
Abstract
This essay is concerned with six linguistic moves that we commonly make, each of which is considered in turn. These are: stating rules of representation; representing things categorically; mentioning expressions; saying truly or falsely how things are; saying vaguely how things are; and stating rules of rules of representation. A common-sense view is defended of what is involved in our doing each of these six things against a much more sceptical view emanating from the idea that linguistic behaviour is fundamentally messy. Both the fifth move and the sixth move involve vague concepts, and much of the essay is concerned with developing an approach to various problems and puzzles that attach to such concepts, most notably the sorites paradoxes.
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What are these Familiar Words Doing Here?
My title is a quotation from Davidson’s essay ‘On Saying That’.1 And although my concerns are at some remove from his, they do connect at one significant point. We (non-philosophers as well as philosophers) find ourselves under the continual pressure of theory to deny that ordinary familiar semantic features of ordinary familiar words equip them to serve certain ordinary familiar functions. One of Davidson’s aims is to resist that pressure as far as the function of reporting indirect speech is concerned.2 In similar vein I want to look at some common things that we do with words and show how we can hold fast to a simple common-sense view of what we are doing despite the doubts to which reflection is apt to give rise. In fact I want to look at six things that we do with words, six linguistic moves that we make.3 These six moves are related in a number of important ways. Even so, they are really the subjects of six separate essays (six separate sketchy essays at that), and I am well aware that treating them together in the way that I shall be doing—worse still, trying thereby to make some headway with solving one or two associated philosophical problems, as I shall also be doing—will mean that in each case I can at best produce something highly programmatic.
The theoretical pressure that particularly concerns me comes from a certain compelling picture of linguistic behaviour, which I will call the Governing Picture.
The Governing Picture: Linguistic behaviour is messy. It is a vast baroque labyrinthine edifice, constituted by millions upon millions of diverse but connected episodes, sometimes differing crucially but imperceptibly from one another, each dependent for its significance in all sorts of subtle and indeterminate ways on context, between them putting language to an unsurveyable variety of uses, and between them subject to constant processes of essentially unpredictable evolution which combine to give them a corporate life of their own, beyond the reckoning of any individual speaker.4
This picture is pretty much undeniable, certainly undenied, even by those who entertain a rigidly formalistic conception of the mechanisms that underlie all these messy surface phenomena. (Remember Wittgenstein’s claim in the Tractatus that ‘everyday language is part of the human organism and is no less complicated than it.’5) But there are those who use the Governing Picture to argue as follows.
The meaning of a word is never, or hardly ever, something precisely defined that regulates applications of the word. Rather it is something that develops along with applications of the word, as they in turn both exploit and extend the possibilities that it affords. It has an open-ended dynamic. But this means that talk of ‘linguistic moves’, with all its connotations of bounded rule-governed games, is quite inappropriate. There is not one piece of linguistic behaviour, except in highly stylized contexts such as the actual playing of a game, that has its own delineated significance in isolation from the sprawling spawning socio-linguistic history to which it belongs; not one that should be thought of on the model of bidding Three No Trumps, or castling.6
To many who argue in this way I think Murdoch’s admonitory reply is apt. She writes:
Here truism, half-truth, and shameless metaphysics join to deceive us. Yes, of course language is a huge transcendent structure, stretching infinitely far away out of our sight, and yes, when we reflect, we realize that often we cannot say quite what we mean or do not quite know what we mean. Common-sense does not usually take the trouble to reflect as far as this, or if it has done so realizes that nothing is really being changed and meaning and truth are what they have always seemed.7
We do ordinarily think of ourselves as making various linguistic moves: as describing, requesting, commanding, greeting, thanking, and the like. True, the Governing Picture should serve to remind us that making these moves is subject to all sorts of indeterminacy; that it is not always rigidly bound by rules; that language is versatile enough for sentences with the same surface grammar to be used to make quite different moves, indeed, very often, for the self-same sentence to be used to make quite different moves; and that the stock of moves we can make is not something clearly circumscribed, but is changing and expanding all the time. But we need not feel any pressure from the Governing Picture to renounce talk of linguistic moves altogether.
In saying these things I take myself to be following a more or less Wittgensteinian line.8 Yet some of those who argue in the way I indicated above take themselves to be doing the same. They see Wittgenstein as likewise recoiling from (what they see as) the hopeless artificiality of dividing our use of sentences into different linguistic moves, and, at least as far as our use of declarative sentences is concerned, as acquiescing rather in its ‘homogeneity’: always simply to say how things are.9
In fact the matter is complex. Wittgenstein says things that fit with both readings.10 The mistake is to try to extract some single pithy thesis from what he says. Wittgenstein is not offering us a thesis. He is trying to clear away confusions that he has discerned. There are certainly elements in what he says that should make us wary of comparing saying hello with bidding Three No Trumps. He has warnings against various models of our linguistic practices that we adopt. But the point is not to spurn the models, still less of course to spurn them in favour of equally flawed alternatives. The point is simply to heed the warnings. There is nothing in Wittgenstein, it seems to me, to suggest that we cannot realistically think of ourselves as making all sorts of linguistic moves.
Nor is there anything in the Governing Picture to suggest this. I am certain of that. In fact, however, that is not what I want to argue in this essay. My concern is not with the idea that we cannot realistically think of ourselves as making all sorts of linguistic moves. My concern is rather with the idea that there are some particular linguistic moves, the six to which I have alluded, such that we cannot realistically think of ourselves as making them. What I want to argue is that there is nothing in the Governing Picture to suggest that this is the case.
1. Stating rules of representation
The appearance of ambivalence in Wittgenstein that I have just been talking about brings us nicely to the first of these six moves, which is this. We sometimes state rules of representation. For instance, we say, ‘Aunts are female’, meaning thereby that we are not to count somebody as an aunt unless we also count that person as female. Aunts have to be female.
Why do I associate this particular move with the appearance of ambivalence in Wittgenstein? Well, there are many places in which Wittgenstein himself alludes to this move, emphasizing the ways in which it differs from making an empirical claim about how things are, for instance when he distinguishes between giving the criteria for a disease and giving its symptoms.11 On the other hand the distinction between making this move and making a true empirical claim about how things are is very reminiscent of the distinction between uttering an analytic truth and uttering a synthetic truth, and there is much in Quine’s famous assault on the latter12 that is in turn very reminiscent of Wittgenstein. Thus Wittgenstein is every bit as suspicious as Quine is of the idea of Platonically conceived meanings, attaching to our words by dint of our linguistic behaviour and determining, by themselves, that certain assertions are true—‘true in virtue of meaning’—while others need the corroboration of experience for their truth.13 Furthermore he shares Quine’s sense of the constant erosion of our use of words over time, an erosion brought about by a variety of pragmatic forces working away against forces of conservatism, whereby the very sentences that we use at one time to say how things must be we may later find ourselves using to say how they are not.14 For now, I simply register this apparent tension in Wittgenstein’s thinking. In due course I hope it will be clear that it is only apparent.
Quine, meanwhile, thinks that we do best to treat all declarative sentences, or more strictly all utterances of declarative sentences, as homogeneous assertions about how things are: insofar as there is anything like an analytic/synthetic distinction to be drawn, then it is simply a matter of how likely we are to retract our assertions when we subsequently discover that things are not how, in making those assertions, or better in making that whole body of assertions, we took them to be. Quine seems precisely to be using the Governing Picture, or at least one part of it—that language use evolves in fluid and unpredictable ways—to challenge the idea that we ever state rules of representation. We say, ‘Aunts are female’, simply because that currently looks like a correct thing to say. We are not thereby legislating for what to say in the future, irrespective of how our view of things may change. There is no question that aunts have to be female.
Thus Quine. But now consider. Is Quine saying simply that there is no analytic/synthetic distinction, or is he denying its very coherence? Dummett, commenting on Quine’s essay ‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism’,15 insists on the former. He writes:
In the last third of the article, Quine employs notions in terms of which it is quite straightforward to define ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’: in these terms, an analytic sentence is one such that no recalcitrant experience would lead us to withdraw our assignment to it of the value true, while a synthetic one is one such that any adequate revision prompted by certain recalcitrant experiences would involve our withdrawing an assignment to it of the value true. The position arrived at the conclusion of the article is not in the least that there would be anything incorrect about such a characterization of the notions of an analytic and a synthetic sentence, but simply, that these notions have no application: as thus defined, there are no analytic sentences, and there are no synthetic ones.16
Yes and no.17 Obviously Dummett, in this passage, is not construing sentences purely phonemically. If he were, there would need to be some explicit caveat to discount change of meaning. Otherwise it would be entirely trivial that ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’, thus defined, had no application. Dummett must therefore be construing sentences as having a semantic component, as being identified, in part, by their meaning. Now on any construal that would be acceptable to Quine, Dummett is quite right: Quine’s position is that there are no analytic sentences and no synthetic ones, as defined. But this is not the end of the matter. For, on any such construal, the proposed definitions are not faithful to the distinction as traditionally conceived. As traditionally conceived, the distinction presupposes a much more robust conception of meaning than would be acceptable to Quine. On the traditional conception, given any analytic sentence, recalcitrant experience can certainly lead to its rejection in the way that Quine envisages; it is just that the sentence will thereby have undergone a change of meaning.18 Very well; suppose that the proposed definitions are suitably reconstrued, so as to bring them into line with the traditional conception. Now Quine’s position is that they are incoherent.19
What Quine is really attacking, then, is the more robust conception of meaning. This is a conception whereby meanings are clearly discriminable monadic entities that stand to words in something like the relation of exhibits to labels,20 the Platonic conception to which I alluded earlier and to which Wittgenstein is equally hostile.
It seems to me that Quine is absolutely right to attack this conception. Certainly there is much in the Governing Picture to challenge it. But what does it have to do with the idea that we sometimes state rules of representation? There is simply no obvious connection.21 Can we not adopt a rule whereby it is incorrect to apply one word, ‘aunt’, and at the same time to deny application of another, ‘female’, without this in any sense requiring the existence of meanings as clearly discriminable monadic entities, without its rendering anything we say ‘true in virtue of meaning’, indeed without its even precluding a natural evolution in our language use whereby we later allow talk of ‘non-female aunts’? (If we do later allow talk of ‘non-female aunts’, this will simply mean that we are no longer abiding by the same rules.22)23
2. Representing things categorically
The second move we sometimes make is to represent things categorically, by which I mean in a way that involves neither systematic context-dependence nor implicit relativization of any kind.24 (These, where they occur, indicate that the representation is from a particular point of view.) It is an aspiration of physicists, I believe, to make this move as extensively as they can.25 For it is a working presupposition of physicists that the most fundamental physical laws look the same from every point of view. Thus consider Newton’s first law of mechanics: a body continues in a state of rest or of uniform motion in a straight line unless it is compelled to change that state by forces acting upon it.26 This statement of the law holds only relative to an inertial frame. The earth, for example, is not an inertial frame. With the earth as frame, the sun describes something approximating to a colossal circle once every twenty-four hours even though there are no relevant forces acting upon it. It was in large part because of his dissatisfaction with the suppressed relativization in this statement of the law, and the partiality which this in turn implied, that Einstein was impelled to look for something more universal, and eventually to formulate his general theory of relativity.27
However, the Governing Picture seems to preclude our representing things categorically—in pretty much the same way as it seemed to preclude our stating rules of representation. (This is quite apart from the fact that it expressly includes the idea that episodes of linguistic behaviour depend for their significance in all sorts of subtle ways on context, which some people would say should already give pause.) The point is this. Granted the Governing Picture, it seems impossible for the meaning of a word to be anything apart from its continued usage, so that any word has, at any stage in its history, different possibilities of further meaning-preserving use woven into it. The use of a word can always be continued in different ways, for different purposes, to different effects. It has what was called earlier ‘an open-ended dynamic’. Thus, for example, there is no legislating in advance for the success of metaphors, which may be contrived to describe situations completely unlike anything that anyone has ever encountered before and which may then give way to new, previously unimagined, literal uses: consider, for instance, the smooth adaptation of the word ‘hear’ to cover what we do to somebody’s voice over the telephone. But it seems to follow that there is no representing things except in a way that depends at the very least on temporal context. For no application of a word can be understood except as occurring at a particular stage in its development. Consider the following sentence:
(1) Earshot of somebody is the distance within which it is possible to hear his or her voice.
This was once more or less definitional. In the terms of the last section, it would once have been used to state a rule of representation. If someone were to utter the sentence now, on the other hand, then they would be saying something at best false. Yet it seems unsatisfactory, in accounting for this, just to say that (1), or more particularly the word ‘hear’, has undergone a change of meaning. That would be far too simplistic. As intimated above, it seems better to say that the meaning of the word ‘hear’ has evolved to accommodate its current usage.
Well, yes; it is certainly unsatisfactory just to say that the word ‘hear’ has undergone a change of meaning.28 But some change has occurred. To pick up the theme of the last section: we are no longer abiding by the same rules. And this means, in particular, that we cannot draw conclusions about the categoricity of any of our representations by comparing current uses of the word ‘hear’ with erstwhile uses of it. To say that someone has represented things categorically is not to deny that the sentence they have used to do so might also be used, in another context, metaphorically perhaps, to say something quite different. Nor is it to deny that various processes of attrition and accretion might eventually ensure that the sentence can no longer effectively be used except to say something quite different. The point is only that their sentence is free of the sort of systematic context-dependence that attends the use of, say, the word ‘now’; the sort of context-dependence that would need to appear in an account of the semantics of the word. They have represented things in a way that is, at least in these narrowly semantic terms, from no point of view.
3. Mentioning expressions
The third move we sometimes make is to employ expressions in such a way as to make those very expressions our subject matter. In the standard terminology, we sometimes mention expressions. This is in contrast to the more usual way of employing expressions, which, again in the standard terminology, is to use them: when we use expressions, in this quasi-technical sense, our subject matter (if we have one) is not them, but something determined by their semantics. There are a number of conventional devices for mentioning expressions. The commonest of these is the use of inverted commas. Thus, whereas cats have four legs, ‘cats’—note the singular verb coming up—has four letters.
What I have just proffered is basically a grammatical characterization of the distinction between using expressions and mentioning them. A more pragmatic characterization, it seems, would be this. Using expressions involves employing them in a way that exploits whatever meaning they have, so as to draw attention to something determined, in part, by that meaning; mentioning expressions involves employing them in a way that waives whatever meaning they have, so as to draw attention to the expressions themselves.
Now one issue is how far it is appropriate to talk of ‘linguistic moves’ in this connection. Such talk grates a little. Neither mentioning an expression nor using an expression seems relevantly like stating a rule of representation, or representing things categorically, or thanking someone. Each seems to be something that one can do in the course of doing one of these other things. Thus one can thank someone and thereby mention an expression (‘Thank you for calling me “Sir”’). Or one can thank someone and thereby do nothing but use expressions (‘Thank you for not calling me by name’).
Little of substance hangs on this, however. Our focus is the distinction itself—between using expressions and mentioning them—be the propriety of talk of ‘linguistic moves’ in this connection as it may. That said, I do not myself find such talk unduly dissonant. It is like mating in chess. One can castle, or move one’s bishop, and thereby mate one’s opponent. Or one can castle or move one’s bishop without so much as checking one’s opponent. Yet it does not seem inappropriate to say that mating is a move that one can make in chess—precisely in making some other move.
The far more urgent issue, in this context, is this. The Governing Picture casts doubt on whether the distinction between using expressions and mentioning them can even be drawn. For given the Governing Picture, the grammatical characterization and the pragmatic characterization signally fail to accord with each other. According to the former, the distinction is a clear-cut one with clearly recognizable grammatical criteria of application. According to the latter—at least if the Governing Picture is correct—the question whether one is using an expression or mentioning it on any given occasion (as with any other question about what one is drawing attention to by means of an expression on any given occasion) is a complex, vague, and unruly matter that depends in all manner of ways on the particular circumstances: it certainly does not depend in any straightforward way on one’s use of devices such as inverted commas.
Thus consider the following two sentences, and the underlined expressions that occur in them:
(2) Christopher can never remember his nine-times table; he always says that eight nines are seventy-four
(3) The only word for this is ‘preposterous’.
On the grammatical characterization, the underlined expression in a (typical) use of (2) would be used, and that in a (typical) use of (3) mentioned. But on the pragmatic characterization, the reverse would be true. Again, consider this sentence:
(4) Albert, who remembers virtually nothing of the physics he once knew, does remember that electrons have negative charge.
On the grammatical characterization, ‘negative’ would be used in a (typical) use of (4). The pragmatic characterization, on the other hand, yields no clear verdict at all. On the pragmatic characterization, (4) illustrates how using an expression and mentioning it can merge imperceptibly into each other—the distinction is one of degree—whereas on the grammatical characterization, the distinction is one of kind.29
Does the Governing Picture entail the disintegration of the distinction then, and with it the illegitimacy of the idea that we ever mention expressions? Not at all. What it entails is that the two characterizations should be kept apart; and that, if we are going to talk about mentioning expressions, then we should be clear about which of the two characterizations we are operating with.30 But both characterizations give clear content to the idea that we sometimes mention expressions. (And both characterizations, come to that, give important content to this idea. The grammatical characterization, for example, allows us to say that one of the greatest intellectual achievements of the last century, namely Gödel’s proof that arithmetic cannot be consistently and completely axiomatized, would not have been possible without due appreciation of the distinction between using expressions and mentioning them.31)32
4. Saying truly or falsely how things are
The fourth move we sometimes make is quite simply to say, truly or falsely, how things are (where the truth or falsity of what we say is taken to be one of the defining characteristics of our making this move). It may seem fantastic to include this move on my list. Could anybody really think that the Governing Picture poses any threat to the idea of our doing anything as basic as this? Well, if truth and falsity are understood in even a moderately ambitious way, then our philosophical heritage, extending back to Plato and beyond, is in fact replete with challenges to this idea, based on features of linguistic behaviour highlighted in the Governing Picture.33 However, these challenges raise metaphysical issues that are not really my current concern. I have in mind much less heady worries about the idea of our making this move, worries based on the countless ways, again highlighted by the Governing Picture, in which, when we use a declarative sentence that equips us to make this move, the conditions might nevertheless not be right for us to do so: we end up not saying anything true or false at all. Examples include cases of reference failure, as when someone says, ‘That dagger is covered in blood’, and is hallucinating. They also include cases of what Travis calls natural isostheneia,34 as when—this is Austin’s delicious example35—someone says, ‘He is not at home’, and the person referred to is lying upstairs dead. Anyone who has anti-realist qualms about the law of the excluded middle36 might also want to include all those cases in which we have no procedure for telling, even in principle and even with some margin of error, whether what has been said is true or false. (Anti-realism challenges the idea that something can be true or false though we have no procedure for telling which.37) One such case might be someone’s saying, ‘Descartes would have loved Marmite.’
But of course, the mere fact that there are countless ways in which we can use a declarative sentence and fail to say something true or false does not, on its own, show that there are not also ways in which we can use a declarative sentence to succeed in saying something true or false. So long as there is no reason to think that known impediments to our making this move are somehow symptomatic of unknown impediments to our doing so, there does not yet seem to be any threat to the idea that we sometimes—indeed, often—say truly or falsely how things are.38
What then are we to say about someone who utters a declarative sentence in an attempt to make this move, though the circumstances are in fact unsuitable? Just that: that this is someone who has uttered a declarative sentence in an attempt to make the move, but, because the circumstances are unsuitable, their attempt is a failed attempt. It is not that they have made the move in a way that is somehow deficient. Rather they have not made the move at all.39
Herein, I think, is a clue as to how to respect anti-realist qualms about the law of the excluded middle without surrendering to them. What we can do is to hold fast to the law, as part of what constitutes the very making of this particular linguistic move;40 then, when someone utters a declarative sentence where we have no procedure for telling whether they have said something true or false, to say simply that they have failed to make the move. For if they have failed to make the move, then questions about the law of the excluded middle, in respect of what they have done, do not so much as arise—any more than such questions arise in respect of orders given or oaths expressed. In particular, what this person has done need not incline us either to abandon the law of the excluded middle or even to have reservations about re-affirming it. I realize, of course, that there is far more to be said about this. Some of it I have tried to say elsewhere.41 For now, I am content merely to advert to this way of holding fast to the law of the excluded middle even while insisting that nothing can be true or false without our having some procedure for telling which. I think it has the potential to defuse a number of reactionary worries about anti-realism.42
But does it not also entail that we cannot always tell whether someone has made this move? For surely there are times when, even though we do not know of any procedure for telling whether someone has said something true or false, we cannot rule out the possibility that there is one.
This question betrays a misunderstanding. By our having a procedure for telling whether someone has said something true or false, I mean our knowing of such a procedure.
Very well; suppose someone says, ‘Descartes would have loved Marmite.’ And suppose that archaeological-cum-technological advances eventually put us in a position, currently beyond our ken, to have a decent stab at ascertaining whether or not Descartes would have loved Marmite. Suppose, finally, that someone then utters the sentence anew. (This is, of course, the sort of possibility that the Governing Picture puts us in mind of.) Are we really to say that the first of these utterances is a failed attempt to say something true or false, but the second a successful attempt? Surely the advances in question give the first utterance (retrospectively) as much title to the claim of being a successful attempt as the second. Or if we are to distinguish between the two utterances in this way, are we also to accept that what is said on the second occasion depends on the nature of the advances and may yet differ from what is said on some third occasion when further advances allow us to address the question even more efficiently? That seems very counterintuitive.43
These concerns are reminiscent of concerns expressed above in sections 1 and 2. And my response is effectively as it was before. Certainly it is unsatisfactory just to say that the different utterances of this sentence differ in these ways, especially granted the evident constancy in the sentence that makes the differences possible. But this is not to say that there are not these differences. It is to say only that the full semantic story does not begin and end with them.
5. Saying vaguely how things are
The fifth move is a special case of the fourth (where I mean ‘special’ only in the sense of species and genus: instances of the fifth move all but exhaust instances of the fourth). We sometimes say, truly or falsely and imprecisely, how things are. That is, we sometimes make the fourth move by using a sentence which, in some contexts, cannot be used to say anything clearly true or clearly false—or clearly neither. Call such a sentence a vague sentence. And call an utterance of a vague sentence, in such a context, a vague utterance. Examples are: the sentence, ‘You are a child’; and an utterance of it addressed to a fourteen-year-old, in the absence of anything serving to hone its sense (such as a context-specific stipulation).44
How is the Governing Picture relevant here? Principally in serving to remind us that there are vague sentences, and that there are vague utterances of them. For unless we can give a coherent account of these, then we risk having to admit that there is no coherent account of non-vague utterances of vague sentences (say, an utterance of ‘You are a child’, addressed to a five-year-old). This is partly because of the infamous sorites paradoxes,45 which I shall discuss in the next section, and partly because of the fact that what counts as a vague utterance of a vague sentence is itself, of course, vague. The very idea of our saying how things are by using vague sentences is under threat.
Now it seems to me that there are all sorts of things that might reasonably be said about vague utterances, each more or less appropriate in any given case. One of these is that the truth of the utterance is secured by the very fact of its being made. This allows for the possibility that a subsequent utterance of the negation of the same sentence, in the same context, or in a relevantly similar context, should also count as true. This is not incoherent. The idea is that there is a degree of freedom in the use of vague sentences whereby vague utterances of them can function somewhat like performatives, or somewhat like jurors’ verdicts: they can be true, in a way, by virtue of being made.46 (‘You could say she’s a child; you could say she’s not a child. It’s up to you.’47) The Governing Picture, in reminding us of the huge variety of ways in which sentences can work, opens us, or should open us, to the possibility of this sort of latitude.
Another thing that might be said about a vague utterance, and that might indeed be said when the ‘performative’ tag just suggested seems appropriate but the utterer’s endorsement cannot be said to carry its usual authority, is that the utterance is neither true nor false; that it is a failed attempt to say something true or false, of the sort considered in the previous section. (‘Look, you haven’t said a single true thing about her! I agree, you could say she’s a child. But you said that only because you thought she was seven. In fact she’s fourteen. So that doesn’t count.’) The same thing might also be said when the ‘performative’ tag seems inappropriate and what matters is simply to register that the utterance is vague. (‘You predicted that the next person to come into the room would be a child. But actually this is a borderline case. Your prediction wasn’t really correct, and it wasn’t really incorrect either.’) Would this be coherent?
A familiar argument due to Williamson purports to establish that it would not be.48 Williamson’s argument, if successful, shows that calling a vague utterance neither true nor false would commit one to a contradiction. (In the example given, the contradiction would be that the person in question was neither a child nor not a child—or perhaps, if it were a case where the ‘performative’ tag seemed appropriate, that the person in question was neither what the utterer would then and there call a child nor not what the utterer would then and there call a child.)
I shall not rehearse Williamson’s argument in full here. All that matters for my purposes is that it rests on the assumption that the utterance concerned ‘says something’. Can this assumption be resisted?
Consider a case of reference failure. Think again about the case in which an hallucination victim says, ‘That dagger is covered in blood.’ There is a sense in which their utterance says something. There is a sense in which it says that some dagger is covered in blood. But there is also a sense in which it does not. In particular, of course, granted that the utterance is neither true nor false, it does not say anything in any sense that requires us to regard in propria persona mimicry of it as true or false: that is a platitude. Thus when I say that the utterance is neither true nor false, and in particular that it is not true, I do not thereby commit myself to the claim that the dagger is not covered in blood. There is no dagger. There is no such claim. Can the same sort of assessment be given of a vague utterance?
To be sure, given that what counts as a vague utterance is itself vague, the same sort of assessment cannot be given of a vague utterance unless what counts as saying something is also vague, that is unless the sentence ‘This utterance says something’ is a vague sentence. But it surely is. That is one consequence of the Governing Picture that we surely have to accept.
Williamson himself has three arguments against the view that a vague utterance says nothing (in the relevant sense).49 One is that, had circumstances been different in such a way that the utterance had been non-vague, it would have said something; and more to the point, it would have said the same thing. Another is that there is no obstacle to understanding the utterance parallel to the obstacle to understanding an utterance involving reference failure. Both of these strike me as question-begging. By far the most powerful of the three arguments turns on the apparent contribution that the content of the vague utterance can make to more complex utterances. Thus consider again an utterance of ‘You are a child’, addressed to a fourteen-year-old without any suitable sharpening. Whatever we are to say about this, it seems that we must accept the truth of an utterance of ‘If you are a child, then any younger sibling of yours is also a child’, addressed to the same fourteen-year-old.50 But, Williamson would insist, ‘the conditional says something only because its antecedent and consequent also do.’51
However, I think there is a corrective to this thought, which is to look beneath the forms of the sentences involved to the moves made with them.52 It is no accident that the truth of the conditional is itself no accident. The person making this utterance is stating a rule of representation: a prohibition against counting the addressee as a child without also counting any younger sibling of theirs as a child.53 But accepting this rule is quite compatible with giving each of various individual verdicts on the matter. In particular, I cannot see how it precludes refusing to count the addressee as a child and refusing to count the addressee as not a child. The truth of the conditional (that is, the holding of the rule) allows for, among other things, the lack of truth or falsity of an isolated appearance of its antecedent.54
In sum then: that a vague utterance is neither true nor false is another of the many things that might reasonably be said about it. And this carries no threat to the idea that we are forever using vague sentences to say, truly or falsely, how things are.
6. Stating rules of rules of representation
This reference to rules of representation brings my essay full circle. It is a variation on the idea of a rule of representation that I want to consider in this final section, but still in connection with vagueness. I want to suggest an approach to the sorites paradoxes. (Nothing I said in the previous section really touches on these.)
We sometimes—this is the sixth move—rule out cut-off points in connection with vague concepts. (By vague concepts I mean the concepts, like that of a child, that make vague sentences vague.) Thus consider Ellen, who is ten years old. We are prepared to endorse the following:
(5) No particular day will mark the end of Ellen’s childhood.
(Being prepared to endorse (5) is part of what it is to have a full grasp of the concept of a child.) The Governing Picture itself suggests that we do well to have such rules, to safeguard the flexibility and the connection with casual observation that help to give these concepts their point.55
But of course, Ellen will stop being a child. And this creates a paradox. For her passage from childhood into adulthood seems, on reflection, to be impossible without a cut-off point. It seems that she cannot stop being a child unless there is a last day on which she is a child.56 This is a classic sorites paradox.
Let us look a little more closely at how the paradox arises. (5) seems to be equivalent to the following:
(6) For any day on which Ellen counts as a child, she will still count as a child the following day.
But (6), combined with the premise that Ellen is a child today, yields the conclusion that she will remain a child ever after: her childhood will pass unchecked from one day to the next. So if Ellen is to stop being a child, then it seems that we must reject (6)—and thus (5).
In fact, however, this does not follow. Certainly we must reject (6). What does not follow is that we must reject (5) as well.
In order to see how (5) and (6) come apart, consider this: in rejecting (6), do we commit ourselves to endorsing (7)?
(7) There will come a day on which Ellen counts as a child, even though she will no longer count as a child the following day.
No. Think about what it is to endorse or to reject a sentence like (6) or (7). On their most natural interpretation, if such sentences are true, then they are necessarily true.57 To endorse such a sentence is to accept a rule of representation. To reject it is to decline to accept that rule. There is no reason whatsoever why we should not reject both (6) and (7). To insist otherwise would be a little bit like insisting that either ‘The opening move shall be a Pawn move’ or ‘The opening move shall not be a Pawn move’ must be a rule of chess. We can decline to have a rule of representation whereby we are not to count Ellen a child on any given day unless we also count her a child on the following day—on pain of having to admit that she will never stop being a child. But we can also, quite consistently with that, decline to have a rule of representation that forces us to acknowledge that there will come a last day on which she is a child—on pain of violating the very vagueness of our concept of a child.58 Ellen will gradually stop being a child.59
But to reject (7)—to decline to have that rule—is itself to have a rule. It is to have a second-order rule that we are not to adopt that first-order rule, or any other that commits us to it (for instance, the first-order rule that a person stops counting as a child on his or her fourteenth birthday). This second-order rule might be called a rule of rule of representation. It does not preclude our imposing precision on the concept of a child for certain specific and restricted purposes, say in legal contexts. We would not be violating the rule if we said that, for such and such purposes, we were going to count anyone under the age of fourteen as a child and anyone else as not a child.60 But we would be violating the rule if we saw this as binding on all subsequent uses of the concept of a child. The second-order rule precisely safeguards our entitlement to impose such precision, but with a different cut-off point, on some later occasion.61
We can accept and state this rule of rule of representation then. And that, I submit, is what we are doing when we endorse (5). (This is why I said at the beginning of this section that I wanted to consider a ‘variation’ on the idea of a rule of representation. The sixth move is like the first. Nevertheless, it is importantly distinct.) To think that (5) is equivalent to (6), or rather that endorsing (5) is equivalent to endorsing (6), is to confuse levels. There is no obstacle to our endorsing (5) and rejecting (6). Nor does our endorsing (5) lead to paradox: this is precisely because it does not involve our endorsing (6).
An objector might say, ‘This is all very well, but suppose we consider uses of (5), (6), and (7), not to make the moves that you have been talking about, but to make simple empirical claims about how things are. What then?’
Well what then? It is not obvious from the sentences themselves what empirical claims are being envisaged. If what I have been urging about the flexibility of our concept of a child is right—if some applications of the word ‘child’ to Ellen can count as correct just by virtue of being made, while others count as neither correct nor incorrect—then it is of no avail here just to appeal to our understanding of the words in the sentences and then to try somehow to invoke compositional semantics. That simply does not deliver any suitable interpretations. The fact is that these sentences cannot be used to make empirical claims about how things are without a certain amount of supplementary gloss (and a certain amount of artificiality).
Some utterances of them, on some suitable glosses, will be unproblematically true; others will be unproblematically false; and others again, granted what I said in the previous section, will be neither true nor false. For instance, an utterance of (6) will be unproblematically false if it means that, for any day on which Ellen counts as a child, she will undergo no ageing process during the ensuing twenty-four hours. An utterance of (5) will be unproblematically true if it means that we shall not, as a matter of fact, have a special day to mark the end of Ellen’s childhood. A corresponding utterance of (7) will then be unproblematically false. Conversely, an utterance of (7) may be unproblematically true if it means that there will come a last day on which everyone in a certain group (or a majority of people in that group, or at least one person in that group, or the utterer himself) is prepared to say, without hesitation, that Ellen is a child. And a corresponding utterance of (5) will then be unproblematically false. Or it may be that neither of these utterances will be true or false, given that whether someone is prepared to say, without hesitation, that Ellen is a child is itself a vague matter. None of this, so far as I can see, threatens paradox.
A principal lesson of this section, then, as of all the others, is that there is elucidation to be gained from diverting attention away from the forms of sentences to the moves made with them. And despite the discouraging messiness of linguistic behaviour, the moves are there to be discerned. In particular, we sometimes state rules of rules of representation—just as we sometimes make each of the other five moves that I have focused on in this essay. The Governing Picture does not gainsay this. On the contrary, due appreciation of the Governing Picture can enhance our understanding of all six moves, and can help us to see our way round some familiar philosophical conundrums.62
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