of 0 into the intermediate output that is
this Mentalese translation of an interpretive meaning theo-
rem.

The meaning theorem in turn serves as input to another
causal mechanism through which it is rewritten into a meaning

sentence. This meaning sentence appears in x’'s belief box and

is hence how x arrives at her knowledge of the meaning of 0.

86 Remember that the subdoxastic box contains subdoxastic states and a
subdoxastic state is an information-bearing state that is not a belief
in that it is not available to consciousness. It is an unconscious
information-bearing states.
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This last step then provides the speaker with knowledge of
the meaning of the original input sentence o.%7

The claim that algorithms tap into a speaker's tacit
knowledge of meaning could mislead one into thinking the com-
positional semantics is used in the language processing mech-
anisms. If that were the case Soames would have a point. But
by simply qualifying the notion of ‘used' his point fails.
Strictly speaking, the semantic theory itself is not used in
the processing mechanisms; rather, knowledge of it is used by
the algorithms followed in cranking out the meaning of the
input. Thus the algorithms avail themselves of the subdoxas-

tically represented informational content of the theory.

This now leaves CV to address the undesirable fact that
extensionalist theories turn out to function merely 1like
translation manuals in explanations of language understand-
ing, and thus that any translation manual could perform the
task of the theory.8® In addition it entails that L&S's ac-
count presupposes a speaker's mastery of an unspecified meta-
language from which she derives her understanding of the ob-

ject language. This because a translation manual explains a

87 This last step seems rather mysterious. It is in part because of this
mystery that I think there is more hope for the propositionalist CV
program, because it will not rely on a stage of processing during which
a T-sentence somehow gets transformed into a meaning sentence.

88 vV needs to offer a characterization of the compositional semantics
speakers have tacit knowledge of. My hunch is that propositionalist CV
theorists have a better chance at defending their position that their
extensionalist colleagues. As I noted elsewhere, the confines of this
work do not allow me to address this issue of propositions adequately.
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speaker's understanding of her object language only wvia this
speaker's (prior) understanding of some meta-language into
which the object language is being translated. However, the
translation manual never offers an account of this latter un-
derstanding. Nor does the translation manual offer an expla-
nation of understanding based on the speaker's knowing what
is expressed by the truth theorems, independent of any lan-
guage that is being translated into. And as such the theory

defeats its own purpose.8?

89 In certain cases, like those where the metalanguage is an extension
of the object-language, this translational device leads to a circular
account of language understanding.
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Chapter 5: THE PROPOSITIONALIST THEORY

§5.1 COMPOSITIONAL MEANING THEORIES & PROPOSITIONS
5.1.1

So far we have seen that extensionalist truth theories
are criticized for not providing sufficient conditions for
adequate interpretation, and L&S's interpretive truth theory
fares no better. The sufficiency challenge that Soamesians
posed for CV needs no more elaboration and the Soamesian ar-
gument against the necessity of knowledge of meanings in lan-
guage understanding is not convincing. At the same time it is
also clear now that some of the arguments against CV are
based on certain erroneous steps of argumentation about the
relationship between semantics and psychology. In many ways
then this leaves the translational account of language under-
standing as the main challenge CV needs to overcome, given
that it does pose a significant challenge to the claim that a
truth theory is necessary in explanations of understanding.

The perennial problems with extensionalist semantics
notwithstanding, in light of our findings about objections to
CV and the charitable reading of CV's psychological claims,
it is worth considering the potential virtues of a proposi-
tionalist semantics. In other words, it is worth considering
whether on a propositionalist account of compositional seman-
tics this semantic theory could be shown to be at least nec-

essary--and perhaps even sufficient--to account for language
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understanding. If so propositionalism might offer a stronger
case for Cv.9%0

Thus, in essence the question before us now is whether
CV can offer a hypothetical argument for the necessity of a
compositional meaning theory--as opposed to a compositional
truth theory--in explanations of language understanding. To
do this consider again the main motivation for and problems
with CV. The general motivation is that natural languages
need a compositional semantics to explain language under-

standing. Thus CV theorists presume that

[C] It would not be possible to account for a speaker's
semantic competence, i.e., her ability to understand the
meanings of utterances of indefinitely many novel sen-
tences of a language, without assuming that that lan-

guage had a compositional semantics.91

And the reason CV theorists assume [C] is that a competent
speaker, as a finite creature, must have a finitely based
ability to understand any of a potentially infinite number of
sentences of her language, based on her knowledge of the se-

mantic primitives and on knowledge of syntax. The composi-

90 Soames, of course, contends that even knowledge of a compositional
meaning theory is neither necessary nor sufficient for semantic
competence. If this is correct, propositionalism would not offer a way
to resolve the issues. If it is not correct, the CV theorist might have
overcome the most difficult aspects she encountered in assuming (I).
Still, if Socames is correct some CV theorists might appeal to empirical
motivations for assuming knowledge of meaning plays a role in semantic
competence.

91 As I indicated in chapter 1 this characterization of [C] is based on
Schiffer's hypothesis [U], in his Remnants of Meaning.
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tional semantics would constitute such a finite theory that
could explain language understanding on a finite basis. But
for CV theorists the issue is not just [C], but the fact that
with [C] they also claim that competent speakers have knowl-
edge, albeit tacit knowledge, of a compositional semantics.

In order to maintain the position that knowledge of a
compositional semantics is needed to explain language under-
standing, CV needs an alternative to extensionalist seman-
tics. Thus propositionalist CV theorists, instead of claiming
the correct compositional semantics is a compositional truth
theory, propose that the correct compositional semantics can-
not be extensional and as such ought to be a compositional
meaning theory. Whether the propositionalist approach works
depends in part on how one characterizes the theorems that
the compositional meaning theory would issue in. Once these
semantic theorems have been defined we can address whether
knowledge of them is necessary (and/or sufficient) for seman-
tic competence.

But more importantly, additional motivation for a propo-
sitionalist CV theory might come from considerations of the
various levels of psychological explanation that come into
play in explanations of different human cognitive faculties.
In particular, it could be argued that there is a particular
level of psychological explanation where the compositional
meaning theory has the kind of explanatory relevance that ne-
cessitates its role in explaining language understanding on

the whole. I discuss this possibility in a later chapter.
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This latter case basically entails that cognitive analyses,
which offer (empirical) motivation for the claim that seman-
tic competence involves tacit knowledge of a compositional
semantics, may offer a viable contribution in defense of CV's

hypothesis.

5.1.2

Now, for the propositionalist the correct theory of
meaning for a particular language would be of course a compo-
sitional semantics that offers a detailed specification of
the meanings of all semantic primitives and of the recursive
syntactic operations of the language that together yield a
specification of the meaning of every complex expression or
sentence of the language. This specification will be in the
form of a meaning theorem that will be generated for each
sentence of the language. A compositional truth theory
clearly does not offer such a specification and hence does
not qualify as a correct theory. This suggests we need a com-
positional meaning theory.

We found that

(CMT) A compositional meaning theory for a language L is
a finitely axiomatized theory of L which assigns mean-
ings to all the primitive expressions of L and specifies

compositional rules which show how these meanings deter-
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mine the meanings of the indefinitely many complex ex-

pressions of L.%2

Propositionalist CV theorists moreover claim that this
compositional meaning theory will play a role in explaining
the speaker's understanding of her language. In order for the
theory to do this it must issue in instances of the desired
theorems, i.e., theorems that specify the meanings of the
sentences in question. According to the propositionalist the
theorems that the compositional meaning theory ought to issue

in should be of the form of schema [M]
[M] 06 means p (in L),

for each sentence of L where '0' is replaced by a structural
description of a sentence of L, i.e., '6' is a name or de-
scription of an L-sentence, and 'p' is replaced by a that-
clause referring to a proposition in the metalanguage. In
other words, 'p' is a variable whose substitution instances
are referential complex singular terms referring to the mean-
ing of that sentence.

Armed with this compositional meaning theory we would
find that when a competent speaker hears an utterance of the
sentence 'shortbread is buttery', the compositional meaning
theory--that she has tacit knowledge of--would issue in the

following theorem

92 For a discussion of the differences between compositional meaning
theories and compositional truth theories see chapter 1.
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[M] ‘*Shortbread is buttery' means that shortbread is

buttery.

In this instance 'that shortbread is buttery' refers to the
proposition that shortbread is buttery. Of course, the diffi-
culty with this formulation is that its success comes down to
how one can define propositions. And we are already familiar
with one of the problems Davidson raised against a composi-
tional semantics that is supposed to issue in M-theorems,
which was that 'p' as a complex singular term would be a
Fregean proposition and thus turn out to be an abstract en-
tity. However, given the problems with Davidson's own account
we cannot as yet rule out propositions. Thus we need a coher-

ent way to flesh out what propositions are.

5.1.3
The zroots of the propositionalist approach lie in
Frege's theory of meaning. According to Frege meaning cannot
be conceived of in terms of reference alone for various rea-

sons. For Fregeans:

1. The reference of a proper name is the object it des-

ignates.

2. The sense of a proper name is that wherein the mode

of presentation of its referent is contained.

3. A proper name (a word or primitive expression) ex-

presses its sense and designates its reference.
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When this Fregean analysis in applied to entire declarative
sentences, we find that a sentence expresses a thought, where
a Fregean thought is what we now refer to as a proposition.?23

Then, for any declarative sentence
4. The thought of a sentence is considered its sense;

5. The truth value of a sentence constitutes its refer-

ence. %4

As such the truth value of a sentence must remain unchanged
when a subsentential component is replaced by an expression
having the same reference. Moreover, on this analysis all
true sentences have the same reference, as do all false sen-
tences. Thus in the reference of a sentence all specifics are
obliterated.

If meaning is constituted only by reference then based
on (5) when applied to whole sentences the referential theory

of meaning would entail that if

John believes that grass is green.

we would have to analyze this sentence as simply meaning

John -- belief relation -- the true

33 Fregean thought therefore is not an idea, it does not just belong
to the content of one person’s consciousness since it can be recognized
by many, i.e., it is not private; it does not need a bearer to the
content of who's consciousness it belongs since then there would be no
science common to many because what I consider true does not concern
others.

94 Thus ordinary declarative sentences denote their truth value.
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which would lead to the unacceptable result that John be-
lieves everything that is true, because the reference of the
sentence is its truth value and thus one could substitute the
reference salva veritate. If in addition to this it were to

be the case that

John believes that Astroturf is real grass

then this would entail that John also believes everything
that is false, and thus John would believe everything. Thus
propositional attitude sentences, pose a problem for referen-
tial theories of meaning.?5

This is why Frege conceives of meaning in terms of both
sense (or intension) and reference (or extension), with the
sense of a sentence or word determining its reference, which
in the case of a sentence is its truth value. Thus to know
the meaning of a sentence we require the sense of a sentence,
i.e., we require the proposition it expresses. This in turn
will then determine its reference, which means that it will
determine both the necessary and sufficient conditions under
which the sentence would be true. Frege's reasons for intro-
ducing both these semantic notions into the notion of meaning
is to resolve certain problems we come across in referential
theories of meaning, where the distinction between sense and

reference is not observed.

95 we already found that Davidson has expressed similar concerns about
the viability of referential theories of meaning. In essence he pointed
out that although these theories might have their merit in treating
singular terms they are not successful in determining sentence meaning.
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The first problem with referential theories of meaning
is that the notion of reference cannot capture the difference
in the cognitive value of certain identity statements when we
substitute co-referring expressions.®® Such substitutions can
turn an informative identity statement into a trivial one.
Secondly, referential theories of meaning cannot account for
the meaningfulness of sentences that contain vacuous names or
expressions and negative existentials. But Frege claims that
one can grasp the sense of a name or definite description
even i1f one is not assured of a reference for this name, by
postulating a level of sense that is distinct from reference.

Thirdly, there is the specific problem Frege perceives
in the application of referential theories of meaning to
whole (declarative) sentences. This is the problem of opagque
contexts, like indirect discourse or propositional attitude
contexts, which contain embedded sentences. Of course, the
opaque context problem is what led Davidson to reject refer-
ential theories of meaning as well, deciding instead to pro-
mote his extensionalist compositional truth theory. However,
according to Frege, the failure of referential theories of
meaning lies in their failure to recognize the thought of a
sentence and thus the thought expressed by an embedded
clause. In other words, the way one interprets meaning has

significant consequences for the preservation of composition-

96 consider the following identity statements: I) a = a and II) a = b.

We would be unable to account for the difference in cognitive wvalue of
I) and II), if the difference between the names did not correspond to a
difference in the mode of presentation of that which is designated.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



107

ality of meaning, as opposed to compositionality of truth, in
opaque contexts.

In both indirect discourse and propositional attitude
contexts the embedded sentences or that-clauses--instead of
having their customary reference--have indirect reference.
Since the indirect reference of an expression is its custom-
ary sense, this entails that the subordinate that-clause has
for its indirect reference a proposition. More simply stated,
the reference of a that-clause is a proposition. Then, the
truth value of the whole sentence does not depend on the
truth value of the embedded sentence. Furthermore, it ex-
plains how we can substitute synonymous embedded sentences or
expressions and preserve compositionality (the fact that the
meaning of the whole sentence is made up of the meanings of
its parts) even if the substitution changes the truth-value
of the entire sentence containing the embedded clause.?’ Back

to CV.

97 consider this example from Schiffer:
(a) Lois believes that Superman can fly.
(b) Lois believes that Clark Kent can fly.

Clearly (a) is true and (b) is false, even though the embedded sentences
taken on their own are both true because they have the same reference.
If we did not have a realm of senses here distinct from reference that
allowed us to construe the referent of the embedded clause as its
customary sense, we would not be able to preserve compositionality of
meaning (not of truth) in opaque contexts.
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95.2 KNOWLEDGE OF MEANING

5.2.1

For CV theorists a correct theory of meaning is a theory
of understanding. And in order for the theory to satisfy the
criterion of explaining understanding it ought to offer a
theoretical representation of the speaker's competence to use
the language. In other words, it ought to explain what one
must know in order to know whatever meaning was expressed by
a sentence of the natural language.

Armed with the Fregean analysis of meaning, proposition-
alist CV theorists can now use the theory to explain a speak-
er's language understanding. This means they have to specify
the knowledge the speaker has, including the object of knowl-
edge, i.e., the meaning theorem, and they have to specify the
way in which this knowledge is derived, i.e., the semantic
axioms. In other words, they have to specify what kind of
mental state constitutes having such knowledge, in addition
to what kind of mental state generates this state of knowl-
edge.

In specifying all of these the challenges they face in-
clude the following. First, skeptics can argue that a speaker
can have knowledge of the proposition expressed by a sentence
without understanding the meaning of that sentence. This
would mean that knowledge of meaning does not guarantee lan-
guage understanding, insofar that it is not sufficient for
understanding. But this predicament is not necessarily unac-

ceptable to a CV theorist. Secondly, skeptics can argue that
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the propositions referred to in the theorems are not composi-
tionally determined. But natural languages will only require
compositional meaning theories if propositions are composi-
tionally determined. And only then might a compositional
meaning theory be needed to explain language understanding.
Thus if propositions are not compositionally determined then
CV is out the window. Finally, CV theorists have to show that
an account of understanding that appeals to a compositional

meaning theory cannot be replaced by a translational account.

At first glance we see that propositionalist CV theo-
rists in order to meet the challenges mentioned need to offer
an account of a compositional meaning theory that issues in
the kinds of theorems that offer the necessary conditions for
language understanding. It is likely these theorems will ad-
dress the sufficiency conditions for knowledge of meaning as
well, although the latter is less urgent.

Dummett claims

[A] theory of meaning is a theory of understanding; that
is, what a theory of meaning has to give an account of
is what it is someone knows when he knows the language,
that is when he knows the meanings of the expressions

and sentences of the language.9®

98 Michael Dummett, *What is a Theory of Meaning", in Mind and Language,
ed. Samuel Guttenplan (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 99.
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Thus the theory should issue in theorems that ascribe mean-
ings (non-extensionally of course) to sentences and these
theorems should (partially) account for the speaker's under-
standing of these meanings. A necessary and sufficient condi-
tion for a speaker to understand an utterance of ¢, is that
the speaker knows the meaning--and thus in this case the
proposition--expressed in the corresponding meaning theorem
or M-sentence and knows that this M-sentence is true. In
other words, like L&S and Davidson, Dummett is essentially
claiming that a speaker must understand the content and know
that the meaning theorems that ascribe this content are al-
ways correct ones. It is therefore that folks like Dummett,
Davidson, and most Soamesian skeptics reject theories that

issue in theorems of the form

[M] O means p.

The latter do nothing other than crank out direct ascriptions
of meaning without giving an adequate account of language un-—
derstanding.®? The problem is that such a theory only offers
knowledge of the meaning of the sentence but does not offer
knowledge of the correctness of an M-sentence. Thus the as-

cription of meaning by itself cannot account for a speaker's

99 Note that M as characterized so far ignores ambiguity, indexicality
and nonindicative sentences. To account for ambiguity, indexicality, and
non-indicative sentences, Soames adds to M the following two
qualifications: (i) an unambiguous conjunction expresses a single
conjunctive proposition and not also the propositions that each of the
conjuncts express; (ii) we don't identify the meaning of a sentence with
indexicals with any of the different propositions it may be used to
express. Soames, "Semantics and Semantic Competence", 190.
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language understanding. At the same time a speaker's under-

standing of the meaning of the sentence o
Surfing the Net is most unimaginative
cannot consist solely in knowledge that the M-sentence

[M] "Surfing the Net is most unimaginative" means that

surfing the Net is most unimaginative

is true or correct. In this case we need a propositional ac-
count of knowledge of meaning where the semantic theory is-
sues in the kinds of theorems that refer to the proposition

expressed by O. Scames proposes a semantic theory should is-

sue in theorems of the form schema K
[K] O expresses the proposition p relative to context ¢

for each sentence of L. Here '6' is replaced by a structural
description of a sentence of the language, 'p' is replaced by
a that-clause or expression that refers to the proposition
expressed by that sentence and 'c¢' is the context of utter-
ance.190 Then the correct semantic theory is one which both
satisfies the requirement of issuing in instances of schema
K, or K-sentences, while at the same time satisfying the re-
quirement that it explain competence. If knowledge of K-sen-

tences is to explain semantic competence we need to charac-

100 Here ‘express' should be taken to be a three-place predicate
relating sentences, propositions and contexts. Also, the necessary
qualifications to account for indexicality, ambiguity and non-indicative
sentences have to be accommodated into the account.
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terize what propositions are and how they are assigned to
their corresponding sentences. They cannot be construed as
possibie worlds that are assigned such that they are true in
a world, because on this approach necessarily equivalent
propositions are identified. The problem is with the truth
supporting conditions; no matter what they are it is impossi-
ble to identify the proposition expressed by a sentence with

the set of circumstances in which it is true.101

5.2.2

The first step toward fleshing out what propositions are
is by assuming that meaning determines truth which means
propositions are semantically prior to truth conditions. The
second step is to assume propositions are both structured and
compositionally determined which means that they contain both
the structures and the semantic contents of subsentential
components of the sentences whose contents they express.

We can then get a recursive assignment of propositions
to sentences, where the meaning of an expression is a func-
tion from contexts to a propositional component; similarly
the meaning of a sentence is a compositional function from a
context of utterance to a structured proposition. If this is

correct, then it is clearly the knowledge of the proposition

101 Again, consider Soames's Florence example. The proposition that
Florence is a beautiful city will be identified with the proposition
that Florence is a beautiful city and arithmetic is incomplete. Thus any
speaker who believes or knows that the sentence ¢ expresses the one
believes or knows that it expresses the other. Scames, "Semantics and
Semantic Competence", 191.
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expressed by a sentence ¢ rather than knowledge of ¢'s truth
conditions that is fundamental to understanding o.

There are two potential problems with this proposal.
First, it might turn out that there is no semantic theory
that issues in K-sentences.102 This would mean that even if
knowledge of meaning amounted to knowledge of theorems like
Soames's K-sentences, without a semantics that issues in such
theorems, semantic competence could not be the result of
knowing K-sentences.193 But secondly and more importantly,
Soames argues that even if one were to make all necessary ad-
justments to a meaning theory to guarantee the semantic theo-
rems it cranks out are K-sentences, this does not entail a
necessary connection between knowledge of this meaning theory
and the speaker's understanding of her language. Because it
is possible to know that which is expressed by a K-sentence
without actually understanding the object language sentence
in question. Soames offers the following illustration of this

problem.

102 For a more detailed account of this problem refer to the source. In
gross outlines, at first glance it seems that once we account for
indexicality and ambiguity, the propositions no longer turn out to be
complex referential singular terms but instead turn into definite
descriptions. This is in conflict with schema K's requirement; we wind
up with a meaning theory that yields instances of theorems that are
‘complicated definite descriptions' of propositions. But semantic compe-
tence is not the result of knowing complicated definite descriptions
which give us knowledge of the propositions expressed by sentences.

103 According to Soames the only way to accommodate this problem is by
means of Kaplan's ‘'dthat' operator which can be prefixed to any definite
description thereby turning the latter into a referential singular term
which has as its semantic content the reference of the definite
description.
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Suppose we label the proposition p that mathematics is

reducible to logic 'logicism' and suppose O is the sentence

that expresses this proposition, then (a) and (b)
(a) oexpresses logicism

(b) oexpresses the proposition that mathematics is re-

ducible to logic

say one and the same thing. This would entail that if a
speaker knows that (a), she would know that (b). The problem
is that it is possible for a speaker to know that (a), i.e.,
that O expresses logicism, without her actually understanding
0.104 Thus a student may know that 0 expresses the logicist
proposition that mathematics is reducible to logic without
understanding the sentence ¢, perhaps because ¢ contains un-
familiar terminology. In other words, one can know what is
expressed by a theorem that is an instance of schema K with-
out understanding the actual object-language sentence and
thus without being semantically competent. Thus, according to
Soames if the best compositional semantics we can come up
with is one that issues in K-sentences, it fails to provide
an argument for CV. This would entail that knowledge of se-

mantic theorems that are propositionally rather than truth-

104 Based on this example Soames concludes "..one can know that which is
expressed by an instance: 'S' expresses the proposition that P (relative
to C) of schema K without understanding the object language sentence
that replaces 'S'. It would seem, therefore, that knowledge of semantic
theorems is not necessary and sufficient for semantic competence, even
under the most favorable assumptions". Soames, "Semantics and Semantic
Competence", 196-197.
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conditionally defined is still not necessary nor sufficient

for semantic competence.

5.2.3
Soames's observation, though, leaves something to be de-

sired. His most damaging claim against CV is that knowing the

accompanying K-sentence for ¢ does not necessarily entail an
understanding of 0, i.e., that a speaker could have one with-
out the other. This claim cannot be borne out unless he gives
us his interpretation of what constitutes understanding.
Thus, the onus is on him to at least indicate what is re-
quired in order for a speaker to understand an utterance of a
natural language sentence. In other words, what are the con-
ditions that he would consider appropriate to attribute un-
derstanding to a speaker.

Soames is convinced that his example shows that knowl-
edge of meaning theorems is neither sufficient nor necessary
for understanding. But again I will argue that Soames has a
better argument against sufficiency than he does against ne-
cessity. If knowledge of meaning theorems is not sufficient
for understanding this simply means that in order to under-
stand a sentence something in addition to knowing the meaning
theorem for a sentence is required. And we shall see that it
is likely this additional thing has to do with the derivation
of the meaning theorem. At the same time this additional
thing will also indicate the necessity of knowledge of mean-

ing.
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aAnd I maintain throughout this discussion that it is the
necessity of knowledge of meaning that ultimately matters to
CV. When it comes to arguing against the necessity of this
knowledge we find that Socames's argument benefits from the
particular example chosen. Soames in his example in effect
replaces the proposition in (b) with a definite description
of that proposition in (a). In this case then the incompre-
hension at what the sentence means in (a) does not reflect a
lack in language understanding but merely a lack in back-
ground information on the topic.195 As it stands, in Soames's
example the student has only been offered a definite descrip-
tion of the sentence, without knowing what it is a definite
description of.

But if we follow Fregean propositionalism the definite
description will have a sense and a reference. Then when the
student acquires knowledge of (a) without understanding o it
is because she knows the reference of 'logicism' but does not

know its sense.

95.3 CV'S STANDING COMMITMENTS
5.3.1
However at this point, before considering any proposi-
tionalist proposals and their potential benefits for CV, it

is imperative to reconsider what exactly CV's position binds

105 goames here relies on a Davidsonian substitution salva veritate
argument against intensional meaning theories. Recall his example of
John believes a fortnight is a fortnight and John believes a fortnight
is fourteen days.
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them to. First of all, I propose that in effect CV theorists,
as such, are committed to at least the following four propo-
sitions. Being Chomskyan cognitivists, the minimal commit-

ments CV theorists must make are:

A) Knowledge of a semantic theory is part of a speaker's
psychological states, i.e., the theory is mentally rep-

resented.

B) This knowledge, which is tacit, plays a role in the
mental structures and processes that pair sentences with

their meanings.

C) Tacit knowledge of meaning is needed to explain lan-

guage understanding. 106
Qua Davidsonians they (must) hold:

D) Tacit knowledge of meaning is knowledge of a struc-
ture-reflecting theory of meaning, i.e., of a composi-

tional semantics.

These four propositions constitute the minimal requirements
for any view to be considered CV-esgque. I also propose that
these minimally required propositions are what CV theorists
are at most committed to, provided a cohesive and correct

compositional semantics can be offered.

106 Note that C) is not entailed by B) but nonetheless is considered to
be the case by CV theorists. I return to this issue in the last chapter.
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Secondly, with these four commitments comes a specula-
tive commitment on CV 's part that a speaker's tacit knowl-
edge of a subdoxastically represented compositional semantics
is tapped into during the process of interpretation. Thus the
theory plays a role in generating a meaning theorem from the
axioms of the theory for any natural language sentence that a
speaker is presented with.

Based on these commitments I argue that on an algorith-
mic interpretation of the mechanisms of language processing
it is clear that the algorithms in question do the actual
psychological work and that hence the semantic theory itself
is not a psychological meaning-producing mechanism. This how-
ever does not preclude the possibility that the compositional
semantics play a role in meaning ascription insofar that the
algorithms make use of the knowledge of the compositional se-
mantics. It might even be the case that in the event the
mechanisms are translational they are still informed by the
semantic theory through the algorithms they follow, i.e.
those algorithms might still tap into the knowledge of the
compositional semantics. 107

CV's commitments to A) through D) clearly underscore the
strengths and weaknesses I pointed out earlier in Soamesian
and some other objections. They will also help establish

whether there remain conceptual reasons for defending CV's

107 of course the notion of tapping into the knowledge needs serious
unpacking, a task which to date no CV theorist that I can think of has
successfully achieved.
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position, to the extent that the arguments against CV turn

out unsatisfactory.108

5.3.2

In light of the above indicated commitments and the pos-
sibility that cognitive accounts of understanding provide
support for CV we should also consider the following.
Although there is consensus among various skeptics 1like
Schiffer, Soames and Fodor that natural languages do not need
a compositional semantics to explain semantic competence,
there remains a debate over whether natural languages require
a compositional semantics to account for some of their other
features. The division is between those, 1like Fodor and
Soames, who insist natural languages do require compositional
semantics and those persistent skeptics, like Schiffer, who
deny this.10? Two arguments are offered in favor of composi-
tional semantics.

The first is that a compositional semantics is needed to
explain the natural language features of productivity and

systematicity.110 It is commonly assumed that natural lan-

108 a1l through this we should keep in mind that Schiffer in offering
his objection was chiefly motivated by the philosophical inquiry of what
might suffice in (or qualify as) an explanation of competence.

109 Ratz's position on this issue would probably be on the side of Fodor
and Soames, insofar as he claims that the ‘creativity' of language is
strictly rule governed.

110 The reason productivity and systematicity can be considered
independently from competence is that the former are features of natural
languages; semantic competence on the other hand is a feature of
speakers of those languages.
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guages are both productive and systematic. A natural language
is productive given that in principle an infinite number of
distinct novel sentences can be c¢onstructed in it, each of
which has meaning. This is possible because the language in
essence is a recursive system that can churn out infinitely
many sentences, based on certain axioms. A natural language
is systematic in that the meaning of a sentence is determined
by features of its syntax and words, and in these features
consistently playing the same meaning-determining role in ev-
ery sentence in which they occur.

The second argument is that one needs it to identify the
objects of belief. Again here it is uncontroversial to assume
that beliefs are relational predicates, in particular two-
place relational predicates of the form 'x believes y'.1l11 aAs
a relational predicate a belief relates a believer x to an
object of belief y. Thus if one buys the relational theory of
belief one has to provide an account of what may serve as the
substitution instances for the objectual variables x and y.
Since the substitution instances for x are believers, the
real challenge is to offer an account what it is a belief re-
lates a believer to, in other words, the real challenge is to
offer an account of the objects of belief that serve as sub-
stitution instances for the objectual variable y. If a lan-

guage needs a compositional semantics in order to specify

111 Note that according to the relational theory of beliefs one can also
construe beliefs as three-place predicates, in which case there is
another variable the substitution instances of which present the object
of belief to the believer under a certain mode of presentation.
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what that-clauses refer to, i.e., what the objects of belief
are, it brings the discussion right back to propositions and
to whether they are compositionally determined.

Although in general this debate does not directly con-
cern CV this second argument does bear on CV for the follow-
ing reasons. First of all, we realize that language under-
standing entails that the speaker in question stands in a be-
lief relation to a certain semantic theorem. In other words
as she goes through the process of interpretation, various
theorems appear in her belief-box until finally there appears

in her belief-box a semantic theorem that realizes in her the

belief that ¢ means p. Thus, in essence language understand-
ing constitutes the belief that o means p.

This latter argument entails that if a compositional se-
mantics is needed to specify the objects of belief, and lan-
guage understanding entails standing in the belief relation
to such an object of belief, then the compositional semantics
might be needed for language understanding. Regardless then
of whether one is in pursuit of identifying the objects of
propositional attitudes or whether one is in pursuit of ex-
plaining language understanding either way (a) one needs to
show that propositions are compositionally determined and (b)
one needs to show that they are mentally represented in a
person's belief-box.

For CV the latter means that propositions play a certain
role in speaker psychology. If CV theorists can convincingly

argue that the objects of belief, i.e., the mental represen-
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tations in the belief-box, must be compositionally determined
propositions they could be one step closer to being able to
defend their position that knowledge of meaning is needed in
explanations of understanding.

In both pursuits one of the major difficulties faced is
whether one can establish a connection between semantic con-
tent of the belief-box on the one hand and psychological pro-
cessing on the other hand. In particular, CV needs to con-
sider the mental representation of the meaning of a sentence
in the speaker's belief-box when she understands the meaning
of the sentence and we need to consider how, i.e., through

what process, this representation gets there.

5.3.3

To recap then CV at this stage of the game has to ad-
dress the following issues. For one they have to present an
argument in favor of the compositional determination of
propositions. Secondly, they have to show that these compoéi—
tionally determined propositions are significant to a speak-
er's ability to understand a language insofar that knowledge
of a meaning theory that generates theorems containing such
propositions plays a role in the cognitive process of lan-
guage understanding.

This requires that we revisit the distinction between
hypothetical accounts of semantic competence and cognitive
accounts of what a speaker goes through when she understands

an utterance of a sentence. Then, the claim that knowledge of
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meaning is necessary in principle for a speaker's semantic
competence might find support from cognitive interpretations
of the role of knowledge of meaning in language understand-
ing.

In turn, when we consider language understanding from a
cognitive perspective we realize that when discussing knowl-
edge of meaning we have to distinguish between knowledge of
the axioms and knowledge of the theorems of a compositional
meaning theory. Focusing exclusively on the theorems gener-
ated by the theory may indeed lead one to conclude that
knowledge of meaning theorems is not necessary for language
understanding, although I have already shown some of the ar-
guments for that position to be unsuccessful. But moreover
even if those arguments had some merit, this does not at all
entail that a speaker's tacit knowledge of the axioms of the
compositional semantics do not play a role in explanations of
language understanding. If this is the case, CV will have to
redefine itself accordingly. Some initial speculation on the
nature of the cognitive processes involved in language under-

standing, then, is not unwarranted.
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Chapter 6: PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATION AND KNOWLEDGE

OF MEANING

946.1 COGNITIVE PROCESSES
6.1.1
Language understanding, considered from a cognitive-sci-
entific perspective is an information processing or computa-
tional ability. Current accounts aimed at explaining human
cognitive competencies that involve such computational pro-
cesses typically distinguish various levels of explanation.
If a complete explanation of the information processing in
question is desired, an explanation needs to be offered at
each of these levels. Thus, in explaining language under-
standing too we will want to acknowledge these levels of ex-
planation. Typically three levels are distinguished, respec-
tively describing what is being done, how it is done, and the
pPhysical set-up needed to get it done. These would be the ex-
planatory levels introduced by Marr which I consider
shortly. 112
The main concern in the psychological explanation of
competencies like language understanding is how computational

states are supposed to implement intentional states, i.e.,

112 gee pavid Marr, Vision (New York: W. H. Freeman & Company, 1982). In
Marr's case, the exposition of these levels of explanation relates
specifically to vision. However the exposition seems to lend itself well
to attempts at explaining various other human cognitive competencies.
From hence arose the idea to apply these levels of psychological expla-
nation to explanations of language understanding, where the latter
process is to be understood as an information processing (computational)

task.
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how intentional states or content-bearing states like states
of tacit knowledge play a causal role in the computational
processes that explain understanding. This concern arises be-
cause mental states are intentional while mental processes
are computational. Intentional states are commonly construed
as information states; they carry informational content.113
The mechanisms that avail themselves of this informational
content are computational.

Now depending on how the intentional content is inter-
preted conflict arises when we try to explain how computa-
tional processes are related to intentional states. This be-
cause, whereas information states are external, computational
processes are defined in relation to other processes and not

in relation to anything external.ll4

6.1.2
Peacocke claims the current accounts of explanation in
computational psychology (based on Marr) overlook one level
of explanation, which, according to him, is that level at
which the vital explanatory force of semantic theories in
full-fledged explanations of language understanding is to be

found. Hence Peacocke introduces a fourth level to Marr's

113 1n turn informational content is presumably atomistic, which means
that the content of a mental state is causally connected to a particular
object out there and not to any other thoughts. Contrast this with
conceptual role theories, where the conceptual role of a mental state is
metaphysically constituted by its role in an entire system of belief.

114 By referring to intentional states as external I mean simply that
they are mental states that relate us to the world.
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three levels of explanation. His main concern is whether a
uniform explanation could be given to a competent speaker's
understanding an utterance containing 'armadillo' as saying
something about an armadillo. He believes such a uniform ex-
planation can be given, but only when we introduce this new
level of explanation into the picture. If his view is cor-
rect, then he is making steps toward motivating CV. Before
saying more about it, consider what Marr's levels are about.
Marr's three largely independent levels of explanation
are: level 1, stating which function is computed and why;
level 2, specifying the algorithm that computes the function
and how it is done; level 3, describing the realization of
the algorithm in hardware. Peacocke introduces his new level,
level 1.5, between levels 1 and 2, claiming that level 1.5
states the information on which the algorithm in question
draws. Thus, level 1.5 is an independent level that explains
what kind of knowledge the algorithms tap into. So we have

then:

level 1: the computational level which states which

function is computed and why;

level 1.5: the informational level which states the in-

formation on which an algorithm draws.

level 2: the algorithmic level which states which algo-

rithm computes the function and;
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level 3: the physical realization level which states how

the algorithm is realized in the hardware.15

Applied to language understanding these various levels of
psychological explanation can be reconstructed as follows.
Level 1 explanations offer a functional characterization
of the inferential mapping from phonological input informa-
tion onto semantic output. In other words, level 1 defines
the function that is being computed. In our case the function

being computed is the semantic theorem or M-sentence that

characterizes the meaning of an utterance or sentence ¢ of
the language (something along the lines of 'O means p' or 'C
is true iff p'). Secondly, level 1 defines the methodological
logic informing which function gets computed, in other words,
it defines why this particular function is being computed.
Thus level 1 by defining the function actually characterizes
the constraints on the cognitive task that is being carried
out. In the case of CV this methodological logic would be
specified by compositional semantics.

Level 2 explanations characterize the mental representa-
tions and algorithmic rules that are associated with the
function defined in level 1 and that allow this function to
be computed. In other words, in our case level 2 reveals
which algorithms accomplish the transformation of the phono-

logical input information into semantic output. The algo-

115 Christopher Peacocke, "Explanation In Computational Psychology:
Language, Perception And Level 1.5", in Mind & Language, vol. 1, no. 2
(summer 1986): 101-123.
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rithms are thus rules that direct the task of computing the
function defined at level 1, in our case the task of comput-
ing the M-sentence, by operating on the representations in
question, in our case the Mentalese representations of the
phonological input. Level 2 thus explains how we compute the
semantic function, how the computation is effected.

Level 3 explanations sort of speak for themselves. They
aim to describe how the representations and algorithms in
question are in fact physically realized. They offer a de-
scription of the physical arrangement of 'components' and a
mechanical description of the process. From hereon any dis-
cussion about level 3 will be limited, since there is no way
that I could say anything substantive about it, nor is it my
intention to discuss actual empirical data.

Finally, in what follows, I discuss what Peacocke thinks
level 1.5 entails and why, according to him, it cannot be
subsumed under either level 1 or 2. I address whether he suc-
ceeds in defending the need for level 1.5, by both analyzing
the underlying problem that level 1.5 is supposed to address
and by figuring out whether level 1.5 helps make the case for
CV. However before addressing these a brief digression is in

order.

96 .2 STRUCTURED UNDERSTANDING

6.2.1

Peacocke's main concern is motivating a new level of ex-

planation which then enables him to argue that semantic theo-
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ries play a role in explanations of language understanding.
This concern with explaining understanding places him within
CV. But there is one difference. Peacocke considers both how
so-called structured understanders and unstructured under-
standers understand their natural language, and then arrives
at the conclusion that a compositional semantics is necessary
in explanations of structured understanding. However, he is
not automatically committed to the claim that all language
understanding is structured. The latter lack of commitment
does not however pose a problem for CV.

In any event, before considering Peacocke's argument for
level 1.5 explanations we need to clarify the distinction be-
tween structured understanding and unstructured understand-
ing. A structured understander would be a speaker whose
knowledge of the meaning of a sentence is the result of know-
ing the meaning of the sentence's subsentential components
and their structural arrangement in the sentence. Then the
appropriate semantic theory for a structured understander
would be a meaning (or other semantic) theory that issues in
meaning theorems that respectively assign to any sentence of
her language a meaning based on the meanings of its subsen-
tential components.l16 In other words, a speaker's understand-
ing of her language is structured when she can understand in-

finitely many sentences on a finite basis. To CV this means

116 or in the case of a truth theory the latter would issue in truth
theorems that assign a set of truth conditions to any sentence based on
the references and satisfaction conditions of its subsentential compo-
nents.
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that a speaker's understanding is structured when the lan-
guage is compositionally determined.

An unstructured understander on the other hand would be
a speaker for whom the appropriate semantic theory would sim-
pPly list the meanings or truth conditions of each sentence of
her language independently. To CV this means that a speaker's
understanding is unstructured when the language is not compo-
sitionally determined. In other words, in unstructured under-
standing the semantic theory that specifies the meaning of
sentences contains information of a noncompositional nature.
Thus, in the case of unstructured understanding the semantic
theory would be non-derivational, whereas in the case of
structured understanding the theory would be derivational.

Peacocke argues for the need of a compositional seman-
tics in explaining structured understanding, but as I already
pointed out he does not commit to understanding necessarily
being structured to begin with. Hence it is unclear how es-
sential level 1.5 is given his concession that one can ex-
plain understanding of the unstructured kind exclusive of
level 1.5. Consequently, if level 1.5 is simply intended to
account for differences in structured versus unstructured un-
derstanding without committing to which type is required for
speakers, the necessity of a compositional semantics has not
been established. Thus understanding could turn out to be un-
structured which would obviously render a compositional se-

mantics irrelevant to explaining understanding.
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Fortunately, the common presumption is that language un-
derstanding is structured and this presumption motivates CV's
view on language understanding. Moreover we found several
reasons (productivity and systematicity) for assuming the se-
mantics of natural languages are structured, i.e., composi-
tional. Without the assumption that understanding is struc-
tured there would be no explaining a speaker's understanding
of infinite languages. And indeed it is a fact that even most
critics of CV assume understanding is structured in one way
or another. However, the issue for the critics is whether any
semantic content comes into the picture when explaining
structured understanding. Thus some skeptics like Fodor and
Schiffer claim that a compositional syntax would provide the
requisite structure to the process of understanding, but that
a compositional semantics is never needed in explaining un-
derstanding.

In addition to this, note also that Peacocke offers sev-
eral other arguments in support of level 1.5 explanations in
different information processing tasks. The primary argument
(for our purposes) was by way of the structured understander.
But he claims the need for level 1.5 explanations is sup-

ported by other information processing tasks as well.ll7 Thus,

117 A different illustration can be given in the context of the
perception of nonlinguistic objects and properties, in other words,
level 1.5 is supported not just by language. There is an illustration of
size (p) and depth (d) perception given retinal size (r) and the
informational content drawn on by algorithms to compute functions that
all seem to show a certain kind of regularity of output insofar as the
values calculated all seem to conform to a particular egquation, to wit p
= d x r. The likelihood again is that there is a common element in the
explanation of instances of the regularity, namely a system with the
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he offers arguments for level 1.5 independently of composi-
tional semantics. By doing that, in turn, level 1.5 provides
strong reasons for assuming language understanding is struc-
tured, and thus for assuming compositional semantics play a
role in the process. Moreover, Evans also offers a compelling
argument for the need of knowledge of meaning, i.e., of a

compositional semantics, in explanations of understanding.

6.2.2

Peacocke now claims that if we want to explain a struc-
tured understander's semantic processing we cannot do it just
based on Marr's three levels. This, because one of the fea-
tures of structured understanding is that there is a common
informational component in the explanation of all sentences
that have a particular expression in common. To Peacocke, the
fact that explanations of unstructured understanding do not
include explanations at level 1.5 proves that level 1.5 does
not merely redescribe the phenomena to be explained, but of-

fers genuine additional information.

informational content that all values are related by the formula p = d x
r, although there might be an explanation that appeals to no such common
element.

The third illustration of kind perception involves 3D model description
that describes/explains how one can perceive a man as a man in almost
any orientation. This ability is based on one's perceptual system
creating an object-centered coordinate system which matches the
perceived object with a shape (that is, a 3D model description) found in
the catalogue of shape-kinds. Explanations of perception which mention
3D model description operate at level 1.5, because they go beyond level
1 given that they draw on information related to the object. Moreover,
although it might seem that 3D model descriptions operate at level 2
sometimes, the algorithms at level 2 may vary even if what is explained
by the 3D model description remains the same; this suggests that the
varying algorithms draw on information at level 1.5 that remains the
same.
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Level 1.5 will explain the possible uniformity exhibited
in a speaker's understanding of sentences with a particular
expression in them by stating the informational content that
enables the computation at level 2 to take place. According
to Peacocke an explanation of this uniformity cannot be sub-
sumed under level 1 nor level 2.

At level 1 we cannot capture common informational compo-
nents, because level 1 specifies the function from whole sen-
tences of a language to their meanings. Thus there is no way
to distinguish between a function that is compositionally de-
termined and one that is not and hence no way of establishing
whether the understanding taking place is structured or not.
The description of the function being computed at level 1 is
such that the same function might be computed by drawing on
different bodies of information, i.e., different potential
semantic theories (which might or might not be composi-
tional).

Nor can the common informational component be accounted
for at level 2 since there are several potential algorithms
that might draw on this particular information.11l® Hence
Peacocke's introduction of an intermediary level of explana-
tion at a level above that of the algorithm but at a level
below that of the function calculated. By offering a coarser
description than a fully algorithmic description, the infor-

mation specified at level 1.5 leaves open the possibility

118 por more discussion on this latter point, please refer to the
source, Peacocke "Explanation In Computational Psychology".
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that different but equivalent algorithms draw on this very
information.

In essence then the problem that level 1.5 is supposed
to address is that of somehow bridging the transition from
level 1 to level 2. Although this motivation behind level 1.5
seems perfectly defensible, it is not clear that it necessi-
tates positing a new level of explanation. However this is
not to say that psychological explanation should not include
a characterization of informational content. Remember that
level 1 is supposed to include a characterization of the
methodological logic that informs the function being calcu-
lated. In the case of CV this methodological logic would be
specified by the axioms of a compositional semantics.

At the same time we found that level 2 characterizes
both the mental representations of the phonological input and
the algorithms that work on those representations. Thus so
far level 2 does not specify which semantic or informational
representations might play a role in the transformation of
the mental representation of the phonological input into se-
mantic output. In other words, level 2 so far does not, but
certainly could, specify how the algorithms manage to accom-
plish the transition mentioned. And then the answer would be
that they accomplish the task by tapping into mental repre-
sentations of a different nature, to wit, mental representa-
tions of an informational nature such as the axioms of a com-

positional semantics.
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Thus it is possible that what Peacocke describes as
level 1.5 could be subsumed under either level 1 or level 2
explanations but not without either one of these being ex-
panded to include the information just indicated. Thus no
matter which one of these actually is the case, the important
thing is that by having introduced level 1.5 Peacocke has
drawn attention to the fact that there must be a mental in-
formation state involved in the process that leads to lan-
guage understanding that is causally influential in the oper-
ations of the algorithms.

This in turn means that we can now account for the com-
mon informational component through specifying the informa-
tion on which the algorithms involved in language processing
draw. The algorithms that compute the meanings of sentences
containing a particular subsentential expression have access
to information about the semantic properties of that expres-
sion when calculating the meaning of any sentence in which
this expression occurs. This mental state is an information-
carrying state whose informational content the algorithms
draw on to establish the contents of input sentences.
According to Peacocke, in order to identify the informational
contents of states at level 1.5, explanations at this level
must be by "content-using theories", i.e., theories that as-

sert that the representations they mention have meaning.
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6.2.3

I take it as undisputed that language understanding is
an information processing ability. Now, when we apply
Peacocke's claims to language understanding specifically we
find that the information-carrying state that plays a role in
level 1.5 explanations simply is the mental state--and conse-
quently the explaining state--of knowing a compositional se-
mantics, thus entailing the compositional semantics is inter-
nally represented. In other words, for CV Peacocke's explana-
tion of structured understanding translates into a speaker
having knowledge of a compositional semantics for a language
L that specifies the content of any sentence of L based on
specifying the semantic properties of its subsentential com-
ponents and their structural arrangement in the sentence.
This semantic content is what the algorithms tap into when
calculating the content of the sentence in the input state
that needs explaining. Thus at level 1.5 the correct composi-
tional semantics explains structured understanding while re-
maining the same across different individuals who may use
different algorithms to compute their functions. Simply
stated, the algorithms make use of the speaker's knowledge of

a compositional semantics.119

119 of jitself, level 1.5 does not necessarily commit one to claims about
whether this knowledge is tacit and thus whether the information-carry-
ing state is a sub-doxastic state or not. Peacocke in fact hesitates to
commit to the nature of this knowledge. Unfortunately this hesitance
does not help his argument.
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Now, ideally a full-fledged computational account of
language understandiné should include explanations at all
levels. Of course, given that CV is primarily a philosophical
view it is understood that what CV needs to offer is a hypo-
thetical account of language understanding. As such whatever
insight CV may gain from cognitive accounts will come mainly
through level 1 and level 2 explanations. Level 3 however
lies clearly beyond the purview of any philosophical investi-
gation. This has certain implications for CV.

But before considering these, note that just because
there is a requirement that full-fledged psychological expla-
nations of information processing include all levels of ex-
rlanation, this requirement is not to suggest that there ex-
ists a necessary correspondence between levels of explanation
and levels of language understanding. All it means is that
the levels of explanation were clearly conceived of to ad-
dress different steps in information-processing tasks. And
what motivates the particular distinctions drawn in explana-
tory levels is their application to different aspects of in-

formation processing.120

120 Thus Peacocke, reiterating Marr's view on this issue, claims that
the truths stated at each of these levels "have their own distinctive
kind of facts to explain®. Peacocke, "Explanation In Computational
Psychology"®", 107.
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9§6.3 THE ROLE OF TACIT KNOWLEDGE
'6.3.1

In light of our reassessment of CV's commitments and
Peacocke's argument for level 1.5 explanation we can now re-
visit CV. In particular we want to now pay attention to the
axioms and theorems of a semantic theory and to which one of
these may be most important to our debate. In other words, we
can now look into whether knowledge of meaning entails knowl-
edge of meaning theorems or whether it entails tacit knowl-
edge of axioms.

Evans argues in support of CV's conceptual claims about
tacit knowledge playving a role in semantic competence. In
particular, he points out that behavioral and social findings
strongly support the idea that language understanding is
structured and hence that the tacit knowledge involved in
language understanding is structured. His position on knowl-
edge of meaning however, is somewhat unusual. Evans is not
convinced that those theorists who are committed to composi-
tional semantics, i.e., those who are engaged in constructing
structure-reflecting theories of meaning, need to be commit-
ted to the idea that in offering a correct meaning theory
they are automatically providing explanations of language un-
derstanding. In other words, Evans is not a Davidsonian.

Evans does not believe that tacit knowledge of a compo-
sitional semantics can be used all by itself to explain se-
mantic competence. Yet he is certainly not denying that

knowledge of meaning plays a role in language understanding.
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Although at first this might suggest he is not a strict CV
theorist in fact he embraces some of the claims that I argue

CV is really committed to. As he states

[nJow it is implicit in what has gone before that the
notion of tacit knowledge of a structure-reflecting the-
ory of meaning, explained as I have explained it, cannot
be used to explain the capacity to understand new sen-

tences.121

Instead it indicates the form that an explanation of semantic
competence would take on. The main idea here is that tacit
knowledge of a compositional semantics offers a description
of the capacity to understand but not an explanation. And
this is essentially what most critics of CV perceive to be
the problem with CV. Hence people like Soames make claims
about there existing no isomorphism or identity between se-
mantics and psychology. At the same time this is also the
main point that Davidson was making, namely that the correct
meaning theory could account for language understanding but
not that it would explain the process.

But as I already argued CV does not claim there is iso-
morphism between semantics and psychology and moreover all CV
needs to claim is that tacit knowledge plays some kind of

role in explaining semantic competence, even if that role at

121 pEvans, “Semantic Theory and Tacit Knowledge", 339.
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this point remains somewhat unspecified. And this indeed is
in line with Evan's own position as stated below.122

Evans does indeed believe that tacit knowledge of a com-
positional semantics is indispensable in one way of explain-
ing a speaker's semantic competence. A genuine way to explain
a speaker's understanding of a novel sentence is in reference
to her exposure to the subsentential expressions of this new
sentence in previous sentences where the meaning of said ex-
pressions was made self-evident. In other words, the tacit
knowledge of a compositional nature is indispensable in ex-
plaining the regularity a speaker exhibits in handling old
and new expressions; it forms part of the explanatory se-
quence. And explaining this regularity or uniformity is of
course a major issue in language understanding. So far so
good.

In order then to clarify this regularity Evans at-
tributes tacit knowledge of a compositional semantics to a
speaker whose language processing seems to exhibit such regu-
larity. And to Evans attributing tacit knowledge of a seman-
tic theory to a speaker of a language is nothing other than
ascribing to her a set of dispositions to react to expres-
sions of the language. There is one disposition corresponding
to each of the expressions of the language. More specifi-

cally, the state of tacitly knowing the theory figures in a

122 perhaps Chomsky's distinction between explanations and descriptions
could clarify this.
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causal explanation of each time the speaker has a particular
disposition.

But this is where the trouble starts. Folks 1like
Schiffer will now claim that the speaker's disposition to re-
act to a certain input expression of the language in a cer-
tain way supervenes on that speaker's physical reaction when
presented with that same input expression.

Evans sees the story about dispositions as offering ade-
quate justification for the structure-reflecting requirement
placed on semantic theories. Various related empirical rea-
sons for preferring a structure-reflecting semantic theory
can be adduced as well.l23 Moreover, note that this structure-
reflecting requirement is already motivated by a finite lan-
guage. This would mean that CV's appeal to a compositional
semantics in explaining language understanding does not nec-
essarily entail the additional assumption about explaining a
speaker's competence of infinite languages specifically. In
other words, the issue is explaining the understanding of any

sentence of any language whether finite or infinite.

6.3.2
Based on Evans's exposition and the minimal claims CV is

committed to, it should be clear that the issue for CV in mo-

123 gxamples of these would be patterns of language acquisition,
patterns of competence loss and the identification of what the perceived
sentence structure is (presumably evidence shows sentences are perceived
as structured). None of these however carry the weight that the need to
explain language understanding does. If anything, they could be subsumed
under the general category of language processing.
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tivating a compositional semantics is not whether the compo-

sitional semantics has

the power.. to serve up anything which could rightly be
considered an explanation of the infinitary character of

competence 124

but rather whether a compositional semantics plays some in-
dispensable role in explaining this competence.

So far, Evans has motivated the need for compositional
semantics in explanations of competence empirically rather
then philosophically. This means Schiffer's objection against
CV's hypothetical argument still stands. The issues CV theo-

rists have to settle, then, are the following:

a) whether one can offer a hypothetical account of se-
mantic competence which undermines CV's philosophical

motivation for a compositional semantics;

b) whether, if a) this threatens their view when empiri-

cal motivation can be offered;

¢) whether said alternative account offers an adequate

explanation of language understanding to begin with.

Skeptics of course contend that semantic theories do not

provide any information which the algorithms that compute a

124 Crispin Wright, "Rule-following, Objectivity and the Theoxry of
Meaning", in Wittgenstein: to Follow a Rule, eds. S. Holtzman and C.
Leich (London: Routledge & Keegan Paul, 1981), 110.
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semantic function utilize. But just as much as skeptics deny
this, Peacocke is positive the computations that the algo-
rithms perform are responsible for the speaker's competence,
even though the semantic theory itself is not, and these al-
gorithms after all tap into the knowledge that the speaker
has of the compositional semantics.

However, according to the skeptics, the algorithms them-
selves are not responsible for the speaker's competence ei-
ther. For the algorithms to play a causal role they would
have to produce input/output pairs that would correspond to
the input/output pairs of the semantic function they are com-
puting, that is, their outputs would have to correspond to
the semantic contents the semantic theory assigns to expres-
sions of the language. And this, Soames claims, is not what
in fact happens. The outputs of the computational processes a
speaker goes through do not match the semantic contents a se-
mantic theory might assign to expressions, as is evidenced by
the fact that the theory in some cases assigns the same se-
mantic content to expressions without the speaker's being
aware of this. If the outputs of algorithmic computations
corresponded to the semantic values assigned to these expres-
sions by a compositional semantics, then there would be no
explaining why in some well-known cases (such as substitutiv-

ity in propositional attitude constructions) speakers under-
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stand expressions with the same semantic content differ-
ently.125

In light of this, remember we already came across the
argument that it is just as likely that there are certain
translation algorithms which compute a function that assigns
to natural language sentences representations of their con-
tents, rather then there being algorithms that compute a
function that assigns semantic contents directly to natural
language sentences.126 Typically these are assumed to be
Mentalese representations, which in turn have naturalistic
contents that match the semantic contents of the sentences
they are representations of.

On this account, a speaker's understanding of a sentence

0 of her natural language consists in the algorithms trans-
lating an input sentence 0 into a (Mentalese) representation
whose naturalistic content matches the semantic content of o.
Soames surprisingly enough seems willing to entertain this
hypothesis, although I am not sure how he sees it as solving
Mates's puzzle of substitutivity in propositional attitude

constructions. Thus he seems willing to entertain that algo-

125 15 other words, as Soames claims, the fact that sentences in which
one expression is substituted for another (extensionally?) equivalent
expression may be understood differently by the same speaker would be
inexplicable if understanding the sentence consisted in or were to be
based on the algorithmic computation producing outputs corresponding to
the semantic contents. But we already found that in propositional
attitude cases the problem of substitutivity can be explained by a
Fregean meaning theory.

126 Clearly, this could be computed by a totally trivial algorithm that

just computes for each sentence a copy of it. In order to avoid this,
the representations would have to be of a certain privileged sort.
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rithms (in the case of translation) produce outputs that
match semantic contents. This suggests that he is at least
willing to accept a part of CV's contentions.

However, where Soames differs, thus finding motivation
for his rejection of CV even if he accepts this scenario of
translation, is in the following. If we follow Peacocke, then
we want to have a sense of what it means to say these algo-
rithms use the informational content provided by a semantic
theory. And then we would have to say something to the effect
that some of the naturalistic contents are identical to the
contents of the axioms of the semantic theory. And then
Soames would proceed to argue how in fact we have no reason
to believe that the algorithms ever involve semantic axioms
nor that they compute semantic theorems by means of them. But
of course he has no foolproof argument to deny this either.

It is 1likely, says Soames that semantic structure and
psychological structure are related. It is possible, he con-
cedes, that the semantic structure of a correct semantic the-
ory specifies the psychological structure of processing mech-
anismg, but according to him at this point we have no grounds
for supposing it does. If it did it would entail that knowl-
edge of a semantic theory would be causally implicated in the
computational process, at least insofar as semantic structure
is concerned. Thus we would have reason to attribute struc-
tured understanding to a speaker.

We also need to distinguish between semantic content and

semantic structure. The claim that the semantic structure of
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a correct meaning theory specifies the structure of the com-
putational algorithms is a less strong claim then the one
that the informational contents of a correc¢t meaning theory

specify the contents of computational states.
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Chapter 7: UNDERSTANDING WITHOUT COMPOSITIONAL

SEMANTICS

97.1 A COUNTEREXAMPLE
7.1.1

Schiffer offers a counterexample that illustrates how we
could account for a hypothetical speaker's semantic compe-
tence without appeal to a compositional semantics. Roughly,
the counterexample shows a speaker's competence can be ex-
plained through the use of a translational device rather than
a compositional semantics. And although we have come across
the translational account before it is time to reassess its
significance in light of the previous discussion and because
beyond offering the translational account Schiffer also of-
fers a theory to back it up.

Consider Harvey. Just like other competent speakers
Harvey can understand utterances of indefinitely many novel
sentences of his natural language. According to CV, Harvey's
ability to understand would be explained by appealing to a
compositional semantics that offers a procedure for determin-
ing the meaning of a sentence based on both the meanings and
the structural arrangement of its subsentential components.
But in Harvey's case a compositional semantics never comes
into the picture when he interprets utterances of his fellow
speakers. Harvey's case is intended to offer independent mo-

tivation against CV's claims about language understanding by
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[giving] some reason for supposing that our ability to
comprehend utterances in a public language does not pre-

suppose a compositional semantics for that language.127

Schiffer does this by providing a sketch of what happens when
Harvey understands a sentence of his natural language. This
sketch is not intended as an empirical explanation, for
Schiffer is not in the business of undermining any empirical
claims CV might make. What he is in the business of is under-
mining the philosophical motivation CV has for making the a
priori claim that a compositional semantics is needed in ex-
planations of a speaker's semantic competence. Thus he in-
tends to discredit CV's hypothesis that the only way to ex-
prlain understanding is by appeal to a compositional seman-
tics. The sketch then offers a hypothetical explanation of
Harvey's semantic competence in which a compositional seman-
tics need not be presupposed. If the account is correct, CV
turns out to be an untenable philosophical position, because
the reason it adduces in support of compositional semantics
for natural languages remains unsubstantiated.

Harvey's case does not imply that there are no composi-
tional semantics for natural languages. Rather, the issue is
that although--like any other speaker--Harvey's understanding
is the result of his going through a series of belief states

which compute the meaning of an uttered sentence, he does not

127 gchiffer, Remnants of Meaning, 183. Schiffer introduces Harvey in
his general argument against compositional semantics. But the
counterexample directly targets CV's claim that compositional semantics
are needed to explain semantic competence.
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require a compositional semantics. And all that happens
through Harvey's series of belief states is a process of

translations.

7.1.2

Harvey is an information processor who thinks in a lan-
guage of thought we call Mentalese. Like other speakers he is
endowed with certain belief-forming mechanisms which deter-
mine when a sentence of Mentalese occurs in his so-called be-
lief box.

Now, consider how the beliefs of a speaker are realized.
Roughly, sentences of Mentalese in virtue of being tokened in
a speaker's belief box realize her beliefs. More in particu-
lar we found that for CV believing that p is being in a cer-
tain computational relation to an M-sentence or T-sentence of
Mentalese, which is then translated into a natural language
sentence. In the case of language understanding this means
that for any utterance of the speaker's natural language an
M-sentence appears in the speaker's belief box that realizes
her belief that ¢ means p and thus she believes p. Thus the
meaning theorem and then the proposition (that-clause) re-
spectively serve as the objects of belief.

Now, assume there is a speaker, Madeleine, who just
like Harvey and any other speaker is an information proces-

sor. Madeleine's natural language is English. Now suppose

Arthur utters o "Xena is a warrior princess". Madeleine re-

ceives an auditory input of &, i.e., she hears Arthur's ut-
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terance "Xena is a warrior princess'. Her language processing
mechanisms kick in instantly. According to the propositional-
ist CV theorist the process goes as follows.

First the phonologically represented sentence serves as
input to a subdoxastic ‘'box' in Madeleine's mind in which a
compositional meaning theory is internally and subdoxasti-
cally represented. In this box use is made of the theory to
generate for the phonologically represented input an interme-
diate output that is a Mentalese translation of a meaning

sentence or M-sentence that says that

'0 expresses the proposition p' or

'"Xena is a warrior princess'" expresses the proposition

that Xena is a warrior princess'.

In the next step of the cognitive process the Mentalese M-
sentence serves as input to another mechanism that ascribes
natural language meanings to the Mentalese M-sentences. In
other words, at this point this M-sentence is rewritten into
an English meaning sentence of the form 'ocexpresses the
proposition p', which subsequently appears in the speaker'’s

belief box and is hence how the speaker arrives at her knowl-

edge of the meaning of 6. In other words, she believes that
'oexpresses the proposition p' and thus she believes p. Thus,
when Madeleine understands an utterance of a sentence she is
in a certain computational relation, the belief relation, to

a Mentalese token of the accompanying meaning theorem of that
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sentence. This token ultimately realizes her particular be-
lief.

This account suggests that the compositional meaning
theory did play a role in the ascription of meaning, because
on this account the actual meaning is generated in the first
processing step, which is not mexrely translational. In other
words, Madeleine arrives at the belief that Xena is a warrior
princess by means of a process that relies on a compositional
meaning theory's generation of an M-sentence for the original
input sentence.

Similarly, when Harvey understands an utterance of a
sentence he is in a certain computational relation to a
Mentalese token of a sentence that realizes his particular
belief. But we can explain Harvey's language understanding as
follows. When Harvey has an auditory perception of an utter-
ance by Jean of the sentence 'tofu is tasteless', he knows
that Jean said that tofu is tasteless, that is, he knows that
'tofu is tasteless' means or says that tofu is tasteless, and
he knows the uttered sentence is true just in case tofu is
tasteless. Thus Harvey goes from an auditory input of 'tofu

is tasteless' to:
(a) his belief that Jean uttered 'tofu is tasteless',6 to

(b) his belief that Jean said that tofu is tasteless,

and finally to

(c) his belief that Jean's utterance is true iff tofu is

tasteless.
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In more general terms, for any speaker x of Harvey's natural
language, any Mentalese structural description (referring to

a speaker's utterance) ¢ and any internally represented

Mentalese sentence u that translates p, Harvey moves from

(a) his belief that x uttered o, to

(b) his belief that x said that p, and finally to

(c) his belief that x's utterance is true iff p.

For Schiffer, as for any propositionalist CV theorist,
the crucial step here is from (a) to (b) because it leads
from the auditory perception of ¢ (the phonologically repre-
sented sentence that serves as input and that is translated
into the Mentalese structural description), to an understand-
ing of the meaning p of that auditory perception.

Since extensionalists don't buy the claim that from the
meaning of a sentence one can infer its truth conditions,
they view the step from (a) to (¢c) as crucial. Thus they re-
verse the order of (b) and (c¢) because to them the signifi-

cant non-inferential link would be from an auditory percep-

tion of the utterance of ¢ to the belief that ¢ is true iff p
and thence on to the belief that ¢ means that p. Thus they
think that in the process of understanding the phonologically
represented sentence serves as input to a subdoxastic 'box’
in which a compositional truth theory generates an intermedi-
ate output that is a Mentalese translation of a T-sentence

that says that
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‘0 is true in L iff p

This Mentalese T-sentence would serve as input to another
mechanism that ascribes a meaning to it, i.e., the T-sentence
is rewritten into an M-sentence. The latter is then trans-
lated into a natural language meaning ascription which subse-

quently appears in the speaker’s belief box. This is how the

speaker arrives at her knowledge of the meaning of o©.

7.1.3

It is the crucial step from (a) to (b) that Schiffer
contends does not require a compositional semantics.2® More-
over, no substantive explanation of Harvey's, or for that
matter any other speakers' understanding has been offered yet
which proves otherwise. Thus an alternative account 1like
Harvey's is not out of line.

According to Schiffer this step can be explained by way
of simply stipulating a recursive function f that maps
English utterance tokens onto Mentalese translations of the
propositions expressed in those tokens, without referring to
any semantic features of the latter. In other words, f itself
is a translation device by means of which Harvey computes the

meanings of utterance tokens of English.

128 por ease of exposition in this discussion of Harvey's language
processing I may at times leave out the move from (b) to (c¢) as this
move is ultimately secondary for Schiffer and for anyone with
propositionalist proclivities.
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Harvey's understanding here is thus explained by simply
stipulating there is a translation algorithm from utterances
of natural language expressions to Mentalese representations
for these expressions. Harvey is simply computing f when pro-
cessing language. And f functions at the representational or
algorithmic level. The Mentalese representations are then
processed into his beliefs about what was said in the utter-
ances. This happens by means of Harvey's belief-forming mech-
anisms which determine when a Mentalese sentence is tokened
in his belief box based on the conceptual roles they assign
to these sentences. A conceptual role of a Mentalese sentence

is

the complex counterfactual property that details the way
in which the occurrence of that sentence in B is deter-

mined by sensory stimulation and other sentences in B.12%

Then the computational process Harvey goes through can be ex-
plained by stipulating the conceptual roles that expressions
of Mentalese have. In particular, we can explain his transi-
tion from (a) to (b) by stipulating the conceptual roles of
(the Mentalese counterparts of) 'said that' and 'true'. The

conceptual role of 'said that' is such that every time 'Jean

uttered "o"' is in Harvey's belief box then ceteris paribus

129 Schiffer, Remnants of Meaning, 194. "B" here refers to Harvey's
belief box.
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so will be 'Jean said that p'.130 In turn, the stipulation of
the conceptual role of 'true' is such that every time 'Jean
said that u‘' is in Harvey's belief box then so will be ‘what
Jean said is true iff p'. The conceptual roles function as
algorithms that produce new tokens of different types of be-
liefs.

Harvey's procedure for understanding natural language
expressions then simply takes the form of a translation from
natural language expressions to their Mentalese counterparts
together with a computational process that operates at the
conceptual-role level. Although the translation function must
involve a syntactic component so that 'John loves Mary' in
English does not come out in Mentalese 'Mary loves John',6 it
is by no means clear that this function requires a semantic
component as well. Thus, its operation might run simply £from
syntactic descriptions of English expressions as input to
syntactic descriptions of Mentalese expressions as intermedi-
ate output. The latter in turn would then be subject to pro-
cessing algorithms in the form of conceptual roles.

And, according to Schiffer, the conceptual role algo-
rithms for 'said that' and 'true' in and of themselves do not
presuppose a compositional semantics for Harvey's natural
language either. The algorithmic process insures that each

sentence of Harvey's natural language is correlated with one

130 Here the ceteris paribus clause is specified by the concurrence of
these two beliefs unless there are already defeating sentences, that
realize defeating beliefs, tokened in Harvey's belief box.
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sentence in Mentalese and the only semantic aspect of this

operation is the preservation of semantic properties.

The fact that in Harvey's case no compositional seman-
tics enters the picture is underscored by considering cases
where a non-speaker goes through the same sequence of beliefs
without ever achieving understanding. For, it is possible
that someone who neither speaks nor understands English could
still correctly come to believe that when Jean uttered 'tofu
is tasteless', she in fact said that tofu is tasteless, and
consequently that what Jean said is true just in case tofu is
tasteless, without ever knowing the meaning of 'tofu is
tasteless'. This would be the case in the event this non-
speaker was told for that specific utterance what was said in
it. In other words, there are instances where the transition
from (a) to (b) can happen without the person understanding
the meaning of o6, which means it happens without a composi-
tional semantics for English. Thus for Harvey, who has the
unlimited capacity to move through these transitions for any
sentence of the language, a compositional semantics is not

required either.

q97.2 THE OBJECTS OF BELIEF
7.2.1
Harvey's case does not establish whether Mentalese has a
compositional semantics. Even if Mentalese, and thus natural

languages as well, were to have a compositional semantics ac-
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cording to Schiffer there is still no argument that takes you
from this fact to the fact that a compositional semantics is
needed to explain the speaker's understanding of her natural
language. In other words, and this is Schiffer's concern,
there is no philosophical motivation for the need of a compo-
sitional semantics in explanations of semantic competence.
And yet, there is no questioning the fact that the
Mentalese expressions tokened in Harvey's belief box do have
semantic content, regardless of whether competence requires
knowledge of meaning or not. In other words, if the tokening
of the sentence ¢ in Harvey's belief box realizes in him the

belief that tofu is tasteless then it is fair to say that o

means in Mentalese that tofu is tasteless, which means that
Mentalese representations must have semantic properties. The
same would go for subsentential components of ¢ that are the
Mentalese counterparts of expressions of the natural language
sentence. This is so because: (a) Mentalese expressions when
tokened in Harvey's belief box realize particular beliefs
Harvey has; (b) a belief by virtue of being an intentional
state has intentional content and (c¢) intentional content ei-
ther derives from semantic content or vice versa. In fact
there is controversy over whether the semantic properties of
Mentalese tokens determine the intentional properties of the
beliefs they realize, or whether instead, they inherit these
semantic features from the intentional features of beliefs. I

will return to this controversy shortly.
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7.2.2

The main problem then with Schiffer's analysis so far is
that it is not clear what exactly the immediate objects of
belief are. In other words, it is not clear what role the
Mentalese tokens of sentences play in realizing Harvey's be-
liefs.

Given that in the case of language understanding the
initial representation in the speaker's belief box is a
Mentalese translation of a meaning theorem and subsequently a
Mentalese translation u of p that leads to the speaker's be-
lief about the meaning of the sentence certain concerns
arise. For one, it seems the only way one can then discover
whether the Mentalese translation u of an English proposition
p is indeed the object of belief is by mapping the formulas
of Mentalese onto the contents of English that-clauses. But
this assumes one already has an understanding of English. In
other words, if we know what role the Mentalese translation u
of p plays then we can establish empirically that when u is
in Madeleine's belief-box a certain English sentence about
Madeleine is true, namely that Madeleine believes p.

Thus the problem with this story is that it is not clear
how the mapping of Mentalese to English is effected. In other
words, it does not reveal what makes it the case that when u
is in Madeleine's belief box she believes p, nor does it re-
veal what would have to be the case for this to be true
(other then that certain empirical data would obtain). If one

were to claim that it depends on some relation between
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Mentalese and English this would be plainly circular. If an
English sentence p such as 'Xena is a warrior princess' has
its semantical properties in virtue of its relation to a
Mentalese representation u of p in a speaker's belief box
then it cannot also be that what makes it the case that u is
the immediate object of belief, to wit the belief that Xena
is a warrior princess, is that u is the formula that trans-

lates the English sentence 'Xena is a warrior princess'. Thus

as Fodor states

[vlou can't both derive the semantical properties of En-
glish sentences from those of their Mentalese transla-
tions and derive the semantical properties of Mentalese
sentences from those of their English translations. At

least, I don't think you can.131

Moreover it is highly unlikely that it is just a brute fact
that a certain Mentalese formula means that Xena is a warrior
princess and not that habaneros are hot. But then we need a
story about why the symbols in Mentalese mean what they do.
Here we find Schiffer and Fodor diverging. Schiffer tries to
provide the required story with his compositional superve-
nience theory.

Fodor on the other hand believes that Mentalese, in be-
ing a productive language, does indeed have both a composi-
tionally determined syntax and a compositionally determined

semantics. However, Mentalese is used as a medium of computa-

131 Fodor, "Review of Stephen Schiffer's Remnants of Meaning®, 189.
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tion, and since computational processes are exhaustively syn-
tactic, they don't require access to its semantics. Thus
Fodor agrees that language understanding--which is the result
of a computational process--is achieved through exhaustively

syntactic operations.

Fodor claims we don't need a compositional semantics to
explain language understanding because, as we already saw, we
can offer a computational story together with a translation
device to explain understanding natural language sentences
with translating them into Mentalese, without generating a

regress.

7.2.3

The above divergence between Fodor and Schiffer illus-
trates that the correct semantic theory one ultimately comes
up with depends on whether one takes beliefs to derive their
content from the Mentalese expressions that serve as their
objects or vise versa. Thus it turns on which is prior in the
causal chain of understanding. The difficulty here is estab-
lishing the relationship between intentional and semantic
content.

On the Fodorian proposal the propositional attitude
states derive their contents from the semantic contents of
the Mentalese expressions that are their objects. This would
require a compositional semantics. Since there are infinitely

many propositional attitudes deriving their content from in-
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finitely many Mentalese expressions we need to figure out why
this language gets to be so productive. This productivity
cannot be accounted for only by assuming Mentalese has a com-
positional syntax. We need an explanation of how each syntac-
tically distinct formula has its distinct truth condition or
semantic value, beyond the fact that it has a distinct syn-
tactic form. And these facts about the meanings of Mentalese
formulas clearly cannot be parasitic on English semantic
facts. Thus we have no idea how Mentalese could be semanti-
cally productive unless it had a compositional semantics.

On the other proposal--which Schiffer would espouse--
however, Mentalese expressions derive their semantic content
from the intentional properties of the propositional attitude
states of the speaker. In other words, the semantic contents
supervene on the psychological states with their intentional
contents. In this case explaining productivity basically
comes down to explaining the multiplicity of intentional
properties propositional attitudes have.

This second proposal is the one that relies on the no-
tion of supervenience, which can be characterized as follows.
If the formal compositional principles of a semantic theory
are supervenient on the psychology of speakers it merely
means that they could have some psychological significance
but are not essential to explaining language understanding.
Because supervenience entails that the semantic contents of

expressions are not causally implicated in language under-
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standing but that instead they are determined by the role
they play in the speaker's mental life.

Supervenience does not even guarantee that a composi-
tional semantics is mentally represented. All supervenience
entails is that the semantic theory specifying the logical
properties of a natural language in some sense constrain a
psychological theory of the speakers of that language. But
the logical properties and relations of sentences of the lan-
guage are determined by the psycho- or physiological proper-
ties of its speakers.

Thus even if a linguistically competent speaker under-
stands a sentence this does not mean that her competence de-
rives from her associating an a priori-ly known identifying
propoéition with the sentence; her only epistemic connection
to a certain proposition would be mediated through the sen-
tence that expresses it. In other words, the direction of ex-
planation would be not from beliefs to competence but from
competence to beliefs. This entails that one understands and
accepts the sentence first and only then forms a belief about
what proposition it expresses. We do not grasp the proposi-
tions sentences express prior to understanding the sentences

themselves.

q7.3. HARVEY'S UNDERSTANDING & SUPERVENIENCE
7.3.1
Harvey's process of understanding offers a positive ac-

count of semantic competence in which compositional semantics
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play no role. The merits of this hypothetical account lie in
its revelation that one can give a combination of a computa-
tional story about beliefs that employs conceptual role algo-
rithms and a translation story about content to explain lan-
guage understanding. Thus we have been given no reason so far
to doubt the idea that the translation required is an exhaus-
tively syntactic operation.

Schiffer intends Harvey only as a sketch of the process
of language understanding. And to the extent that Harvey is a
sketch (of language understanding) there is no problem;
rather there might be a problem as to whether what a sketch
can offer is sufficient or whether the sketch underdescribes
the process at the level of the algorithms involved in the
process and to the extent to which it characterizes the pro-
cess as leading to understanding. Thus Harvey's case might
need a more positive description. Of course as far as
Schiffer is concerned a more positive description of the pro-
cess at this point is nothing more than a logical possibil-

ity. I intend to argue that it is also a logical necessity.

Schiffer starts to f£ill in the details of the Harvey
sketch by considering the metaphysical consequences of his
position. Since he insists that a compositional semantics is
not needed for explaining language understanding (nor for ex-
plaining the productivity & systematicity of languages of

thought)132, he looks instead at the physical properties that

132 Prom here on in the text I will only refer to productivity for ease.
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the semantic properties of belief states supervene on. In
other words, he proceeds to offer a level 3 explanation of
language understanding. In this context he offers his compo-

sitional supervenience theory.

7.3.2

To understand the compositional supervenience theory we
must first define what a compositional syntax for a language
is. A compositional syntax for a language L is a finitely
statable set of rules that generates all sentences of L from
finite sets of words and primitive structures of L.
Furthermore a language here is understood to be a function
that maps utterance types (or types of sounds or marks) onto
propositions, i.e., it maps sentences onto their meanings.
Then a compositional supervenience theory for a language L

(say Mentalese)133 and a speaker x does the following:

For some compositional syntax S of L which is realized
in x, the supervenience theory assigns to each word and

primitive structure of S a physical property and, on the

basis of this, assigns to each sentence o of L a physi-
cal property @ such that (1) ¢6's having @ is logically
equivalent to the parts and structure of ¢ having the

physical properties the theory assigns to them and (2)

133 The argument is cast in terms of a speaker's language of thought, as
opposed to her spoken language. The language of thought case provides a
relief from the entanglements of explaining the speaker/thinker's
competence: her ability to understand is not at issue here. Thus one can
focus on productivity.
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it is metaphysically sufficient for x's believing L(0O)

that o both has @ and is tokened in x's belief box.134

Such a compositional supervenience theory issues for each

sentence of Mentalese in theorems of the form
0 has @

where ¢ is replaced by a structural description of a sentence
of Mentalese and @ is a physical property such that ¢'s both
having @ and being tokened in x's belief box is metaphysi-
cally sufficient for x believing L(o) .135

A compositional supervenience theory is not itself a
compositional semantics nor does it encompass one. Instead,
it offers a non-semantical recursive assignment of properties
to the words and primitive structures of the language that
generate the content-determining properties for sentences of
the language. The supervenience theory differs from a compo-
sitional semantics because it does not issue in theorems that
specify the meanings of sentences. Rather, it issues in theo-
rems that specify the physical properties of those sentences,
physical properties on which the meanings in the speaker's
head supervene. Thus it does not offer a formal explanation

of a speaker's productive use of her language but instead of-

134 gchiffer, "A Paradox of Meaning", 297.

135 The relation between L and the compositional supervenience theory is
such that if a speaker x thinks in L then there is a correct
compositional supervenience theory for L with respect to x. The theory
features in an account of what Schiffer calls the language-of-thought
relation which establishes what relation must obtain between a
speaker/thinker and a language L for her to think in L.
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fers a metaphysical entailment of her productive language

use. 136
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language understanding as follows. When Harvey receives an
auditory input of a natural language sentence s, with a

structural description d, that says that p, s is first trans-

lated into its Mentalese equivalent o0,andd is translated into
its Mentalese equivalent §. Now, when Harvey believes that p,
he stands in a certain computational relation to a token of
the neural sentence 6 that realizes his belief that p, be-
cause 0 has certain physical properties which are composi-
tionally determined and on which the semantic contents super-
vene.

Then each of the stages of belief Harvey goes through in
his process of understanding are all computational relations
to different neural state tokens.137 And these tokens each
have a different set of physical properties on which their
semantic properties supervene. Meanwhile, the transition from
one neural state token, i.e., one stage of belief, to the
next is explained by the conceptual roles of 'said that' and
‘true'. Thus the conceptual roles somehow guarantee the shift

from one neural state with its particular content-determining

136 The supervenience secures that there is no metaphysically possible
world in which the compositional supervenience theory is true and L is
not x's language of thought; it also secures that there is no world in
which x's use of L is not productive and systematic.

137 0f course we should assume here that the expression 'Jean uttered',
'Jean said that' and 'Jean's utterance is true iff' are also all
represented in Mentalese. The only reason I have not represented them as
such in any obvious way is for ease of exposition.
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physical properties to the next neural state with new con-
tent-determining physical properties. How they do this is not

clear.

7.3.3

According to Schiffer a compositional supervenience the-
ory exhaustively explains the productivity of a language of
thought by means of a compositional syntax. However, just be-
cause the compositional supervenience theory can and in fact
is necessary in explaining the productivity of a speaker's
language of thought and hence a compositional meaning theory
is not needed to explain the latter. this fact does not set-

tle

whether it is possible for Mentalese to have a composi-
tional supervenience theory without also having a compo-
sitional meaning theory. The answer is that it all de-
pends on the nature of the propositions to which our

that-clauses refer.138

In other words, in principle the compositional supervenience
theory leaves open the question whether Mentalese or natural
languages have a compositional semantics in addition to it,
because the supervenience theory is neutral on the nature of
propositions. If propositions turn out to be compositionally

determined, then Mentalese will need a compositional seman-

138 gchiffer, "A Paradox of Meaning®, 300.
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tics.13% In that case, the natural or public language might
need one as well, unless a finitely-based device that maps
natural language sentences onto their Mentalese translations
is sufficient, which is of course what Schiffer claims.140

And yet, in either case this does not entail the seman-
tics is necessary to explain the productivity of Mentalese or
to explain semantic competence. Thus it would not automati-
cally support CV's position. But at least Schiffer himself is
open to the idea that Mentalese might have a compositional
semantics even if a compositional supervenience theory can
exhaustively account for its productivity. CV theorists would
have to show that the compositional supervenience theory is
not only inadequate for explaining productivity but that con-
sequently it is inadequate for language understanding as
well. Although Schiffer's argument for a compositional super-
venience theory is impressive, I am not convinced by it. Yet,
I have neither a quick nor an elaborate refutation to offer

in response.

139 This is of course assuming that propositions are abstract mind- and
language-independent entities; that they are the referents of that-
clauses. In turn it assumes that that-clauses are referential singular
terms, meaning that they behave syntactically as singular terms even
though they are clearly not semantic primitives. This would entail that
the reference of a that-clause is determined by its syntax and the
references of its words and expressions.

140 This would mean natural languages need a compositional semantics, if
only indirectly. See Schiffer, "A Paradox of Meaning®", 304.
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7.3.4

The language processing Harvey goes through is supposed
to undermine an a priori assertion CV makes. It calls into
question the strictly philosophical motivations for espousing
the hypothesis that natural languages need a compositional
semantics to explain a speaker's semantic competence.
Clearly, the minimal requirement for Harvey's success is that
CV theorists are indeed making an a priori claim about compo-
sitional semantics and language understanding. Since CV theo-
rists do make such a priori assertions, this so far wvalidates
the challenge Harvey poses.

However one thing to consider is whether the a priori
claim CV makes is only a claim about the how of the process
of understanding and not a claim about what is being under-
stood or what this understanding entails. If the former is
the case then Harvey is impeccable. But there is no reason to
assume that CV's a priori claim is just about how the process
of understanding is algorithmically affected.

The next requirement for Harvey's success is whether his
case indeed explains understanding, i.e., whether it explains
both the how and the what of understanding. If it does, we
need to evaluate whether this fact indeed undermines the va-
lidity of CV's a priori claim or whether CV theorists can ad-

duce other factors in support of the claims they make.141 T

141 These other motivations may be empirical. L&S, amongst others, move
beyond a priori assertions to consider empirical motivations in support
of the CV position. In fact they go to the extreme of claiming that a
semantic theory is an empirical study of a particular human cognitive
competence, thus flying in the face of Socames.
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argue, based on Marr's and Peacocke's levels of explanation,
that Harvey does not present a foolproof objection to CV.
Although philoscphers are not expected to offer a full-
fledged explanation of language understanding at all levels,
the explanation offered should be sufficiently complete so
that those matters left unexplained are not the ones where
semantic content might have playved a necessary explanatory
role. In other words, we want to ensure that the process of
un@erstanding is not underdescribed.

This brings up the last requirement for Harvey's success
and that is whether whatever Harvey has achieved through his
process can be considered or characterized as understanding.
According to Schiffer language understanding amounts to a
speaker's general capacity to know what was said in any pos-

sible utterance by moving from a token in her belief box of a

belief that x uttered 0 to a token of the belief that x in
uttering o said p. But sometimes these belief tokens can oc-
cur in non-speakers, i.e., they can occur in people who in
fact do not understand the sentence in question and who do
not have the general capacity to know what was said in just
any sentence of the language. Thus Harvey's language under-
standing is based on a process that leads through a sequence
of beliefs to a mental state that does not always qualify as
understanding. This suggests that either the process that
leads to these belief states needs to be redefined such that
when one goes through it one cannot fail to achieve under-

standing or we have to be offered a new interpretation of
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what understanding entails. I will argue that the process
that leads to understanding has to include a derxrivational
step where the recursive principles of a compositional seman-
tics play an essential role. Thus, a competent speaker's un-
derstanding has to be the result of certain semantic deriva-
tions and at the same time should entail that she can make
inferences from her knowledge of what was said in a particu-
lar utterance.

On this interpretation of understanding Harvey's case
would fail because whatever we attribute to him cannot be
considered to be genuine understanding, i.e., whatever condi-
tion he satisfies is not a condition that qualifies as under-
standing. In the next chapter I will argue that Harvey's case
might be convincing as far as it goes, but does not go far

enough.
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Chapter 8: THE COMMON VIEW REVISITED

98.1 OUTLINE OF A REBUTTAL
8.1.1

First, a recap. Chomsky's innovative program in linguis-
tics, especially his transformational generative grammar, in-
spired a similar program in semantics. What makes Chomsky's
generative grammar distinctive is that it is offered not only
as a theory of linguistic structures, but as a theory of lin-
guistic competence as well. However, the generative grammar
offers an account of syntax and thus, while it might have
certain consequences for a semantic theory, it offers no ac-
count of semantics per sé; this results in an incomplete ac-
count of linguistic competence.142

In constructing a theory of semantics, CV philosophers
closely follow the grammarians. Grammarians claim a speaker's
linguistic competence is explained by her knowledge of the
rules of grammar; CV theorists claim a speaker's semantic
competence is explained by her knowledge of a theory of mean-
ing. By following Chomsky's approach, CV theorists not only
set up a theory of semantics along a parallel structure to
his theory of linguistics, but also follow an analogous line
of argument about speaker competence. As a result CV theo-

rists, like generative grammarians are subject to the

142 Although Chomsky does offer philosophers of language a solution to
Russell's problem—about the difference between the grammatical versus
the logical structure of propositions—with his account of deep versus
surface structure; thus the distinction can clearly be brought to bear
on the resolution of certain semantical problems.
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Soamesian accusation of conflating a semantic theory with a
theory of semantic competence, i.e., a theory of language un-
derstanding, given that they are claiming that knowledge of
the semantic theory explains the speaker's language under-
standing. However this last claim by no means entails the
kind of erroneous conflation that Soames purports it does.
Chomsky's concern with knowledge of a theory, to wit
knowledge of grammar, explaining linguistic competence in-
forms and amplifies CV's main motivation for establishing a
theory of meaning. As Davidsonians CV theorists already claim
that the ultimate concern of philosophy of language, in par-
ticular of a correct meaning theory, is to account for a
speaker's understanding of natural languages. And with this
claim comes a commitment to the idea that the latter cannot
be explained without assuming natural languages have composi-
tional semantics. The concern with explaining semantic compe-
tence or language understanding thus emerged as a motivating
force in trying to establish a semantic theory in the first
place and CV theorists became convinced that such a theory
had to be compositional. Chomsky's program thus offered the
perfect groundwork for elaborating on Davidson's criterion.
Chomsky furthermore argued that there is nothing contro-
versial in claiming that a speaker who has mastered a lan-
guage has absorbed or internalized the informational content

of the best theory that we devised.43 This is the cognitive

143 This illustrates Chomsky's approach (one I would concur with) to the
relation between empirical research and the theories we device to
explain its findings. The idea is simple; we devise theories in order to
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move that CV theorists embrace and which takes them beyond
Davidson. Thus CV has its roots both in Chomskyan cognitivism
and in the Davidsonian criterion that a correct meaning the-

ory and understanding are intimately connected.

8.1.2

We found CV theorists rely on the following assumptions:

(I) Knowing the meaning of a sentence is based on one's—
—perhaps tacit—knowledge of the meanings of its words
and knowledge of its syntax, i.e., this knowledge is re-

quired to explain semantic competence.

(II) There is no way to make (I) precise without appeal

to a compositional semantics.

We also established what these assumptions commit CV to,

namely:

A) Knowledge of a semantic theory is part of a speaker's
psychological states, i.e., the theory is mentally rep-

resented.

B) This knowledge, which is tacit, plays a role in the

mental structures and processes that pair sentences with

their meanings.

explain interesting evidence; we then hold up those theories against the
empirical task of explaining other evidence. Along the same lines
philosophical 'speculation' about what might suffice as an explanation

of certain speakers' competencies will help inform what theories to
devise.
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C) Tacit knowledge of meaning is needed to explain a

speaker's language understanding.

D) Tacit knowledge of meaning is knowledge of a struc-
ture-reflecting theory of meaning, i.e., of a composi-

tional semantics.

Note that C) is not entailed by B). In other words, that
knowledge of meaning plays a role in language understanding
does not entail that the speaker's tacit knowledge of a com-
positional semantics is required to explain understanding.
And indeed most critics contend that C) is not the case.
However, C) is a claim that most CV theorists who assume (I)
and (II) make and are indeed committed to. It is also the
claim that gets them in the most trouble. Because if B) does
not entail C) CV needs to offer an independent argument in
support of C).

We then uncovered the various problems that extensional-
ist versions of CV in particular face and are now left with
the question whether a propositionalist proposal can overcoﬁe
these problems. More specifically, the question is whether a
propositionalist version of CV can overcome the challenge
that translational accounts of language understanding pose to
the claim that a compositional semantics is needed to account
for a speaker's language understanding.

This means that CV needs to overcome the challenge that
Schiffer's counterexample of Harvey poses. According to the

latter we can explain a speaker's language understanding by
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means of a translational account combined with a computa-
tional account, neither of which ever includes a composi-
tional semantics. What follows is a brief outline of what I

try to argue.

8.1.3

In order for CV to stand any chance at all several
things need to happen. Most of these pertain directly to
Harvey. CV theorists will have to show that Harvey does not
work as a counterexample. There are several ways to go about
this.

The first approach is to claim that Harvey himself is
not a successful counterexample because his case is underde-
scribed. In other words, the computational processes that
lead to Harvey's understanding are underdescribed.l44 Based on
accounts of psychological explanation we find that Harvey of-
fers an account of understanding at level 2 because the oper-
ative translation function f operates at level 2, as do the
stipulated conceptual role algorithms. CV theorists would
have to argue that a level 1 explanation in addition to the
level 2 explanation is a necessary component of explaining
language understanding. This means that somehow they have to
bring level 1 explanations to bear on Harvey. In other words,
they have to claim that a specification of the function being

computed at level 1 cannot be made without appeal to a compo-

144 pAs I indicated it is the underdescription of the algorithms that led
Peacocke to introduce his level 1.5 explanation (at least as far as I
can tell).
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sitional semantics and that furthermore a speaker's compe-
tence cannot be explained without reference to said function.

The second approacnin would be to argue that what Harvey
achieves cannot be considered sufficient for understanding.
Although he satisfies certain conditions, these conditions
are not really leading to understanding once satisfied. Thus
Harvey's satisfaction of these conditions is insufficient for
his achieving understanding. This argument requires that CV
do the following: (a) give a counterexample to indicate what
would qualify as or satisfy conditions for understanding; (b)
reconsider what it means to understand. A reconsideration of
understanding will have to draw distinctions between a speak-
er's knowledge of the theorem 0 means p and this speaker's
understanding the meaning p of the sentence ¢ of which the
theorem treats. This second approach will introduce the idea
that understanding entails that the speaker goes through a
process that includes a rationalizing component. Roughly, the
rationalizing component would be that aspect that distin-
guishes those who understand the proposition expressed by a
sentence from those who know which proposition the sentence
expresses without really understanding the sentence.

Finally, an issue that will inform both these arguments
is the distinction between the semantic theorems and semantic
axioms of a compositional semantics and a consideration of
which one of these it is that CV needs to claim a speaker has
tacit knowledge of when she understands a sentence of her

language. In other words, we have to clarify knowledge of
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which of these, theorem or axiom, is supposed to be necessary
in explanations of language understanding. In what follows I

will look at these two arguments.

98 .2 UNDERDESCRIPTION
8.2.1
Harvey's case is underdescribed.l45 Recall that Harvey on
receiving an auditory input of Jean's utterance 'tofu is

tasteless' goes through the following mental states
(a) that Jean uttered 'tofu is tasteless'.
{(b) that Jean said that tofu is tasteless,

(c) that Jean's utterance is true iff tofu is tasteless.

The crucial step here was from (a) to (b), a step that was
explained by way of stipulating a recursive function or
translation device f that maps English utterance tokens onto
Mentalese translations of those utterance tokens. These
Mentalese representations of the utterance tokens are pro-
cessed by stipulated conceptual roles into Harvey's beliefs
about what was said, i.e., they are mapped onto the proposi-
tions expressed in those tokens, without referring to seman-
tic features of the latter. Here the conceptual roles of

'said that' and 'true' respectively guarantee that whenever

there is a token in Harvey's belief-box of 'Jean uttered ¢

145 por ease of exposition I will assume throughout this discussion
English is Harvey's natural language.
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there will also be a belief token of 'Jean said that p', and
a belief token of 'what Jean said is true iff p'.146 These
conceptual roles are algorithms that produce new tokens of
different types of beliefs.

This explanation of Harvey's language understanding thus
depends on the (basically) concurrent presence in Harvey's
belief-box of several beliefs. And the stipulated conceptual
role algorithms effect the transition from one belief to the
next, i.e., from uttered o to said that p without recourse to
a compositional semantics.l47 As such, the explanation never
actually states what the algorithms involved in the process
of understanding are in the service of computing and further-
more does not address a level of processing where a semantics
would ever come into the picture.

This means that both £, which is an exhaustively syntac-
tic translation operation, and the conceptual roles with
which it works in a computational system are all stipulations
that operate at level 2. Thus the translation device f is not
a function at either level 1 or level 1.5, nor was it in-
tended to be that; instead f maps the mental representations
(which are characterizations at level 2) onto the utterance

tokens. Level 2 explanations contain no reference to seman-

146 These conceptual roles in being so minimally stipulated contain
ceteris paribus clauses that are supposed to stand in for a fuller
specification of the actual conceptual role. The ceteris paribus clauses
can be filled out in terms of the absence of prior defeating beliefs.

147 The concurrent beliefs are: one that a certain sentence u was

uttered, one that a certain proposition p was said and one that what was
said is true iff p.
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tics, precisely because there is no detailed specification of
what function is computed nor of the informational content or
axioms the algorithms might tap into when computing the func-
tion. Level 2 just specifies the computational mechanisms.

This however does not bother Schiffer since he claims
that language understanding simply is the capacity to go from
what is heard to what is said which means that the only con-
ditions that matter in the explanation of Harvey's under-
standing are: first, that there is a translation device f
from English utterance tokens to knowing what was said in
those utterances and second, that Harvey computes f to under-
stand English. If these two conditions obtain and Harvey in-
deed understands English nothing else matters, because this
provides an explanation of understanding.

In any event, we find then that Harvey's understanding
is clearly explained at level 2, but not at level 1 or level
1.5. At this point however this observation about Harvey's
case does not entail that Harvey is not successfully comput-
ing meanings. As far as Schiffer is concerned it just under-
scores his contention that various levels of explanation do
not matter. Moreover, even Peacocke does not specifically
claim level 1.5 explanations are required, but only that it
is at this level that the explanatory relevance of a composi-
tional semantics can be illustrated for cases of structured

understanding.
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8.2.2

Thus, if the charge of Harvey's being underdescribed is
to undermine Harvey, CV theorists have to make the charge
stick. This means they have to bring the need for level 1 ex-
planations to bear on language understanding. Now, as it
turns out, at level 2 one cannot distinguish between struc-
tured and unstructured understanding. As a consequence the
first step toward bring level 1 to bear on language under-
standing is (a) to claim that language understanding is
structured and subsequently (b) to argue that any hypotheti-
cal account of structured understanding reguires a level 1
(or level 1.5) explanation.148

The first claim that language understanding is struc-
tured is not all that controversial. For one we already found
that Evans offers a pretty convincing argument in favor of
structured understanding. But beyond that it turns out that
in fact Schiffer's explanation of Harvey's language process-—
ing relies on this process being structured.!4® This is not
directly apparent but becomes clear once we realize that the
computational story is ultimately filled out by the composi-
tional supervenience theory which adds the structural back-

bone to the story. To recognize this consider this.

148 peacocke suggests that given the lack of an explanation at level 1,
the possibility has not been ruled out that Harvey is in fact a
structured understander.

149 1n other words, even though Schiffer does not believe in

compositional semantics does not mean that he does not believe in other
types of compositional theories.
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Suppose there is a finite (non-ambiguous, non-indexical)
language English* and that Harvey is an English* speaker and
Stella is not. Harvey 1is able to figure out the meaning of
each sentence of English* on his own. As time passes by even-
tually Stella will have been told for most sentences of
English* what i1s being said when one of them is uttered.
Given that the language is finite Stella can in principle
learn for any full sentence what was said in it, without ever
knowing the meanings of its subsentential components. In the
event she does this the difference between Harvey and Stella
would lie in the fact that Stella has acquired unstructured
understanding whereas Harvey is a structured understander.150

For the CV theorist this distinction specifically lies
in Harvey's ability to infer what was said in any utterance
of English* based on his knowledge of the meanings of the re-
curring subsentential components of the uttered sentence, an
ability which in turn is based on his knowledge of a composi-
tional semantics. According to Schiffer however, Harvey's
ability is based on the conceptual roles and function f. The
way these two work together is accounted for by the composi-
tional supervenience theory which elaborates on the descrip-
tion of Harvey's understanding with an account of the rela-
tionship between a compositional syntax and the physical
properties of Harvey's computational states. The composi-

tional syntax in turn reveals the structure of the whole sen-

150 ynstructured understanding is severely limited and does not account
for a speaker's ability to know what was said in just any sentence.
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tence by identifying its subsentential components. As such
the compositional syntax in fact guarantees that Harvey's un-
derstanding is explained as being structured. This is how the
story of understanding unfolds if Schiffer has his way.
Schiffer's account by virtue of his having introduced
the compositional syntax into the process of language under-
standing thus supports the claim that language understanding
is structured. As such, arguing for structured understanding
is not only plausible but is in fact underscored by skeptics.
Obviously this is not to suggest that any skeptic has to con-
cede to CV's claim. However, if even the skeptics support the
idea that understanding is most likely structured this does

offer CV the first favorable step in the right direction.

8.2.3

CV theorists have to argue that structured understanding
requires a compositional semantics. This means they need to
show that once we bring in a compositional syntax and thus
introduce a structural basis to language processing that we
also have to bring in a compositional semantics. In other
words, they need to argue that if language processing is pre-
sumed to be structured that any full-fledged explanation of
language understanding ought to include an explanation at
level 1. Because it is only at that level where we can begin
to distinguish structured from unstructured understanding.
Consequently the only way in which the need for a composi-

tional semantic can be illustrated is in a level 1 explana-
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tion where we can identify the structural nature of under-
standing. In short, if language understanding is structured
and structured understanding can be identified only at level
1 then language understanding would require a level 1 expla-
nation.

On the presumption that the above is correct CV could
then argue the following. If we need an explanation at level
1 to explain understanding then we need a specification of
the function that is being computed at level 1. Specifying
this function entails specifying the form of the theorems it
generates for each sentence of the language. In other words,
at level 1 we need to indicate which theorem is being com-
puted. Although this specification of the form of the theorem
does not entail that knowledge of the theorems generated is
sufficient for language understanding, it does suggest that
to be able to generate them one must have access to a subdox-
astically represented theory. Because in order to be able to
generate the theorems the speaker must have access to a
(subdoxastically represented) set of rules and principles
from which to generate them, which means she has access to a
certain set of axioms. Then CV could argue that the speaker
must have tacit knowledge of this set of rules and principles
and of course then they could move on to argue that the sub-
doxastically represented theory is, i.e., that this tacit
knowledge is of, a compositional semantics. Simultaneously
they would have to argue that this tacit knowledge cannot

consist solely of a compositional syntax.
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More importantly, CV could then argue that it is not
knowledge of the generated (meaning) theorems that matters
most to their view but that it is the speaker's tacit knowl-
edge of the generative rules and principles that matters.
This knowledge of the rules and principles of a compositional
semantics is prior to understanding and moreover necessary to
a speaker's being able to subdoxastically analyze and conse-~
quently understand sentences of her language. At the same
time CV can then argue that knowledge of semantic theorems
forms part of understanding but is not prior to understand-
ing. Instead knowledge of the theorems will be concurrent
with and a necessary aspect of or corollary to understanding.

Indeed when we look at psychological explanation it is
apparent that the issue i1s not that we have tacit knowledge
of meaning theorems that we hook up with sentences we hear.
The issue is that we have tacit knowledge of the semantic ax-
ioms that generate those theorems. Without a consideration of
the generative rules or axioms of a theory, the issue about
knowledge of meaning theorems would never arise. However, the
skeptics in throwing out the need for knowledge of semantic
theorems in explanations of language understanding of course

also deem knowledge of semantic axioms unnecessary.

In short then we can say that there is support for CV's
argument for the need of a level 1 explanation in explana-
tions of language understanding. For one, we have established

that the assumption that understanding is structured is the
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most plausible one, and that even Schiffer relies on it in
his counterexample.

The assumption that understanding is structured entails
a further assumption that there is a system of rules and
principles (that provide the structure) involved in the pro-
cess of understanding. This means there is a set of axioms
involved in the process of understanding. These axioms would
play a role in understanding at the same point in the process
as Schiffer's conceptual roles do, i.e., at the algorithmic
level. In other words, there is either Schiffer's computa-
tional story about the conceptual roles which guarantee
Harvey's concurrent beliefs about a sentence or there is CV's
story about (semantic) axioms which guarantee the appropriate
(semantic) theorem is generated for the sentence. According
to the first, the conceptual role algorithms generate the
output by means of a compositional syntax that reveals the
structure of the whole sentence by identifying its subsenten-
tial components. According to CV the algorithms generate the
output by means of the axioms of a compositional semantics
that reveals the structure and meaning of the whole sentence
by identifying its subsentential components and their mean-
ings. Thus so far, it appears that either story is plausible.

Note that these algorithms operate according to a set of
axioms (whether they be of a compositional syntax or a compo-
sitional semantics) from which it follows that there is also
a set of theorems being generated from that set of axioms.

And in this case what happens is that the theorems generated
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are the very theorems that the function at level 1 maps input
utterances onto; specifically it maps natural language utter-
ance tokens onto Mentalese representations of these theorems.
Moreover, it should now be clear that this mapping that is
performed by the function at level 1 happens by means of the
computational operations of algorithms at level 2 which gen-
erate the output theorems from the axioms of the theory.

At the same time we also found that when one offers an
explanation & la Schiffer at level 2 only the gquestion of
which function is computed at level 1 never arises. And when
we don't talk about the function this means first of all that
we don't have to address the theorems this function would is-
sue in. Thus secondly, it means we do not have to address the
axioms that would generate the theorems either. This in turn
means that we can avoid discussing whether a competent
speaker might have (subdoxastic) knowledge of a set of ax-
ioms, which means we can avoid any talk of subdoxastically
represented theories. But if we can indeed circumvent any
discussion of the latter then we cannot claim that we have
really explained what is going on at level 2. In other words,
if we want to fully explain what happens at level 2 we have
to bring level 1 into the discussion, because it allows us to
clarify what occurs at level 2 and because it is here where

we can separate structured from unstructured understanding.
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8.2.4

So far we have offered reasons in support of CV based on
taking a closer look at Harvey--who offers the main obstacle
to CV's success--and possible problems with that account. We
found: (1) the idea that understanding is structured, (2) the
claim that if (1) is the case we need an explanation at level
1, and (3) the further claim that if (2) then we need a com-
positional semantics. Although these claims are not fool-
proof, it does appear that CV's position is plausible even if
not incontestable. Fortunately, there are still more issues
to tackle the outcome of which may favor CV. CV has not yet
exhausted its resource of potential arguments.

We found that knowledge of what was said does not entail
understanding. Hence a non-English speaker like Nicole can
know what was said in a particular isolated utterances of an
English sentence ¢, if she has been specifically told that
the speaker in uttering o said that p, without understanding
the meaning of this utterance.5! Thus in certain isolated in-

stances two people can be presented with the same English in-

put token, go through the exact same mental processes or

151 In this respect Nicole is not unlike Soames's student who was told
and hence knows what is said by logicism without really understanding
what 'mathematics reduces to logic®" means.

Soames also claimed that knowledge of what was said did not necessarily
entail understanding, arguing that all a compositional semantics could
issue in are theorems that offer knowledge of the proposition expressed
(knowledge of what was said) and then arguing this knowledge does not
lead to understanding. Thus according to Soames knowledge of the
proposition expressed: (i) does not guarantee understanding, i.e., it is
not sufficient for understanding; (ii) is not necessary for under-
standing; and (iii) ultimately understanding does not require a
compositional semantics.
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transitions from (a) to (b) to (¢) and yet not both come to
understand the meaning of the input sentence. This suggests
the transitions happens without a compositional semantics for
English. Thus supposedly even Harvey, who has the ability to
go through these transitions for any possible sentence of the
language, makes those transitions without a compositional se-
mantics and thus he understands the language without needing
a compositional semantics.

For Schiffer this means that the upshot about language
understanding is that reaching a belief about (or knowledge
of) what was said: (i) does not require a compositional se-
mantics; (ii) does not guarantee understanding, i.e., is not
sufficient for understanding; and yet (iii) is just about all
that is necessary for understanding. Hence his claim that a
compositional semantics is not and need not be a part of lan-
guage understanding, a claim he obviously shares with many
skeptics of CV.

Yet, cases like Nicole's also call into question the as-
sumption that in attributing this very process to Harvey we
can justifiably be said to have explained his process of lan-
guage understanding, or to judge him to have achieved under-
standing. It is just as plausible that the example could lead
to the conclusion that there is something lacking in the ex-
planation of Harvey's process.l52 In other words, the fact

that knowledge of what was said does not guarantee under-

152 Hence the explanation fails to indicate the difference between
Harvey's and Nicole's mental states and processes.
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standing might actually serve as a motivating factor for CV
to claim that we need to redefine what understanding is.
Knowledge of what was said in an utterance of s and under-
standing the meaning of s are clearly the consequence of pro-
cesses the speaker (or non-speaker) goes through. Ideally,
these processes can be clearly enough defined so that they
cannot be identified with one another. In other words, there
has to be a way to distinguish the process that leads to un-
derstanding from other processes and similarly there has to
be a way to distinguish those who have the capacity to under-
stand indefinitely many sentences of the language from those
who exhibit occasional cases of knowledge of what was said in
a particular sentence.

In relation to this if we consider the example of
English* again we find the following. I think it is fair to
assume that when Stella (the unstructured understander) is
presented with any random selection of English* subsentential
components, she would be unable to identify their meanings.
However, Harvey when presented with the same selection would
be able to pair each subsentential component with its mean-
ing. Similarly, if Harvey and Stella were to be presented
with a semantically vacuous but syntactically correct sen-
tence of English* whose individual subsentential components
have meaning neither one of them could be said to be able to

make this sentence intelligible.153 But presumably Harvey

153 1 have in mind here something like Chomsky's "Colorless green ideas
sleep furiously". This sentence is semantically vacuous in that we can
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would be able to identify the reasons why it can't be made
intelligible whereas Stella, who can only attain knowledge of
what was said for whole utterances of English* that are se-
mantically acceptable, will fail to recognize that certain
syntactically correct arrangements make no sense. In other
words, it seems that we would expect Harvey to have some sys-
tematic and rational means for distinguishing those sentences
with semantic content from those without such content. The
gquestion of course is whether such an expectation is defensi-
ble or not.

This brings us to the second approach to undermine
Harvey's case, to wit, the approach that relies on a redefi-
nition of understanding. Such a redefinition would have to
indicate that for understanding to occur more than just a
computational story that includes the structure of a composi-
tional syntax is required. And in fact folks like Lepore ar-
gue that understanding should at least entail that we know
the conditions under which something is true. This means that
for understanding to occur the computational story should in-
clude a compositional truth theory or compositional meaning
theory that relates the generated theorem to the world. And
as far as CV is concerned it would entail that there is a
clear and distinct difference between the process Harvey goes
through compared to the process his friends Nicole and Stella

go through.

never attribute a truth value to it, nor are we able to explain what it
means.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



192

98.3 WHAT IT MEANS TO UNDERSTAND

8.3.1

To avoid the consequence of Schiffer's position and if
they want to maintain their position CV theorists need to of-
fer an account of the process of language understanding such
that it can never be attributed to someone who does not un-
derstand the language. This means they need to take a closer
look at what exactly understanding entails. And it is here
that Lepore's concerns with understanding show a close affin-
ity to CV's concerns.154

Lepore, in response to the skepticism Schiffer and Fodor
express about the need of a compositional semantics in ex-
plaining language understanding, sets out to prove the fol-

lowing propositions:

I. Understanding a natural language reqguires metalin-

guistic knowledge.

II. This metalinguistic knowledge must be semantic, and

so cannot be merely translational.l55

Lepore argues that metalinguistic knowledge of semantic in-
formation plays a causal role in the process of understand-
ing. He introduces his notion of a rationalizing step into
this argument, claiming the role the semantic information

plays takes the form of this rationalizing step. In effect

154 gErnest Lepore, “"Conditions on Understanding Language", in ..1996.

155 Lepore, "Conditions on Understanding Language", 49.
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what Lepore intends to achieve with this claim is that gen-
uine language understanding requires a (presumably tacit) ra-
tionalizing step or demonstrative inference on the part of a
competent speaker. This step or inference rationalizes her
beliefs about what was said in particular utterance tokens or
about what the meaning of particular utterance tokens was. On
a first approximation the rationalizing step can be charac-
terized as follows.

First of all, it is a causal step in a competent speak-
er's process of understanding that justifies the belief this
speaker forms about what was said in a particular utterance
token. Thus as Lepore points out, for any competent speaker

her

belief that p (partly) rationalizes [her] belief that g
only if the belief that p is (partly) causally responsi-

ble for the belief that g.156

Another way to characterize the rationalizing step then is to
say that the step serves as a justifying belief. Thus in the
above quotation the belief that p is the justifying belief
for the belief that g. It is only once this justifying belief
has been formed--a belief that goes beyond the speaker making
her transition from utterance token to a mental representa-
tion in her belief box about what was said--that the speaker
not only can be said to know the theorem in question but can

be said to have understood the utterance token and thus to

156 pepore, “"Conditions on Understanding Language", 53.
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understand the natural language in which the token was ut-
tered.

Secondly, the rationalizing step occurs every time that
a speaker makes use of her knowledge of a semantic theory to
effect the process of understanding. Now given this fact and
the fact that the rationalizing step is causal in nature it
follows that the knowledge of a semantic theory attributed to
the competent speaker plays a causal role in her computa-
tional processes that lead to understanding as well. In other
words, this knowledge is a necessary aspect of a speaker's
ability to justify her beliefs about what was said, which
simply means that semantic knowledge is necessary in the pro-
cess that leads to genuine language understanding. Moreover,
the rationalizing step in being causal of course occurs be-
fore the speaker forms a belief about what was said and thus
it means that her justifying belief is prior to her belief
about what was said, instead of being after the fact.

Thirdly, the rationalizing step as characterized above
distinguishes those who understand the language from those
who might know what was said in a particular utterance but
who cannot be said to understand the language. According to
this distinction those who do not understand the language do
not understand it simply because they cannot justify their
beliefs about what was said. In other words, they might move
through a set of transitions that takes them from utterance

tokens to beliefs about what was said without being able to
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rationalize their own transitions. On the other hand, as

Lepore states

if one understands a language, he must have reasons that

rationalize his transitions
whether these reasons be

conscious, unconscious, tacit, explicit, implicit, or

any other sort.157

In short, if Lepore is correct, without the rationalizing
step we cannot attribute understanding to a speaker.

Of course, for skeptics like Fodor and Schiffer under-
standing an utterance consists in a speaker's making a non-
demonstrative inference from the utterance token to a mental
representation of what the other speaker said in that utter-
ance token. And thus the ability of a speaker to understand
her language is exhaustively explained by her ability to map
utterance tokens of natural language expressions onto repre-
sentations in her language of thought without any metalin-

guistic knowledge and thus without any semantic knowledge.

Note that in essence Lepore is arguing for CV, because

the notion of a rationalizing step neither entails nor does

157 Lepore, "Conditions on Understanding Language®, 53. Similarly to
Lepore, Dummett is concerned with defining understanding by
characterizing what constitutes knowledge of meaning, as opposed to
knowledge of what was said. He claims that a speaker's knowledge of
meaning is not her mere awareness of a fact about an utterance token,
but that it involves a particular process of derivation.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



196

it require that a speaker's knowledge of meaning exhaustively
explains understanding. There is no intention nor need to ar-
gue that the rationalizing step is sufficient for explaining
understanding. And since CV theorists need not claim that
knowledge of a compositional semantics by itself serves as a
sufficient condition for explaining language understanding,
but merely need to claim that such a semantic theory plays a
necessary role in aspects of the computational process of un-
derstanding, the rationalizing step can be incorporated into
their view. More importantly, it might turn out to be the
factor that saves their view from all the critics, insofar
that it may offer a compelling argument in favor of their po-

sition.

8.3.2
I characterized the rationalizing step as offering a
means to distinguish understanding from other states of
knowledge. But before considering this distinction there is
another matter which, although not directly related to the
concern of distinguishing knowledge from understanding, does
shed some light on why CV's position is compelling. To illus-

trate this consider the following sample theorems.158

(1) "Gras is groen" means that grass is green.

158 This example is based on the example that Lepore discusses. He uses
the same theorem types to illustrate various points. Although his main
point there is to argue against skeptics who rely on a reliabilist
argument to support their translational account of understanding, it
does have further implications.
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(2) "Gras is groen" in Dutch translates "grass is green'

in English.

Lepore notes that to know theorem (1) is the case you do not
need to understand English, but you cannot know theorem (2)
is the case without also understanding English.15% In other
words, one cannot know what the translation theorem (2)
states without already understanding the language into which
the utterance in question is being translated, i.e., the lan-
guage of the canonical representation or the metalanguage.
However, in the case of the meaning theorem (1) the utterance
in question is related to the proposition it expresses and as
such the issue of the metalanguage does not even arise.
Although one might at first fail to see the relevance of
this observation what makes it important to CV is this. It
means that a semantic theory that specifies the meaning for a
sentence, i.e., a theory that issues in semantic theorems
rather than translation theorems, may characterize knowledge
that is (partly) sufficient for understanding that sentence.
In other words, the meaning theorems could (partly) con-
tribute to the speaker's understanding of the sentence.180
This does not help establish whether CV's position is

ultimately defensible, It does of course underscore the fact

159 Lepore also notes that to understand either theorems (1) or (2) the
speaker must understand English.

160 The fact remains that knowledge of theorem (1) is not sufficient for
understanding, since one can know (1) without understanding, but we
already know that this is not a real issue for CV theorists who are
committed to the claim that this knowledge is necessary for
understanding.
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that when you understand theorem (1) and thus you understand
the meaning of the sentence s, there is more to it then sim-
ply knowing the theorem.lfl But it does offer indirect support
for CV as I argue below.

In contrast to a compositional semantics that issues in
meaning theorems, a translation manual that issues in theo-
rems that specify the translation of a sentence into another
language does not characterize knowledge that could (partly)
contribute to understanding unless one also understands the
metalanguage. This means that the translation manual by it-
self does not even begin to contribute to understanding. This
is indeed the problem that I indicated in L&S's account. We
found that the knowledge they attribute to speakers is of a
truth theorem, but that in essence the role they assign to
this knowledge is such that a translation manual could per-
form the same task. A translation manual will either issue in
translation theorems like theorem (2) or it will result in
beliefs about what was said (as in Harvey's case). But here
is the clincher.

The importance of the above example is that it shows CV
has one advantage over translational accounts in that it does
not have to appeal to reliabilism. According to reliabilism a
speaker's belief about what was said when a sentence was ut-

tered is justified iff the mental processes that produce this

161 This brings us back to Socames's objection that knowledge of the
semantic theorem does not suffice for understanding. Thus skeptics who
deny that knowledge of meaning--where the latter is understood as
knowledge of a semantic theorem--guarantees understanding are actually
on the right track.
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belief are truth-inducing in the relevant set of counterfac-
tuals or possible worlds. If one buys into a translational
account of language understanding one has to also buy into
some version of a reliabilist story. In other words, if one
wants to be able to claim that understanding is a matter of
reliably mapping natural language utterance tokens onto their
Mentalese translations, one has to provide a story about what
it is that guarantees the mapping indeed occurs reliably.
Once again here we find that indeed L&S rely on the assump-
tion that speakers are so constituted as to acquire an inter-
pretive truth theory, on the assumption that these speakers
treat the latter's theorems as interpretive, and on the as-
sumption that the theory they in fact acquire is indeed in-
terpretive. Thus they assume there is a reliable connection
between the linguistic constitution of the speaker and their
factual acquisition of a semantic theory.

Along the same lines even Schiffer's explanation of
Harvey has to provide a means for guaranteeing that the ap-
propriate sequence of beliefs appears in his belief box when
he understands a sentence. Granted, Schiffer is not appealing
to any knowledge of a translation theorem, but reliabilism
might still be a problem for him given his appeal to the ce-
teris paribus clause which he introduces in his compositional

supervenience theory and which ensures there is a reliable
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relation between various conceptual roles of "said that" and
"true" . 162

The sample theorems then show that CV is not relying on
any claims that are any more complex or extreme than the
claims that various translational accounts have to rely on.
In other words, CV theorists are not incurring any debts that
go beyond the debts that skeptics incur when it comes to ex-
plaining language understanding. And as I will try to argue,
those complex claims that CV does make are not merely plausi-
ble but moreover are intended to offer genuine philosophical
insight into the process of language understanding rather.
then resorting to physiological assumptions about the pro-

cess.

8.3.3

Lepore's introduction of the rationalizing step, if suc-
cessfully argued for, is paramount not only to his own argu-
ment but to CV as well. Remember that CV's second potential
argument against Harvey is that Harvey cannot justifiably be
said to have attained understanding. The only way CV theo-
rists can argue this is if they find a way to more carefully
define what understanding entails which means they have to
indicate what it is that distinguishes those who understand a

language from those who don't.

162 The ceteris paribus clause in essence plays the same role in
Schiffer's account as that which Lepore refers to as reliabilism plays
in other skeptical accounts of understanding. CV however does not have
to appeal to reliabilism.
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To put it more succinctly, CV needs to distinguish un-
derstanding a language from any other form of knowledge or
belief a speaker may have about what was expressed in partic-
ular utterances. This means distinguishing a speaker's knowl-
edge of a level 1 theorem--generated by level 2 operations--
for a particular sentence of the language from a speaker's
actual understanding of the language (and thus her under-
standing of the natural language sentence contained in the
theorem) . Or alternatively, it means distinguishing a speak-
er's belief about what was said in a particular utterance to-
ken from a speaker's understanding of the language. The first
distinction will fuel CV's argument against all skeptics who
attack CV on the basis knowledge of a semantic theorem is
neither necessary nor sufficient for understanding; the sec-
ond distinction will offer an argument against cases like
Harvey's specifically.

The significance of the rationalizing step to CV lies in
making these distinctions. The rationalizing step does not
merely attribute knowledge of meaning (or semantic knowledge)
to competent speakers but offers a more plausible argument
that this knowledge plays a causal role in the process of un-
derstanding. According to this argument understanding in-
cludes not just a specification of a semantic fact, i.e., a
semantic theorem, known by a speaker but moreover and perhaps

more importantly, it specifies how a speaker obtained knowl-
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edge of this semantic fact.163 And this specification of how
the knowledge of a semantic theorem was obtained reveals what
distinguishes those speakers who actually understand utter-
ance tokens of their language from those who do not.

Now, as we already saw in the characterization I gave of
the rationalizing step the difference between those who un-
derstand and those who do not simply is that those who under-
stand the language are a) justified in their belief about
what was said in an utterance, or in their knowledge of a se-
mantic theorem for an utterance and moreover b) can (or could
in principle) offer reasons in support of their belief or in
support of their knowledge. So, although it might be the case
that a particular speaker's belief about what was said is
correct and hence justified this does not mean that her be-
lief was in fact rationalized, i.e., that the speaker has
reasons for her belief. And someone who cannot offer justify-
ing reasons does not understand the language. In other words,
the process of understanding must include a rationalizing or
demonstrative inference that justifies the particular belief

or state of knowledge about the content of an utterance.

The problem with translational accounts is that the lat-
ter even with the addition of a reliabilist clause fail to

identify those characteristics that distinguish those who un-

163 1t should be clear here that most skeptics of CV assume that CV's
claim about the need of a compositional semantics in explanations of
language understanding is essentially a claim that knowledge of a
semantic theorem or fact is required for understanding. It is the latter
claim that they have problems with.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



203

derstand from those who do not.164 That is why Lepore argues
that even if one wants to give a translational account where
a reliable connection is made between utterance tokens and
what was said in those tokens one still has to appeal to a
rationalizing step, i.e., semantic knowledge, if one wants to
explain understanding.

For example, if we want to explain how both Harvey and
Nicole upon going through the same process do not both
achieve understanding we would identify the feature which
separates speakers like Harvey from non-speakers like Nicole.
Since they are both equally justified in their beliefs about
what was said in a particular English utterance token the
difference must lie in their respective abilities to offer
reasons for being justified in having this belief. 165

Note then that Lepore's argument in support of the ra-
tionalizing step is not intended as an outright rejection of
translational cognitive stories of language processing.
Instead, he simply claims that these translational accounts
are not enough to explain language understanding, because
they do not include a rationalizing step. Moreover, the ap-

peal to knowledge of a translation theorem entails that they

164 Remember that accounts like Schiffer's specifically do not
distinguish between those who understand and those who do not.

165 The rationalizing step might clarify another issue. We found that
according to Schiffer in the case of beliefs about what was said under-
standing is not an issue because one does not understand one's own
beliefs or thoughts; one simply has them. Nonetheless, Lepore's
rationalizing step would still distinguish those beliefs about what was
said which one can justify from those which one cannot justify. In other
words, Schiffer's observation does not preclude the potential of
separating merely justified beliefs from rationalized beliefs.
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need a reliabilist story as well, which makes the account un-
necessarily cumbersome. Similarly, Harvey's translation story
also depends on reliabilism. Thus Harvey's processing does
not suffice for explaining understanding either. As such,
Lepore's support for CV is in line with mine because it un-
derscores my objection that whatever Harvey has achieved does

not qualify as understanding.

8.3.4

With respect to Harvey (and his beliefs about tofu) we
find that although the translation story suggests that Harvey
is perfectly justified in his belief (b) that Jean said that
tofu is tasteless based on his belief (a) that Jean uttered
'tofu is tasteless', it does not explain how he justified his
belief. Of course the story was never intended to do the lat-
ter. For Schiffer the translational account not only does
not, but need not include any rationalization of a semantic
nature. Nonetheless, if we were to ask Harvey why he believes
that Jean said that tofu is tasteless we would expect him to
be able to explain or rationalize his belief. In other woxds,
we would expect him to have a prior belief to the belief that
Jean said that tofu is tasteless which rationalizes this lat-

ter belief . 166

166 The same would be the case with Harvey and Stella. If they were to
occasionally be presented with a semantically vacuous but syntactically
correct sentence of English*, we would expect Harvey (as an English¥*
speaker) to have some systematic and rational means for distinguishing
those sentences with semantic content from those without such content
but we would not expect the same from Stella (as a non-speaker).
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However, as far as the translational description of
Harvey's cognitive processing goes, it appears that he him-
self does not know why his belief that Jean said that tofu is
tasteless is justified. In fact, the translational account
does not and cannot account for the reasons Harvey might of-
fer that justify his belief, because the cognitive processes
ascribed to him do not include any type of rationalizing
step. Instead, the entire explanation is predicated on the
notion of supervenience and on the reliable connection made
by the conceptual role algorithms between the supervening
properties, i.e., between the various states of belief Harvey
moves through. This means Harvey is incapable of offering
reasons for his belief, other then claiming that he is so
constituted as to always reliably translate beliefs about
what was uttered to beliefs about what was said whenever he
hears any sentence of his language uttered.

But clearly, the reasons that Harvey can adduce to jus-
tify his belief cannot be simply that he knows that he is so
constituted as to be justified in his belief. Relying on such
knowledge is illegitimate in this case because it invokes the
"KK principle", a principle according to which essentially
one is justified in one's belief because one is justified in
being justified about this belief and this is plainly circu-

lar.167

167 The main trouble with the KK principle is that it tends to lead to
an infinite regress. And when it comes to explanations, we tend not to
look favorably upon such regress. And indeed we found this to be a
problem in L&S's account where they rely on the claim that a speaker
knows that she is so constituted as to use an interpretive truth theory
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This suggests to me that if a speaker, any speaker, can-
not offer reasons for her belief about what was said in a
particular utterance token, then we should withhold linguis-
tic comprehension from that speaker. In effect, a speaker,
who essentially does not know why she has a belief, is simply
clueless about her own belief. And our assumption here of
course is that cluelessness precludes understanding.168

One objection skeptics could raise here is that it is
rather doubtful that children who clearly understand their
language could offer reasons for their beliefs about what was
said. Although I have no water tight argument against this
objection I do think one way to address it is by making the
following cqualification on the above. We should withhold un-
derstanding from those who cannot in principle offer reasons
for their beliefs about what was said. This means that a
speaker who understands her language is able in principle to
offer reasons for her beliefs about what was said in particu-
lar utterances. Presumably in most cases the rationalizing
step occurs subdoxastically, which means that the speaker
upon hearing an utterance is not consciously rationalizing
her belief about what was said in that utterance.

As it stands Harvey's translational account is compati-
ble with the speaker being considered clueless. This leads me
to conclude that the translation story (even combined with

the computational story) without any further gqualifications

to justify that her linguistic judgments about what was said are
justified.

168 This assumption to me is not contentious.
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is inconsistent with having genuine understanding. As such
Harvey's case is not only underdescribed but in fact does not

allow us to attribute understanding to Harvey.

8.4 IN CONCLUSION
8.4.1

Lepore seems to suggest that the translational account
would benefit from the introduction of the rationalizing
step. But in fact the rationalizing step is intended to un-
dermine the translational account by attempting to establish
that semantic knowledge is necessary for understanding. And
although perhaps other accounts once they have incorporated a
rationalizing step in their account would allow us to distin-
guish understanding from other states of belief, the value of
incorporating the rationalizing step to CV is the following.

I believe that if the rationalizing step is incorporated
into CV's account it will strengthen their argument that com-
positional semantics are necessary in explanations of under-
standing for two reasons. First, we saw that the rationaliz-
ing step allows for a re-definition of what understanding en-
tails. And it is this new definition of understanding which
reveals the need for a compositional semantics in explana-
tions of understanding. In redefining understanding the ra-
tionalizing step also clarifies what it means to claim that a
speaker has knowledge of meaning. It means the speaker has

tacit knowledge of a compositional semantics that she uses
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when interpreting sentences and it does not just refer to an
isolated state of knowledge of a semantic theorem.

When the rationalizing step is incorporated into CV, CV
theorists can argue that when a speaker understands a sen-
tence of a language she not only knows what the semantic the-
orem (of the form "s means p" or "s expresses the proposition
that p") that contains this sentence states, but she also can
offer reasons for arriving at her knowledge of the semantic
theorem. If knowledge of the theorem generated is partly nec-
essary for understanding it means that (tacit) knowledge of
the system of semantic axioms, or set of semantic rules and
principles from which the semantic theorem is generated is a
necessary aspect of understanding as well. And these very se-
mantic axioms are what form a part of Lepore's rationalizing
step. In other words, it is in virtue of the speaker's knowl-
edge of the axioms of a semantic theory that she is able to
tackle any potential utterance of her language and is able to
generate a theorem knowledge of which forms part of her un-’
derstanding. And this knowledge of a theorem would be ratio-
nalized by the speaker's knowledge of and use of the genera-
tive system of semantic axioms. At the same time, a conse-
quence of a speaker's having acquired genuine understanding
would be that she would be able in principle to subsequently
draw analytic inferences from her knowledge of what was

said. 169

169 Thus, one way to check whether Soames's student has attained
understanding is to check whether the student can draw analytic

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



209

8.4.2

I have tried to bring some clarity into the debate about
language understanding and its relation to compositional se-
mantics and to secondly argue in defense 6f the Common View
(CV) that compositional semantics are necessary in explana-
tions of language understanding. Although I believe I have
indeed managed to shed some light on some of the issues at
hand, I ultimately feel less certain about having done CV a
service. Rather then offering a solid defense in favor of
their position I have merely achieved to reopen the debate,
by trying to cast doubt on the main challenges CV faces. At
this point it is clear that I have not succeeded in offering
a foolproof argument against the one standing challenge that
Schiffer offers.

My original intention as I embarked on this project was
to defend CV's position by offering arguments against all the
objections raised to their position by the skeptical opposi-
tion. Some of the objections I indeed have shown to be either
misguided or otherwise unsuccessful.l’70 In the latter case
part of my argument was that all CV needs to be committed to
is that knowledge of a compositional semantics is necessary
in explanations of understanding but that it is of no conse-

quence to their view whether such knowledge is or is not suf-

inferences from 6. If she can this suggests she understands the sentence
and thus that she is semantically competent.

170 The misguided objections are by now the familiar objections that

Soames raised which were informed by his concern with disciplinary
boundaries.
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ficient for understanding. This more narrowly defined commit-
ment showed that several of the objections raised to CV were
targeting circumstantial aspects rather than foundational as-
pects of their view. Of course it also made apparent which
were the most challenging objections CV had to try and over-
come.

Of these objections, the counter-example of Harvey has
consistently proven to be difficult to tackle. In order to be
able to address this counterexample as thoroughly as possible
I have tried to shed light on the issues it raises by dis-
cussing it in light of our findings on propositionalism and
psychological explanation. We found that a propositionalist
version of CV avoids most of the problems its extensionalist
counterparts face, thus allowing us to focus on what really
matters in the debate. We also found that even Schiffer ac-
knowledges that there remains at this point the possibility
that propositions are compositionally determined. If this
turns out to be the case it would at least follow that the
latter would form part of the supervenience machinery that he
sets up. This of course is no guarantee that it is necessary
in explanations of understanding. However, it did at least
warrant a look into the propositionalist angle on CV's
claims. In other words, given that propositionalism at this
point still appears to be a genuine and plausible possibil-
ity, CV was worth another run for its money.

As to the debate we realized that the issue that matters

to CV is whether knowledge of meaning plays a necessary role
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in explanations of language understanding and what such
knowledge entails. The way I approached that was by looking
into psychological explanation. And from the point of view of
psychological explanation I argued that it is questionable
whether Schiffer's explanation of language understanding in-
deed qualifies as such. In other words, I argued that what he
offered as being Harvey's process of understanding was under-
described and thus that whatever Harvey had achieved in going
through that process did not qualify as understanding.

This brought us to the final concern of having to rede-
fine what constitutes understanding. Here I introduced
Lepore's notion of a rationalizing step, that feature that
would distinguish mere knowledge of a theorem from genuine
language understanding.

Although I did not offer a concise argument for the ne-
cessity of a rationalizing step in the process of understand-
ing, I did outline what such an argument might look like. In
essence, with the rationalizing step as part of their account
CV could claim that language understanding should be ex-
plained through a theory of meaning that shows how M-sen-
tences or meaning theorems are derived, because without an
indication of how a speaker's knowledge of a meaning theorem
was derived we cannot distinguish competent speakers from
those who are not. In turn, the only way to derive semantic
theorems is from semantic rules and principles, i.e., from

semantic axioms.
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The result of my efforts as such has turned out to be
suggestive rather then final. I can only hope it will spark

further debate.
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