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Abstract

�is paper discusses non-indicative uses of indicative sentences. So-called
declarative uses are argued to resist an analysis that is based on the idea of
there being an underlying proposition, a traditional assumption in linguistics
and philosophy. It ia argued that certain types of evaluative or coordinative
discourse are also of such a non-propositional kind. �e mere acknowledg-
ment of this fact helps clarifying the kind of faultless disagreements that
philosophers and linguists have been struggling with. �e kind of constitu-
tive use, so-called, is a precondition for the statement of propositions.
Keywords: Truth, Relativism, Propositions, Evaluative Discourse, Faultless
Disagreement, Negotiation of Meaning.

1 Introduction

Declarative sentences can be used to provide factual information and to present the
world as being a certain way. �ey then engage, as it is called in (Searle 1975), in
a word-to-world direction of �t. �e words are assumed to picture the way things
are, so that if you happen to not know how things are, the words may tell you, and
they thus may guide you into the world by describing it. Declarative sentences are
also used to inform practically, and tell you what you should do, or what the world
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should be like. �ey can be taken to invoke, in the words of (Searle 1975) again,
a world-to-word direction of �t. Upon this use these sentences are supposed to
guide you to make you and the world comply with what is said. �e two types of
usage, upon this characterization, appear to be closely related. Both are concerned
with a �t between words and world, in whatever direction.
�e �rst type of use has o�en been taken as paradigmatic in the philosophy of
language and also in linguistics, and it has been taken as a starting point for the
understanding of the second type. Sentences, upon this view, are taken to express
propositions, which make out the contents of our beliefs and assertions in the �rst
place, and the very same propositions are subsequently seen to provide for the
contents of other speech acts such as questions, commands and requests.1 �us,
quite generally, a declarative sentence S can be taken to picture the world to be a
certain way, and on one type of its uses (in assertive mode) a speaker may invite the
hearer to consider the world to be that way, and take it to be the way S describes it
to be; on the other type of use (in directive mode) it may serve to invite the hearer
to change the world that way, and make it the way S describes it to be.

�e various uses can be, and o�en are, of course, indicated by explicit markers
of mood, but it appears to be an established fact that sentence which are gram-
matically indicative in their surface form may serve both types of purpose. (Searle
1975 and, more recently, Recanati 2013) �us, each of the following sentences can
be used to either describe a state of a�airs, or to direct or issue one:

(A) “�is is your desk.”
“You do not do that.”
“All rise.”
“We a�ack tomorrow at noon.”
“A candidate answers every question.”

It is not at all di�cult to understand these sentences as yielding an idea of the
world, a proposition, and as either informing us that the real world is being that
way, or as directing us so as to make the real world be that way. Recanati ob-
serves that “it is a striking fact that, quite systematically, declarative sentences —

1�e roots of this type of view are o�en traced back to Frege 1879 and the view itself seems to
have been properly developed and articulated in Searle 1969 and much subsequent work.
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which undoubtedly express propositions — have both constative and performative
readings.” (Recanati 2013, p. 629)
�e sketched, classical, view is not unproblematic, though. �ere is of course great
theoretical elegance in a theory of meaning that could do with a variety of uses
of only one type of abstract semantic, propositional, content. However, it appears
that not all uses of (indicative) sentences can be properly understood by employ-
ing the idea of an underlying propositional core. Regarding other sentence types,
or sentences in other than declarative moods, serious doubts have already been
raised about the presence of such a propositional core. I do not want to go, here,
into the (in-)appropriateness of such a classical analysis of, e.g., the directive and
imperative uses of sentences, some quite critical discussion of which the reader
may �nd in, e.g., (Mastop 2011; Recanati 2013; Portner 2016). Instead, I will �rst,
in the second section of this paper, brie�y discuss one particular type of usage
of declarative sentences for which a classical, propositional-core type of analysis
seems to be quite inappropriate.

In the third, main, section of this paper I will next argue that it is precisely
the idea of a propositional core that also hampers our understanding of a type of
evaluative discourse that has troubled philosophers and linguists for some decades
now. A phenomenon that has become known as one of faultless disagreement is
not, as seems to have been quite widely assumed, a disagreement about the relative
truth, so-called, of propositional contents. In such disagreements, I argue, there is
no such content. If truth is relative, it is not the truth of propositions that is relative
to certain standards, judges or other kinds of parameters of assessment, but it is
the conception of a proposition itself that can only be agreed upon relative to such
standards. Needless to say that the picture that we sketch does not by itself answer
the question how the actual relativization of propositions can be accommodated
in semantic theory. �e fourth and �nal section of this paper is therefore devoted
to a tentative —critical and inconclusive—, investigation of how semantic theory
might or might not respond to the �ndings of this paper.

2 Propositions and Declarations

Declarative sentences can be used to provide factual information, a usage upon
which they are taken to, as it is said, express propositions. �e term ‘proposition’ is
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normally used as a term of (logico-philosophical) art, and there is hardly anything
that one can say about the nature of propositions that is not controversial. How-
ever, it is possible, and useful, to state some very plausible assumptions that most
generally accompany the accepted usage of the term. First, a proposition is the
kind of thing that is assumed to be objectively true or false. Second, what it is that
is true or false is something that is assumed to be intersubjectively grasped or un-
derstood. �ird, in the case of elementary propositions, designated individuals are
understood to have designated properties, or to stand in designated relations, and
in those cases the truth (falsity) of a proposition resides in it (not) being the case
what is understood to be the case, that is to say, it resides in the individuals’ (not)
having the designated properties, or (not) standing in the designated relations.

In the above characterizations of a proposition I have deliberately employed
the locution “assumed to be”, and “designated”, several times. If one generically
shares or agrees with the assumptions (and designations) then one can safely drop
the locutions from the characterizations, and endorse one’s own conception of a
proposition instead.2 One does not, however, need to commit to any such con-
ception of a proposition, and also then, I believe, my characterizations, with the
quali�cations mentioned, are still viable. For the purposes of this paper it is su�-
cient to conceive of a proposition as whatever it is that is assumed to be objectively
true or false, relative to an assumed agreement about the meanings of the terms
employed in stating the proposition.

Perhaps it helps to informally identify a proposition with what we understand
a certain u�erance to say, which is what we assume the interlocutors (perhaps
including us) understand the u�erance to say, and what they collectively assume
to be said to be objectively true, or false. If such an u�erance is of the form “Trump
tweets.” we understand, most probably, that the person that we, interlocutors and
us, understand to be Trump is engaged in the activity of what we, interlocutors and
us, understand to be tweeting, and this proposition (in a non-technical sense) is
true if and only if that Trump is actually engaged in that kind of tweeting. In such a

2�us, a proposition is the assumed kind of thing that is objectively true or false, it is the kind
of thing that can be grasped, and in an elementary proposition individuals are understood to have
certain properties and stand in certain relation. Notable, elaborate, conceptions of a proposition,
for instance those that can be traced back to those we �nd in (Frege 1918; Russell 1912; Wi�genstein
1922), are quite generally taken to satisfy the mentioned characterizations. Also sets of worlds, or
truth-makers, can be taken to satisfy the picture.
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case, we assume we agree not only on the syntactic structure of the u�erance (e.g.,
that it is of the form [[Trump]

NP
[tweets]

VP
]
S
), but we more in particular assume

we agree on what the use of “Trump” stands for and we assume we agree on what
the use of “tweets” means. If we do so, we can assume we agree on a proposition
that is expressed, and that we can assume to be either true, if the designated Trump
does the designated tweeting, or false otherwise.3

Notice that if there can be assumed to be wide, universal, agreement about the
use of the constituent terms, then we can simply speak of the meaning of the ut-
terance, or the proposition that it expresses, without any quali�cations of the kind
“assumed to be agreed upon”. �en our characterization could very well align with
any classical conception of a proposition. Notice, furthermore, that if we cannot
assume there to be universal agreement about the meaning and proper use of the
constituent expressions, an assumption that, besides being a viable methodolog-
ical idealization in semantic theory, appears to be rather unrealistic, empirically
speaking, the remaining assumptions, stated above, seems to be rather pertinent
on each and every occasion. If we would not make any of the above assumptions,
it seems there would not be any ground for saying that we grasped a proposition
that is being expressed. Even if one of the interlocutors, or some interpreter, might
think she did understand the locution to express a proposition, it appears hard in
that case, if not impossible, to maintain that we have identi�ed one. It would re-
quire other locutions to say or explain what that proposition would be, and our
grasp of it would, I believe, be conditional again upon an assumed agreement about
the terms used in the subsidiary locutions.

Notice �nally, that, if we do, on the relevant occasions, endorse the said as-
sumptions, our characterization of a proposition is still consistent, not only with a
classical conception of it, but also with fairly radical relativist or contextualist con-
ceptions as emerge from, e.g., Peter Ludlow’s dynamic lexicon program. (Ludlow
2014) A�er he has argued that word meanings are underdetermined and subject to
modulation and “that this kind of undetermination holds for possibly every pred-
icate that we use” (p. 101), he furthermore states, as a principle, that:

3�e assumed agreement on the denotation of a term may take various forms. It can consist
in the actual demonstrative identi�cation of a referent, which is commonly acknowledged, or in
the agreement on a common denominator or description, or in a shared reliance on a linguistic
community in which the denotation is established. All we need, here, is the assumption that there
is some such common agreement.
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No u�erance u of a sentence S is admissible (. . . ) unless discourse par-

ticipants (tacitly) agree that the terms of S are modulated so that an ut-

terance of the sentence will be determinably either true or false. (p. 112)
When we are saying the truth value is indeterminate, we are saying that

it is not admissible—it cannot be deployed to make an assertion. (p. 113)

Elsewhere I have argued that views like this do not undermine the enterprise of
formal semantics, neither do they threaten the methodological principle of com-
positionality, so-called. (Dekker 2014; Dekker 2017a)

Whatever is one’s favorite conception of a proposition, or by whatever means
one would like to understand the concept, if it complies with the above charac-
terization it seems it can be seen to provide for a propositional core or content of
sentences in general, and so that the various uses of sentences come with various
uses of employing that content. If a sentence �gures in an assertion it can be taken
to assert the actual truth of the expressed proposition, and in a directive or imper-
ative mode the sentence can so to speak be taken to order its truth. �is idea of
a propositional core is indeed appealing, however, it is not generically satisfying.
As said, I will not here discuss the (in-)appropriateness of this idea regarding in-
dicatives used in a directive mood, or regarding imperatives. I only want to point
out in what follows that the idea appears to be quite inappropriate to explain our
understanding of certain declarative uses of indicative sentences.4

I will say that a use of a sentence is declarative if it is taken to declare itself true.
�ey are “cases where, so to speak, ‘saying makes it so’.” (Searle 1975, p. 358)
François Recanati gives the following examples, among a few others:

‘�e session is open’ is a standard example of a performative u�erance,

whose role is to make it true that the session is open (. . . ). A similar case

is that of ‘it’s yours’: an u�erance of that sentence can be understood (. . . )

as a declaration, making it the case that it’s yours . . . . (Recanati 2013,
p. 629)

4Even though, as said, my aim here is not to discuss directive uses of indicatives, I do like to
add the following observation. If a general uses the sentence “We a�ack tomorrow.” with directive
intentions, and if one conceives of what is expressed by that locution as something that is true or
false, one is really understanding it the wrong way. �is seems to imply that what is taken to be
expressed, intuitively, is not a proposition, as just characterized.
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Another typical example is that of the chair of a meeting who declares the meeting
closed by saying “�e meeting is closed.” Baptisms are also declarative. One can
name a child, and declare it to be called, e.g., Kees, by saying “�is child is called
Kees.” Myth has it the meter has been de�ned by the declaration “�is is one meter,”
in the presence of a by now famous platinum bar in Paris, more than two centuries
ago. We can include as examples more stipulative de�nitions, like the de�nition,
in some legal agreement, of the contractors, or of the goods dealt with; or the
de�nition of a cube in a textbook on geometry; or the de�nition of a sentence of
dynamic modal predicate logic in, e.g., a Handbook of Semantics; etc.

I will employ the de�nition of a meter as a typical example, but whatever I say
should apply to all other properly declarative uses. Let us consider the u�erance
of the following sentence, in the presence of a particular bar:

(M) “�e length of this bar is one meter.”

If the u�erance has taken place in an appropriate context, and under appropriate
circumstance, the length of one meter can thereby be taken to be de�ned to be the
length of the demonstrated bar. Henceforth, whatever has the length of that bar
has a length of one meter.5

�e original idea, the idea that we aim to challenge, is that the above sentence
expresses a proposition, and that it is not asserted or required to be true, but, e.g.,
that it is declared to be true. So let us, for the sake of the argument, try and see
what this proposition could be that is thereby declared true. We have assumed
that we agree on there being this bar, and we may assume, for the time being, that
we accept, and agree with, the de�nition, given with (M), of the property of being
one meter long as being extensionally equivalent with having the length of this
bar. Obviously, the bar, thus determined, has a length of one meter, thus de�ned,
so the proposition that appears to be expressed by “�e length of this bar is one
meter.” is true, analytically, by de�nition, or ‘a priorily’ as (Kripke 1972, p. 54–7)
would say. It must however be obvious that that, an analytically true proposition,
cannot be the proposition that is declared true by the above use of (M). What sense
could there be in declaring something true that is analytically true?

5�ere is nothing exceptional about this. Children, every now and then, and for the time being,
practically rede�ne the meter as the width of one major step, thereby produced, to determine the
contours of the current playing �eld in terms of the meter thereby de�ned.
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It should kept in mind that we are here not talking about the assertive use of
the verb “declare.” “ ‘Declare’ in English also functions as an assertive pre�x, as in
‘I declare that the contents of this document are true and complete.’ ” (Searle 1989,
fn. 6) �e assertive use, of course, does permit, even requires, some kind of propo-
sitional content. �is use is however surely distinct from the performative use that
is under discussion here. At several places Searle emphasizes that a declarative use
“brings about a state of a�airs.” (Searle 1975, p. 367)

It is the de�ning characteristic of this class [of declarations, PD] that the
successful performance of one of its members brings about the correspon-

dence between the propositional content and reality; successful perfor-

mance guarantees that the propositional content corresponds to the world

(. . . ). (Searle 1975, p. 358) �e performance of a declaration brings about

a �t [between propositional content and reality] by its very successful

performance. (Searle 1975, p. 359)

Now if there is this proposition that is analytically true, it seems no change can be
brought about by declaring it true. �e proposition is and was (analytically) true
in some kind of timeless sense. �e declaration of that fact would be an entirely
idle move, so no declaration at all.6

�e question what proposition it could be that is declared to be true should also
not be answered by drawing from, so to speak, the old meaning of “one meter”.
Agreeing on there being this bar, we could of course also assume we agree on
the proposition that it has the length of one meter in the way we understood the
property of having that length before this de�nition was given. It should however
be obvious that this kind of proposition is immaterial to the intended meaning of
the de�nition we seek to clarify. For one thing, the term “one meter” could have
been de�ned, in the above way, for the very �rst time, so that there would not
even be any ‘old meaning.’ Such would by no means hamper the use of a (M) as
a de�nition. More importantly, whatever it is that one may have been used to
call “one meter” before, is completely irrelevant to what the declarative use of (M)
seeks to accomplish now: it overrules whatever previous rules of interpretation.

6Notice that we do not at all deny Kripke’s point here that this a priori proposition is meta-
physically contingent. It surely is, because the very bar could have been longer or shorter than it
actually is. However, the fact (truth of the diagonal proposition perhaps) that this bar has the length
that it actually has is true, no ma�er whether someone declares it to be so or not.
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Persisting in the a�empt to �nd a proper propositional analysis, one may be
tempted to resort to some metasemantic explanation. �e idea would be that when
people are engaged in a baptism and say “�is is Kees.” this should be taken to
mean: “�is individual is going by the name of ‘Kees’ from now on”. Or likewise,
when we picture the de�nition of a meter in the presence of the bar, what one
is really taken to say is “�e denotation of the term ‘one-meter’ from now on
equals the length of this bar.” �ese alternative reformulations may indeed serve
to express a certain metasemantic content that can be supposed to be declared true
in the indicated baptisms and de�nitions under consideration.

Although a metasemantic account appears to be promising at very �rst sight,
it cannot however be seen to provide for a satisfactory answer to our original
question. If we employ a metalinguistic reformulation in place of the original,
it must obviously be taken to be used declaratively, not descriptively, so which
proposition is it that would have been declared true then? It appears then that
there is no substantial di�erence between de�ning a meter from now on to equal
the length of this bar, or de�ning the denotation of ‘one-meter’ from now on to
equal the length of this bar. If we de�ne the denotation of ‘one-meter’ from now
on to equal the length of this bar, then, obviously, the phrase “�e denotation of
‘one-meter’ from now on equals the length of this bar” is true, analytically, by
just this de�nition. However, this cannot be the proposition that is declared true,
because, again, there appears to be no sense in declaring an analytic proposition
true, as I hope to have explained above.7

So far we have been trying to determine the kind of propositional content that
can be considered to be declared true in declarations. �is a�empt has remained
unsuccessful, and this may come as no surprise. Already earlier in this paper we
have observed that a proposition, whatever it is, is something that, typically, is
true, or false. Obviously there is no real sense in declaring true something that
is true, or declaring true something that is false. Such would be pointless, for
reasons analogous to those stated above. If something gets declared true, it is not

7It can be proposed that the proposed change in the denotation of ‘one-meter’ should be at-
tributed to its very declaration. (C.f., e.g., Eckardt 2012.) �e use of (M) can be taken to express
the self-referential proposition that the denotation of ‘one-meter’ changes in the way indicated
through this very use of (M). �is yields something that, if true, is true by its very declaration.
Obviously, this is not that kind of proposition that by itself is objectively true, or false. It is true, if
it is intersubjectively accepted. �is is an issue we will come back to in due course.
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something that in or of itself is already true, or not true, so, in other words, it is
not a proposition.
When Searle discusses the propositional contents of declaratives (“declarations”)
he speci�es them further as “states of a�airs”, which by the very declarations are
“brought about,” or “realized,” or “brought into existence.” (Searle 1975, p. 367)
Surely, states of a�airs are not the kind of propositions that we have been re�ect-
ing upon here, so they might therefore be taken to solve the observed problems.
However, upon further re�ection, it is hard to really see how states of a�airs im-
prove over propositions in providing for the propositional contents of de�nitions.

According to our ordinary usage in natural language a state of a�airs is fac-
tual, it is something that is the case. Now obviously it does not make much sense
to point out something that is the case and then declare it. (�is would be like
envisaging to build the bridge that has already been built.) �erefore, and more in
accordance with philosophical parlance, it seems we should be thinking of states
of a�airs that can be taken to possibly exist or obtain, and that are declared to ex-
ist or obtain. However, now our previous question (“What are these propositions
declared true?”) shows up again, but only in a new guise: “What are these states
of a�airs that are declared existent?”

�ese possible states of a�airs must, one way or the other, be understood to
be de�ned, themselves, by their constituent terms, and this confronts us with the
very same problems that we faced above. What could be the constituents of the
possible states of a�airs that this bar has the length of one meter? We have, again,
this very bar that we have agreed upon. �e other constituent must be something
like the property of having the length of one meter. Which property can that be
supposed to be? If it is the property currently being de�ned to be the property of
having the length of this very bar, we are constructing a state of a�airs in which
the bar has a property that it cannot fail to have. Again, it does not seem to make
any sense to declare existent a state of a�airs in which this bar has the length it has.
However, any alternative conception of having the length of one meter will not
do either. What point is there in declaring this bar to have a length that it doesn’t
have? If one were to think, “well isn’t it, obviously, a state of a�airs, roughly, of
the form: 〈d,One Meter Long〉?”, then one overlooks the fact that that very state
of a�airs must be supposed to de�ne its own constituent One Meter Long. �ere
simply is no suitable state of a�airs that we can nail down this way.
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2. PROPOSITIONS AND DECLARATIONS

�e main problem in our queries is that we are looking for some proposition or
propositional content that gets declared true, while that proposition or content at
the same time is supposed to be de�ned itself by the very declaration. A simple
way to avoid the problem is, of course, to simply forget about there being such a
content to begin with, and there may be good reason for doing this. Like I indicated
earlier, in order to se�le or agree on a proposition it is generally presupposed
that we agree on the terms employed in stating it. Declarations, and de�nitions,
really are one of those means we employ to se�le such agreements, agreements on
the meaning and use of certain terms. Any proposal to se�le such an agreement
cannot of course presuppose precisely the agreement that it seeks to establish. It
must therefore be essentially wrong to think of the act of de�ning a constituent
term as an act of declaring true a proposition that is de�ned in terms of that very
constituent term. In order to ever get at any proposition, its terms will have to
be de�ned and agreed upon in the �rst place. Such can actually be read from the
quote by Peter Ludlow above.

Once we feel no longer commi�ed, theoretically, to �nding or de�ning a kind
of proposition that is something that can be declared true, or a state of a�airs
that is something that can be declared existent, there is no longer any obstacle
in giving suitable characterizations of what the above de�nition of a meter does,
or of what happens in the pronouncement of a couple as man and wife, or in the
baptism of a child, or in the declaration of a variable in a programming language.
Following David Lewis’ adagium, “In order to say what a meaning is, we may �rst
ask what a meaning does, and then �nd something that does that” (Lewis 1970,
p. 22) we can just follow and perhaps accept what others, e.g., speech act theorists,
have observed about them in the literature. One may then conclude that with
the de�nition (M) of one meter sketched above, what happens is that one meter
through that u�erance comes to be the length of the indicated bar, that this may be
a change in what the term “one meter” denotes, and that this change is e�ectuated
by this vary declaration. Notice that such a de�nition or declaration does not
do away with all that was part of the established meaning of the term before.
�e term still serves as a unit of measurement regarding lengths, and the very
de�nition is most probably interpreted best as a precisi�cation, or standardization,
of a meaning that was until then le� relatively indeterminate. Its overal role in
our linguistic practices, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic by and large remains
the same.
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I will not here follow Lewis adagium to the end, though. I believe it to be
wholesome already to, for the time being, conclude that propositions are not the
kinds of things that are of any help help in explaining what declarations do. �e
question what, then, serves as the semantic content of declarations, if it is not
some content declared true, I leave for another occasion. Some re�ections on this
issue are le� for the �nal section of this paper. Instead, it proves to be worthwhile,
in the next and main section of this paper, to generalize the current �ndings to
types of discourse where the presumed idea of a propositional content can also
be seen to obscure the discussion. In the next section I will argue that certain
philosophically and linguistically problematic evaluative statements in coordina-
tive discourse, upon their intuitive understanding, are more like the declarative
uses of sentences, rather than like the descriptive ones, and that it is actually al-
ready revealing to acknowledge this.

3 Agreement and Truth

Evaluative discourse is o�en understood to be concerned with ma�ers of taste and
opinion and related to moral and aesthetic standards. It can be properly subsumed
under the umbrella of what we here want to call coordinative discourse, for reasons
that will hopefully become clear by the end of this section. �e class of uses of
expressions that this term can be taken to cover also comprises the types of bap-
tisms and de�nitions that have been addressed in the previous section, as well as
directive uses of expressions that arguably relate to future contingencies, besides
the samples of evaluative discourse that we want to focus upon �rst.

In this section I will �rst summarize, brie�y and sketchily, a variety of propos-
als that have been made to deal with u�erances with such a, claimed evaluative,
nature, and indicate, in line with the �ndings of the previous section, what I take
to be a common underlying and mistaken assumption. I will argue that particu-
lar kinds of evaluative discourse that have been debated in the philosophical and
linguistic literature do not, as has been argued, invoke faultlessly disagreeable
judgements about the assessment relative truth of propositions of any identi�able
kind. It is, I argue, the very notion of a proposition itself that should be deemed to
be assessment relative.

As has already been stated above, for a proposition to emerge, its de�ning
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terms have to be agreed upon. Cases of faultless disagreement, so-called, therefore
do not display any con�ict about the truth, relative or not, of some propositional
content that is under dispute, but they are disagreements about the subsequent
meaning and use of the terms, a kind of agreement which is required to eventually
de�ne any such propositional contents. By the end of this section I will generalize
the conclusions somewhat from the quite particular subject of predicates of per-
sonal taste and analogous predicates, to that of the possible coordinative use of all
sorts of indicative sentences.

3.1 Indexical Contextualism

Evaluative language, like personal-taste talk, moral speech, and aesthetic discourse,
poses the challenge of explaining cases of what Max Kölbel has aptly, and provoca-
tively perhaps, dubbed “faultless disagreement”. (Kölbel 2004) �ese are cases in
which two or more agents entertain and support apparently con�icting propo-
sitions arguably without any one of them being at fault. �e two may literally
contradict each other as in the typical piece of discourse below.

“�is piece of cake is tasty.”
“No, it is not.”
“Yes, it is.”

Despite the apparent contradiction, the situation is assumed to be such that we
witness an exchange whereby not one of the two interlocutors can be blamed to
be wrong. Each one of the participants may of course �rmly believe the other to
be wrong, and this is why they each may feel the urge to contradict the other,
even though, speaking somewhat impartially, as an outside observer, we cannot
say that either one of them is plainly wrong. Of course, neither do we want to
simply agree that both are right.

�e phenomenon or appearance of faultless disagreement is not as marginal
as it might appear at �rst sight, because the kinds of disagreements are not re-
strictively concerned with just our taste of just food. �ey show up in all kinds
of quali�cations that we can make in all types of discourse. �e example above
might equally well have started with “�is piece of music is funky,” or “�is pro-
fessor is an expert,” or “�is piece of reasoning is valid,” etc., and also then it might
have continued in the way we witness above and give rise to completely analogous
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observations and questions. Notice that if it were se�led, or simply a fact of the
ma�er, what tasty really is, or what is funky, or what makes someone an expert,
or what validity of reasoning consists in, then there would be a correct answer
to the question whether the designated specimen has the a�ributed property, and
at least one of the contestants would have to be wrong, i.e., not faultless. Notice
also that such a se�lement of fact might depend on standards merely contextually
given. However, when we fail such standards, if there is no objective or intersub-
jective fact of the ma�er, then none of the contestants can be blamed for being
wrong, and the disagreements can be seen to be faultless.

�ere is quite some debate in the literature the last two decades or so about how
to best understand the phenomenon of faultless disagreement (Kölbel 2004; Mac-
Farlane 2014; Lasersohn 2017) or the mere appearance of it (Stojanovic 2007; López
de Sa 2008; Scha�er 2011). It is quite generally taken for granted that the truth
of evaluative u�erances, or of their contents, is or is understood to be dependent
on tastes, standards, perspectives, judges or assessors, . . . . It is also quite generally
taken for granted that in most evaluative discourse concerned certain propositions
or propositional contents are expressed, and that the issues relate to the truth of
these contents. While I eventually aim to deny the very assumption in the cases
for which the term faultless disagreement is employed, it will prove worthwhile to
pro�le my point against some positions taken in the debates, a debate I want to
present here as one centering around (possibly indexical) contextualism on the one
hand, in the remainder of this subsection, and (assessment or truth) relativism on
the other, in the next subsection.8 I will start with the �rst type of approach. I will
henceforth employ the abbreviation FDU for a faultlessly disagreeable u�erance,
or, if one wants, an u�erance that is understood that way.
On various contextualist approaches sentences containing predicates of personal
taste are used to express regular propositions, which are obtained by means of
�lling some possibly hidden parameters. �eir initial concern is with assertions

8
Contextualism and relativism are here employed as generic terms that serve to indicated two

poles in a landscape of approaches also featuring non-indexical contextualism, moderate relativism,
content relativism, expressivism perhaps, and what have you. It is expedient not to get lost in the
details of these individual approaches, because the main aim of the discussion here is merely to
identify and undo a common assumption that I believe is characteristically underlying all such
approaches. In order to avoid confusion it must be noted, though, that what sometimes goes under
the label of “nonindexical contextualism” is taken to count as a form of relativism here.
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of the form “x is PPT”, where “x” serves to name or demonstrate some object or
intended referent, and where “PPT” is a predicate of personal taste, or some other
subjective or evaluative predicate. �e assertions are taken to state that the de-
noted object is PPT to the speaker, or relative to some subject, judge, standard
somehow determined contextually. �e same goes mutatis mutandis for evalua-
tive sentences that are taken to express moral and normative opinions, epistemic
modals, and very other types of discourse with an arguably subjective component.
(See, e.g., Glanzberg 2007; Stojanovic 2007; López de Sa 2008; Scha�er 2011, and,
arguably, Stephenson 2007.)

U�erances of the above form can be typically replied to with “Yes, I agree, x
is PPT”, but also with “Yes, to you, but x is not PPT to me.” So much seems quite
uncontroversial. �e contextualist analyses do however not, or not obviously, ap-
ply to cases in which the u�erance is taken to be one the interlocutors disagree
with, as in “No, x is not PPT” and it is this type of disagreement which the rival
relativists claim to understand di�erently.
Let me point out �rst that there is, of course, nothing wrong in itself with some
parametrized type of interpretation and a relativized notion of truth. Such con-
cepts play a familiar role in the philosophy of language and in linguistics, where
worlds, times, contexts, and/or (sequences of) objects are taken to play their part as
constituents or parameters in the truth-conditional evaluation of sentences. (Mon-
tague 1974; Kaplan 1979; Stalnaker 1978; Lewis 1981, amo.) �ere is no intrinsic
reason not to parametrize truth to judges, perspectives, or contexts of assessment.

It seems, however, that there is a marked di�erence between the familiar forms
of relativization and the ones that are adduced now in order to deal with evalua-
tive discourse. In the familiar types of examples of context relativity the semantic
parameters are properly conceived of as being described or characterized by the
resulting propositions, as contributing proper constituents to them and as se�ing
certain standards of evaluation. �e parameters are taken to contribute, substan-
tially, to propositional content. Judges, perspectives, or assessments, however,
appear to be understood di�erently.

If, for instance, it is said that I am tall this can be judged true because, e.g.,
it correctly characterizes the actual world, at a de�nite time, and a speaker, in a
context, who has a length exceeding a certain threshold, in that context. It can also
be used to inform one about what, in the current context, the standard of tallness
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actually is. (See, e.g., (Barker 2002), and also below, section 3.3.) However, if some
person states that The cake is tasty it is not generally taken to be an assertion,
accurate or inaccurate, about the judge or assessor, and her judgment about the
cake. But this is precisely what, upon the contextualists analysis, the u�erances is
taken mean.

A standard objection to a contextualist approach therefore runs like this:

�e indexical hypothesis says that the propositions expressed by

(1a) Anna (in C1): ‘Depp is more handsome than Pi�.’

(1b) Barbara (in C2): ‘Depp is not more handsome than Pi�.’

respectively are not contradictory—they could both be true at once. As

a consequence the indexical hypothesis predicts that Barbara could come

to accept what Anna has asserted (and vice versa) without changing her

mind. However, in reality it is clear that Barbara cannot come to accept

what Anna has said without changing her mind. (Kölbel 2008, §3)

Peter Lasersohn has put it, more succinctly, as follows:

Unfortunately, this analysis has an obvious problem—namely that it fails

to account for the intuition that if John says ‘Licorice is tasty’ and Mary

says ‘Licorice is not tasty,’ they are contradicting each other. (Lasersohn
2017, p. 19)

�e problem, in brief, is that a contextualist approach has no direct or obvious
explanation of any FDU. Essentially similar concerns have been ventilated, quite
elaborately, by quite a few others, e.g., Kölbel 2004, §IV, Lasersohn 2005, §3&4.1,
Scha�er 2011, §4 and MacFarlane 2014, §1.2.
�e above criticism of the contextualist may be correct, but a contextualist need
not take it as a criticism. A typical contextualist reply is that a failure to account
for FDU s is not problematic because there are actually are no FDU s. Like any
propositions classically conceived, the contextualist propositions have the distinc-
tive property of being true, or being false, and it is not possible for someone to
faultlessly consider one true and for someone else to faultlessly consider the same
proposition false. If a proposition is correctly, faultlessly, considered true, and a
proposition is correctly, faultlessly, considered false, they are distinct propositions.
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Isidora Stojanovic thus argues “that disagreement is never faultless: either the
two parties genuinely disagree, hence if the one is right then the other is wrong,
or the two parties are both right, but their apparent disagreement boils down to a
misunderstanding.” (p. 691) “Disagreement is genuine only when the one party’s
being right entails that the other party is wrong.” (Stojanovic 2007, p. 692) Michael
Glanzberg is also pertinent about there actually not being faultlessly disagreeable
u�erances.

From a traditional, non-relativist, point of view, this idea [of there being
faultless disagreement, PD] is prima facie absurd: if two propositions

express disagreement, one must fail to be correct. (. . . ) My own inclina-

tion is to side with the traditional view, and reject the notion of faultless

disagreement as absurd. (Glanzberg 2007, p. 16)

�e authors, among several others, therefore present various a�empts to explain
the appearance of a disagreement in other ways.

For the purpose of the current paper we need not go into further details and
extensions of the various contextualist approaches, but it may su�ce to emphasize
two points. First, if if it is characteristic of a proposition to have a determinate truth
value, then it cannot be the object of a faultless disagreement. Second, as contex-
tualists and also their critics appear to agree, there is no, classical or contextualist,
proposition that contestants are disagreeing about in case of an apparent FDU.

3.2 Assessment Relativism

Relativists are not generally satis�ed with the contextualists’ denial of the possi-
bility of faultless disagreement, and their notion of content in particular.

I believe it to be a distinct disadvantage of indexical relativism [what is
called “contextualism” here, PD] that it has to deny that there is any

di�erence between believing that Matisse is be�er and believing that one

prefers him. (Kölbel 2004, p. 63-4)

Relativists have instead set out to preserve the idea that there is genuine proposi-
tional disagreement, that in the kind of evaluative discourse at hand certain propo-
sitions or propositional contents are expressed, and that the disagreements con-
cern the truth of these contents. Such an, apparently classical, point of view is then
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made to allow for faultless disagreement, by conceiving of these contents as only
being true relative to a perspective, or judge, or taste, or just assessment-relative.
Such a view has been advanced by a variety of authors.

�e relativism I am considering does not claim that the content expressed

varies with context of u�erance, but rather that the truth-value of the

content itself is relative. (. . . ) [T ]he same proposition can be evaluated

di�erently in di�erent perspectives. (Kölbel 2004, p. 72)
We can make sense of [an FDU], that is, if we relativize not what is said
by sentences such as ’Mary is rich’, but the truth of what is said. (Richard
2004, p. 225)
For now we are interested in the idea (. . . ) that propositions only deter-

mine truth values relative to something much more �ne-grained than a

world. (Egan & Weatherson 2005, p. 158)
All we have to do is (. . . ) contextually relativize the assignment of truth

values to contents, so that the same content may be assigned di�erent

truth values relative to di�erent individuals. �is will allow for the pos-

sibility that two u�erances express identical semantic content, but with

one of them true and the other one false. (Lasersohn 2005, p. 662)
[T ]he sentence [an FDU] expresses the same proposition whenever used,

but that proposition varies in truth-value with a standard of taste, so that

the proposition can be true relative to one standard of taste and false rel-

ative to another. (Kölbel 2008, p. 5)
According to truth-value relativism, there is no absolute fact of the ma�er

about whether a proposition, as used at a particular context, is true; it can

be true as assessed from one context and false as assessed from another.

(MacFarlane 2014, p. 73)

Peter Lasersohn and John MacFarlane can be credited for having carried out the
impressive task of elaborating, motivating and de�ning, a semantic architecture
that arguably implements these ideas. (Lasersohn 2005; Lasersohn 2017; MacFar-
lane 2014) �e enterprise, however, comes at some cost, a conceptual cost. To make
sense of the newly introduced concept of a proposition, a concept of a proposition
or of a propositional content that is said to be only relatively true or false.
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In the previous section, and like the contextualists, we started out with a charac-
terization of propositions as the kinds of things that are true or false. �is charac-
terization will not do for the things that are supposed to be considered the objects
of faultless disagreement now, which are taken to be the kinds of things that are
said to be relatively true or relatively false. John MacFarlane acknowledges some
such as one of his major tasks.

Perhaps the most pressing worry about relativism about truth is that it is

not clear what it means to call a proposition ‘true for Sal’ or ‘true relative

to Sal’s tastes.’ (. . . ) �e relativist needs an account of propositions that

allows them to be “merely relatively true.” (MacFarlane 2014, p. 39, 43)

In (MacFarlane 2014), John MacFarlane indeed sets out to show, with admirable
nuance, how to go about “making sense of relative truth” and he proves to be quite
successful in making intuitive sense of such “talk of truth relative to a context of
assessment”9 and of “the view that assessment-sensitive sentences express propo-
sitions that are themselves assessment-sensitive”.10 However, it appears that in do-
ing so he eventually has li�le to say in particular about the propositional contents
themselves that are said to be relatively true.11 Surely the book, and much related
literature, supplies informal a�empts to intuitively identify or denote the propo-
sitions under discussion, and the following, compiled, position statement may, I
think, be taken to exemplify the assessments relativists’ view, as well as what I
�nd problematic about it.

9Said to be the main task of the �rst half of the book. (MacFarlane 2014, p. 23)
10Which is what chapter 4, “Propositions”, is almost entirely devoted to. (MacFarlane 2014, p. 76)
11Such can be truly distinct issues. In my (Dekker 2017b) I have tried to demonstrate that, while

I fail to be able to make sense of non-existent objects, I do want, and also feel quite able, to make
sense of talk about non-existent objects. Surely the type of talk exists, and makes sense, even if the
objects don’t. I can likewise make sense of what a relativist says when talking about propositions
that are only relatively true, while I �nd it hard to make any sense of such propositions themselves.
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Assessment-relativism is not relativist concerning content. Di�erent ut-

terances of the same sentence yield the same proposition in di�erent

contexts, but their truth-value can be di�erent if evaluated from di�er-

ent contexts of assessment. So if Robin says, “�is cake is tasty”, and

Joris says, “�is cake is not tasty”, both relate to the same proposition

〈d, TASTY〉, where d is the demonstrated piece of cake. �is is a proposi-

tion that is true if evaluated with Robin serving as the assessor or judge

or standard, and that is false if it is Joris that is taken to �gure that way.

(A Compilation, 2021)

Such a position statement is typical in the sense of adequately characterizing the
relativist’s view, I believe, but also in the sense of actually providing a misleading
characterization of the relativist’s concept of a proposition. Let us �rst think of
how we normally tend to characterize propositions.

I think many scholars, but also many users of ordinary English, can do fairly
well in providing a fairly acceptable circumscription of the propositions that are
expressed. Suppose, e.g., it is said John is a lecturer, and suppose, for the sake
of the argument, it can be assumed that we know, in the very context, who John
is, e.g., j, and which property is ascribed to him, e.g., the property LECT of being
a lecturer. We then can characterize the proposition as the proposition that that
John is that kind of lecturer, or as the set of possible worlds in which that is so,
or, for instance, as the structured proposition 〈j, LECT〉.12 With respect to the very
statement of the la�er proposition, but also with respect to that of the other two,
we thereby assume we know su�ciently well who j is, and what LECT is. We do
not have to assume that we have full knowledge of the two, something which is
probably impossible, but we do have to assume at least that we agree that, and
how, the two are delineated, to a su�cient extent, in the discourse context.

In the position statement above, and with the alleged faultlessly disagreeable
proposition that is proposed there, some such assumption is not warranted. If
one wants to identify whatever object by means of the quasi-formal “〈d, TASTY〉”,
one only succeeds if we can assume we agree what “d” and “TASTY” stand for.
(And similarly for any proposition indicated by the locution “that that is tasty.”)
Now, as said, we generally start out assuming we agree on the subject d of such

12It really does not ma�er here which type of analysis one prefers. �e la�er proposition can
also, perhaps, be analyzed further.
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propositions, so there is no problem about that. But what “TASTY” in the position
statement means is apparently subject to disagreement. It is assumed that we, or
the interlocutors, do not agree on what the predicate applies to, which is fairly
indicative of disagreement about its meaning. So if one says that the proposition
that constitutes the subject of an alleged faultless disagreement is 〈d, TASTY〉, we
can nominally agree of course, but substantially we actually disagree about what
that proposition is.

We can of course ask the assessment relativist what they mean by, in partic-
ular, “TASTY” in “〈d, TASTY〉”. It will not do then, of course, for the assessment
relativist, to supply all samples of things that are “TASTY” because that would
render the property and the proposition no longer faultlessly evaluable in various
ways. �ey might also reply with “Well, you know what “TASTY” stands for, or
shut up.” Such would be rude, but e�ective, in ordinary circumstances, outside of
the context of disagreements. However, now that the question, explicitly, is what
“TASTY” stands for such a reply would be begging the question. But then, if this is
correct, it seems the expression “〈TASTY,d〉” cannot be taken to in e�ect denote
anything like a proposition.
Start of Digression. Allow me to digress a bit on the, presumed, understanding of
this predicate “TASTY”. Let us assume that Robin has expressed the proposition
〈d, TASTY〉 which she, as assessor, faultlessly judges true, and which Joris, as as-
sessor, faultlessly judges false. What quality or property can Robin thereby be
taken to a�ribute to the cake? It is a property that the cake must be taken to have
according to her, and which the cake must be taken to fail according to Joris. Since
the assessments are faultless we must assume that the cake truly has the property
relative to Robin, and that it truly fails the property relative to Joris.

�is property cannot be one that the cake has or fails, per se, because the cake is
supposed to have (or fail) the property only in relation to Robin (or Joris). Neither
can the property be that of being judged tasty by Robin, because that is a property
that the cake, by stipulation, is taken to have, so there is no disagreement about
that. It seems that the situation is kind of like one in which we are judging the
cake from di�erent angles.13 But then, what appears to be a relative having of
the property must really be a non-relative standing in a relation. Robin stands in

13Like what appears le� of the tree to me, appears right from it to you, when we are viewing it
from opposing points of view.
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the find it tasty-relation with the cake, and this is a property that the cake has;
Joris does not stand in the same find it tasty-relation with the cake, so this is a
property that the cake fails. �ese are, however, two di�erent qualities of the cake:
one that it has, and a di�erent one that it fails. It will surely not do to conceive of
these two distinct qualities as one. If one were to say that the cake has a “property”
like that of being found tasty relative to Robin, and also not have that “property”
relative to Joris, this only serves to show it is not a property, but a mix up of two.

We can, of course, relativize judgments about the truth of sentences, and about
the proper application of predicates, to assessors. However, if, on the one hand,
we leave it to one assessor to decide what is their truth and proper use, then there
is, by that determination, nothing le� for us to faultlessly disagree with. If, on the
other hand, truth and proper use are le� undecided, if we for instance do not agree
about what property a thing is supposed to have to deserve to be subsumed under
a predicate, then, obviously, there is no proposition to the e�ect that a thing has
that property. A property that a thing has, to me, and not has, to you, is not really
a property, and therefore a proposition to the e�ect that a certain thing has that
property to me, but not to you, is not a proposition either. End of Digression.

�e conceptual worries ventilated here may only serve to indicate some intuitive
and informal qualms about the relativists’ propositions and properties, but they
can be substantiated further if we inspect the speci�c ways in which Peter Laser-
sohn and John Macfarlane formally �esh out their proposals themselves. Both
actually do also provide some formal, model-theoretic, answers to the question
what kind of things the above relativists’ propositions and properties are.14

�e propositions that are expressed by sentences—determined relative to some
context of use and perhaps a variable assignment—are modeled as sets of triples
consisting of a world, time and an assessment parameter—an assessor, a taste, or
judge, or whatever perspective it requires.15 Such sets, or functionally / logically

14MacFarlane has not actually de�ned the notion of a proposition, or of a propositional content,
but only what he has called Intensions of Contents, where propositions must be assumed to be the
contents of sentences. (MacFarlane 2014, p. 130, and more elaborately on p. 152.) He does employ
some notation device to denote contents, at a context of use and under an assignment, but without
any further formal explanation.

15Actually they are the characteristic functions of such sets, functions from such triples to truth
values. I take these to be equivalent logically speaking.
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equivalent objects, are, or model, properties of assessors (tastes, . . . ).16 If such a
set P is taken to supply or model the content of an u�erance This is tasty.
it de�nes the property of being an assessor judging d tasty, where d is assumed
to be object demonstrated. It is precisely that property that an assessor a has in
a world w at a time t if, and only if, the triple 〈w, t, a〉 ∈ P . Aligning with old-
school terminology, the corresponding, characterizing, function P ′ associates any
assessor a with the old-school proposition P ′(a) that consists of the set of world
and time pairs where a is so to speak satis�ed by d. Likewise, a predicate like
tasty expresses, or has as intension of its content, what in old-school terminology
is understood to be a relation in intension. It can be conceived of as a function R
that associates any object x and assessor a with the proposition R(〈x, a〉) which
consists of the world w and time t pairs such that a judges x tasty in w at t.

For sure these relativist propositions and properties, as could have been ex-
pected, really are, in familiar terminology, properties and relations, respec-
tively. But such may serve to demonstrate that in particular the former do not
serve to intuitively constitute objects of (faultless) disagreement. People can be
said to have beliefs and disagreements about whether or not properties apply to
objects, or about what objects or kinds of objects those properties should be ap-
plied to, and these are also the things that are asserted. Properties and objects
do not however by themselves �gure this way. �e main worry, formally now,
is that the relativists’ propositions, which are properties, are not genuinely and
intuitively considered to be objects of belief and assertion and disagreement. Intu-
itively, what people believe, assert and disagree about is objects having properties
and this is what a disagreement may be about. Not about the properties per se.17

�e above is not to disqualify the merits of the work of Lasersohn and MacFarlane.
However, despite all the valuable things they contribute to our understanding and
assessment of FDU s, they do not succeed, I believe, in articulating a concept of a
proposition that may serve as an object of belief, assertion and disagreement.

16�ey are logically speaking equivalent to functions from assessors to old-fashioned proposi-
tions, sets of world and time pairs.

17�is can be seen to be con�rmed, not discon�rmed, by Lewis’ arguments that the objects of
beliefs, among others, are properties, because these properties must be understood to be believed
or asserted only in self-ascriptions. (Lewis 1979) Lewis doesn’t wonder about, and assert, the possi-
bility or impossibility of the property of being a poached egg itself. He wonders about, snd asserts,
the possibility or impossibility of he himself being a poached egg.
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In (Lasersohn 2005) Peter Lasersohn succeeds in picturing faultless disagree-
ments as involving contradictions, because in his approach, they involve the asser-
tion of propositions that are incompatible properties, so that, e.g., the one assertion
invokes the model-theoretic (set-theoretic) complement of the other. (Lasersohn
2005, p. 663, 667) But notice that these objects, as we have seen, actually are prop-
erties that one disagreeing agent applies to one subject (taste, judge, standard, or
context of assessment), and that the other agent applies to another. �ey are there-
fore just as ‘contradictory’ as those of the contextualists, or as are the u�erances
Don walks. and Fred doesn’t.18 In (Lasersohn 2017) Lasersohn therefore re-
construes the disagreements as disagreements about the taste or judge or assessor
parameter, a disagreement about what the proposition, which is a property, should
apply to. (Lasersohn 2017, p. 156, p. 170) So, eventually, the concept of a proposi-
tion that is actually a property, thus, does not constitute an object of disagreement,
but, at most, a subject of it.

(MacFarlane 2014, Ch. 6) in its turn meticulously identi�es and investigates
various possible forms of disagreement, so as to pro�le and oppose various forms
of objectivism, contextualism and relativism, and of course, also in all these explo-
rations and explications his “intensions of propositions” play a role. However, the
point of these disagreements is never whether these intensions are true or false.
Also here, it so turns out to be, it is, generally speaking, about the assessability
of these intensions of propositions, about their tenability and accuracy relative to
varying contexts of assessment. MacFarlane thus scrutinizes how the properties,
that these propositions really are, may and may not get applied. �roughout these
propositions, so-called, are not the object of the various disagreements, but at best
a kind of subject ma�er of them.
Wrapping up the main results of these two subsections, it seems it simply has not
been shown that there is a kind of proposition that can be said to constitute the
objects of faultless disagreement. Along with the relativists I believe that there
are genuine cases of faultless disagrement, and along with the contextualists and
the relativists I believe that these cannot be taken to be concerned with the truth
of propositions, traditionally conceived. Disagreeing with both, I believe they are
not disagreements about any propositions at all.

18Or Robin’s assertion that the �nd-it-tasty-relation holds between her, or her assessor, and the
cake, and Joris’ assertion that it does not hold between her (Joris, or Joris’ assessor) and the cake.
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3.3 Propositions and Propositions
In the previous section I have argued that it is indeed hard to make sense of the
supposed propositional contents of assertions and beliefs, if their truth or accuracy
is assessment relative. In this section, I argue, more radically, and in line with
what we said in the �rst section, that in discussing FDU s one be�er not speak of
propositional contents in the �rst place. I want to clarify how we nevertheless
can make philosophical sense of the notion of assessment-relative truth. Instead
of considering truth a relative property of propositions, we simply have to realize
that it is the propositions themselves that are relative. �ey are relative to the
(assumed) agreement on the meanings of the terms in which they are stated, on
the assumed tastes, or judges, or relative to, let us say, the assumed standards for
them. FDU s can be taken to contribute to establishing (further) agreement about
these terms, so that they, next, can be used to state propositions.
In the discussion so far I have made and maintained two assumptions. In the �rst
place, in cases of possibly faultless disagreement, there is disagreement, at least
implicitly, about the meaning, or extension, of a predicate, like “tasty”, or “funky”,
or “expert”, etc. Consequently, when someone, in a case of possibly faultless dis-
agreement, judges a piece of music to be funky, the funky that an assessor judges
it to be must be di�erent from the funky that a counter-assessor judges the music
not to be.19 �e kind of funky that one judges this music to be includes this music
in its extension, while the kind of funky that the other judges the music not to
be does not include it. �e two of them have, as ordinary wisdom would have it,
a di�erent idea of funky.20

Secondly, if we cannot assume we agree about what funky is, there is no point
in debating the question whether or not some particular piece of music is that kind
of funky — for the simple reason that there is no that kind of funky. Conse-
quently, if we fail to agree on a constituent term of an u�erance That is funky

19What is tasty for me is in such cases assumed to be di�erent from what is tasty for you.
20�is assumption aligns quite with what David Plunke� and Tim Sundell observe about what

they call a “meta-linguistic dispute” or “negotiation”, specimens of discourse that FDU s for them
are a typical example of. �ey consider it “a key feature” that “the speakers (. . . ) do not mean (in
the relevant sense) the same things by their words.” (Plunke� & Sundell 2013, §4). “[T]here is good
evidence that speakers in the dispute mean di�erent things by (at least) one of the terms in that
dispute.” (Plunke� 2015, p. 847) “[T]hey disagree about what the word “tall” means in this context.”
(Plunke� 2015, p. 837) We come back to the metalinguistic approaches in the next subsection.
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then it fails to state a proposition. Recall what we earlier said we assumed about
propositions, and that we have to assume we agree, to a contextually su�cient ex-
tent, on the meanings of the terms in which those propositions are stated. If such
contextually relevant agreement fails, as it does in cases of faultless disagreement,
then we don’t have just a proposition the truth of which is relative to whatever
assessor, but we don’t have any proposition at all.

What does this imply for the concept of a proposition, and the idea of relative
truth? If we have establishment agreement, —-or if we can assume we did so, and
even if it is only contextually satisfactory agreement—, we can legitimately raise
the question whether or not a certain piece of music is that kind of funky. Just
as we must suppose we agree on what counts as a car, screwdriver, tomato, if
we want to discuss the issue of whether someone has any one of these available.
Once the standards or assessment criteria are assumed to be agreed upon, stan-
dards or criteria according to which the terms of a proposition can be evaluated,
a proposition can be stated, and its truth, while perhaps not obvious, must be de-
terminate. And only on such a supposition can we consider the issue whether
the proposition that a certain piece music is that kind of funky is true or not.
If, however, standards or assessment criteria are not agreed upon, or if contextu-
ally assumed standards don’t decide a case on a given occasion, then there is no
proposition, but at best a propositional function relative to how the standards or
criteria can be �xed. Depending on which standard (judge, perspective, assessor,
. . . ) one agrees upon, a di�erent proposition ensues. �e notion of a proposition
itself, thus, is relative to such agreement.

It is, thus, in this derivative sense, that truth can be seen to be a relative notion.
�e truth of a proposition can be seen to be relative, not because there is a
proposition the truth of which is relative, but because the proposition is relative.
�ere can be a proposition only relative to a context, an assessor, or, just more
generally, relative to some agreement on the terms of a proposition. If its terms
are properly �xed, however, then a proposition can as usual be assumed to be
determinately true or false.

As indicated above, so, to repeat, I have no intention, nor the need, to de�ne
or even rede�ne or defend any notion of a proposition. I have chosen to stick
to the speci�cation of some global characteristics that have shown to be fairly
useful, and that are relatively generally acknowledged, intuitively, I think, and
in the philosophical tradition. A proposition is a kind of abstract object that the
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users of a language may on occasion assume they agree to be something that is
objectively true or false. No ma�er how such a notion of a proposition is �eshed
out further, as a Fregean Gedanke, or a Russellian Structured Proposition, or a set
of possible worlds or a construction of truth makers, I believe it must be obvious
that no such proposition can serve as the object of faultless disagreement. If it
is something that is faultlessly said to be true, it cannot reasonably be something
that is also faultlessly said not to be true.21

Now that we have established what it is that FDU s don’t do—assert relativist
propositions—, it is time to establish some idea of what they do do. Before we pro-
ceed with this investigation is it expedient to agree on some notation conventions.
Here, in what follows and above, I use type writer font to indicate the actual
locutions that may be used in an assertion to express propositions, indicated
by small caps, that is, if the interlocutors can be assumed to assume they agree on
the meaning of the terms in (and syntax of) the expression employed. �e locution
This is tasty then can be assumed to denote the proposition that what this
denotes, or what it is that is assumed to be agreed upon that it denotes, has the
property expressed by tasty, or, rather, the property that is assumed to be agreed
upon that tasty designates. If the interlocutors can be assumed to not assume they
agree on the meaning of the terms employed, what results is what I indicate here
as a proposition, in italics. As stated above, without any assumed agreement about
the terms employed, the locution then cannot be taken to issue a proposition. So
the question now becomes how do we then assess or evaluate such a proposition?

When issuing a propositions, a locution is presented as being true. It should
not however be taken to assert the truth of what the locution is taken to state, but
it should be taken as a proposal to declare the locution true. A proposition more
or less corresponds to the intuitive concept of a proposal, or the usual business

21Aristotle famously observed, not merely the principle of non-contradiction, a principle that
Plato has also shown to be aware of, but the fact that the proper formulation of the principle
requires one to �ll in all possibly, logically required, parameters relative to which what it is that
is said to be the case, cannot also be said to be not the case too. (“It is impossible for the same
a�ribute at once to belong and not to belong to the same thing in the same relation and we must

add any further quali�cations that may be necessary to meet logical objections.” Aristotle 1933, IV,
my emphasis.) A contradiction only arises when logically required parameters of evaluation or
interpretation are �xed. Such is to say, in my terminology, that the constituents in terms of which
the proposition is de�ned are all (assumed to be) se�led and agreed upon.
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concept of a proposition that is staged, possibly made explicit for instance by a
performative locution: “I propose to you: . . . .” An ordinary example is, for instance,
“(I propose to you.) �is is your desk.” A proposition is not, like a proposition, the
kind of thing that is true or false, but it is the kind of thing that can be accepted
or agreed with. It can also be ignored, or rejected, in case it is disagreed with.
Let us consider some elementary example. Assume Robin honestly and sincerely
states that “�is piece of music is really funky.” Suppose Joris reacts with: “No, it
really is not.” Let us assume the two agree on what exactly they are listening to,
the music, and even on its sound. What Robin hears is really funky, to her, so this
is why she has said so. Joris disagrees. What she hears is really not funky, to her,
and this is why she has said so.

If there is any disagreement, what the two disagree about is not what it is that
they are hearing. We proceeded on the assumption that they agreed about that.
�ey also do not disagree about how each one of them appreciates and quali�es
the music. What they disagree about is how it ought to be classi�ed. Robin’s idea
of funky is that this music is of that, her, kind, and Joris idea of funky is that the
same music is not of that, Joris’, kind. �ey have a di�erent idea of funky and
can be taken to disagree about what funky really is. Each one of the two wants to
share her idea of funky with the other, or impose it on her. So this is why Robin
propose that Joris, like Robin, classi�es this piece of music as funky, and Joris, in
turn, proposes that Robin, like Joris, classi�es this piece of music as not funky.

�e two can agree that the proposition that it is funky
according to Robin’s standards

is true
and that the proposition that it is funky

according to Joris’ standards
is false. �ey can also

agree that there is no agreed upon standard idea of funky, so that there is no propo-
sition that it is funky

according to the standard
. Obviously there is also no proposition that

it is funky
according to no standard

. �us, as has already been stated, there is just no propo-
sition that the two disagree about. However, there are obviously two con�icting
propositions, con�icting, because one cannot consistently agree with both.

Robin’s idea of funky is such that the music is funky, whence her proposition
that the music is funky. Her proposition is that the music should be categorized as
belonging to the funky stu� so that it should be funky to Joris, too. Joris’ idea of
funky is such that it is not, whence her con�icting proposition that the music is not
funky. Joris’ proposition is that the music should not be categorized as belonging
to the funky stu�, so that it should not be funky to Robin either. None of the two
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can, upon pain of inconsistency, agree with both propositions.
So what do they do? �ey can agree to disagree, and nobody will be wronged or

hurt.22 Such would actually imply the cancellation of both propositions. �ey can
also seek to advance an agreement, and try and synchronize on a standard solid
enough to yield a proposition that the music is funky

according to that standard
. �is would

enable them to properly coordinate their discourse n these ma�ers.
It is another question, of course, how the twoo might actually go about achiev-

ing such a synchronization. Such can be achieved in various ways. One might
surrender to the other’s more distinguished musical taste, or vice versa; one of the
two may employ brute force, or employ her authority, or start a deliberation, a
socratic method, — any other way may do. How they actually proceed, and what
the result of this should be, that cannot however be a topic of this paper. What
counts in the current investigation is just this. A faultless disagreement is about
con�icting propositions, not propositions. No ma�er how a faultless disagree-
ment dissolves, it is not a ma�er of �nding out what the facts are, but of deciding
what the facts will be. �e issue is not one of being right, but one of ge�ing right.
My view that FDU s involve certain proposal is not entirely new of course. Mark
Richard described essentially the same view in similar terms.

In saying thatMary is rich, I am inviting you to think of being rich in such

a way that Mary counts as rich. If you accept my invitation — that is, if

you don’t demur, and carry on the conversation — that sets the standards

for wealth, for the purposes of the conversation, so as to make what I say

true. It is this idea — that an assertion can be as much an invitation to

conceptualize things in a certain way, as a representation of how things

are — that is missing from the picture of assertion on which the objection

rests. (Richard 2004, p. 226)

I could no more than agree, except for the fact that Richard here still speaks of an
assertion. I hope it is obvious by now that I would deem it misguided to speak of an
assertion in the cases at hand. What could possibly be the content of the assertion,

22Each one of the two then sticks to their own initial judgement, viz., that this music really is
(not-) funky. So Robin may conclude that “OK. (But it really is funky.)” while Joris may agree that
“Fine. (But it really is not.)”
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if the interlocutor �rst has to accept the mentioned invitation before she can make
out what the envisaged assertion asserts?23

I hope it will be clear that the sort of propositions that I observe in the cases
discussed —and given the sketched characterization—, can easily be seen to be
faultless in an obvious and intuitive sense, and also that that they invoke dis-
agreement. �ey are faultless in the sense that they are by de�nition unable to
portray reality incorrectly, simply because they are not intended to portray real-
ity at all. Of course one may quarrel and disagree about whether they are good
proposals, whether it is conceptually or socially desirable, or objectionable, to ac-
cept certain propositions, but there are, I believe, no linguistic norms forbidding
any proposition to the e�ect that any predicate or term has, for the time being, any
kind of meaning.24 �e kind of correctness characteristic of any propositional,
or representational, use of language is absent from any propositional use.

Propositions may also, obviously, and typically, yield disagreement, be it not
the kind of disagreement that we have about facts. To propose that this piece of
music be called funky, and to propose that it not be called so, is clearly inconsistent.
It would be inconsistent to accept both. Observe that the propositions concerned
should not be taken to be assertions about what should be the case.25 If one of
them were an assertion about what is actually the right thing to do, it would be

23Also John McFarlane has hinted at the fact that FDU s may conceived of as proposals for change.

[Joris] has an a�itude towards [the cake] that [Robin] cannot coherently take on board
herself without changing her own a�itudes towards [the cake]. Even if [Robin] does not
disagree with anything [Joris] believes, then, there may be reason for them to argue.

[Robin] may want to change [Joris]’s a�itude about [the cake], making it congruent

with her own, and to do this she may try to call [Joris]’s a�ention to various salient

facts about the [the cake]. �ese facts will play a role much like that of premises in an

argument, except that their intended e�ect is not a change of belief but a change in taste.

(MacFarlane 2014, p. 130, I have changed the parameters-se�ings of the example so
as to align them with those of this paper)

�e di�erence is that MacFarlane thinks of these proposals as only involving a change in a�itude,
not in public fact. We will come back to this point below.

24Of course there are general societal rules for good social behavior, and e.g., for not raising the
suggestion of socially unacceptable associations. It could be quite objectionable, even repulsive, to
propose to radically change the meaning of socially and politically charged terms.

25Surely, the employed locutions can be understood that way, but this is not the kind of use
that is meant to be under discussion here.
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understood to be true or false. However, in the cases under consdieration this is
not obviously so. �ey are intended to make it the case, in our microlanguage as
Ludlow would say, that it is so.

�e kind of disagreement at stake is like the one we �nd in practical life all the
time. Suppose Robin says: “Let’s go to the beach.” and Joris replies: “No, let’s go to
the cinema.” Robin and Joris then are ssaid to disagree, they disagree about what
to do. Or one general issues her order “Girls, we launch an a�ack tomorrow.” and
the other replies: “No, we don’t.” �e envisaged understanding is one in which
the second general aims to overrule the �rst, an understanding upon which the
�rst may respond, in turn, with: “Oh, yes, we will.” �e �rst general might in that
case back up her counter-counter-proposition with “I am in charge.” �e generals
apparently disagree about what the army is up to tomorrow.

Again there can be all kinds of reasons why Robin and Joris can be said to
be wrong, for instance because they have not thought things through seriously
enough, or because the situation simply does not actually favor any of their pro-
posals. Likewise for the generals. Perhaps they will be discharged this a�ernoon
anyway. However, when they disagree, this is not because they for instance know
what is going to happen, and they therefore blame the other for giving the wrong
picture of that. �ey disagree because they propose di�erent things to happen.
Similarly, in the case of a proposition to call this cake tasty, we have assumed that
there is not really any fact of the ma�er, not a fact about whether this cake actually
is tasty, neither about whether it should be called tasty. �e point of the proposi-

tion staged by the locution This is tasty is that it from now on does count as
tasty. It will be a fact, if the proposition is accepted and agreed with. But it will not
be a fact if it isn’t.26

It may be noticed, �nally, that when I have talked about things to do here, and
discuss disagreement about what to do, I really mean this in a fairly colloquial

26It may be observed that the type of disagreement under consideration here is beyond the
scope of the assertion inspired disagreements that we �nd in the literature. For instance, a�er
having examined various possible explanations of the kinds of disagreement at stake in FDU s,
Peter Lasersohn concludes “If the sentences don’t even make assertions, it is hard to see in what
sense they could contradict each other.” (Lasersohn 2005, p. 658). Neither can our type be of any
of the kinds of disagreement that MacFarlane identi�es in (MacFarlane 2014, ch. 6), for it does not,
or not directly, relate to what the contestants believe or to the issue of whether there is any joint
accuracy in what is said. It is about what the contestants propose to be or become actual fact.
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sense, and like, e.g..Allan Gibbard, think of these ‘things’ as not necessarily con-
stituting a kind of fact. (Gibbard 2003) �ey are options. Unlike Gibbard, however,
I do not thereby want to commit to the idea that the locutions serve the expres-
sion of states of mind. If we disagree in the sense discussed here, we disagree with
a joint and public plan or proposal, not, or not directly, with someone’s state of
mind. �e disagreement is about what is going to be established as fact.

3.4 Coordinating Discourse

�e informed reader might feel the inclination to think of my interpretation of
FDU s as what has been called a “metalinguistic” analysis of them. �is is quite
understandable, but most certainly not adequate as I would like to argue now.

Chris Barker has discussed uses of the sentence “Feynman is tall” where, in his
own words:

I have not provided any new information about the world, or at least no

new information about Feynman’s height. (. . . ) My purpose in u�ering

(1) [Feynmann is tall.] under such circumstances would be nothing more

than to communicate something about how to use a certain word appro-

priately — it would be a metalinguistic use. (Barker 2002, p. 2)

Barker has hereby identi�ed an interesting variety of use, (See (Sundell 2011;
Barker 2013) for views alike in observations and spirit.) I however believe he gives
only a limited characterization of it.

In the �rst place, I believe, the type of usage that Barker calls to our a�ention is
not only characteristic of typically vague or evaluative predicates like predicates of
personal taste. O�en people learn the meanings of terms of art by means of typical
examples. “�is, this and this is Rococo.” as said, e.g., in an educational se�ing.
Such a usage, or understanding, can actually be observed in like every piece of
discourse, colloquial, scienti�c as well as philosophical. One only needs a learning
child, or a trainee or intern, that is eavesdropping on the linguistic practices of
experienced speakers of a new language, so as to learn their semantic practices,
the semantic rules of their new habitat. Everyone of us must have started this way,
learning from “�is is a cow.” what “cow” means, and everyone may with every
change of job or peer group may come to know what the there abiding meaning
of uses of “co�ee”, and “expert” is.
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In the second place, and as has also actually been observed by Chris Barker
himself, the type of usage need not be solely restricted to cases where we can
speak of there actually being a precise standard that one is learning about, not
even in “the current discourse situation”. (Barker 2013, p. 255–6) �e interesting
cases are those in which the standard, and, hence, the meaning is still negotiable,
so that we can be seen to be in the practice of de�ning or re�ning our (use of)
language. Mark Richard put something like this as follows.

�e extension of ‘rich’ varies across contexts as a result of how individuals

within the context use the expression. (. . . ) [R]roughly put, its extension

shi�s to make sentences in which it is used true, provided no one objects

to the use in question. Correlatively, ‘rich’ is subject to “contextual nego-

tiation”: when speakers di�er over how it is to be applied to cases, they

can and o�en do a�empt to reach a consensus as to how it is to be ap-

plied, via examples, argument, mutually agreeable stipulation, and so

on.” (Richard 2004, p. 227)

For these reasons it seems to me to be inappropriate to analyze the uses like those
mentioned above (always) as metalinguistic ones, as descriptions of what the ac-
tual proper use of the relevant words is, in English, or even only in the current
discourse. Upon Barker’s interpretation of the above locution it serves “to inform
discourse participants about the prevailing standards” (Barker 2013, p. 241), that
the predicate applies to persons with at least the length of Feynmann. Of course
anybody can always understand the sentence that way, but the interesting cases
are those in which that understanding is inappropriate. �ese are the cases in
which we can take it to be a proposition, like “Let us �x or agree tall to be some-
one with the length of at least Feynmann.” �us understood, one can accept the
proposition, perhaps by silent assent, but one can also disagree. It would be odd,,
in that case, to say that what is said is true or false.

We certainly and quite rightly believe there to be standards, and surely we o�en
do engage in inform other people of what we think the standard is like. But, upon
re�ection, there is not, or I cannot believe there is, some, somehow contextually
relative, standard of tallness, that the members of the English speaking community
try to learns to approximate be�er. We all engage, every now and then, and again
and again, in se�ing that standard, and we can always disagree with each other
when we are doing so. I don’t think we need to thereby assume that our “a�empts”
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are right or wrong in the sense of truly or falsely approximating that standard,
since there isn’t one. Our a�empts can only be right or wrong in the sense of
giving no good standard to work with.27

�e main point of disagreement between Barker’s metalinguistic proposal and
mine, is that they consider them assertions, that are actually true or false, while
I don’t.28 As said, there is indeed a metalinguistic understanding of the locution
Feynmann is tall as, partially, informing us about the actual standards of tall-
ness, in the current discourse, that is, as the assertion of a linguistic and normative
fact. �e truly interesting cases, I believe, are however those in which the real ex-
istence of such standards is irrelevant, because they may be taken to be set by the
very discourse itself.

While (Barker 2002; Sundell 2011; Barker 2013) all contribute valuable observa-
tions and insights, that may also be taken to provide some support for the views ex-
posed in this paper, they persist in an approach according to which the expressions
under discussion act as assertions, assertions of facts about standards, whether or
not these are actual metalinguistic facts in the real world, or facts about some
(perhaps post-modernly construed) discourse that we are participating in. Even
though Barker, I think correctly, conceives of these facts and standards as socially
constructed and negotiable, he does not formally acknowledge that the pieces of
discourse at issue serve to actually negotiate and construct them. In the end, upon
Barker’s analysis, the expressions of faultless disagreement turn out to be a typi-
cal kind of assertions, which like all the others, are deemed true or false. N�is is
precisely the point that I have so far been arguing against in this paper.

27Adopting a more wide and general view of “the discourse situation”, this point may become
even more telling and signi�cant. �ink of the de�nition or determination of the meter. Arguably,
there has never, in human history, been any �xed length of one meter that we have called one
meter, and which we have gradually been able to de�ne be�er. What is one meter is and has
always been relatively undetermined, where “relatively undetermined” should be taken to mean
less determined than any further determination that has been given in due course. We have, in
the course of history, been giving be�er and be�er determinations of what was every time thereby
more and more precisely de�ned to be the length of one meter. It is, in the literal sense of the word,
construed as an ideal, not as something real.

28“Glanzberg is right: there is a fact of the ma�er, and exactly one of [�is chili is tasty.] and
[�is chili is not tasty.] is true.” (Barker 2013, p. 253) Mark Richard, quoted above, also thinks that
a term the meaning of which is being negotiated, can be used to make a claim can be used in an
assertion to make a claim. (Richard 2004, p. 250)
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Metalinguistic approaches by like those advocated in (Plunke� & Sundell 2013;
Plunke� 2015) sketch a broader and more sophisticated picture of the phenomena
under consideration than those of Barker and Sundell. �ey consider what they
call metalinguistic negotiations or disputes that concern “the appropriate usage” of
an expression, or “the proper deployment of linguistic representations”. (Plunke�
& Sundell 2013, p. 3) �eir focus is on disagreements or disputes “wherein the
speakers’ metalinguistic use of a term (. . . ) [involves] negotiating its appropriate
use.” It may be illuminating to quote them here somewhat elaborately.

We think that metalinguistic disputes of this la�er type are common. In-

deed we think such usages extend well beyond the kitchen, to disagree-

ments about what should count as ‘tall’ during our basketball dra�, or

‘cold’ in our shared o�ce, or ‘rich’ for our tax base. In any such case,

speakers each assert true propositions, but they express those true propo-

sitions by virtue of the fact that they set the relevant contextual parame-

ters in di�erent ways. (. . . ) [I ]n addition to asserting those propositions —
in fact via their assertion of those propositions — they also pragmatically

advocate for the parameter se�ings by virtue of which those propositions

are asserted. (. . . ) �e view we are proposing is that Oscar accepts the

content that we should use ‘spicy’ in such a way that it applies to the
chili and Callie accepts the content that we should not use ‘spicy’ in
such a way that it applies to the chili. (Plunke� & Sundell 2013, p. 15)

I hope it will be clear by now how much the view advocated in this paper does and
does not align with the quoted characterization. On the one hand I fully agree that
this kind of understanding of this kind of discourse is very common, and actually,
I think, even more general, in that it is not even restricted to evaluative or gradable
predicates. (I want to come back to this point shortly.) I also fully agree that the
relevant types of discourse are not primarily employed to describe or characterize
parameters of evaluation, but actually serve to set or de�ne them. �is, however,
directly brings me to my point of disagreement, a principled one. �at these pa-
rameters are set through the assertion of propositions that actually can only be
de�ned relative to those parameters, is something that I disagree with, and that I
actually judge quite ununderstandable. Plunke� and Sundell quite rightly point at
the perhaps indirectly communicated message that wewe should use a speci�c term
a certain way, but that can hardly be conceived of as the content of the mentioned
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assertion. �e explanation, in the way sketched here, is therefore essentially in-
complete or circular.
My main worry with the view of David Plunke� and Timothy Sundell is that its
characteristic label suggests that the discussed uses seem to have linguistic impact
only. �ere is however, a, subtle, di�erence in calling something tasty, and saying
that the predicate “tasty” applies to it. More clearly perhaps, there is a distinction
between calling someone an expert, and saying that the predicate “expert” applies
to them. Surely the �rst of these locutions may induce a change as expressed like
that expressed by the second, but the reverse does, I believe, not hold.

At this point I believe I agree with Mark Richard again that the indicated type
of use is “substantive,” as he calls it.

Such negotiation is not (merely) metalinguistic: Should Naomi choose to

argue with Didi, she does not (merely) argue with her about whether ‘rich’

applies toMary; she argues with her about whetherMary is rich. (Richard
2004, p. 227) Accommodation and negotiation are (. . . ) substantive; in

particular, when Naomi refuses to accommodate Didi’s claim that Mary

is rich, they di�er as to whether the claim, that Mary is rich, is true.

(Richard 2004, p. 228)
It seems to me that, intuitively, the types of discourse do not consist of propo-
sitions or propositions concerning just our use of language. �ey normally, and
directly, have direct cognitive and social implications.

Independent of the particular propositions we make, we normally take a dif-
ferent a�itude towards things that count as tasty, and we may treat and evaluate
people’s opinions di�erently once they are called experts. �ere may always be
reasons for thinking that these objects and people are wrongly characterized that
way, but in many cases these reasons may easily elude us, and being called one way
o�en counts just as hard as really being that way. If something is called water, we
may drink it, even if it comes from Twin Earth. It probably needs no comments
that there are vast social and behavioral implications of being classi�ed into certain
social kinds, even if by the mere classi�cation of oneself as belonging to one. All
such classi�cations of an individual, perhaps by sheer propositions, may yield the
establishment of a fact. It may be called just a social fact, but these are o�en more
signi�cant to us than many natural facts, so-called. Notice, �nally, that whenever
we stage propositions of the relevant kind, whether it involves the categorization
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and subsumption of individual items under a predicate, or perhaps a whole re�ne-
ment or even rede�nition of the predicate, it never necessarily needs to involve a
revision of a concept or of our language. It can be considered an improvement or
adjustment within the language that is entirely appropriate to it.29 What all this
suggests, I think, is that any proposition made by the locution This is P is not an
a�empt to just change the use of a predicate, “P ”, so that it from now on includes
this object; and of course it also is not an a�empt to change the object from not
being X to being X ; rather, the proposition serves to make it count as an X , while
it didn’t do so before.

�e last point relates to a �nal point on which I feel that Plunke� and Sundell’s
analysis remains defective: it fails to properly identify the perhaps performative
nature of what I call propositions. As indicated, upon the view endorsed here, these
propositions serve, not to report, but to establish facts. �e indicative sentences
are not understood as assertions, but they are understood to have constitutive use.
�us, a perhaps faultlessly disagreeable u�erance of the form “This is P ” might
be circumscribed, not really analyzed, roughly as: “Hereby, by means of this u�er-
ance, the object demonstrated is proposed to be P .” �e circumscription, and the
understanding of the u�erance likewise, characterizes it as proposing to establish,
or declare, a fact, one that is established through the very u�erance. It is, thus,
properly called a constitutive use or understanding of the u�erance. I don’t see
anything like this emerge from the metalinguistic approach.
As already indicated above, and as acknowledged by Chris Barker, what he calls
metalinguistic updates are “no means pathological or exceptional” (Barker 2002,
p. 2) and as Peter Ludlow argues, a�er a discussion of an impressive list of ex-
amples, word meanings are underdetermined and subject to modulation and con-
cludes “that this kind of undetermination holds for possibly every predicate that
we use.” (Ludlow 2014, p. 101) Ludlow acknowledges that also mathematical terms
may be subject to modulation and change, too. (Cf., also, p. 6–7, 82–83.)

�e above outline of an analysis of faultless disagreement can thus be seen to �t
all kinds of discourse where we �nd some possibly disagreeable, or even improv-
able, constituent, and this relates to possibly every type of predicative expressions.
As we have stated earlier, instead of “�is piece of music is funky,” the example

29See, e.g., Haslanger 2005 for certain kinds of conceptual engineering with regard to natural
kinds terms as well as social kinds.
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above might as well have begun with: “�is reviewer is an expert,” “�e country is
a democracy,” “�at type of behavior is rational,” or “�is inference is valid.” It need
not even be the case that an actual or explicit disagreement is involved. Declara-
tive sentences can be understood to teach us the meanings of its constituent terms.
(Arguably, this is roughly how actual language learning starts.) One may say that
�is piece of furniture is Rococo, not with the intention of informing the other of
this piece of furniture, but with the intention of teaching what Rococo is taken to
be. A proposition style understanding of locutions must also be in place when the
proper use of terms changes over time. Much of our actual discourse, in daily life,
in science, and in philosophy, involves deviations from the so-called established
use of terms. We may, thus, every here and there, come across implicit or explicit
propositions to contextually appropriated uses of terms.30

A typical and telling example is the proper use of the, seemingly solid, common
noun planet, and more in particular the various classi�cations that have been
given of the planet Pluto over time. At the time that this paper was presented �rst
it really seemed to be quite inappropriate to me to question the by then o�cial
IAU de�nition of a planet. It would be mere foolishness not to agree with the
2006 IAU proposition, so that by agreeing with it I commi�ed to the truth of the
proposition that Pluto is not a planet. Now it is not that proposition that has
since been challenged, but the original proposition that grounded it. An important
player in the �eld came up with the following, con�icting, proposition.:

Just so you know, in my view, Pluto is a planet. You can write that the

NASA administrator declared Pluto planet once again. I’m sticking by

that, it’s the way I learned it and I’m commi�ed to it. (Jim Bridenstine,
23/08/2019, Unilad)

Bridenstine clearly stages an unambiguous proposition. If we agree with him, Pluto
is a planet. But notice that Bridenstine does not state the proposition that Pluto
is a planet while aligning with the use of “planet” as originally proposed by the
IAU in 2006. �at would, of course, have been an obviously false proposition.
If he had stated any proposition at all, it would have to have been one accord-
ing to which Pluto does actually qualify as a planet, where the term “planet” by
the very declaration is supposed to apply to Pluto. It would have to have been an

30It seems that it has to remain an idle wish that the ultimately proper use of any terms can ever
be se�led for once and for all.
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analytic proposition, again. Of course, it was not Bridenstine’s aim to state and
communicate an (analytically true) proposition. His communicative, or coordi-
native, goal was that of staging a proposition. Consequently, and as one can see
from the discussion that followed, nobody has been inclined to subsequently en-
gage in some astronomical inquiry to �nd out whether or not one of the mentioned
propositions was true, or false, a�er all. Instead, colleagues have subsequently
deliberated whether or not it was wise to agree with Bridentstine’s proposition.
See, e.g., (Starr 2019) for an early reaction of this kind.

�e present investigations may also throw a fresh light on the directive or
coordinative use of declarative discourse. Following up on an example mentioned
earlier, consider a case with two generals issuing two con�icting directives.

General A: Tomorrow we launch an a�ack.
General B: No we don’t. (I am in charge.)

General A’s conception of the near future is that we a�ack tomorrow. General B’s
conception con�icts with that. Each one of them thinks she is in charge and able
to de�ne or command the future situation. �ere are two propositions on the table,
and we, or the whole army, cannot, on pain of inconsistency, agree with both.
�ere seems to be a di�erence with the cases discussed earlier in that, intuitively,
this time there may seem to be a future independent of any assessor. However,
which future this is arguably depends on, or correlates with, which decision is
taken, which proposition wins, which of the two propositions we, or the whole
army, se�le and agree upon. General A’s proposition is that the future is the future
as she conceives, or commands, which indeed is the future if we and the whole
army agree and go along with her. �e same goes, mutatis mutandis, for general
B’s proposition.31

Notice that it would be quite inappropriate, in the envisaged situation, for some
general C to try and sooth the ma�er as follows:

General C: We will see. (Who is right. / Who spoke truly.)
31Given that the future may always be surprising, it is too rash perhaps to conclude that the

proposition expressed by “Tomorrow we launch an a�ack” is true once the proposition is agreed
upon. However, for our daily day concerns and preparations it is the best assumption we can make.
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In the envisaged situation it is actually vital to the army that generals A and B are
understood to stage propositions, not to state propositions, and that we should all
be concerned with which is the decision to be taken now. �e primary concern is
deciding what will happen tomorrow. What actually and eventually is going to
happen tomorrow is something that we will only be able to �nd out tomorrow, and
this is, e�ectively, immaterial now. We should not await the e�ect of making no
decision, but we have to decide. General C’s response could thus be disquali�ed as
an arm-chair response, representative of a somewhat irrealist type of philosophy.

4 �eory of Meaning

What are the implications of the preceding observations, if any, for our conception
or theory of meaning? A substantial amount of work in standard formal semantics
has aimed to provide for a (compositional) characterization of propositional con-
tent and much work in cognitive grammar and conceptual semantics has, likewise,
concentrated on the descriptive uses of language, and on, e.g., our representational
systems of concepts and conceptual activations. It is fair to say that it has indeed
proven a sound and revealing methodology to focus on the truth-conditional, or
perhaps representational, aspects of meaning.

Nothing we have said here counts against that. �e �ndings of this paper do
by no means deny any ground to a Truth Conditional or a Representationalist se-
mantics. On the contrary, it can be taken to accord them a solid ground on which
they can stand. We have only added two quali�cations, neither of them by any
means original. It is taken for granted that the depictive use of language is only
one among others, and that the use of language both requires as well as establishes
coordination and agreement. �ese insights can be found and also seen motivated
in (Wi�genstein 1953; Lewis 1969), to mention only two among many sources.

However, what are the prospects if our ideal is a general, formal, theory of
meaning, one that not only covers propositions that can be stated, but also the
propositions that can be staged? I have no constructive answer to that question,
now, and I am afraid I have to conclude that such is not so easily accomplished.
Two approaches to meaning might be thought to be able, in principle, to cover the
additional types of phenomena. Systems of dynamics semantics endorse a concept
of meaning that also covers the potential to change actual contexts or situations,
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like propositions can be taken to do.32 �ere is more speci�cally Elisabeth Cop-
pock’s recent Outlook Semantics that more particularly aims to model the pos-
sibility of deciding ma�ers of taste and disagreement. I will brie�y discuss the
extent to which these two types of system can be seen to provide for a candidate
framework suited to account for the phenomena. Arguably they are not yet in the
proper shape to de�nitively do so.

Dynamic Semantics �e work in formal and conceptual semantics has not re-
mained una�ected by more ‘pragmatic’ insights like those addressed in this paper.
Systems of dynamic semantics essentially combine two ideas. (See for instance
Kamp 1984 and a huge o�spring, representational as well as model-theoretic, such
as, e.g., Muskens 1996.) �e users of natural language interpret sentences as ex-
pressing propositions relative to so-called ‘information states’, which can, some-
what crudely speaking, be taken to model their cognitive means to individuate
objects, properties, and possibly events; and if such relativized propositions are
actually asserted then they are incorporated in these information states, contribut-
ing to what has become standardly known as a ‘common ground,’ somewhat in the
spirit of (Stalnaker 1978). �e context of interpretation a�ects the interpretation
of u�erances, but these interpretation themselves in turn also a�ect the context.

Speech acts other than assertions have recently been analysed and incorpo-
rated in a dynamic framework, still according to the assertoric, i.e., descriptive
paradigm. Various kinds of performative propositions, like promises and impera-
tives, have been conceived of as describing prospects on the future, which were
not, or not yet, prospects before those propositions were staged. Very brie�y, they
have been assumed to state the recent obtaining of the preconditions of these
acts, and the forthcoming obtaining of their post-conditions, and thereby they can
actually be taken to model the current realization of the acts themselves. (Condo-
ravdi & Lauer 2011) �rough some method of indexical interpretation the perfor-
mative acts can next be identi�ed with the self-referential assertion of their being
performed. (Eckardt 2012; Močnik 2015; Dekker 2016)

While these are promising and insightful extensions of the dynamic paradigm,
and also head in the right direction, I believe they fail to properly account for the

32Chris Barker has as a ma�er f fact taken these types of u�erances to actually motivate a dy-
namic semantic analysis.
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distinction between propositions and propositions argued for in this paper. So far
as I can see, a framework of the kind skeched would not distinguish information
states that result from accepting a proposition, from those that result from agree-
ing with a corresponding proposition. �ey will both simply entail the truth of the
proposition by means of which either one of them is stated or staged. What is
assrted (“We a�ack tomorrow.”) and accepted has equal status as what is proposed
(“We a�ack tomorrow.”) and agreed with.

However, the kind of agreement that is supposed to be accomplished by means
of either one of these acts should, intuitively, be kept distinct. �e kind of truth
established b the stating of a proposition is (relatively) objective, while the kind
of truth enabled by the staging of a proposition is (relatively) negotiable. Even
if the general aim of a discursive exchange is that of �nding out the truth about
certain things, one still should keep the premises about the uses of terms and the
commitments which the interlocutors have agreed upon distinct from the �ndings
that have been stated in these terms. �e �ndings are supposed to be objective,
even if stated in terms intersubjectively agreed upon. And outside of the realm of
pure inquiry, of course, �nding out whether the world we live in is as it is proposed
to be, is something quite distinct from deciding, i.e., making it the case, that we
live in a world that be as it is proposed to be. �e ‘updated’ information states fail
to bear witness of that distinction.

Outlook Semantics Elisabeth Coppock’s “Outlook Semantics” appears to meet
the last objection. Coppock presents a compositional semantics formally elabo-
rating Kölbel’s philosophical conception of the perspectives that subjective truth
can be said to be relative to. (Kölbel 2004; Coppock 2018) Coppock indeed distin-
guishes between ‘objective’ and ‘evaluative’ (or ‘opinionated’) discourse and this
distinction roughly resembles our distinction between propositions and proposi-

tions. Coppock’s conception of outlooks in particular can be taken to correspond,
roughly, to our propositions. “Outlooks are re�nements of worlds that se�le not
only ma�ers of fact but also ma�ers of opinion.” (Coppock 2018, p. 125) Outlooks
are views of, or options taken on, the world, perspectives on how one and the
same actual world could or should be looked at. Coppock’s proposal appears to
satisfactorily handle faultless disagreements and an impressive amount of typo-
logical data in addition. �e approach, however, su�ers from what I believe to be
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an unwarranted simpli�cation.
In order for a compositional semantics for outlooks and worlds to get to work a

strict distinction is made between ma�ers of facts and ma�ers of opinion, ontolog-
ically, as well as linguistically. Like Kölbel, Coppock assumes that there is a rigid
distinction between, in our terms, propositional (“objective”) and propositional

(“subjective”) predicates and, hence between propositional and propositional dis-
course. Even though it is not uncommon practice to entertain such an assumption,
it has already been modestly questioned in (Lasersohn 2005, §7.2), and given the
considerations o�ered earlier in this paper, I believe the assumption must eventu-
ally be deemed untenable.

Many uses of so-called ‘discretionary’ or ‘taste’ predicates are clearly propo-
sitional. “Try this cake. It is very tasty.” “Yes, indeed, it is.” “�e painting is truly
beautiful.” �e mere fact that people can so insistently pursue their own right in
ma�ers of ‘faultless’ disagreement may serve to indicate that they indeed construe
their propositions as propositions themselves. �at is to say, in the terminology
of Kölbel and Coppock, they do not conceive of their use of the ‘taste’ predicates
as discretionary, but quite the opposite. Likewise, what are supposed to be propo-

sitions can always be motivated, or enforced, by construing them as if they were
propositions. People say: “You do as I say. �at’s the law.” People do also say:
“You could not be more wrong. �is music really is funky.” So-called predicates of
‘taste’ typically call for an apparently objective use. �is is why discussions about
evaluative predicates are o�en felt to be so frustrating.

In converse, I have not in this paper refrained from indicating propositional uses
of so-called objective or non-evaluative predicates. While propositions and pred-
ications must be determinate —that is, in a given context—, there seems to be no
reason, no ground, nor need, for granting them independent objective existence.
Any predicate that candidates for qualifying as objective (non-‘discretionary’)
can on occasion be doubted and subjected to further speci�cation and amend-
ment. �ere certainly are valid psychological, social, and economical, reasons to
deny this very point, but they hardly serve to make it false. Even ‘hardcore’ logical
terms like “implication” and “contradiction” can be subject to discussion, debate,
taste and opinion, too, and such is notably true in circles of logicians. �e same
goes for hard-core logical validities and for propositions like the law of non-
contradiction. When questioned on the right occasion, everybody can of course
be made to doubt anything, including the appropriate interpretation of whatever
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term, so what point could there be in denying this? As we have seen the concept
of a planet can be negotiated.

In conclusion, it seems to me to be improper to speak of so-called ‘discre-
tionary’ and ‘objective’ predicates per se. We can at best distinguish between so-
called ‘discretionary’ and ‘objective’ uses of them. Such a distinction, however, is
orthogonal to the systematic distinction that has been implemented in Coppock’s
outlook semantics, and the implementation should, I believe, be reconsidered.
Let me �nally add that the above contemplations may tend to some conclusions
that I am not unconditionally happy with. I think we all know, or assume we know,
on the relevant occasions, pre�y well what cats are, what valid reasoning is, what
is tasty, and who are the experts, and we also know very well how to deal with
any doubts and disagreements that can be raised, and that are raised, upon these
occasions or on other ones. Doesn’t the relativist type of outlook developed here
then constitute a threat to such an objective and objectivist enterprise? It does,
however not in any damaging way, but in a wholesome way. I believe that one
cannot ignore that there is always the possibility of doubt about anything, and
that it will not do to silence the possibility by simply denying it. Likewise, it will
not do to se�le on the idea of a secure and select set of predicates, with objective
and unchangeable meaning. Perhaps we can indeed assume that there are such
objective terms and predicates, but we will, I take it, not succeed in se�ling for
once and for all which ones they are, and what their meanings are. Of course we
can always make linguistic stipulations, but the real question is, not whether they
are true, but whether we agree with them and will continue to do so.

5 Conclusion

In sum, and in our newly developed terminology, our conclusions can be formu-
lated as follows. �e truth of a proposition can be assessment relative, but
only insofar as is the proposition that it states. And a proposition can be as-
sessment relative in that it presupposes assessed agreement about the use of a
proposition’s terms. A public, Fregean realm of propositions as truth bearers
can be secured, but it can be maintained only relative to a presupposed agreement

on the use of the terms involved. If the assessment relativity of the terms plays up,
because, e.g., there is doubt or dispute about a standard interpretation or applica-
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tion of its terms, a proposition at best stages a proposition. Such a proposition

cannot, however, be true or false, but can at best be agreed or disagreed with.
Classical, truth-conditional and representational systems of semantics can be

properly motivated and pursued so long as we keep in mind they restrict them-
selves, for good methodological reasons, to propositional discourse. As seems to
be generally agreed, in order for their models to be cognitively realistic they will
eventually have to make room for conceptual parametrisation. However, while a
conceptual or cognitive or neuro-semantics may thus serve as a complementary
paradigm, the whole may still be insu�cient to characterize the full package of
meaningful uses of natural language. �ey fail the public domain, only where it is
that propositions are staged and agreement can be reached.

Our verbal activities appears to be meaningful only in a domain of social prac-
tices, that can be changed through the very same means of verbal activity. �e
truly dynamic types of discourse are those in which language is employed for the
purpose of establishing facts in the world as well as in the use of language itself.
Characterizing this is a formidable enterprise.
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