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1.  Introduction   


In lecture 2 I argued that this standard way of thinking about words prevents us from incorporating our practical judgments of sameness of denotation into our understanding of truth. This is unacceptable, I argued, because it conflicts with our own best understanding of agreements, disagreements, and discoveries in ongoing rational inquiries. In particular, it leads to an unacceptable dilemma: our practical judgments of sameness of denotation are either (i) determined by independently specifiable facts, hence objective, or (ii) subjective.  The gold-platinum thought experiment that I presented in lecture 2 shows that our practical judgments of sameness of denotation are not determined by independently specifiable facts. According to the standard way of thinking about words, these judgments must therefore be subjective. But we cannot accept that they are subjective, because there are integral to our understanding of rational inquiry itself. To move beyond this dilemma, we need a new way of thinking about words. We need a conception of words that fits with our practical judgments of sameness of denotation, unlike the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words that is currently entrenched in our thinking. My goal in this lecture is to sketch an alternative to the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, explain how it solves the puzzle raised by the gold-platinum thought experiment, and address three instructive objections to it. 
2.  The performative conception of words
To develop a viable alternative to the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, I propose that we investigate the judgments we make about sameness of words when we are in the midst of using them. From this perspective we can remind ourselves of what I call the performative conception of the same-word relation.  This conception of the same-word relation is integral the performative sense of language use that I briefly explained in lecture 2. As you may recall, there is a fundamental distinction between using an expression in the performative sense, on the one hand, and mentioning it, or referring to it, on the other. The distinction is evident in sentences such as the following

Beijing is a city, but ‘Beijing’ is not a city.  

When we affirm this sentence, we use the first occurrence of the word ‘Beijing’ to mention (refer to) Beijing, and we use ‘ ‘Beijing’ ’ to mention (refer to) the word ‘Beijing’.  In this context, our understanding of “language use” is performative: our only way of conveying what it is to use a word in this sense is actually to use it—to perform a particular linguistic act that shows what it is to use the word. 

To overcome the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, I propose that identify and distinguish between words from our perspective as participants in actual inquiries—the perspective on words that we take when we use our words in the performative sense. To accept this proposal is to regard our understanding of the same-word relation as an aspect of our own performative use of words.  

I propose that an explication of truth and denotation is satisfactory only if it identifies and distinguishes between words in a way that fits with our practical judgments of sameness of denotation.  To see the importance of this proposal, recall that to apply Tarski's methods of defining denotation and truth for words of our own idiolect, we must regiment our own words so that we can identify and distinguish between them by their spelling. We cannot in all cases simply extend this method of identifying and distinguishing between words to other speakers’ idiolects. But we typically take words that are spelled or pronounced in the same way to be true of the same things, unless we see good reasons in a context for not doing so.  
My proposal for understanding the same-word relation implies that our practical judgments of sameness of denotation are fundamental, hence factual, even though they are not determined by independently specifiable facts, as the gold-platinum thought experiment shows. The same goes for our practical identifications of logical words such as ‘(’, ‘~’, and ‘(’.  The proposal clarifies the grammar of logic, by clarifying the relation of sameness and difference of words that is relevant to logic.  Yet it has profound and far-reaching consequences for our understanding of rational inquiry.  To investigate some of these consequences, I will begin by explaining how the performative conception of words solves the puzzle presented by the gold-platinum thought experiment. 

3.  The gold-platinum thought experiment again

Recall that the historical background for the gold-platinum thought experiment is that platinum was not discovered until the mid-18th century, when chemists called it ‘white gold’ because of its striking similarities to what they previously called gold.
  Platinum has a higher melting point than gold.  But like gold, Platinum dissolves in aqua regia, which was named for its ability to dissolve gold.
  In 1650, a chemist applying this “acid test” to a sample of platinum might have concluded that it should be called ‘gold’.
  We now know that platinum and gold are different elements: platinum is the element with atomic number 78, and gold is the element with atomic number 79.

 With this in mind, suppose that there is a Twin Earth that is indistinguishable from Earth up until 1650, when large deposits of platinum are uncovered in Twin South Africa, and that once it is established by Twin Earth chemists that the newly uncovered metal dissolves in aqua regia, members of the Twin English speaking community call it ‘gold’, treating it in the same way we treat gold: the platinum is mined as gold, hammered (and later melted) together with gold to produce coins and bars that are valued by Twin Earthlings just as we value gold.  Everyone on Twin Earth trusts the Twin Earth chemists’ judgment that the newly uncovered metal is properly called ‘gold’. 

Suppose also that on Twin Earth chemistry develops in almost exactly the same way in which it develops on Earth, except that when Twin Earth chemists investigate what they call ‘gold’, they conclude that there are two kinds of ‘gold’—their word ‘gold’ denotes x if and only if x is (a bit of) the element with atomic number 78 or x is (a bit of) the element with atomic number 79. 

 Recall that Twin Earth is just like Earth with a slightly different future after platinum is first uncovered in Twin South Africa in 1650.  To see the possibility of this Twin Earth senario, it is enough to imagine a few accidental differences between the two communities that allow for the accidental uncovering of large amounts of platinum on Twin Earth.

 The crucial point is that just as members of our English speaking community take for granted that the denotation of the English word ‘gold’ did not change as a result of the discovery that it denotes x if and only if x is (a bit of) the element with atomic number 79, so members of the Twin English speaking linguistic community take for granted that the denotation of their Twin English word ‘gold’ did not change as a result of their discovery that it denotes x if and only if x is (a bit of) the element with atomic number 78 or x is (a bit of) the element with atomic number 79.  Members of the two communities have different beliefs about what their word form ‘gold’ denotes, and they take these beliefs for granted even when they are evaluating utterances made by using ‘gold’ before 1650.  For instance, suppose that in 1649 John Locke and his twin on Twin Earth both uttered the words ‘There are huge deposits of gold in those hills,’ with Locke indicating South African hills, and Twin Locke indicating the corresponding Twin South African hills, both of which contain platinum but no gold.  We take Locke’s word ‘gold’ to be true of an object x just in case x is gold, whereas our contemporaries on Twin Earth take Twin Locke’s word ‘gold’ to be true of an object x just in case (as we would say it) x is either gold or platinum. We conclude that Locke’s utterance is false, and our contemporaries on Twin Earth conclude that Twin Locke’s utterance is true.

4.  How the performative conception of words solves the puzzle


According to the performative conception of words, members of a linguistic community should trust their practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time unless they see some good reason in the context for not doing so. By hypothesis, there are no good reasons for members of either of the two linguistic communities described in the gold-platinum thought experiment to reject or revise their practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time for their tokens of g-o-l-d. Members of the actual linguistic community trace their practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time for the English word ‘gold’ back to 1649 and earlier, and so take for granted, as discussed earlier, that the denotation of the English word ‘gold’ has not changed since 1649.  That is why we now say that we discovered that gold is the element with atomic number 79, and that the English word ‘gold’ has denoted gold for centuries, and did so even before the discovery that gold is the element with atomic number 79.  The performative conception of the same word relation enables us to say that members of the Twin-English speaking community can also traced their practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time for the word that they spell g-o-l-d back to back to 1649 and earlier, and so take for granted that the denotation of their word gold has not changed since 1649.  To accept this proposal is to conclude that the denotations of the words spelled g-o-l-d in the two linguistic communities of the thought experiment are not extensionally equivalent, even in 1649. But in the sense of word relevant to logic and truth, a word cannot have two denotations that are not extensionally equivalent. Thus the performative conception of the same-word relation leads to the conclusion that even in 1649, before the development of chemistry on either planet, the English word spelled g-o-l-d is different from the Twin-English word spelled g-o-l-d.  


One might think that it would be possible to get the same result by modifying the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of the same-word relation so that the ex-use of ‘gold’ in 1850, say, helps to determine its denotation in 1649.
  The suggestion, in other words, is that the denotation of a given string of letters is determined by the past, present, and future ex-uses of tokens of that string of letters. There are a number of serious problems with this modification of the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words. The most serious problem is that it does not address the question of when we should regard to tokens of a given string of letters as tokens of the same word, so that the ex-uses of those tokens are in some way relevant to the determination of the denotation of that (supposed) word. Thus the trans-temporal version of the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words presupposes an answer to the fundamental question of when two tokens of a given string of letters are tokens of the same word.  The performative conception of same-word solves this problem by appealing to practice. According to the performative conception of the same-word relation, our primary grip on the sameness and difference of words is given by our actual judgments of sameness of denotation. There's no criterion apart from such judgments. In contrast, the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words offers a substantive criterion for two tokens of a given string of letters to be tokens of the same word.  The criterion, (P2) of lecture 2, is as follows: 

(P2)
If a given speaker’s practical judgment that w1 has the same denotation as w2 is factual then (a) the facts about how w1 is ex-used uniquely determine the denotation of w1, (b) the facts about how w2 is ex-used uniquely determine the denotations of w2, and (c) the denotation, if any, that is uniquely determined by the facts about how w2 is ex-used is the same as the denotation, if any, that is uniquely determined by the facts about how w2 is ex-used. 

The trouble is that we have no way of determining when and a change in ex-use marks a change in word, hence in the denotation, and when it does not. 
Another problem is that any given time t, there are a number of futures that remain open at t. Thus we cannot say that the denotation of a word at time t is determined by facts about how that word is used in all possible futures after t. But it is unclear how to select one of the futures in such a way that the resulting theory of denotation fits with our actual judgments of sameness of denotation across time. The performative conception of words addresses both of these problems by appealing to practice, without hypothesizing that facts that ex-used determine the denotations of words. 

To understand how the performative conception of words resolves the puzzle raised by the gold-platinum thought experiment, it helps to see that there are superficially similar conflicts that cannot be handled in the same way.  Suppose that one linguistic community actually splits into two communities that become isolated from each other.  Let T be an unambiguous term of the language used before the split, and assume that after the split members of the two communities come to different conclusions about the denotation of T, while continuing to take for granted that the denotation of T has not changed since the split.  If members of the two communities later realize that their practical judgments of sameness of denotation for T lead back to a single unambiguous term of the language used before the split, they are not likely to relinquish their practical judgments of sameness of denotation for T.  They will likely take themselves to disagree about the denotation of T, and so they will try to persuade each other of their views.  But this does not to establish that the ex-use of T prior to the split determined the denotation of T.  Instead, it is a consequence of the fact that members of the two communities can trace their practical judgments of sameness of denotation for T back to a common source in a single unambiguous word, and so they have a practical commitment to evaluating sentences in which T occurs in the same way.  

In the gold-platinum thought experiment, by contrast, members of the two communities are not committed to evaluating sentences containing ‘g-o-l-d’ in the same way. We must distinguish, therefore, between cases in which there is a practical conflict between two beliefs, take conflict can be traced back through chains of practical judgments of sameness of denotation, to a single word used within a single community, hand, and cases of the sort described in the gold-platinum thought experiment, in which there is no such practical conflict. In cases of the second kind, we can and should accept the practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time in both linguistic communities, and individuate words accordingly. 
We may still uncomfortable with the idea that the Twin English word ‘gold’ that was used on Twin Earth in 1650 is true of x if and only if x is either gold or platinum, because in 1650 that word was not yet actually applied to platinum. To put this feeling in perspective, it helps to note that there are terms whose use on Earth resembles the use of ‘gold’ on Twin Earth.  The English word ‘jade’ is true of both jadeite and nephrite.  The Chinese character called yu that is translated into English as ‘jade’ was actually applied only to nephrite until the 18th century, when the Chinese first encountered jadeite and started carving it. The mineralogical differences between nephrite and jadeite were discovered in 1863, a century after the Chinese practice of applying yu to both nephrite and jadeite became entrenched.
   They (and we) take for granted that the denotation of yu did not change when it was applied to jadeite.  Similarly, Twin English speakers take for granted that the denotation of their term ‘gold’ did not change when it was applied to the element with atomic number 78.  We are therefore in no position to dismiss their practical judgments of sameness of denotation for ‘gold’ just because these judgments seem strange to us.

5.  Possible pasts


 Imagine a world in which the English speaking linguistic community ceased to exist in 1650.  It might seem that in 1649 in such a world, the denotation of the English word ‘gold’ must be indeterminate, because the ex-use of the English word ‘gold’, described independently of its denotation, is compatible with both of the denotations described in the gold-platinum thought experiment.
  

This reasoning presupposes that the ex-use of a word determines its denotation.  In my view, however, the ex-use of a word never determines its denotation, for the simple reason that even our most deeply entrenched beliefs about how our words are correctly applied may be false.
  But how then can we make sense of the claim that in the world described in the previous paragraph, in 1649 the English word ‘gold’ denotes x if and only if x is a bit of the element with atomic number 79?  

As Kripke explained in Kripke 1980, possible worlds are not discovered, they are stipulated.  When we describe a world w in which the English-speaking community ceased to exist in 1650, we stipulate that we are talking about the English word ‘gold’.  If the English word ‘gold’ denotes x if and only if x is a bit of the element with atomic number 79, as we believe, then it follows from our description of world w that in w in 1649, the English word ‘gold’ denotes x if and only if x is a bit of the element with atomic number 79.  Similarly, in a world in which the Twin-English speaking linguistic ceased to exist in 1650, in 1649 the Twin English word ‘gold’ denotes x if and only if either x is a bit of the element with atomic number 78 or x is a bit of the element with atomic number 79. 


 These possible pasts will seem puzzling only if we assume that the ex-use of a word determines its denotation.  I recommend that we reject this assumption and trust our practical judgments of sameness of denotation across time.  

6.  Is the performative conception of same-word too obscure?  

 One might object that the performative conception of the same-word relation is just as much in need of clarification as the same-meaning relation, which is notoriously obscure and problematic. One of the main advantages of identifying words with their spelling, and supplementing that with facts about ex-use, is that the same-spelling relation is much clearer than the same-meaning relation.  If we adopt the performative conception of the same-word relation, it seems we must give up this supposed advantage, thereby apparently leaving ourselves in dark about both the same-word relation and the same-meaning relation. 

We can see what is wrong with this reasoning if we remind ourselves of cases in which our practical judgments of sameness of denotation trump our prior estimations of the "meanings" of our words. For instance, I might believe that “elm” means “tree with smooth, light-colored bark”, yet take myself to be corrected by an arborist who says, “Elms do not have smooth, light-colored bark—their bark is rough and dark." I could not take myself to be corrected in this way if I did not treat my practical judgment of sameness of denotation for the arborist’s word “elm” as more secure than my prior belief that “elm” means “tree with smooth, light-colored bark”. Since the performative conception of words is expressed by our practical judgments of sameness of denotation, the example shows that we find that conception of words clearer and more secure than our ordinary estimations of sameness and difference of meaning. 

If we begin with the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, however, we lose our grip on the performative conception of words, for we are then compelled to find external properties of tokens of orthographic word-types that can single out the same-word relation that interests us in logic—the one that is relevant to sameness and different of denotation.  We prevent ourselves from appealing to the performative same-word relationship, so we must appeal to other factors that seem on a par with the obscure same-meaning relation, including facts about speakers’ ex-uses of tokens of word with the same spelling. Hence if we are in the grip of the standard conception of the same-word relation we will not notice that our practical judgments of sameness of denotation, and hence also our practical identifications of words, typically trump our ordinary judgments of sameness of meaning.
 To allay the worry sketched two paragraphs above, therefore, one must try to loosen the grip of the the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words by looking more carefully at our practical judgments of sameness of denotation and the performative conception of words that they express. 
7.  The argument from revisability 

If they were pressed to say why they accept the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, I think most philosophers would first try to use what I call the argument from revisability, which exploits the fact that although we typically take words that are spelled or pronounced in the same way to be true of the same things, we don't always do so, and in any case, such judgments are revisable.  
Recall the example I used in lecture 2:  A Londoner says to me, “There aren’t many robins left in London,” I take her word ‘robin’ to denote robins, and I take her to have said that there aren't many robins left in London, but I later realize that her word ‘robin’—the British word ‘robin’—does not denote robins, but birds of another species that are superficially similar to robins.  As I noted in lecture 2, it seems that there is only one plausible way to understand this: the Londoner’s ex-use of her tokens of r-o-b-i-n is different enough from my ex-use of my tokens of that word to determine a different denotation for them. This understanding of the case suggests, for instance, that the differences between the denotations of our tokens of r-o-b-i-n are uniquely determined by differences in the facts about how we ex-use those tokens.  It also suggests that if I later conclude that the facts about how the Londoner ex-uses her tokens of r-o-b-i-n do not uniquely determine the denotation of those tokens, I will conclude that my practical judgments of sameness of denotations for them are not factual. In this way, cases in which we revise our practical judgments of sameness of denotations naturally incline us to accept the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words.   


This argument may seem compelling at first, but it overlooks a crucial point: our revisions of our practical judgments of sameness of denotations are always local, and hence always presuppose a background of other practical judgments of sameness of denotation. In the midst of our revisions, we are never in a position to describe how a speaker uses a given word without making any assumptions about the denotations of any of her other words. For this reason, the fact that we sometimes revise our practical judgments of sameness of denotation does not support the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, which requires that the relevant facts about ex-use be specifiable independently of all of our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. 

8.  The argument from radical interpretability

In response, many philosophers would turn to what I call the argument from radical interpretability. The idea behind this argument is that even though our revisions of our practical judgments of sameness of denotations presuppose other such judgments, it is possible for us to interpret languages that we have never encountered before.  The process of constructing and testing an interpretation of such a language must begin with evidence about how speakers of the language ex-use their words. At the start, our description of the evidence does not presuppose any practical judgments of sameness of denotation.  According to the argument from radical interpretability, this implies that any practical judgments of sameness of denotation we make once we have learned the language are correct or incorrect according as they are determined by facts about language ex-use that are specifiable independently of those practical judgments of sameness of denotation. This argument aims to go beyond the argument from revisability by trying to show that the same considerations that lead us in local cases to think that facts about language ex-use determine denotation establish that the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words and the corresponding principles (P1) and (P2) are relevant to truth and denotation. 

But the argument from radical interpretability is no better than the argument from revisability. Contrary to what it purports to show, the fact that speakers of one language can learn to understand other languages they have not encountered before does not establish that the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words is relevant to truth and denotation. To see why, one must first understand how we can define denotation and truth disquotationally for words and sentences of a foreign language, such as French or German.  It can seem puzzling how to do this, since we can define denotation and truth disquotationally only for words and sentences that we can use. But the puzzle is only apparent. For any sentence of a foreign language, we can learn how to use it, and simply extend our own language to encompass this new sentence.  Take ‘La neige est blanche’, for instance. Once we learn to use this sentence, and the words that it contains, we are in a position to accept that 


‘La neige est blanche’ is true if and only if la neige est blanche.

and


‘blanche’ is true of (denotes) x if and only if x is blanche. 

These specifications of truth and denotation for French words are given in a mixed language that includes the French words ‘La neige est blanche’.


 This way of defining denotation and truth disquotationally for words and sentences of foreign languages is just an application of the Tarski-Quine method of defining denotation and truth disquotationally that I described in Lecture 1.  As we have seen, the method does not show how truth is connected with our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. This crucial connection is secured by the fact that just as English speakers take words of English that are spelled or pronounced in the same way to be true of the same things, so French speakers take words of French that are spelled or pronounced in the same way to be true of the same things. An English speaker may also be a French speaker, so an English speaker may be in a position to define denotations and truth disquotationally for words of French. The same reasoning applies to any language that we can learn. 
 

If we have not yet learned a given language, we cannot define denotation and truth disquotationally for it.  This apparently conflicts with our intuition that we can make sense of the idea that words and sentences of languages we cannot now use have denotations and truth conditions.  In fact, however, the disquotational understanding of denotation and truth clarifies this intuition, by limiting it to words and sentences of languages we know we can learn. On this view, our understanding of how to apply ‘true’ or ‘denotes’ to the words of a language we don’t know is exhausted by our understanding of how we could learn that language. No doubt for each language we have learned, there is some way that we made the transition from not knowing anything about the language to making practical judgments of sameness of denotation about its words. But the fact that we have made such transitions and can in principle make them for languages we have not yet learned does not depend on or in any way support the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words.

Our initial impression that the argument from radical interpretability shows that the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words is relevant to truth and denotation was based in a failure to see how we actually identify words while simultaneously using them.  Just as we can make sense of treating words of English that are spelled in the same way as true of the same things without committing ourselves to the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words, so we can make sense of learning to use new words and sentences without committing ourselves to the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words.  The argument from radical interpretability only looks plausible if we dismiss or fail to grasp the performative conception of sameness of word.  Once we fully acknowledge and embrace this alternative, we find that the argument from radical interpretability offers us no grounds for the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words or the corresponding principle (P2).     
9. Conclusion


I began these lectures by assuming that our interest in clarifying rational inquiry is motivated in part by our desire for fruitful collaborations with other inquirers.  I explained how this desire leads us to regiment our language and to formulate logical laws by using a truth predicate defined disquotationally for our own words and sentences. I then explained how our practice of taking other's words it face value, together with our disquotational definitions of denotation, yield practical judgments of sameness of denotation. These practical judgments of sameness of denotation, I argued, are integral to our identifications of agreements, disagreements, and discoveries.  My central question has been “How are disquotational definitions of truth and denotation related to our practical judgments of sameness of denotation?” It is widely assumed that there are only two possible answers to this question: our practical judgments of sameness of denotation are either (i) determined by independently specifiable facts, hence objective, or (ii) subjective. Neither of these alternatives is acceptable. The gold-platinum thought experiment shows that our practical judgments of sameness of denotation are not determined by independently specifiable facts. Yet we regard these judgments are integral to our understanding of rational inquiry, and we therefore find it difficult, if not impossible, to regard them as subjective.  


I have argued that the dilemma results from the spelling-plus-ex-use conception of words. To move beyond the dilemma, I argued, we need to remind ourselves of our performative conception of words, which goes hand in hand with our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. Once we adopt the performative conception of words, we can see how our disquotational definitions of truth and denotation fit with our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. Moreover, we can see these judgments as integral to our identifications of agreements, disagreements, and discoveries. To formulate our own disquotational definitions of truth and denotation, we must individuate our own words, at a given time, by spelling alone. But this is just an artifact of Tarski's formal method of defining truth. We should not project that artifact onto our understanding of words themselves. Our understanding of words themselves is rooted in our practical identifications of sameness and difference of words, and is naturally incorporated into our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. Once we explicate sameness and difference of words in this way, we can see how our understanding of truth is inextricable from our practical judgments of sameness of denotation. In this minimal, practical way, we can solve the problem that I raised at the beginning of these lectures. 

There are many consequences of this proposal that remain to be explored. One might wonder, for instance, how this proposal affects our understanding of interpretation. I've said a few things about that in my answer to the argument from radical interpretability, but much remains to be done. One might also wonder how this proposal affects our understanding of learning from others, and of the division of epistemic labor more generally. It is clear that in practice we often take other's words it face value and accept what they say. But under what conditions do we take other speakers' words at face value, and how does this affect our understanding of the transmission of beliefs and knowledge? This question remains to be explored in detail. There are also questions about the relationship between linguistic competence and a speaker's knowledge of what thoughts his sincere utterances express. My proposed answers to these questions also have far-reaching consequences for our understanding of knowledge and skepticism. I cannot investigate these consequences further today. My goal in these three lectures has been just to sketch a new way of thinking about truth and words in practice.
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