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THE PRIMACY OF
UTTERER’S MEANING!

PATRICK SUPPES

A central aspect of Grice’s theory of meaning is the basic character
of utterer’s meaning. This feature of his theory has been criticized
severely because of its deviation from the conception of semantics as
an autonomous discipline independent of such general psychological
concepts as speakers’ intentions and listeners’ recognition of inten-
tions. I believe that Grice is right and his critics are wrong. The purpose
of this essay is to offer my reasons for holding this view.

Before getting down to business, there are some preliminary matters
to get out of the way. First, concerning the statement of Grice’s views
I primarily depend upon his three important articles (1957, 1968,
1969). The critics I shall explicitly consider are Chomsky (1975),
Yu (1979), and Biro (1979).

I also want to make clear at the beginning that it is not my purpose
here to give a detailed analysis of Grice’s fundamental concept of
utterer’s occasion-meaning. As readers of Grice will remember, his
programme is to use this basic notion to explicate at the next level of
abstraction the concept of utterance-type occasion-meaning. At the
next higher level is the analysis of the concept of the applied timeless
meaning of an utterance-type {Complete or incomplete) on a particu-
lar occasion of utterance. Finally, we reach the timeless meaning of an
utterance-type. Because the criticisms of Grice have focused almost
entirely on the nature of his programme rather than on the details,
my intention is also to focus on the programme and try to explain
why I think it is in principle sound.

Grice’s own formulation and reformulatons of basic concepts are

! 1t is a pleasure to dedicate this paper to Paul Grice, who over the years has
patiently instructed me on more philosophical points than [ can hope to remember.
I am indebted to Dagfinn Follesdal and Howard Wettstein for a number of useful
criticisms of an earlier draft of this paper.
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technical and intricate. It is a surprising feature of the critics I mentioned
above that they do not enter into real details of these analyses. In order
to make my discussion more or less consonant with those of the critics,
I select one rather informal version from Grice (1969). Let p be a
proposition and let *J be a mood marker. As Grice puts it ¥ is ‘an
auxiliary correlated with a propositional attitude ¢ from a given
range of propositional attitudes’. Grice’s basic concept of meaning is
then defined by him along the following lines.

U means by uttering x that *yp = U utters x mtending
(1) that A should actively Y that p
(2) that A should recognize that U intends (1) and . . .
(3) that the fulfilment of (1) should be based on the fulfilment
of (2). [p. 171.]

I.CHOMSKY’S CRITICISM

Chomsky (1975, pp. 54-77) discusses Grice’s theory of meaning along
with a rather detailed discussion of related views of Searle and Strawson.
1 shall concentrate on what Chomsky says about Grice, but a number of
his comments are of a general nature—in fact, most of them are
general rather than specific and technical, and consequently are not
necessarily aimed at Grice in particular. Also, 1 shall not go 1nto some
of the details of Chomsky’s remarks, for a good many of them are
specific replies to Searle’s criticisms of Chomsky.

There are three central issues I have abstracted from the pages in
Chomsky’s book cited above. The first is the most important, but the
other two bear on Chomsky’s discussion of Grice. I do not expect
Grice to agree entirely with me in my disagreements with Chomsky.
On all three of the conceptual issues I mention I think that Chomsky
is wrong. The three are these. First, is the concept of literal meaning
required in the definition of utterer’s meaning? Second, can we mean-
ingfully talk about the rules of language? Third, is Grice a behaviourist?

1. Literal meaning

Chomsky’s position is summarized in the following passage.

The notion ‘literal meaning,’ or some equivalent, again intrudes, and
no way has been offered to escape the ‘orbit of conceptual space’ that
includes the suspect abstract notions ‘linguistic meaning’ and the like,
even if the utterer happens to have the postulated intentions with
regard to a hypothetical audience, as 1s by no means necessary in the
normal use of language.
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One can imagine modifications of the proposed definition that
would not involve incorrect claims about intentions, but not, so far
as I can see, without introducing some notion like ‘linguistic meaning.’
[p. 68.1

Another pertinent passage a few pages later is the following:

We must distinguish between the literal meaning of the linguistic
expression produced by S and what S meant by producing this expres-
sion (or by saying that so-and-so, whatever expressions he used). The
first notion is the one to be explained in the theory of language;I can
just as well ask, in the same sense of ‘meaning,’ what S meant by
slamming the door. Within the theory of successful communication, we
can, perhaps, draw a connection between these notions. The theory of
meaning, however, seems quite unilluminated by this effort. [p. 76.]

These two passages state conclusions that are argued for in several
different ways by Chomsky. [ want to examine what appear to me to
be the more important arguments he offers. One claim he returns to on
several occasions is that speakers sometimes fail to have appropriate
Gricean intentions, especially when there appears to be no intended
audience. Chomsky cites various cases where the speaker has ‘no
intention of getting the hearer to know anything or to recognize
anything, but what [ say has its strict meaning, and I mean what I say’
(pp. 63-4). Now, it seems to me there are two separate points to be
made about what Chomsky repeats in several ways. First, there is a
problem to be dealt with concerning the possible absence of an audience.
It seems to me this is not a very serious problem and should be set aside
at this point—I return to it in the next section on Yu. What is more
important is to dig deeper into the concept of intention. Chomsky’s
counterexamples seem to be riding very much on a superficial and
surface notion of intention, in fact, a notion that seems very behaviour-
istic. If I write in my diary or if I write some research notes to myself,
it does not do, it seems to me, to say that I write something that has a
strict meaning but that it does not make sense to talk about my ‘inten-
tion to communicate’. It would certainly seem odd if someone asked
me what I was doing, to say that [ was writing something with strict
meaning but of course it is not supposed to communicate anything.
Another way of putting the matter is that communication is the
primary act and meaning is an aspect of that primary act.

I can certainly agree that we do not have in Grice’s writings or
in Chomsky’s criticisms of Grice or Searle, or in Searle’s writings
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either, a really detailed theory of intention that we can bring to bear in
this discussion in a precise way. But it seems to me that the kind of
view of intention that Grice has is certainly outlined in general terms
rather clearly, and it is not the rather simple view that Chomsky attri-
butes to him. It should be mentioned, by the way, that the competing
primary notion of the literal or linguistic meaning that Chomsky uses
is similarly lacking in detailed specification.

A second objection of Chomsky’s is that communication theorists,
as he calls Grice, Searle, and Strawson, are not really concerned to build
up the theory of meaning of an utterance from its component parts,
and thus to have a principled account either of utterer’s or linguistic
meaning. All sides are guilty of this. Chomsky too does not provide a
theory for building up meaning from an analysis of parts or in any
way from a knowledge, let us say, of syntax. There is an attempted
sketch for a much too simple formal language in Schiffer (1972), but it
is clear from various things that Grice says that his attention to utterer’s
word meanings is meant to sketch how these matters aretobe approached.

It seems to me, however, that there is a genuine issue here that
we can discuss without requiring from either side a detailed theory of
how we can determine the meaning of complex utterances or sentences.
The communication theorsts such as Grice argue that the framework of
communication influences greatly the meaning of an utterance. Chomsky
and others on his side take the opposite view. Some recent good
examples of how even literal utterances are undetermined in terms of
their strict meaning or Iiteral meaning are to be found in Searle (1980).
What I think we could grant Chomsky is that there are lots of sentences
in scientific treatises and articles that have the kind of pleasing attributes
he would like to see, but that these sentences are, from the standpoint
of the primary use of language, highly non-standard. Even to this claim
I will not grant very much. It is true perhaps of the theoretical parts of
science but, as I have argued in Suppes (1982), matters are very different
when one looks at the language of experimental science. The language
15 esoteric, context-dependent, and impenetrable from those outside the
particular discipline. The real place that is context-dependent and, if you
will, communication-dependent, is in the kind of casual give and take
so characteristic of our daily conversations. The detailed analysis of
most conversations will not get very far with consideration only of the
literal meaning of words used. We must, over and over again, involve the
speakers and listeners and their intentions in the conversation being
analyzed after the fact.
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One of Chomsky’s central arguments about the primacy of literal
meaning is that revisions of Grice’s original characterization of utterer’s
meanings have moved more and more toward implicit use of ‘rules’
and ‘conventions’, which are ways of dragging in, illicit or otherwise,
a concept of literal meaning. I do not buy this argument at all.

In another article, Grice (1982) has, in general terms, sketched
the sense in which his approach to meaning provides a kind of proto-
theory of how language came about and came to be used. It seems
to me that an argument that this is not the correct order of develop-
ment can scarcely be taken seriously. An account of the genesis of
language that supposed that first came literal meaning and then, as a
derivative from that, utterer’s meaning, seems hard to conceptualize
even in the barest and thinnest sort of outline. Surely, language must
have begun from attempts at communication between a few individuals.
At first these efforts at communication did not have very much stability
of literal meaning. Only slowly and after much time did a stable com-
munity of users lead to the abstract concept of literal meaning. In fact,
‘abstract’ is exactly the right term, taken in its primitive sense. There is
no hard and fast platonic literal meaning that utterer’s meanings attach
themselves to and play upon in their need for dependence and shelter.
The story surely is exactly the other way around. Utterers develop
similar meanings, but not identical meanings. The commonality of
experience of utterers is responsible for the possibility of abstract
meaning, not the converse, but more on this in Section III.

2. Some rules versus the rules of language

Chomsky repeatedly refers to the rules of language, reflecting in such
passages once again his commitment to what is essentially a platonic and
abstract theory of language. I shall not argue about platonic meta-
physics or ontology. My point is rather that Chomsky’s conception of
language as being embodied in a fixed set of rules used by speakers of
that language seems to me an essentially mistaken notion. His argu-
ments, stated in many different places, for the autonomy of syntax,
affirm his beliefs on such matters, and are repeatedly given emphasis
by his use of the phrase the rules of language. It seems to me impor-
tant to challenge this notion as fundamentally incorrect. Certainly
there are some rules of language that speakers and listeners share.
We can begin with agreed-upon lists of words, some rules of grammar,
some acoustical properties, etc. These matters are unexceptionable
and easily stipulated by all parties. What is mistaken is to make the
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much stronger assumption that there is a fixed and complete set of
rules that speakers and listeners share. A more defensible weaker thesis
is that individual speakers and listeners have individually different rules.
The rules they use are similar enough for them to understand each
other and communicate with each other, but they are not using the
same rules. It 1s only abstractions of their actually full-blown rules that
lead to a concept of sameness. But this concept of sameness is a
weak one, as weak as the concept of congruence in affine geometry
that makes any two triangles congruent, a point that I expand on in
Section III.

Let us start with the hypothesis that individual speakers and listeners
can be characterized by a set of rules. What we notice at once when we
begin to study these individual speakers in detail is that the same rules
do not apply to them. Perhaps the easiest way to see this is in any
attempt to characterize the prosody or rhythm of their speech, and surely
anyone not committed to the written word as the final real embodi-
ment of language will want to argue that rhythm and prosody of
speech affect the meaning of speech and, therefore, utterer’s meaning.
There 1s another way to put the matter dramatically: the ease with
which we all recognize individual speakers’ voices. The differentiation
we establish so readily between speakers is proof enough that if they
are using rules to generate their spoken speech the rules are certainly
different. I do not begrudge Chomsky his desire for a very generalized
abstract theory of meaning, but he needs to recognize 1t for what it
is—an abstraction that gets identity of rules across speakers only
because of the coarseness of the abstraction. As in the case of triangles
in affine geometry, Chomsky seems to have a kind of affine theory of
meaning: we take a theory sufficiently weak and general to make the
rules being used the same in a given linguistic community. But in real life
we have a much more vivid and concrete geometry of meaning that we
use continually, from the recognition of different speakers’ voices to the
recognition of an mdividual speaker’s intention, rhythm, and prosody.

More radical argument

Let me in this same context turn to a more radical argument, which Grice
himself might not accept. It 1s this. It is a mistake to suppose we can
characterize the speech of even a single speaker by a complete set of rules.
If we follow the discrete line of the Alexandrian grammarians, passing
through Dionysius Thrax to Donatus and on to Chomsky, it might seem
that we could talk about language being wholly rule-governed. I do not
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deny that of course there are partial rules, just as there are partial rules
of walking or chewing. But when we look at the acoustical complexity
of real speech, when we think about the features we all recognize
intuitively without being able to identify acoustically or by rule, vary-
ing features of prosody, rhythm, individual quirks of grammar, etc., it
seems hopeless to think that this marvellous complexity can be caught
in any set of rules. Moreover, the attempts that we now have are so
pitiful in character, so totally unsatisfactory, and so crude in approxima-
tion, that scepticism at the very idea of being able to capture language
in rules is easily supported. Even so natural and obvious a property of
a particular speaker’s speech as the cadence of his individual rhythms is
not discussed in the long treatise on the sounds of English by Chomsky
and Halle (1968), and is certainly not discussed with any sophistication
that is both mathematically and empirically satisfactory in any place
that I know of. Chomsky likes to emphasize the creative use of language
—his emphasis here I certainly agree with—but he speaks of this
creative use as being generated by finite means and consequently by
a finite set of rules. My point is that, once we leave the discreteness of
syntax and deal with the continuous properties that we recognize in
actual speech, it is a bold thesis that these can be parameterized in
a finite way and do not contain complex elements distinctive of a given
individual which can in no principled way be reduced to a fixed set of
rules.

Many persons might agree with this negative argument about the
possibility of having a complete set of rules for actual speech, but still
maintain that such completeness is possible for syntax. This, too, I
deny. Even at the regimented level of written language there is nothing
like an adequate grammar of any natural language. Let me mention
a personal example. Two students of mine have written dissertations
on the grammar and semantics of the written language of elementary
mathematics used in teaching children of about ten years of age.
The grammars were far from complete even for this highly restricted
topic, but when we examined the written language of mathematical
textbooks for children of thirteen years it was not simply a matter of
incompleteness, but a deeper sense of hopelessness at ever being able to
approach grammatical completeness. Compared to the rhetoric of a
Saintsbury or a Churchill these texts in term seem simple.

My own current conjecture, which is not essential to the rest of
my argument, is this. Chomsky has told us only half the story. We are
not only able to use a fixed set of rules to generate a potential infinity
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of utterances, but we are also as speakers and listeners continually
creating new grammatical rules (not to speak of other aspects of
language). These new rules, so I think, are ordinarily harmonious exten-
sions of ones we are already using, but the constraints on their creation
I cannot begin to characterize. I should emphasize here that I have in
mind the creation of rules within the framework of what we would
regard as a more or less homogeneous style, not new rules generated
in the trail of an obvious stylistic metamorphosis. Here is a concrete
example of what I mean. Let us write a grammar that gives a detailed
analysis of every other sentence in the novels of Dickens, contains other
general rules we might justify, but not by examining the omitted sen-
tences, and does not permit any sentences we judge ungrammatical. My
claim is that this grammar will not adequately parse the half of Dickens’s
sentences not considered, and still additional rules would be needed.
Moreover, I think that speakers engage in such rule creation all the
time. Both as speakers and listeners we are continually creating and
learning new rules, engaging, if you will, in new practices.

But even with the newly created set of rules it is unlikely that
we have grammatical rule-completeness. Ad Aoc rules for single sen-
tences scarcely count. Let me give a much simpler example to illustrate
the point. For a variety of reasons there is and has been a strong
interest in giving spelling rules for English, but in even such a relatively
simple subject there is no complete set of rules, but sets of rules together
with Iists of exceptional individual words that account for varying
percentages of whatever large population of English words are chosen.
So, I claim, it is with sentences. We can and do speak and understand
sentences that do not conform to any rules we have in our heads. The
grammatical rules of our speech are not at all like the rules of chess.
They are like the rules of a children’s game that is not codified and is
continually changing.

3. Is Grice a behaviourist?

Chomsky claims that Grice 1s a behaviourist and that consequently
his programme suffers all the defects that Chomsky has alleged on
numerous occasions are characteristic of empiricist theories about
language. Here is what Chomsky says:

As for the reversion to behaviourism, it seems true of the most careful
work within the theory. In what is, to my knowledge, the most careful
and comprehensive effort to explain the meaning of linguistic expres-
sions within this framework, Grice presents a system of definitions
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that rest not only on intentions but also on the speaker’s ‘policy’,
‘practice’, and ‘habit’, on the idea of a ‘repertoire of procedures’.
To have a procedure in one’s repertoire is to have ‘a standing readiness
(willingness, preparedness), in some degree to . . . ,” where ‘a readiness
(etc.) to do something [is] a member of the same family . . . as an
intention to do that thing’. Grice recognizes the inadequacy of this
analysis, but gives only some ‘informal remarks’ as to how a proper
definition might be constructed. [p. 73.]

He continues a few hnes later:

Grice’s final case is intended to deal with the problem that a speaker
may be ‘equipped’ to use expressions properly but have no readiness to
do so. He suggests that a person may have a ‘procedure for X’ in the
required sense if ‘to utter X in such-and-such circumstances is part of
the practice of many members of’ the group to which the person
belongs. That is, other members of the group ‘do have a readiness to
utter X in such-and-such circumstances’. But for familiar reasons, this
analysis is useless. There are no practices, customs, or habits, no readi-
ness, willingness, or preparedness, that carry us very far in accounting
for the normal creative use of language, whether we consider the
practices of a person or of a group. [p. 74.]

It seems to me that Chomsky is badly off the mark in the passages I
have quoted, and I want to try to explain why in some detail. Grice has
used words like ‘practice’ and ‘habit’ and even the more technical word
‘procedure’ in their ordinary senses as they are used in ordinary discus-
sion. He has not made technical concepts out of them as one might expect
of some behavioural psychologists. There is nothing in any strong sense
that is behaviourist about such talk—it is just ordinary talk about
behaviour. There is also nothing exceptional in talking about practice,
customs, or habits of language use. Grice certainly does not intend that
these notions, as he has used them, give anything like a detailed account
of the creative use of language. What Chomsky has to say 1s essentially a
diatribe against empiricism, secondarily against behaviourism, and in
the third place against Grice. In terms of more reasoned and dispassion-
ate analyses of the matter, it seems to me that one would ordinarily
think of Grice not as a behaviourist but as an intentionalist.

II. YU’S CRITICISMS

A rather recent comprehensive review of the literature on Grice’s
theory of meaning, along with a claim to give an analysis that brings out
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the nature of the Gricean mistakes ‘in a perspicuous way’ has been
given by Yu (1979). In formulating his criticisms, Yu acknowledges
that his greatest debt is to Chomsky’s analysis and thus there is some
overlap in what they have to say.

Minor points aside, Yu makes three criticisms of Grice. In my
view, all three criticisms are mistaken. The first concerns the nature
of explication or explanation and in particular whether Grice’s theory
of meaning is reportive or stipulative. The second concerns the case of
ntention in communcation when there is no audience present. The
third criticism makes the claim that sentence meaning is prior to
utterer’s meaning.

Before making these criticisms, Yu introduces a preliminary distinc-
tion with which I agree. He points out that there are two kinds of
general theses about language that we can be concerned with. One 1s to
give an account of the genesis of language in the sense of how it
developed in the course of human history. The second 1s to give an
account of what 1t means for an organism or, more particularly,
a person to have knowledge or possession of a language. Yu believes
that Grice’s programme 1s mainly concerned with the latter thesss,
and with this I agree, although his sketch of how language came about
in Grice {1982) has already been mentioned.

1. Nature of explanation

Within this framework the first criticism is that Grice or, as Yu puts
it—to make the reference more general, the Griceans claim the follow-
ing. (1) they can give necessary and sufficient conditions for sentence-
meaning in terms of speaker-meaning and also necessary and sufficient
conditions for speaker-meaning in terms of intention; (ii) the concept
of intention 1s logically prior to the concept of speaker-meaning, and
correspondingly, the concept of speaker-meanming is prior to that of
sentence-meaning.” Yu introduces objections at this point on the basis
of very general and rather bad arguments from the philosophy of
science. One is that we do not know what logically prior means. Another
closely related one 1s that we do not have any very precise notion of
explication or explanation. In the case of explication, he wants to dis-
tinguish between explanations that are ‘entirely stipulative, imntroducing

? To follow Yu's termuology | use here the phrase speaker’s meaning by
which I mean the same thing as Grice does by utterer’s mearung. In the same way
1 do not intend to distinguish in any definite way here between the concept of
Interal meaning, as used by Chomsky, and the concept of sentence meaning, as
used by Yu.
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thereby a novel and technical notion’, and reportive stipulations where
‘the explicans has to characterize . . . correctly a pre-existing notion.’
In my judgement this artificial dichotomy is as useful in the theory of
explanation as is Aristotle’s distinction between violent and natural
motion in classical mechanics.

Any attempt to have a simple dichotomous characterization of
explanations in this fashion is bad philosophy and bound to fail. Even
relatively superficial reflection on any one of a number of conceptual
examples in the history of mathematics, philosophy, or science bring
out the artificial character of the distinction. Let me just mention a
few. With the clarification of the difference between kinetic energy
and momentum, a classic controversy in the early history of modern
mechanics, a new distinction that did not exist before was created, but
at the same time it was important to deal with a number of familiar
complex phenomena. Any new distinction that did not would not be
acceptable. So was this a reportive or stipulative case? Is the extension
of the concept of addition from real numbers to complex numbers a
reportive or stipulative explication? Is Russell’s theory of descriptions
reportive of stipulative? It seems evident that in important and interest-
ing cases some aspects of a new concept are required to meet conditions
of adequacy, to use Yu’s phrase, as set by past experience and theory,
while other aspects of a new concept are stipulative, Almost every
important concept cuts across the two. It seems to me this is what we
would expect of Grice’s concept of utterer’s meaning. We certainly have
some intuitive ideas about utterer’s meaning but we also do not have a
very well-worked-out theory of the relevant phenomena. It is Grice’s
virtue to offer a theory that is far from explicit in our ordinary ideas,
that may at certain points disturb or go beyond these intuitive ideas,
but that in many respects satisfies our intuitions. Like other good
proposals, Grice’s explication of utterer’s meaning is both reportive
and stipulative.

2. Problem of soliloquy

Yu’s second criticism picks up on a problem that is discussed by Grice
himself, by Schiffer, Searle, and Chomsky. This is the question of how
to apply Grice’s characterization of utterer’s meaning when an utter-
ance is made with no audience present. Here it seems to me that
Griceans have been more concerned than they should be with this
problem, and have conceded more to their critics than they should
have.
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The problem is that when uttering something the utterer normally
intends that an audience should actively respond to the utterance. It
seems to me that Grice’s idea is essential and correct. The primary use
of language is for such communication, and it is hard to imagine
language having been developed for any other major purpose. It is thus
appropriate that utterer’s meaning have its primary account in terms of
intentions to influence an audience, but it by no means requires that
such a complicated and extended skill should always be used only in its
primary sense. Most complicated skills that we have can be used in ways
other than the ways for which they were primarily developed. It is easy
to think of some simple examples from among the repertoires of
physical skills, Suppose that Jones is very interested in basketball and
becomes very good at ‘shooting baskets’. He develops his skill so as to
do well in playing the game, but he also practices a great deal by
himself and develops a true taste for shooting baskets alone. He develops
a method of scoring and has a daily score based on the percentage of
baskets shot out of those attempted in his backyard. The primary
meaning of the skili makes sense only in the context of the game of
basketball, but his additional use of that skill for pleasure and further
tramning is derivative from that and 1s easily understood even though it
18 not exercised in the context of an actual game.

Smith is an excellent football-kicker. When held in an enemy prison
camp he gets an important message out by kicking it in a can over the
wall of the prison. His fellow prisoners tell him afterwards, ‘Thank God
you can kick like hell.’

And so it goes with a good talker. He has a complicated, useful, and
powerful skill. He naturally uses it in supplementary ways to help
himself remember things, to express his feelings even when alone, or to
summarize his thoughts. The normal cases of speaking are addressed to
an audience and have intentions with respect to the audience. It seems
simple enough (o extend the characterization to include those cases
without an audience. I would expect a complicated skill like talking to
be no more rigidly circumscribed in its meaningful use than any other
such skill. Moreover, I would expect the noncentral uses to have no
single, simple characterizations.

3. Primacy of sentence meaning

Yu’s third argument, one that recurs in various forms in earlier criti-
cisms of Grice, is that Grice’s characterization of utterer’s meaning is
essentially circular in so far as it claims to be the basis of giving an
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account of the meaning of sentences, because the notion of the meaning
of sentences is required in order to characterize that the intentions of
the speakers are of the right kind. Yu’s criticism seems to be based on
the following two points. Sentence meaning is prior to utterer’s mean-
ing. Secondly, language can be used for many purposes, one of which is
communication. Grice’s proposal is one aimed at an account of com-
munication, not of language. Such an account of communication must
presume already and as logically prior an account of language and
therefore of sentence meaning. The next section is devoted to this issue.

III. CONGRUENCE OF MEANING

Running through the criticisms of Chomsky and Yu, often explicitly,
is an appeal to the idea of sentence meaning, but nothing very definite
is said about this complicated and subtle notion. Given the many
analyses of the concept of synonymy in work of several decades ago by
Carnap, Church, Mates, Quine, and others, it is a little surprising to
have the concept of sentence meaning referred to so casually by these
critics of Grice’s theory. (A good review of this earlier work is given in
Quine, 1960.) Similar difficulties arise for saying when two proofs are
‘the same’, or even more recently, when two computer programmes are
‘identical’.

I have argued earlier (1973) that the search for synonymy of sen-
tences or, as often put, identity of propositions is mistaken, and that
what we should have is what I have termed a geometrical theory of
meaning. By this I mean that we replace the search for any fixed
concept of synonymy by a hierarchy of concepts of congruence as is
familiar in modern geometry. Thus, for example, we do not have in
geometry one single notion of congruence, but one notion for Euclidean
geometry, another for affine geometry, and another, say, for topology.
In the same way, we have natural weaker and stronger senses of con-
gruence of two sentences, and it is this notion of congruence of meaning
that should be introduced and used in talking about sentence meaning.
The rather casual paraphrases of meaning that are often used by
Chomsky do not constitute a proper concept of sentence meaning, but
only the rather coarse kind characteristic of paraphrase congruence.

It is not my purpose here to go into the technical details of my
earlier ideas about congruence of meaning, but I want to use these ideas
to develop some further remarks about the primacy of utterer’s mean-
ing. To do this it will be sufficient simply to give some examples of the
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different senses of congruence. The basic idea is that the syntactic
structure enters into congruence as well as the referential character of
a sentence. Thus, the following two sentences are congruent in a strong
sense because their trees are syntactically isomorphic and denotationally
identical. (By denotation 1 literally mean denotation, and not some
peculiar sense of denotation one might find in generative semantics.)

All men are mortal.
Every man is mortal.

A second sense of congruence is that two sentences are permuta-
tionally congruent in meaning and form, but are not congruent in the
sense of a strong congruence because the trees are not syntactically and
denotationally isomorphic. Here are a pair of simple sentences illustrat-
ing permutational congruence:

John and Mary are here.
Mary and John are here.

The permutation of the order of proper names from one sentence to
the other breaks apart the strong sense of congruence and leaves us with
something weaker., A still weaker sense of congruence is that of para-
phrase, mentioned earlier. In this case, only the denotation of the root
of the tree for the entire sentence need be the same as its paraphrase.

To the extent that the kind of apparatus of congruence I have
introduced for sentences is at ali natural, it should be apparent that it
has a direct extension to utterances. We now widen the concept of
congruence to include features of the speech-act of utterance, and as
we bring in an increasing number of factors we get absolute uniqueness,
just as we do in geometry, namely, in the strongest sense of identity
each utterance is only congruent with itself; that is, it is only identical
with itself,

When we think about this natural progression of senses of congruence
it seems to me absurd that Yu explicitly, and Chomsky perhaps less so,
claim that sentence meaning is implicit in Grice’s concept of utterer’s
meaning. I find this as ridiculous as saying that in any interesting sense
affine congruence of triangles, for example, is somehow prior to Euclid-
ean congruence. Certainly, affine congruence is weaker. After all, there
is just one triangle in the affine plane up to congruence, but it 1s
certainly not in any interesting way assumed as part of the concept of
Euchdean congruence. What does seem to me obvious 1s that the richer
and more concrete notion of utterer’s meaning, when looked at from
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the standpoint of congruence, in no realistic sense whatsoever assumes
a notion of sentence meaning. Let me make clear how the argument
goes. There is no definite concept of sentence meaning. As in the case
of geometry, the only systematic sense of sentence meaning is some
particular sense of congruence of sentence meaning, but congruence of
sentence meaning is clearly a weaker and more general concept than
that of congruence of utterer’s meaning. The particular facts and the
particular acts of utterance form the basis of a stronger, more concrete,
and more definite sense of meaning. It is confusion about sentence
meaning that has misled Chomsky and Yu into thinking that there is
a serious argument for the priority of sentence meaning over utterer’s
meaning.

In fact, to pursue this point a bit further it might be desirable to
draw still another geometrical analogy. It might be said in response to
what I have just said that I have put the shoe on the wrong geometry.
It is Fuclidean geometry that corresponds to what Chomsky and Yu
have in mind in talking about sentence meaning, namely, the kind of
geometry that has been around for a long time, just as talk about sen-
tence meaning has been around for a long time. But it is easy for us to
introduce a geometry stronger than Euclidean geometry, for example,
a geometry that is sensitive not only to Euclidean geometry but also
to orientation in space. Such a geometry in no way depends upon, and
must assume as logically prior, the classical and traditional concept
of Euclidean geometry. Let us call this concept that of oriented
congruence. This is the kind of geometry that goes with much ordinary
talk about the location of objects and events in daily experience.

It might still be objected that the fundamental feature of Euclidean
geometry that is also characteristic of the idea of sentence meaning is
present in oriented geometry but not correspondingly in utterer’s
meaning. This is the independence of context. In Euclidean geometry,
oriented geometry, or affine geometry, a triangle is a triangle no matter
what the context of the other points or figures. In fact, the very idea
of other points or figures being present or absent is not a coherent
concept in classical geometry. The same is implicitly the case for
classical ideas of sentence meaning. The context of utterance should
not affect the meaning. But all we need to do is to move from geometry
to physics to pick a new analogy that is closer still to that of utterer’s
meaning. Physics is nothing but context. The motion of a particle is
entirely different once a new particle comes close by. And so it is with
utterer’s meaning. The context as determined by the audience, the
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anxieties of the speaker, and so forth can have a significant and critical
effect on utterer’s meaning. I mean by this that the congruence of the
utterance in the deepest and most detailed sense will depend upon these
features as well as the features so characteristic of sentence meaning in
the traditional sense.

In this sense my talk about a geometrical theory of meaning is
mistaken. It is only in terms of the concept of congruence that I have
talked about geometry. At the level of meaning itself, the analogy I
would want to insist on as we move from sentence meaning to utterer’s
meaning is closer to physics than to geometry. It is a virtue of Grice’s
approach to bring out the importance of context and the importance of
the concreteness reflected in utterer’s meaning.

Because these matters have been so controversial, let me repeat once
more my straightforward line on these matters. It is absurd to charge
Grice with using implicitly a concept of sentence meaning once any
systematic concept of sentence meaning is set forth. The reason is
simple. Sentence meaning is going to entail a rather weak sense of
congruence between utterances. The virtue of Grice’s ideas is to require
a strong sense of congruence. Perhaps the meek and the weak shall
inherit the earth, but the strong shall not depend on them. Strong
congruence of utterances does not depend on weak congruence in the
sense of logical or conceptual dependence. Obviously, strong con-
gruence implies weak congruence, and thus congruence of utterances
implies congruence 1n the sense of sentence congruence, not conversely,
but this we would expect and is completely unexceptionable.

IV. BIRO’S CRITICISM OF INTENTIONALISM

Grice’s reduction, or partial reduction anyway, of meaning to intention
places a heavy load on the theory of intentions. But in the articles he
has written about these matters he has not been very explicit about the
structure of intentions. As I understand his position on these matters,
it is his view that the defence of the primacy of utterer’s meaning does
not depend on having worked out any detailed theory of intention.
It 15 enough to show how the reduction should be thought of in a
schematic fashion in order to make a convincing argument.

I do think there is a fairly straightforward extension of Grice’s
ideas that provides the right way of developing a theory of intentions
appropriate for his theory of utterer’s meaning. Slightly changing
around some of the words mn Grice (1968), we have the following
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example. U utters ‘“Phido is shaggy”, if “U wants A to think that U
thinks that Jones’s dog is hairy-coated.”’ Put another way, U’s inten-
tion is to want A to think U thinks that Jones’s dog is hairy-coated.
Such intentions clearly have a generative structure similar but different
from the generated syntactic structure we think of verbal utterances’
having. But we can even say that the deep structures talked about by
grammarians of Chomsky’s ilk could best be thought of as intentions.
This is not a suggestion I intend to pursue seriously. The important
point is that it is a mistake to think about classifications of intentions;
rather, we should think in terms of mechanisms for generating inten-
tions., Moreover, it seems to me that such mechanisms in the case of
animals are evident enough as expressed in purposeful pursuit of prey
or other kinds of food, and yet are not expressed in language. In that
sense once again there is an argument in defence of Grice’s theory.
The primacy of utterer’s meaning has primacy because of the primacy
of intention. We can have intentions without words, but we cannot
have words of any interest without intentions.

In this general context, I now turn to Biro’s (1979) interesting
criticisms of intentionalism in the theory of meaning. Biro deals from
his own standpoint with some of the issues I have raised already, but
his central thesis about intention I have not previously discussed. It
goes to the heart of controversies about the use of the concept of
intention to explain the meaning of utterances. Biro puts his point in
a general way by insisting that utterance meaning must be separate
from and independent of speaker’s meaning or, in the terminology
used here, utterer’s meaning. The central part of his argument is his
objection to the possibility of explaining meaning in terms of intentions.

Biro’s argument goes like this:

1. A central purpose of speech is to enable others to learn about the
speaker’s intentions.

2. It will be impossible to discover or understand the intentions
of the speaker unless there are independent means for under-
standing what he says, since what he says will be primary evi-
dence about his intentions.

3. Thus the meaning of an utterance must be conceptually
independent of the intentions of the speaker.

This is an appealing positivistic line. The data relevant to a theory or
hypothesis must be known independently of the hypothesis. Biro is
quick to state that he is not against theoretical entities, but the way in
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which he separates theoretical entities and observable facts makes
clear the limited role he wants them to play, in this case the theoretical
entities being intentions. The central idea is to be found in the follow-
ing passage:

The point I am insisting on here is merely that the ascription of an
intention to an agent has the character of an Aypothesis, something
invoked to explain phenomena which may be described independently
of that explanation (though not necessarily independently of the fact
that they fall into a class for which the hypothesis in question generally
or normally provides an explanation)., (pp. 250-1.) [The italics are
Biro’s.]

Biro’s aim is clear from this quotation. The central point is that the
data about intentions, namely, the utterance, must be describable
independently of hypotheses about the intentions. He says a little later
to reinforce this: ‘The central point is this: it is the intention-hypothesis
that is revisable, not the act-description’ (p. 251). Biro’s central mistake,
and a large one too, is to think that data can be described independently
of hypotheses and that somehow there is a clean and simple version of
data that makes such description a natural and inevitable thing to have.
It would be easy enough to wander off into a description of such
problems in physics, where experiments provide a veritable wonderland
of seemingly arbitrary choices about what to include and what to
exclude from the experimental experience as ‘relevant data’, and where
the arbitrariness can only be even partly understood on the basis of
understanding the theories being tested. Real data do not come in
simple linear strips like letters on the page. Real experiments are bloom-
ing confusions that never get sorted out completely but only partially
and schematically, as appropriate to the theory or theories being
tested, and in accordance with the traditions and conventions of past
similar experiments. (Biro makes a point about the importance of
convention that I agree with, but it is irrelevant to my central point
of controversy with him.)

What I say about experiments is even more true of undisciplined
and unregulated human interaction. Experiments, especially in physics,
are presumably among the best examples of disciplined and structured
action. Most conversations, in contrast, are really examples of situations
of confusion that are only straightened out under strong hypotheses
of intentions on the part of speakers and listeners as well.

There is more than one level at which the straightening-out takes
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place through the beneficent use of hypotheses about intentions. I shall
not try to deal with all of them here but only mention some salient
aspects. At an earlier point, Biro says:

The main reason for introducing intentions into some of these analyses
is precisely that the public (broadly speaking) features of utterances
—the sounds made, the circumstances in which they are made and
the syntactic and semantic properties of these noises considered as
linguistic items—are thought to be insufficient for the specification
of that aspect of the utierance which we call its meaning. [p. 244.]

If we were to take this line of thought seriously and literally, we would
begin with the sound pressure waves that reach our ears and that are
given the subtle and intricate interpretation required to accept them as
speech. There is a great variety of evidence that purely acoustical
concepts are inadequate for the analysis of speech. To determine the
speech content of a sound pressure wave we need extensive hypo-
theses about the intentions that speakers have in order to convert the
public physical features of utterances into intentional linguistic items.
Biro might object at where I am drawing the line between public and
intentional, namely, at the difference between physical and linguistic,
but it would be part of my thesis that it is just because of perceived and
hypothesized intentions that we are mentally able to convert sound
pressure waves into meaningful speech. In fact, I can envisage a kind of
transcendental argument for the existence of intentions based on the
impossibility from the standpoint of physics alone of interpreting
sound pressure waves as speech.

Biro seems to have in mind the nice printed sentences of science
and philosophy that can be found on the printed pages of treatises
around the world. But this is not the right place to begin to think about
meaning, only the end point. Grice, and everybody else who holds an
intentional thesis about meaning, recognizes the requirement to reach
an account of such timeless sentence meaning or linguistic meaning. In
fact, Grice is perhaps more ready than I am to concede that such a
theory can be developed in a relatively straightforward manner. One
purpose of my detailed discussion of congruence of meaning in the
previous section is to point out some of the difficulties of having an
adequate detailed theory of these matters, certainly an adequate
detailed theory of the linguistic meaning or the sentence meaning.
Even if I were willing to grant the feasibility of such a theory, I would
not grant the use of it that Biro has made. For the purposes of this
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discussion printed text may be accepted as well-defined, theory-
independent data. (There are even issues to be raised about the printed
page, but ones that I will set aside in the present context. I have in
mind the psychological difference between perception of printed letters,
words, phrases, or sentences, and that of related but different non-
linguistic marks on paper.) But no such data assumptions can be made
about spoken speech.

Still another point of attack on Biro’s positivistic line about data
concerns the data of stress and prosody and their role in fixing the
meaning of an utterance. Stress and prosody are critical to the inter-
pretation of the intentions of speakers, but the data on stress and
prosody are fleeting and hard to catch on the fly. Hypotheses about
speakers’ intentions are needed even in the most humdrum interpreta-
tins of what a given prosodic contour or a given point of stress has
contributed to the meaning of the utterance spoken. The prosodic
contour and the points of stress of an utterance are linguistic data,
but they do not have the independent physical description Biro vainly
hopes for.

Let me put my point still another way. I do not deny for a second
that conventions and traditions of speech play a role in fixing the
meaning of a particular utterance on a particular occasion. It is not
a matter of interpreting afresh, as if the universe had just begun,
a particular utterance in terms of particular intentions at that time
and place without dependence upon past prior intentions and the
traditions of spoken speech that have evolved in the community
of which the speaker and listener are a part. It is rather that hypotheses
about intentions are operating continually and centrally in the
interpretation of what is said. Loose, live speech depends upon such
active ‘on-line’ interpretation of intention to make sense of what
has been said. If there were some absolutely agreed-upon concept
of firm and definite linguistic meaning that Biro and others could
appeal to, then it might be harder to make the case [ am arguing for.
But I have already argued in the discussion of congruence of meaning
that this is precisely what is not the case. The absence of any definite
and satisfactory theory of unique linguistic meaning argues also for
moving back to the more concrete and psychologically richer concept
of utterer’s meaning. This is the place to begin the theory of meaning,
and this theory itself rests to a very large extent on the concept of
intention.
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