Abstract
It is argued that the use/mention distinction, if it is to be a clear-cut one, cannot have the significance that it is usually thought to have. For that significance attaches to the distinction between employing an expression in order to draw attention to, or to talk about, some aspect of the world, as determined by the expression’s meaning, and employing it in order to draw attention to, or to talk about, the expression itself—and this distinction is not a clear-cut one. In the final section of the essay this argument is extended to cast doubt on a rather glib appeal to the use/mention distinction that is frequently made in the philosophy of language.
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How Significant is the Use/Mention Distinction?
1. The distinction introduced
Let us take for granted that there is a distinction to be drawn between using an expression and mentioning it. And let us say that an expression is employed when it is put to any kind of service. Then I shall assume each of the following: that using an expression (in the relevant quasi-technical sense) involves employing it in such a way as to exploit (one of) its meaning(s); and that mentioning an expression involves employing it together with certain other linguistic devices that are themselves being used to demonstrate, or ‘to point to’, some aspect of this employment. These assumptions take their cue from Donald Davidson’s essay ‘Quotation’ (Davidson (1984b); cf. also Goddard and Routley (1966), p. 21, and Whiteley (1957)). Davidson there says that quotation marks are used to refer to expressions by demonstrating particular tokens of them. I have deliberately said something much looser than this. For one thing, as Davidson acknowledges, quotation marks are not the only device that enables us to mention expressions. Also, for reasons that will emerge, I prefer not to commit myself on the question of just what is being demonstrated when such devices are used.
Note that it is perfectly possible to employ an expression without either using it or mentioning it. Consider, for example, saying ‘Cheese’ when having a photograph taken. More interestingly, it is possible for an employment of an expression to be both a use and a mention of it. For example, one would be both using and mentioning the quoted words if one asserted the following sentence:
(1)
Quine describes the totality of our knowledge and beliefs as ‘. . . a man-made fabric which impinges on experience only along the edges’.
Again, one would be both using and mentioning ‘Arthur’ if one said:
(2)
Arthur was so named after an uncle.
There are many ways of mentioning an expression other than by using quotation marks or anaphoric phrases such as ‘so named’. One way has just been illustrated: displaying an expression on a separate line of print (here with a numerical label). Writing an expression in italics is another way. Employing an expression after such a phrase as ‘the word’ or ‘the expression’ is another very common way. For example, one can say that ‘transcendental’ is an esoteric word by using the following sentence:
(3)
The word transcendental is esoteric.
Another common way of mentioning an expression is simply to employ it as a singular term. One could just as well have used:
(4)
Transcendental is an esoteric word.
If the expression is one that would normally be used as a singular term, an ambiguity arises. But the ambiguity will usually be easy to resolve. Compare how ‘Elizabeth’ would be employed in a typical use of:
(5)
Elizabeth has arrived.
with how it would be employed in a typical use of:
(6)
My name is Elizabeth.
No doubt there are other ways of mentioning expressions besides these. The little that I have said so far leaves it unsettled whether a whole range of uses also count as mentions—for example, uses of expressions in scare-quotes or uses of expressions in italics when they are being defined. (Consider the scare-quoted ‘to point to’ and the italicized ‘employed’ in the opening paragraph of this essay.) I have certainly not provided a comprehensive and determinate catalogue of the devices that can be used to mention expressions. Nor am I interested in doing so. I think that anybody attempting to devise such a catalogue would find that, if it could be done at all, then eventually more or less arbitrary stipulations would be called for. For my main contention is this: the kind of significance that the use/mention distinction is usually thought to possess must in fact, if the distinction is to be a clear-cut one, reside elsewhere.
2. The impossibility of the distinction’s both being clear-cut and having the significance that it is usually thought to have
It is usually thought that the significance of the use/mention distinction consists in its coincidence with another distinction: the distinction between employing an expression in order to draw attention to, or to talk about, some aspect of the world, as determined by the expression’s meaning, and employing it in order to draw attention to, or to talk about, the expression itself. This latter distinction is significant because it is sometimes easy to confuse these ways of employing expressions—with serious consequences.
It is undeniable that invoking the use/mention distinction will often serve to combat such confusion. Imagine, for example, somebody’s challenging scientific pretensions to have discovered that heat is mean kinetic energy on the grounds that the latter, unlike the former, is a piece of technical terminology used only by a small group of initiates. But notions like what one is employing an expression for, what one is drawing attention to, and what one is talking about are grounded in the pragmatics of communication. How they apply is a messy, complex, indeterminate matter, heavily dependent on particular circumstances and varying in degree from one case to the next. (What is Dylan Thomas employing the following words for when he writes, ‘the sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack, fishingboat-bobbing sea’?) If the use/mention distinction is to be clear-cut—if there is to be a range of easily recognizable and specifiable devices that register when an expression has been mentioned—then, even if the distinction has an interesting bearing on what expressions are employed for, it cannot be right to insist on the coincidence outlined above. And this in turn means that it cannot be right to credit the use/mention distinction with the significance that it is usually thought to have.
The sentences (7) to (12) below help to confirm this.
(7)
The city where Kant lived was then Königsberg but it has now changed to Kaliningrad
(8)
Christopher can never remember his four-times table; he thinks that three fours are sixteen
(9)
This is sepia
(10)
Do you know the woman who works there called Catherine?
(11)
‘This is ridiculous,’ she thought to herself
(12)
In a certain sense of ‘know’, nobody knows anything
Think about typical uses of these sentences. Imagine (9), for example, being used while pointing to something in order to provide an ostensive definition, in response to the question: what colour does the word ‘sepia’ pick out? (On one fairly radical view, whereby the meaning of any given expression is continually evolving, this would not be fundamentally different from a supposedly non-defining use of (9).) Now consider what the underlined expressions would be being employed for. This would certainly not depend in the requisite way on whether they were being used or mentioned—provided, that is, that it were transparent whether they were being used or mentioned, the quotation marks in (11), for example, signifying the latter. For excepting (12), the cases where it would be most natural to say that the expressions were being employed to draw attention to, or to make some claim about, themselves ((7) to (9)), would be precisely the cases where they were not being mentioned. And in (12) the two underlined expressions would naturally be said to be operating in tandem, in such a way that little further significance (beyond the demands of grammar) could attach to the fact that one, but not the other, was being mentioned.
Of course, one could deny that it was transparent which expressions were being mentioned in these cases. After all, sentences can have a misleading surface grammar (for example, they can contain ellipsis), and this means that an expression can be mentioned surreptitiously—or only apparently. So one could insist on a coincidence between the use/mention distinction and a distinction based on what expressions are being employed to draw attention to or to talk about, even in the face of examples such as these. For instance, one could say that ‘Königsberg’ was being mentioned in the first example and that it only seems otherwise because of an ellipsis. (The city was then called Königsberg.) On the other hand, one might be reluctant to admit such radically false appearances, perhaps because one felt that it would require undue ad hocery. (Think about accommodating a use of ‘Catherine’ in (10) to talk about Catherine herself.) One might think that it must always be transparent when an expression has been mentioned (ambiguities apart). But one could still retain the form of the coincidence by developing a suitably technical and non-pragmatic sense of drawing attention to, or talking about, something—for example, referring to it, where this is a notion of reference determined by a theory of strict and literal truth conditions. (This would involve denying that somebody using (7) had, strictly speaking, said something true, though he or she may have succeeded in conveying a true thought.) It is no part of my contention to deny that one could take such tacks as these.
What one could not do is maintain both of the following: that the use/mention distinction is a clear-cut one; and that it has the significance usually attributed to it. If one took the first tack above and tied the distinction to what people are talking about in the relevantly vague and pragmatic sense, then the use/mention distinction would itself be correspondingly indeterminate. Consider: Jim remembers almost nothing of the physics he once knew, but he still knows that electrons are elementary particles with negative charge. Did I just make a claim about electrons? Or about the word ‘electrons’? Or both? What was I drawing attention to when I employed the word ‘electrons’? Is there a fact of the matter? If not, there is no fact of the matter, on this approach, whether I just mentioned the word ‘electrons’.
If one took the second tack and introduced a technical sense of talking about things, then one would remove the use/mention distinction from the arena of pragmatics and also, thereby, from the arena where the confusions to which it was supposed to be pertinent arise. For example, as a matter of pragmatics, one could use (8) to convey a truth about certain arithmetical expressions—a truth which arguably could not be conveyed in any other way—even though, on this approach, one would not have talked about those expressions in the relevantly technical sense and might indeed have said something literally false. The fact remains that one would be suffering from the kind of confusion that is of concern here if one’s purpose in thus using (8) was, say, to undermine the thesis that it is impossible to think something that is impossible, such as an arithmetical absurdity. (The relevant kind of confusion has to do with what one is talking about in a pragmatic, non-technical sense.) This approach therefore has the consequence that the use/mention distinction does not impinge directly on such confusion and so does not have that particular significance, precisely the significance that it is usually thought to have.
3. Repercussions
I have said that if there is a range of easily recognizable and specifiable devices that register when an expression has been mentioned, then the fact that an expression has been mentioned cannot be related in any neat way to what it has been employed for. Corroboration for this comes from further reflection on what one of the relevant devices would be: quotation marks. Davidson suggests that we read a pair of quotation marks as ‘the expression a token of which is here’ (Davidson (1984b), p. 90). An expression is supposed to be a purely syntactic entity. But surely there are times when it would be more appropriate to read a pair of quotation marks as ‘the word a token of which is here’, where a word is construed as partly semantic. Consider, for example, saying:
(13)
‘Transcendental’ is an esoteric word
or
(14)
It would be an insult to call somebody ‘clever’,
not meaning thereby that it would be an insult to use that expression. Indeed sometimes quotation marks are used to pick out something purely semantic, as in a typical use of:
(15)
The answer to this question is ‘No’
where one might just as well have used:
(16)
The answer to this question is no.
Davidson could obviously admit that quotation marks are capable of being used in these ways, by insisting that they are ambiguous; and he might go on to say that only by using quotation marks in the way he describes does one strictly mention an expression. But this would be sufficiently ad hoc to require justification. (It would not be outrageous, however. We might want to single out a distinct use of quotation marks for, say, referring to essays by their titles.) A likelier proposal, which could still be offered within the framework of a demonstrative theory, is that quotation marks resemble such indexicals as ‘this’ and ‘that’ in leaving open a wide range of things that they can be used to demonstrate, the demonstratum on any occasion of use being fixed by appeal to context (cf. Goddard and Routley (1966), p. 3 and pp. 16–17 and Goldstein (1984), p. 4). If this is roughly correct, the possibility arises that they can be used, in particular, to demonstrate actual employments of expressions, or meaningful utterances, and this in turn suggests that they have a use very much like the use of ‘that’ which Davidson outlines in his paratactic account of indirect discourse in his essay ‘On Saying That’ (Davidson (1984c)). On this construal, there could be a perfectly legitimate use of:
(17)
‘Grass is green’ is true
that had exactly the same import as a typical use of:
(18)
It is true that grass is green.
And it seems to me that there could be. However that may be, we see here once again that what one is employing an expression for when one mentions it is heavily context-dependent and capable of merging imperceptibly into what one is employing it for when one uses, but does not mention, it—provided that it is appropriately transparent when an expression has been mentioned. (If it is not, use and mention themselves merge imperceptibly into each other.) This reinforces my main contention. But it also casts doubt on a rather glib appeal to the use/mention distinction that is frequently made in the philosophy of language, and I shall close by making some brief comments about that.
Consider the two following sentences:
(19)
Mary knows that ‘eiπ + 1 = 0’ is true
(20)
Mary knows that eiπ +1 = 0
It would be typical of what I have in mind to insist, simply on the strength of the use/mention distinction, that somebody who asserted both of these sentences would be making two very different claims, the difference being one which (for familiar reasons) has a vital bearing on questions of understanding. I do not want to deny that these sentences could be used to make two different claims. But I do want to insist, in the light of the discussion above, that they could equally well be used to make the same claim. So provided we can be confident that somebody asserting (19) would be mentioning the mathematical expression, and that somebody asserting (20) would not be, then simply appealing to this fact does not ensure that there would be any difference between the two claims that the person was making. Consequently, if we do want to consider uses of (19) and (20) to make two different claims, much more needs to be said about what we are considering and what philosophical significance it is supposed to have than is provided by some cursory appeal to the use/mention distinction. This is especially significant because of a certain tension that will be felt (a tension that is typical of what will be felt in other similar cases). The firmer a grip we have on the difference between the two claims, then the more we shall be viewing the linguistic entity to which Mary is being related by the first claim as an abstract and theoretical construct (a sequence of typographical shapes, say) and the less we shall think of it as something that ordinarily impinges on people who handle the language of mathematics with understanding, so that the less, in turn, we can be confident that what we are considering is able to throw much light on what it is to handle the language of mathematics with understanding. A similar tension will be felt ‘from the bottom up’ with respect to the second claim. For we shall feel some pressure to view that claim in such a way that it does not treat of Mary’s linguistic practices or of what she knows about the language of mathematics, and this is, to put it mildly, not easy. Be that as it may, we are brought to realize that here too the use/mention distinction might not have quite the significance that it has customarily been supposed to have.
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