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Preface 

meanings of sentences?', 
@d 
'Do the meanings of the words in our languages influence what 

thoughts we can think?' All of these questions will be addressed in 
this book. 

To beprecisc, this bookis about natural language semantlcs, which 
is the analysis of the meanings ofwords and sentences in natural Ian· 
guuges like English and Japanese. Itwill have nothing to say about the 
semantics of computer programming languages and other artificial 
languages, important though that topic is. And it will regrettably have 
nothing to say about the meaning onife, important though that topic 
arguably is too. Natural language is a peculiar discipline 
in that it iJ; carried out under the collective aegis vf three larger 
subjects: linguistics, psychology, and philosophy. This book looks at 
theories from all three. Semanlics is also notable for the amount uf 
controversy involved, on everything from small details to the most 
basic foundations of the field. Unlike some other introductory texts, 
this book wlll not shy away from exploring disagreements and diffi-
culties. 

I am very grateful to Juhn Davey, of OUP, fOf his encouragement 
and for all kinds of advice; to I.era Boroditsky for confirming some 
details of her experiments; and to Joanne Dixon, Lee Jackson, and 
Stofra Pierse for reading various drafts of the manuscript and telling 
me what was incomprehensible and what was not. 

1  
Definitions 

Words are traditionally supposed to have meani.ngs. I.ndeed it is 
widely supposed to be possible to define words' mca.nings. Whole 
books, called dictionaries, are devoted to listing the definitions of 
words; aIld philosophers from Socrates (469-399 Be) and Plato 
(429-347 Be) onwards have devoted ohsessive attention to pinning 
down the meaning of philosophically interesting words like knowl-
edge, trulh, justice, and, indeed, meaning. It is important for anyone 
embarking upon the study of semantics to realize, however, that 
defining the meaning ofa word is an enterprise ofalmost inconceiv-
able complexity. Despite 2,400 years or so oftfying, it is unclear that 
anyone has ever COme up with an adequate definition of any word 
whatsoever, even the simplesl. Certainly the definitions in dictionar-
ies are the merest hints, and are sometimes flat out wrong. 

Before we look at some examples of attempted definitions, it will 
be useful to formulate a standard by which we might appropriately 
judge them. Suppose I define chair as 'item of furniture: It is dear, 
r think, that my definition is faulty. Why! Becallse there are plenty of 
things that are items of furniture that arc not chairs-tables, desks, 
foot,tools, and so on. My definition is too lax, in the sense that it 
includes too many things. Suppose, on the other hand, that I define 
chair as 'throne'. My definition is once again flawed. All thrones are 
plausibly chairs, but there are lots of chairs that are not thrones. 
My definition is now too strict, in the sense that it excludes too 
many things. A good definition of the word chair, it seems, must 
be neither too strict nor ioo lax; in other words, it must pick out all 
and only the things that are chairs. And similarly for definitions of 
otherwofds. 



How well do dictionary definitions of chair measure up on this 
score? Let us look at a few and find oul The Collins Pocket English 
Dictionary, one of the more respected and well known smaller dic-
tionaries of English, in its 2008 edition, defines chair as 'a seat with 
a back and four legs, for one person to sit on: Does this pick out 
all and only the things that are chairs? Why, no, it does not. If 
that is not immediately obvious to you, think about the chairs in 
which the office workers of today can be fo=d sitting at their desks. 
Some people do of comse use a seat with a back and four legs 
for this purpose. But many are to be found swivelling around in a 
seat that rests on one central column that splays out near ground 
level into five or six separate castor"bearing feel. However you do 
the count, YOli cannot plausibly impute four legs to these devices; 
and yet they are indubitably chairs. So this definition is too strict, 
in the sense that it unjustly denies chairhood to many things that 
merit it 

Interestingly, the definition also seems to be too lax. Think back 
to the Diogenes Club of the Sherlock Holmes stories, a club in which 
no member is allowed to take the slightest bit of notice of any other 
member. Imagine that it has a garden adorned with ordinary garden 
benches. Two or three people could easily fit on each bench. But the 
dub Tules, we can well imagine, forbid any person to sit on a bench 
that is already occupied by another person. These gardeo benches, 
then, are seats with a back and four legs, for une person to sit au. 
But they are surely not chairs. (If it is re\evant, we can imagine that 
the designers and manufacturers of the benches knew the use to 
which they would be put, so that no-one ever intended that these 
benches would he occupied by more than one person at any time.) 
So the definition of chair in the Collins Pocket English Dictitmary is 
simultaneously too strict and too lax. 

Perhaps you are thinking that it is unfair to pick on a 'pocket 
dictionary: Such dictionaries, if they are to have any chance of actu-
ally fitti.ng into people's pockets, wil1 not have the space to include all 
the details about leg-count and occupancy that a larger dictionary 
might. So let us go to the opposite extreme. The Oxford English Dic-
ti(mary, in its second edition of1989, comprises twenty volumes and 

2l,728 pages, and takes up several feet of shelf-space. Let us see what 
it has to sayan the subject of chairs: 

IlsualtDsil 

Dictionary made 
"What if we emended these definitions to allow for different llum-

it would definitely not have legs 
So maybe we should charitably pass over the claims about legs. 

What abom the other components of the OED definition? To start at 
the start, we have already seen difficulties with the claim that a chair 





English Dictionary. Ifwe judgethe definition asan attempt to pick out 
an and only the possible chairs, it fails. Other dictionaries perform 
no better. 

Perhaps even the OED does not have enough space to go into 
all the necessary details that a good definiti\lfl would require. Or 
perhaps its editors have not had enough time to find out what chair 
means: work on the dictionary only began in 1879, after all, which 
is qUIte recent in terms of the history of scholarship. What abuut 
philosophy? Philusophers, as I mentioned earlier, have devoted about 
2,400 years to formulating the definitions ofphilosophically interest-
ing words, and they can, and frequently do, devote whole books to 
jwst oue such word. Have philosophers succeeded in defining a word 
after alJ this time? Not obviuusly. There may possibly be an accurate 
definition ofa word lurking in some philosophical manuscnpt some-
where, but it is difficult to know what it might be, because there is no 
consensus among philosophers on any such case. On all the examples 
I mentioned earlier (knowledge, truth, justice, meaning), and many 
more,thereisstillcontroversy. 

To get the flavour of the enterprise, let us consider the defini" 
tion of knowledge. (Unfortunately, the word chair has come in for 
only limited philosophical analysis.) And to avoid getting tangled 
up in ambiguity (of which more later), let us concentrate on what 
is called propositional knowledge: knowledge that something is the 
case (for example, that snow is white), as opposed to knowing (or 
being acquamted with) a place or a person. For quite some time, 
it was thDught that knowledge could be defined as 'justified lrue 
belief'. lhe first analysis of this kind, in fact, goes back to Plato's 
Meno (fourth century Be). Why should one think this? Well, it seems 
intuitively plausible that for you to know that snow is white you must 
at least believe it. Knowing is a kind ofbelieving, perhaps with other 
conditions thrown in. Furthermore, if you know some proposition 
then that proposition has to be tl"Ue. You cannot know that trepan-
ning cures people of demonic because it is not true that 
trepanning cures people of demonic possession. (Those in thrall to 
the intellectual charlatanry known as 'postmodernism' might seek 
to couvince you that uothing is true. In most cases, however, the 

question 'So is it true that nothing is true?' is enough to discom-
bobnlate them.) Why not stop here and say that knowledge is true 
belief? The reason is that it is possible to acquire true beliefs by acci-
dent, as it were, but we fee] queasy about designating stich beliefs as 
knowledge: a madman amidst his ravings might sincerely shout out 
some substantive and interesting true propositions that would be no 
better grounded than belief that he is Napoleon. The requirement 
that the belief in question be justified somehow is meant to rule out 
this kind of thing from qualifying as knowledge. 

So matters might have rested (l am simplifying the history sume-
what) had it not been for the sublimely concise Edmund Gettier. 
Gettier is one of the most eminent living philosophers; but, rather 
splendidly, hLS entire published oeuvre consists of one three-page 
paper, an article from 1963 called 'Is justified true beliefknowledge?' 
The answer to the qnestion is no. Suppose, says Geltier, that Smith 
and Jones have applied for the same job. Before the result of their 
applications is announced, two things happen: Smith counts the 
coins in Jones's pocket and finds that they number ten: and the 
president of the company assures Smith that lones will gel the job. 
(We are not supposed to wonder why these things happen. This 
is a philosophical example, not a psychological novel.) Smith lhus 
justifiably believes that Jones is the man who will get the job and 
that Jones has ten coins in his pocket. Being an impeccable logician 
he deduces that the man who will get the job has ten coins in his 
pocket. Now he surely justified lU believing this latter propositIOn 
it is 3 watertight deduclion from two things that he is already fully 
justified in believing. As it happens, however, Smith, not gets 
the job. And unbeknownst to himself, Smith too had ten coins in 
his pocket at the time that he counted Jones's coins and formed his 
beliefs. So it turns out that his belicfthat the man who would get the 
job had ten coins in his pocket was true. And it was also jwrtified 
But it is discomfiting in the extreme to say that Smith knew that 
the man who would get the job had ten coins in his pocket. So not 
all justified true belief is knowledge. A large part of the history of 
epistemology since 1963 has consisted of efforts to solve the 'Gettier 
problem; sometimes involving attempts to add some elusive fourth 



properly 10 the 'justified true belief' definition of knowledge and 
sometimes veering off in other directions; but there is no consensus 
in thefteld. 

Perhaps you are now expecting me to come up wilh dazzling 
definitions of chaiT and know/edge that remedy the above 
des. I am afraid I must disappoint. The aim ofthls has been 
to impress upou you the extraordinary difficulty of giving adequate 
defimtions of words, even apparently humble ones. To give you a 
further taste of the difficulties that arise in this kind ofexercise, let us 
examine some surprising facts abolll word meaning that have been 
pointed out byNoam Chomsky, the founder of generative linguistics 
and one of the leading ligures in the 'cognitive revolution' of the 1950s 
and 19605, which saw the foundation of modern cognitive psyclJOI-
ogy and artificial intelligence. In the discussion of chair, you may 
have remarked upon the important role that human intentions play 
in ddining what seems at first to be a word for a straightforward 
physical object. Chomsky's observation is that this phenomenon is 
much more widespread than you might have thought, even m the 
case of words that do not denote human artefacts. !ftea leaves have 
been deposited in your local reservOIr by the proper authorities as a 
new kind of water purifier, what comes out of your tap will be 
called water, even if (on one way of looking at itllt is an extremely 
mild tea; but If someone likes their tea very mild and dips a tea bag 
for jmt a split second into a cup ofpure H,O, the resulting liquid is 
tea and not water, even if it is chemically identical to the stuff that 
comes out of the tap. And take the word thing, which expresses what 
seems in a way tobe the most basic concept we have. Chomskypoints 
out that some sticks lying on the ground constitute a thing if left 
there by a human being as a signal; but they are not a thing ifleft there 
randomly bya forest fire. Such subtleties abound. 

Are any words immune from the kind of complications we have 
seen? It is sometimes thought that we might be able to give precise 
definitions for words from technical domains like scielKe or math-
ematics. But even here things are more complicated than we might 
like. Take the word metal, for example. The following is an excerpt 
from a lecture on metals by the distinguished metallurgist Robert 

Pond. He begins by asking the audience to come up with a definition 
of metal. Their efforts are not successful. 

Even metallurgists, then, cannot agree on a definition of the word 
meta! 

Perhaps metal is somehow too broad a How about gold? 
Gold is an element of the periodic table and can he pinned dowu, a;; 
it were, with some exactness: it is the element with atomic number 
79. What if we define gold as 'the with atomic number 7'J'? 
Well, one with that SUggestion is that 



MEJl.NING: JI. SUM GUIDE TO SEMANTICS 

is no such thing as gold: (Compare 'There is no such thing as the 
clement with atomic number 79: which would be quite true under 
the circuIDstances.) But in fact, ofcourse, they would not be justified 
in announcing that. What they would actually say in such a scenario 
would be something like 'Gold does not have atomic number 79 (but 
it does exist)' 

We could abandon the attempt to define gold try means of atomic 
numbers and concentrate instead on visible characteristics of gold 
that lay people can appreciate, such as glittery yellow colour, its 
ductility, and so on. But this now looks horribly similar to lexico-
graphi<;ai attemph to define chair by means ofnumber oflegs., use for 
sitting, and so on; and we would not be surprised to find similar dif-
ficulties arising. In this case, the existence offool's gold (iron pyrites) 
would make it particolarly tricky to come up with a definition of 
this kind that would not include too much. What we would need, 
of course, would be some mean> of telling apart gold and fool's gold. 
How do we do that? Why, we appeal to facts about their chemical 
make-up such as atomic numbers. But then we are back where we 
slarted. 

One could object that metal and gold are words of ordinary lan-
guage that have been co-opted by science, and that the trouble we 
have ddining them reflects this peculiar status. What about tenns 
that were coined in the course of explicitly theoretical speculation? 
[am afraid that the prospects of successfuUydefining words like this 
are not much better than the prospects ofdefminggold, and for very 
similar reasons. Take atom, for example. Suppose we attempt to give 
some definition that sums up thinking about atoms, such as 
'unit ofmatter that consists ofa nucleus containing one or more pro-
tons (and optionally one or mOfe neutrons) surrounded by acloud of 
electrons: Suppose further that we can dismiss worries about people 
being competent to use the word but not knowing these details; the 
word atom is sufficiently recondite, we can assume, thal anyone who 
is competent to use it knows at least this much about atoms. It is stH! 
possible that some scientific discovery should radIcally change our 
conception of atoms, meaning that this definition no longer reflected 
the best current understanding nf them; and yet we would still almost 

certainly keep the word and say things like 'Atoms are not units of 
matter that consist ofa nucleus containing one or more protons (and 
optionally one or more neutrons) snrroundcd by aclond ofelectrons 
after all: TIlls is evidence that the meaning ofthe word atom is not the 
definition just given, or anything along similar lines; for, if it were, it 
would make more sense to say, 'Since atoms, by definition, are jns! 
supposed to be units of matter of the kind we have described, and 
since we just discovered that there are no sllch nnits of matter, 
we can deduce that atoms do not exist: 

In the C<ll>e of the word atom, this kind of wholescale revi-
sion is not just a hypothetical scenario. The English word derives 
from the Ancient Greek word alomos, which meant 'uncuttable' or 
'indivisible'. Atomists, from I"eucippns and Democritus in the fifth 
century Be down to many scientists in the nineteenth century AD, 

believed that there were ultimate, indivisible unils of matter oul of 
which everything else was composed. By the lalter half of the nine-
teenth century, some particular nnits of matter, called atoms, were 
tentatively identified as being these ultimate, indivisible units of mat-
ter. Ihen came the demonstration in 1897, by the Engl.i.sh physicist 
T.T. Thomson (1856-1940), that these things in fact contained smaller 
particles, called electrons. What happened? Scientists dld not in gen" 
eral conclude, 'These things are not atoms after all since they are not 
indivi.<.ible: They said, in effect, 'Atoms are not indivisible after all: So 
the word atom did not mean 'ultimate, indivisible unit of matter'. 

I know of only one area where it seems likely that we have good 
definitions of words: mathematics. I can see nolhing wrong, for 
example, with the statement that prime means 'integer greater than 
one that has no factors other than itself and one: It is a matter of some 
intellectual interest why mathematical terms should be immune 
from the general chaos that surrounds definitions; but I will not 
attempt to address this question here. 

It is appropriate, at this point, to step back and reflect on what 
these examples sbOWllS. All I have been trying to demonstrate is that 
giving definitions of words is a task of mmd-boggling complexity; 
by reporting on the state of the art in fields such <ll> epistemology 
and metallurgy, [have been trying to suggest, but not to demonslrate 



conclUSively, that no-one has ever given an adequate definition of a 
word, as far as we know, with the possible exception of mathematical 
terms; and by discussing a couple of dictionary entries, I hope to 
have convinced you that dictionary entries do not generally give the 
meanings of words, Some of these conclnsions may be surprising, if 
you have never studied semaotics before, But it is important to 
that they are aho rather limited, 

To start with, the fact that it is astonishingly difficult to give def-
initions ofwruds does not show that it is impossible. Even the con-
clusion, if I could establish it, that Do-one has ever given an adequate 
definition of a word would not show that. Perhaps we just have to 
Lry harder and eventually we will hit on some good definitions. Or 
perhaps definitions of words could in principle be given-perhaps 
a hyper-intelligent alien race could give some, for example-but 
human beings are just not smart enough to do this. lhis last possibil-
ity, although it might, once more, strike some readers as surprising, 
is really not very radical. Imagine trying to explain the atomism of 
Democritus, or the cathode ray experiments of ).J. Thomson, to a 
cow. However much you explain atomism, the cow is just nol going to 
get it. Various thinkers have pointed out that some topics could stand 
in the relation to us that atomism and cathode ray experiments stand 
in to the cow: we are just too deeply stupid to grasp them. Maybe 
accurate definitions of words constitute one such tupic. 

So much for the question of whether we Gm give definitions of 
words. BUl we should also address the question ofwhat definitionsof 
words actually are (or would be, if we could give any). In particular, 
if we had a completely successful definition of a word, would it be 
the meaning of that word? Not in a sense that would ultimately 
satisfy us. The problem is that when we give a scientific or philo-
sophical account of something, we ideally want to explain the thing 
in question in terms of other kinds of things, things that we take to 
be somehow more basic. A chemist ex:plains water as a cumpound 
of hydrogen and oxygen; a physicist e;q>lains atoms as structures 
involving protons, neutrons, and electrons; a philosopher explains 
knowledge as true, justified belief of a certain kind. (We wave our 
hands a little during the last few words of that sentence.) But a 

definition is just a string ofWOM. It is unsatisfying, therefore, to say 
that the meaning of a word is a definition, because that would be tu 
say that the meaning of a word is just more words. It would appear 
that we were not progrn;sing to allY ex:planatorily deeper level. This 
is 1I0t to say, however, thaI elf()(t put into coru:tructing definitions is 
just wasted. As we have seen, efforts of this kind can turn up intricate 
alld sometimes surprising facts about meaning; and any theory of 
mealling that purported to tell us what meanings were would also 
ultimately have to account for these facts. 

So what things could the meanings of words be? I turn to this topic 
in the next chapter. 



2 
What are word meanings? 

One of the main facts about language that theorists have to 
account for is that people arc able to use it to talk about the world. 
Even though we can do other things with language, ilke write non-
sense verse, a lot ofwhat we do with it, and lot of its utility, consists in 
this apparent connection with the things around us. We can describe 
the world, ask what it is like, and even order parts ont (sentient parts, 
preferably) to abide by QurwilL The debate in this chapter focuses on 
the nature of this word-world relationship 

Both sides of the debate take for granted that the meanings of 
words are what enable them to hook up with the world. (It is not 
the pronullciation, for example, that is responsible.) "lbe referential 
theory of meanilJg proposes the most direct mechanism: meanings 
of words simply are things in the world. So the word Iceland, for 
example, has as its meaning that very island, a huge chunk of rock 
and ice in the northern Atlantic Ocean. So once you have grasped 
the meaning of the word Ice/and, you automatically know what that 

WHAT ARE WORD MEANINGS? 

word picks out in the world; for the meaning of the word just is 
what it picks out in the world. Now this may he all well and good 
with a proper name, like lee/and. But what of other types of words? 
What does the word icy pick out, for example? Or the word the? The 
chief problem faced by the referential theory, as we will See shortly, 
is that in order to provide things for all these words to pick out, 
theorists have to posit the eJtistence of increasingly bizarre entities 
in the world, including, as I said, Santa Claus and a slew of other 
personages whom sober reflection had previously consigned to the 
status of myth 

On the other side of the floor, we have the advocates of the inter-
nalist theory ofmeaning. They suggest that word meanings are most 
fruitfully thought of as ideas or concepts in our heads. Take a con-
ccpt, sucb as the concept I have of Iceland. It is some psychological 
entity. mtimately, ifwe are correct to suppose that we do our think-
ing with our brains, this concept of mine is presumably a structure 
composed out ofcells inside my head. (How all this works in detail, of 
course, is the profoundeSl of mY$teries.) Since the island of Iceland 
resembles or flliis under this concept of mine, I use this wncept to 
think about Iceland. And since the concept also forms part ofa word 
(i.e. since it is the meaning of a word), I USe that word, Iceland, to talk 
about Iceland. Inside your head, you preswuably have a very similar 
concept that forms part of a very similar word, so that when you 
hear me say 'Iceland' your concept of Iceland is activated. As you 
may have noticed, this internalisl way of looking at things implies 
that we each have our own word Ice/and, and cannot rule out the 
possibility that the associated concepts are signl/icantly different. Not 
everyone is happy with this, it seems to allow drastic failures of 

That is the debate in a nutshell. The details that follow can appro-
priately be thought of as fleshing out this summary. 

Let us relilln to the referential theory of meaning. It says that the 
meanings of words are thing, in the world, most of which are not in 
our heads. Meanings, according to this view, are referents, or things 
that are picked out or referred to. It is perhaps easiest to iII11strate the 
idea with proper names. Consider a proper name such as blizabeth II. 







reeves novel is the distinction between the content of a book, which 
can be manifested in many individnal copies, and the individual 
copies themselves.) The standard conception of abstract objects is 
that, in contradistinction to concrete object.s, they are not located in 
space or time and do not engage in causal relationships. This makes 
a certain amount of sense when gauged against the examples I just 
mentioned. Concrete objects like yon and my desk occupy certain 
locatioos in space and typically come into and go out ofexistence. (If 
you think that there is an eternal afterlife, so that you will never go 

arguably, can nt.lmbers or geometrical shapes cause things to happen, 
It is perhaps already evident that works offiction depart from this 

standard conception ofabstract objects in some ways. In particular, it 
seems that they come into existence at certain times: they are created 
by authors. (The alternative is that Jeews and the Feudal Spirit has 
always existed, at least since the beginning of time, if time had a 
beginning.) 1he same thing will presumably apply to fictional char-
acters and characters from folklore: if Jeeves and Sherlock Holmes 
and Santa Claus are abstract objects, they will presumably be rather 
unusual ones in that they came into existence at particular times and 
were created by human beings. But there is nothing to prevent the 
advocates of the position that Santa Claus exists and is an abstract 
object from saying that there are different types of abstract object: 
some, like numbers and geometrical shapes, did not come into ClCis-
tence at particular tunes, whereas others, such as Santa Claus, did; all, 
presumably, are not located in space and do not partidpate in causal 
rdationships in the same way that rnch and desks do. 

WHAT ARE WORD MEANINGS? 

This theory of fictional characters as abstract objccts must be the 
appro.1timate content of an important part of the refeIcntiai theory 
of meaning. What is its status? It turns out to be rather similar to 
the theory's use of properties. Although many philosophers believe 
in abstract objects, there are many who do not. The view that there 
are no abstract objects is, rather confusingly, called nominalism. We 
must distinguish between nominalism about universals, which we 
saw above, and nominalism about abstract objects; the two are clearly 
conceptually distinct, and each view can be held conSistently without 
the other. Meanwhile, the view that in fact there are abstract objects 
is called platonism, also rather confusingly. This latter term is rather 
confusing because it is doubtful that Plalo himself was an advocate 
of platonism in this sense-although his Forms are eternal and are 
presumably not located in space, they nevertheless have strong causal 
powers. But these terminological matters aside, why might one be 
a platonist? Think of numbers, a platonist might reply. If it is true 
that 2 + 3 = 5 (and one is hard pressed to deny it), then numbers 
must for how could this statement about the numbers two, 
three, and five be true if these numbers do not even ClCist? But if 

then we shollid; and besides, if abstract objects are not spatiotem-
porally located and do not particlflate in causal relationships, how 
do platonists suppuse that anyone can acquire knowledge of them? 
For our acquiring knowledge about something is an event and, by 
definition, abstract objects do not participate in causing so 
any knowledge that we think we have about abstract objects is either 
pure confusion or, at best, a dim and confused apprehension of other 
kinds ofobjects. This objection, sometimes called theepistemDlogica! 
argument against platonism, is a stubborn one. Again, as with the 
case of nominalism about uoiveNals, it would be impracticable to 
examine in detail all the arguments to be found in this neck of the 











Frege and many philosophers since have seen sinister impli,ations 
in the idea that a word has lots of numerkaily distin,t meanings, a 
different one in the head of every person who knows it, For what 
could guarantee that these numerically distinct meanings would be 
qualitatively identical? And if the numerically distinct meanings are 
not qualitatively identical, then it seems that grave breakdowns of 
communication could ensue. You would mean one thing by jejune 
and 1 would mean something signifi,antly differenL. We would be 
talking past each other. 

It is certainly true that there is an impressive amount ofqualitative 
similarity between the meanings that people seem to assume for a 
given word; and it is true that linguislic communication often pro-
ceeds quite well. But it is far from clear that we need to fall back on tbe 
referential theory of meaning in order to ensure this. 'Ihe trouble is 
that the referential theory, even though it says that meanings them-
selves are things in the world, must proVide some accoWlt of how 
people get to know about these things; for people must have mental 
representations ofword meanings in order to function linguistically, 
even if word meanings are not mental representations. What would 
the meaning nf the word jejune be according the referential theory? 
Presumably it would be the property ofjejuneness. Now how likely is 
it that people will be able lo get a clear idea of that property' And how 
likely is it that everyone will converge on exactly the same idea? Our 
previous discussions come back into play here. To slart with, some 
philosophers believe that properties are ahstract objects. But that, as 
we have seen, TUnS the risk ofmaking them immune from any means 
we might have of gaining knowledge about them. What about the 
other option, which is to say that jejWleness is a universal and a con-
crete object? Then it has to be an extremely strange concrete object 
that is present in a spatially disconnected fashion in everything that 
is jejune. How likely are people to gain a good idea of something 
as complicated as the universal ofjejune ness? And with what senses 
or mental faculties do they do so? It ig entirely lUlclear how this is 
supposed to work. It is somewhat mysterious, then, how appealing 
to the referential theory of meaning is supposed to help us at this 
point. 

WHAT .ARE WORD MEANINGS? 

Furthermore, when we come to eumine the alleged interpersonal 
identity of meaning that the referential view is supposed to guaran-
tee, and the internalist view imperil, it turns out to be a chimera. 
To start with jejune, many people who kllow this word assodate it 
with a meaning something like 'puerile, as if it were related to French 
jeune 'young'; it is occasionally even spelled jejeune. Others, as I men· 
tioned, associate it with a meaning 'meagre, unsatisfying; which is 
derived from that of the ancestor of the word, Latin jejunus 'fasting'; 
people who use this meaning of the word are likely to castigate the 
'pueIile' meaning as a malapropism, hut it cannot be denied thatbnth 
meanings exist, in the internali.t s.ense. So here is a first example of 
lack of interpersonal identity of meaning. And we do not need to 
search out relatively raTe words like jejune to make this point. The 
psychological literature reveals suhstuntial speaker variation even in 
the case of common words. In a classic 1978 paper, the Princeton 
psychologists Michael McCloskey and Sam Glucksberg tested thirty 
Princeton nndergraduates twice, in sessions one month apart, on 
whether they thought that items designated by given words were 
members of categories indicated by further words. Subjects were 
shown pairs of words like handkerchief-clothing, for example, and 
asked to indicate whether things that could he described by the first 
word could also be described by the second. It was found that 45% 
of responses indicated that a handkenhief was an item of cluthing, 
while 55% indicated that it was ont. This indicates quite substantial 
disagreement over the meaning of clothing, handkerchief, or both. In 
other findings, 30% of responses indicated that curtains were furni-
ture, while 70% did not; 47% of responses claimed that lobsters were 
fish, while 53% did not; and, rather alarmingly, it was averred 35% of 
tbe time that poets were not animals. You may be relieved tu know 
that women were claimed to lie outside the animal kingdom only 3% 
of the time. As if this were not enough to subvert the doctrine of 
interpersonal idenlityof meaning, the psychologists found that snb-
stantial numbers of subjects actually changed the answers they gave 
between the two sessions. Ten undergraduates changed their minds 
overthe course of the month on whether curtains were furniture, for 
example; and two had second thoughts on the question of whether 
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