
INFERENCE AND

MEANING

The Domain of Meanings: Meanables, Intendables, 

Believables

In or der to start a more com pre hen sive anal y sis of mean ings, let us
take a very sim ple ex am ple of a mean ing state ment. (Af ter all, if

you want to ex plore what mean ing is, you con sider sen tences in -
volv ing it and ex am ine the mean ing of these sen tences.) We have
sen tences of the following form:

(1)  Cer tain ex pres sion (in a cer tain lan guage) means some -
thing. 

Mean ing state ments of this sort are used fun da men tally to ex -
plain mean ings of words. We have al ready seen that a def i ni tion, in
the very broad sense, can be re garded as a tech nique for ex plain ing
the mean ing of a word, ex plain ing how a word is used. There are
many kinds of def i ni tions and all kinds of ways of ex plain ing the
mean ing of a word: e.g., by ex am ples, by point ing. We con cen -
trated our at ten tion ear lier on “an a lyz ing def i ni tions,” def i ni tions
which, as it were, un pack the mean ing of a term by us ing ex pres -
sions for com po nents. The classical illustration, for example,

a tri an gle is a plane fig ure bounded by three straight lines 

con tains the words ‘tri an gle’, ‘three’, ‘plane fig ure’, ‘bounded’,
‘straight’, ‘line’, and, in a plau si ble sense, the phrase on the right
hand side is “a spell ing out,” an un pack ing of what is car ried in the
suit case of the word which is be ing de fined. Let us re turn to the
broad no tion of ex plain ing the mean ing of a word and the idea that,
in a broad sense, mean ing state ments can be re garded as def i ni -
tions. Al though it does not oc cur in the spe cific case of an a lyz ing
def i ni tions, we pre sup pose, in gen eral, that some body un der stands
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what is on the right hand side of the “means” schema, (1), above. It
is a sit u a tion in which we are say ing a cer tain ex pres sion in a cer tain 
lan guage means some thing; the mean ing state ment pre sup poses
that you are at home in the context of that language.

Let me ex plain that point in terms of a very sim ple ex am ple:

(2)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and. 

To some body who does not know what ‘and’ is, or how the word
‘and’ is used, (2) would not be very help ful; it is very im por tant to
re al ize, then, that mean ing state ments can be ef fec tive only if the
per son who hears it un der stands what is on the right af ter the word
‘means’. If you un der stand the way in which the word ‘and’ func -
tions, you get a grip on how the Ger man word ‘und’ func tions in
Ger man: that is the es sen tial point to bear in mind in ev ery thing that 
fol lows. It is very im por tant that the word ‘and’ be in the vo cab u -
lary (the ac tive, un der stood vo cab u lary) of the per son who is go ing
to hear the sen tence. If the per son does not have the word ‘and’ in
his vocabulary, (2) is not helpful. 

Sup pose that I say that ‘und’ in Ger man means the same as ‘va’
in early San skrit. That is in ter est ing in for ma tion but un less you
know early San skrit, it does not help you very much. Nev er the less,
if I say that ‘und’ in Ger man means the same as ‘va’ in early San -
skrit, that gives you some in for ma tion. It is not pre sup pos ing that
you know early San skrit. You can be per fectly at home with the
state ment “’und’ in Ger man means the same as ‘va’ in early San -
skrit” even though you do not know early San skrit. This marks the
dif fer ence be tween ‘means the same as’ and ‘means’. A cat e gor i cal
mean ing state ment does not sim ply tell you that one ex pres sion in
one lan guage has the same func tion as an other ex pres sion in an -
other lan guage; it is con cen trat ing on what you have in your own
lan guage. Thus, the dif fer ence be tween “’und’ in Ger man means
and” and “’und’ in Ger man means the same as ‘va’ in early San -
skrit” is that the lat ter state ment will get you to the same point if you 
are an ex pert in early San skrit, but the for mer di rectly pre sup poses
that you already, here and now, have the word ‘and’ in your
language. 

Let us con cen trate on the fol low ing sen tence as a par a digm be -
cause if we re ally un der stand this very sim ple case, most of the puz -
zles about mean ings and the do main of mean ings will disappear:
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‘und’ (in Ger man) means and.

No tice that this schema looks as though it had a simple re la tional
form, xRy. Re mem ber, in the very first sec tion, I said that think ing
of some thing is sim i lar in form to kick ing a ball. There is the kicker,
the kick ing, the kickee. What do we have here? The meaner, the
mean ing, and the meanee. Und is the meaner, means is the mean ing
and, fi nally, and as the meanee. It looks as though we have a re la -
tional state ment as sert ing that a word and some thing are re lated:
they stand in a mean ing re la tion.

Is mean ing a re la tion? This is the cru cial is sue which we want to 
be ab so lutely clear about be cause I am go ing to end up say ing that
mean ing is not a re la tion.1 

This claim is not news, but we want to un der stand well what the
mean ing schema is if it is not re la tional. What job does the word
‘means’ do if it, like ‘kick ing’, is not stand ing for a re la tion? First
of all, then, we want to un der stand the sub ject ‘und’. We al ways
have to spec ify, of course, what lan guage a word ex ists in be cause
words work only in the sys tem of a lan guage; it is a triv ial point but
it will turn out to be philo soph i cally im por tant, as most straight for -
ward, ob vi ous points do. ‘Und’ is the sub ject, ‘means’ the verb, and
the com ple ment is ‘and’. Let us look at each of these in turn while
for get ting the specific context. 

Quotation

I want to be gin by look ing at quot ing gen er -
ally.What is it that we do when we quote an ex -
pres sion? We form a name (in some sense of
‘name’). Con sider the fol low ing sen tence: 

(3)  ‘city’ (in Eng lish) is a word. 

This is a sen tence in which the verb is in the sin gu lar. Af ter all, we
do not say, “’city’ are a word,” do we? We have the verb ‘is’ and, in
ad di tion, what I re ferred to ini tially as a sin gu lar term. Re call that a
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Figure 1.1 (a) - a
singular term.

1. Ed i tor’s note: As I in di cated at the end of the last lec ture (fn), Sellars turns to an anal y sis
of the logic of ‘means’. The pres ent lec ture, there fore, elab o rates sec tion VII of “Em pir i -
cism and the Phi los o phy of Mind,” (SPR, 161ff), and re lates it with themes found in “Gram -
mar and Ex is tence: a Pref ace to On tol ogy,” (SPR, 247ff). The the ory of mean ing about to ap -
pear re sem bles that cur rently known as the “net work the ory of mean ing” and can be found
dis cussed in Churchland’s Mat ter and Con scious ness, (Cam bridge: MIT Press, 1984) and
Dennett’s The In ten tional Stance, (Cam bridge: MIT Press, 1987). 



sin gu lar term is a re fer ring ex pres sion which is fol lowed by a verb
in the sin gu lar. I want you to keep in the back of your mind fig ure
1.1 which il lus trates that the par a digm for a sin gu lar term is a name.
Thus the temp ta tion is to say, straight away, that what we have in a
quoted ex pres sion, (a), is the name of a cer tain word. Where is the
word ‘city’ to be found? Right be tween the quotes. We might say
that there is a plau si ble sense in which you form the name of the
word by tak ing a sam ple of that word and en clos ing it in quo ta tion
marks. By tak ing a to ken of the word ‘city’, an in stance or an ex am -
ple of the word ‘city’, and em brac ing it with quo ta tion marks, you
can form the name of the word in or der to al low you to talk about
that word. This is a plausible move and there is
some truth in it.

But there is also a dan ger hov er ing around
here be cause it will emerge that what I just said
is false. We do not re ally have a name of a word. 
Let me bring this point out as fol lows. We have
been op er at ing with a straight for ward ac cep -
tance of qual i ties, re la tions, and uni ver sals as
they are tra di tion ally called. In as so ci a tion with this, a nice lit tle
pic ture is in the back of our mind like the one in fig ure 1..2. Here is
tri an gu larity, (a). One of the im por tant things we said about tri an -
gu larity is that it is some thing that many ob jects can have: it is a
qual ity. Sup pose that we have here, (b), a hun dred thou sand tri an -
gles. Each one of those is some thing with that par tic u lar qual ity;
and, by vir tue of hav ing that par tic u lar qual ity, they nec es sar ily do
not have the char ac ter rectangularity. What we have, then, is many
in stances, or ex am ples, of the qual ity tri an gu -
larity. You will re mem ber how a cer tain the ory of
a pri ori knowl edge is built on the idea that if there 
are qual i ties and if the mind could zap (ap pre -
hend) them and catch hold of the in com pat i bil ity
or im pli ca tion involved, one would get a grip on
all the objects that have that quality. 

Fig ure 1..3 il lus trates that there are many ex -
am ples, or in stances, of the word ‘city’. We might claim that just as
all tri an gles have tri an gu larity in com mon, so 

city, city, city, 
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Figure 1.2 (a)
Tri an gu larity. (b)
In di vid ual in stances:
tri an gles.

Figure 1.3 (a)  In -
di vid ual in stances.



have a cer tain qual ity in com mon, viz., the qual ity of be ing the kind
of word in the fig ure. Our pic ture would rep re sent that there are
many in stances and, in ad di tion, that the quoted ex pres sion is a way
of nam ing a qual ity or char ac ter is tic which is ex em pli fied many
times by these par tic u lar oc cur rences of the word. The quoted ex -
pres sion is the name of a uni ver sal just as ‘tri an gu larity’ is the name 
of a uni ver sal exemplified by many instances. 

In fig ure 1..4, we find the clas si cal way of look ing at the sit u a -
tion where we have the name of a cer tain word uni ver sal. Thus,
‘city’ is a word is to be treated some thing like tri an gu larity is a
qual ity. In the pres ent case, we have the name of a lin guis tic char ac -
ter is tic of which there would be many ex am ples. 
Nat u rally, we are fa mil iar with the idea that
words for uni ver sals, qual i ties and re la tions are
sin gu lar terms; the uni ver sals in volved tra di -
tion ally ap pear as, or are con strued as, named.
‘Tri an gu larity’ is the name of a qual ity of which
there are many in stances. ‘City’ is the name of
an at trib ute of which there are many in stances.
Phi los o phers have tended to think that what we have here is a spe -
cial way of form ing a name for a uni ver sal: namely, in this case we
form the name of the linguistic universal by taking an example and
quoting it.

Con sider our par a digm name, ‘Tom’. We have in mind a par tic -
u lar boy, Tom, who lives on the cor ner in our part of town. We tend,
then, to as sume that 

Tom, tri an gu larity, and ‘city’ 

are names of ob jects. ‘Tom’ is the name of a concretum, a spa tial
tem po ral ob ject lo cated on the block down the street; ‘tri an gu -
larity’ is the name of an ab stract en tity; “’city’” is a name of an at -
trib ute which is to be found in the con text of a par tic u lar lan guage,
but it is still some thing that is a uni ver sal with re spect to the many
ex am ples in our picture.

“’und’” and ‘the lion’

There is an al ter na tive way of look ing at this sit u a tion which
will have very sig nif i cant re per cus sions through out al most ev ery -
thing we have had to say. I want you to get away from think ing that,

Relationalism and Inferentialism 5

Figure 1.2 A
u n i v e s a l  w i t h  i n  -
stances.



in “’city’ is a word,” there is the name of a word uni ver sal. We do,
in deed, have a sin gu lar term, but it is a spe cial kind of sin gu lar term, 
a non-name: a sin gu lar term which is not a name. We will get away
from the name par a digm of look ing at sin gu lar terms. To this end, I
will use an ex am ple which I have of ten used and which I still think
has sig nif i cant merits. Suppose that I say,

(4)  the lion is a tawny beast.

We have here an ‘is’ and we have a sin gu lar term, ‘the lion’. Sim i -
larly, in the list be low,

the lion is a tawny beast
the el e phant is a re mem ber ing an i mal
the flea is an ir ri tat ing creature

we have sin gu lar terms. But no tice when we say that the lion is a
tawny beast, we are not talk ing about lioninity, or lionhood or the
prop erty of be ing a lion: the prop erty of be ing a lion is not tawny.
Lions are tawny—what ever prop er ties are, they do not have col ors.
Thus, we find a sin gu lar term, but it is a very spe cial kind of sin gu -
lar term. It is a sin gu lar term be cause it is fol lowed by ‘is’. Note that
we could also have said: 

(5)  a lion is a tawny beast.

We might find ‘the lion’ or ‘a lion’: there are a num ber of lo cu tions
we could use, all of which are prop erly fol lowed by a verb in the sin -
gu lar. Again, if I said (5), I would not be talk ing about the prop erty
of be ing a lion. What am I doing?

In a way, I am avail ing my self of a spe cial de vice for for mu lat -
ing a gen eral truth. To say “a lion is a tawny beast” is a way of gen -
er al iz ing about lions, an in ter est ing way of mak ing a gen eral
state ment. It is an im por tant fact that in Eng lish we can use state -
ments in the sin gu lar in or der to make a gen eral claim. We use sen -
tences hav ing the verb ‘is’ in or der to make what, in ef fect, is a
gen eral state ment which would oth er wise be of a form which in -
cludes ‘lions are’. Sen tences (4) and (5) are a way of say ing “lions
are tawny” and they mean, roughly (other things be ing equal),
“Show me a lion and I’ll show you a tawny an i mal.” Granted, there
are scruffy lions, lions that have been ex posed to paint spray cans,
lions that have been un for tu nate enough to get played around with.
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But when we say, “You know, the lion is a tawny beast,” we are al -
low ing for the fact that there are some scruffy lions that have been
man han dled, painted and so on. We are, in a way, mak ing a gen er al -
iza tion which al lows for cer tain kinds of ex cep tions. If I say “a man
is a bi ped” and some body trots out some one who went through the
last war and has only one leg, no body says, “Aha! wrong, you are
re futed. A man is not a bi ped; there is an ex am ple of a man who is n’t
a bi ped; he’s got only one leg.” It is the kind of “cet eris pa ri bus,”
“other things be ing equal,” sort of thing which is so im por tant, not
only in rhet o ric but in common sense. Hence, other things be ing
equal, ‘a lion is a tawny beast’ tells us that lions are tawny beasts;
that is the kind of gen er al iza tion that is not re futed by trot ting out a
painted lion, or a shaved lion. Once you get the idea that you can
make a state ment that has a gen eral im port by us ing a sen tence
which has a singular verb, you are close to something which is
philosophically very important. 

Look back at the sen tence, 

(3)  ‘city’ (in Eng lish) is a word.

Ini tially, we con strued this so that ‘city’ is the name of an ab stract
en tity, the name of a cer tain at trib ute which is ex em pli fied by 

city, city, city. 

At this point, I want you to think of the sen tence (3), as anal o gous
to, 

(4)  the lion is a tawny beast

so that (3) is re ally a way of talk ing about ex am ples of the word
‘city’. In other words, you might put it this way, 

(6)  ‘city’s (in Eng lish) are words. 

We are not talk ing about an ab stract at trib ute, we are sim ply gen er -
al iz ing, mak ing a gen eral claim about all ex am ples of the word
‘city’: namely, other things be ing equal, they are words. 

Of course, sup pose you are stroll ing out on the desert and the
sand has been blown nicely by the wind so that the shape in fig ure
1..5 ap pears in the sand. Is that a word? You might say it has the
same shape as the word ‘city’ in Eng lish. But is it re ally a word?
When we think of some thing as a word in the pri mary sense, we
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think of it as func tion ing in a cer tain way in com mu ni ca tion and in
the ex pres sion of ideas by per sons. You might say, “Well, when
you come across this shape in the desert, it is a word but only in an
ex tended sense.” That is, it has the same shape as a word, and per -
haps there is a beast out here who blows and is com mu ni cat ing by
means of the wind. Per haps the clouds might one day form the
phrase, “City, get out of the city!” It might be that Yahweh is an gry;
get out of the city. For a while, you might say that it is an in ter est ing
wind that blew and, af ter a time, you might be gin to get ner vous,
and you might get out of the city: that would be treat ing it as a word.
Oth er wise, it is just a word by anal ogy and ex ten sion. In the pri -
mary sense, a word is some thing that ex ists in a con text such that it
is func tion ing lin guis ti cally as a means of expressing an idea. Let us 
look at

(3)  ‘city’ (in Eng lish) is a word 

and take that to mean 

(6)  ‘city’s (in Eng lish) are words, 

or, 

(7)  a ‘city’ (in Eng lish) is a word, 

or, 

(8)  the ‘city’ (in Eng lish) is a word.

They are all ex press ing the gen eral truth that ex am ples which
are ‘city’s (in Eng lish) are words. What use is that to us? Let us
look, once again, at the prob lem that we are deal ing with. 

We started out with our par a digm of a mean ing state ment

(2)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and 

and our temp ta tion was to think that this has the form 

[Name] [verb (in sin gu lar)] [com ple ment]

Ob vi ously, if we take a clue from (3), the first part (‘und’) is not a
name, rather, it is a way of mak ing a gen eral state ment about 

und, und, und 
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in Ger man. When a Ger man, in the nor mal course of hu man events,
is cre at ing an ‘und’ as in “Und ich will nach Deutsch land morgen
gehen,” he is us ing the word ‘und’ and he is us ing it as a func tion ing
ex pres sion in the Ger man lan guage. When we say

(2)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and 

what we are say ing, in ef fect, is that when Ger mans use the word
‘und’ in the nor mal course of com mu ni cat ing con ver sa tion, they
are us ing some thing which cor re sponds to what we do when we use
the word ‘and’ in the nor mal course of dis cus sions as, for ex am ple,
in “And then I went to town, and I caught the bus.” There is a cer tain 
par al lel be tween the way that ‘und’ func tions in Ger man and the
way that ‘and’ func tions in our lan guage. We are look ing at a way of 
sum ming this up so that we can re phrase (2) with out using the name
but simply say

(9)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and 

or, 

(10)  ‘und’s (in Ger man) mean and. 

We are con cen trat ing on the first part of the state ment be cause
we are get ting away from a cer tain pic ture. Wittgenstein cor rectly
said that in phi los o phy we are of ten cap tured by a pic ture and we
tend to con strue ev ery thing in terms of that pic ture. We have the
“name” pic ture, and now we are get ting away from the name pic -
ture. When we are say ing “’und’ (in Ger man) means and,” we are
re ally say ing (10) and that takes us one-third of the way. 

‘Means and‘ and ‘Means ‘and’’

At this point, we want to turn to the other half of the schema:
“means and.” We will not take the word ‘means’ first be cause that
is the $64,000 ques tion; we will try to fig ure out how the word ‘and‘ 
is func tion ing. In the very be gin ning, I in di cated how it func tions
when I said the im por tant thing about the word ‘and’ is that it is an
ex pres sion that we al ready know how to use. How does the word
‘and’ work? You use the word ‘and’ to make a big sen tence out of
two lit tle ones. We take the sen tence ‘Tom is tall’ and the sen tence
‘Tom is care free’ and we put the word ‘and’ in there in or der to get
the big sen tence, ‘Tom is tall and Tom is care free.’ You know that
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the sen tence that we get stands in a very in ter est ing re la tion to the
com po nent sen tences. What is the re la tion? The big sen tence is true
just in case both of the con stit u ent sen tences are true: ‘P and Q’ is
true just in case both ‘P’ is true and ‘Q’ is true. This is a very fa mil -
iar point: we can be gin to tell peo ple how the word ‘and’ ac tu ally
functions by mentioning things like this. 

How does the word ‘not’ func tion? Sup pose that I say “Tom is
tall” and you say, “Tom is not tall.” You have taken my sen tence
and you have made a big ger one by add ing the word ‘not’. Is there a
sim ple re la tion be tween my sen tence and your sen tence? There is a
very sim ple one: namely, if my sen tence is true, yours is false. And
if yours is true, mine is false. The same sort of re la tion ap pears in
the case of words like ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘not’, and words like ‘all’,
‘some’, and all of these other log i cal words that we talked about.
We can ex plain in some de tail how these words func tion and what
job you ac com plish by using them. 

When we un der stand the mean ing of a word, usu ally we can
spell out how the word is used, ex plic itly. But sup pose I said 

(9)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and. 

In other words, 

(10)  ‘und’s (in Ger man) mean and. 

What I am draw ing upon is your abil ity to spell out how you use the
word ‘and’. I might also say 

(11)  ‘nicht’ (in Ger man) means not. 

Again, this draws on your abil ity be cause it as sumes that you can
spell out, in some de tail, the way in which the word ‘not’ func tions
in your lan guage. Sen tence (10) does not spell out how ‘and’ is used 
or how you (the per son to whom the sen tence is ad dressed) use
‘and’. It sim ply mo bi lizes your abil ity to do it. Con se quently, this
sen tence re ally tells you, “By golly! if you want to un der stand how
the word ‘und’ func tions in Ger man, sit home, brew a pot of cof fee,
and fig ure how you use the word ‘and,’ what job it does in your lan -
guage, and then you’ll have the idea of the kind of job that is done in
Ger man by ‘und’.” Similarly, if I say

(11)  ‘nicht’ (in Ger man) means not, 
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I am not tell ing you how ‘not’ is used. I’m not even tell ing you how
‘nicht’ is used; but “Sit home, brew a cup of cof fee, and fig ure out
how the word ‘not’ func tions in your lan guage and then you will get 
a glimpse of how the word ‘nicht’ func tions in Ger man.” It is quite
straight for ward. What we have, then, is a way of call ing at ten tion to 
a word in the hearer’s lan guage which func tions in a certain way.

Turn your at ten tion, once again, to the sen tence 

(12)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means the same as ‘va’ (in early San -
skrit).

In a way, it gives you some what the same in struc tions, but it does
not re ally pre sup pose that you know early San skrit. It pro vides a
per son with a nice piece of lin guis tic in for ma tion. In the do main of
the mean ing state ments, it would not have got ten him to home plate
un til some help ful per sons says to him that

(13)  ‘va’ (in early San skrit) means and. 

This re flects the dif fer ence be tween means the same as and means.
The means schema gives you a word which is as sumed to be in your
func tion ing vo cab u lary, with which you can sit right down and
work while means the same as is in di rect: it is lead ing you on be -
cause you can not cash means the same as into ac tual util ity un til
some help ful per son with a dic tio nary says (13).

Nev er the less, there is some thing im por tant that these two con -
texts have in com mon. It is ob vi ous that the Ger man word ‘und’ is
be ing men tioned. In ad di tion, in a cer tain way, you are men tion ing
the word on the right hand side. We might be tempted to say

(14)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means ‘and’. 

As you can see, I have put a quote around the and. There is noth ing
wrong about that. But you must be ware of mov ing to 

(15)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means ‘and’ (in Eng lish)

and then as sim i lat ing that to

(16)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means the same as ‘and’
(in Eng lish).

This takes us back, you see, to our San skrit case. There is a unique
func tion ing that is go ing on in (14). It is not wrong to say “’und’ (in
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Ger man) means ‘and’” but it over looks the fact that when it is said,
we are at the end of the whole mean ing game where it is pre sup -
posed that the word ‘and’ is not in any old lan guage, but in your lan -
guage—the per son to whom the mean ing state ment is ad dressed.
Thus, we can say,

(14)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means ‘and’
(9a)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means ‘and’
(10a)  ‘und’s (in Ger man) mean ‘and’. 

But it is nec es sary to re mem ber the dif fer ence be tween ‘means’ and 
‘means the same as’. 

‘Means’ and Classification

The next point to bear in mind con cerns ‘means’. We started out 
with this pic ture:

meaner—mean ing—meanee

and we have been ex am in ing the re sults. I want to take a dif fer ent
view. We can be gin by ask ing what kind of a word is the and in (9)?
Is it the name of an ab stract en tity: and-hood, and-ity? Let us try to
work with it in the same way that we worked with “’city’” and
“’und’”. In this case, we can make a fresh start with a vari ant of
(9a):

(17)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means an ‘and’. 

This is a funny state ment but we are do ing philo soph i cal re con -
struc tion and, when you are half way through the philo soph i cal re -
con struc tion, you are of ten limp ing along; one foot is ad vanced to
the new in sight and one foot is just drag ging; you have not quite
pulled it up yet—but this is get ting close. Hav ing (17) to work with,
we are now in a po si tion to un der stand how the word means func -
tions: what the word ‘mean’ means. 

Any body with in tu itions, or a feel ing for struc ture, is toy ing al -
ready with the idea that there is a close re la tion be tween (17) and

(18)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) is an ‘and’. 

All that I have been lead ing up to is con tained right here in the
tran si tion be tween these two. Ask your self “What are we do ing
when we say that ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and,” and you will see
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that we are giv ing a kind of clas si fi ca tion of the Ger man word
‘und’. We are clas si fy ing it in a broad class along with the French
‘et’ and words in other lan guages which all func tion in the same
way. The key theme is that of func tional clas si fi ca tion: mean ing
state ments classify functionally. 

Con sider the par al lel be tween the two ques tions “What is it to
be an ‘and’?” and “What is it to be a lion?” First of all, to be a lion is
to be some thing which be longs to the ge nus Felis and be longs to a
spe cific spe cies un der that ge nus—we are giv ing a clas si fi ca tion.
Cer tain words are words with which we clas sify things. Bi o log i -
cally ‘rat’, ‘moose’, ‘lion’, or, in the case of veg e ta bles, ‘let tuce’, ‘a 
car rot’, ‘tur nip’, ‘bean’, are clas si fy ing words which have cri te ria
al low ing you to go out and say “Is that a lion? Well, you know it’s
about the size of a lion; it has the struc ture of a lion; it has the teeth
of a lion…we better get out of here!” In any event, there are cri te ria
which you can use to de ter mine whether or not some thing falls in a
certain classification.

Some clas si fi ca tions are not purely func tional. You do not clas -
sify lions func tion ally; you clas sify them bi o log i cally and ge net i -
cally in terms of their re la tion ship to other an i mals of other kinds.
But some clas si fi ca tions are func tional, e.g., a cam shaft. What is it
to be a cam shaft? To be a cam shaft is to func tion in a cer tain way.
What is it to be a put ter in golf? It is to be some thing that func tions
in a cer tain way and used for a cer tain pur pose in golf. What is it to
be a pawn in chess? It is to be a piece that func tions in a cer tain way
in ac cor dance with the rules of chess. You ex plain what a pawn is
by spell ing out how pawns func tion in a game of chess, in terms of
what they can do and what they cannot do. 

What I want to sug gest is that when we say that 

(18)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) is an ‘and’

the phrase on the right is a func tional clas si fier. That is why it is re -
ally a very spe cial case of men tion ing a word and it helps ex plain
why we feel un easy about us ing or di nary quo ta tion to en close the
and. As we or di narily use quo ta tion marks, what are the sorts of
things that can be ‘and’s? I will give you some examples:

a)  and and and and and and and and
b)  I went down town and I bought a coat and I got 
the bus and I came home in time.

Relationalism and Inferentialism 13



These are ‘and’s and in any nor mal sense ‘und’s (in Ger man)
are not ‘and’s be cause, for one thing, they don’t sound the same.
This shows why we are, in deed, men tion ing the word ‘and’, but we
are do ing it in a very spe cial kind of way: we cre ate a clas si fier by
us ing a word in our lan guage which per forms a cer tain func tion and
thus the clas si fier clas si fies by that kind of func tion. That is why we 
should in tro duce some spe cial quotes on the right, like those below

(19)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means an ÃandÃ

Spe cial quotes in di cate that we are not con cerned with the noises
in volved, the shapes, or the sign de sign; we are con cerned with
func tion. We are us ing the word ‘and’ to form a func tional clas si -
fier: we are in ter ested in the func tion of the word ‘and’ and not what 
it sounds like. Con se quently, when we say 

(2)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and, 

we are men tion ing the word ‘and’ but do ing it in a very spe cial way.
We are us ing a sam ple of the word to form an ex pres sion which is a
func tional clas si fier and al lows us to say such things as

(18)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) is an ‘and’
(18’)  an ‘et’ (in French) is an ‘and’. 

Philo soph i cally this is of the ut most im por tance. We start out
with a sen tence that looks as though we were talk ing about a mean -
ing re la tion be tween a word and an ob ject and what we see is that we 
are giv ing a func tional clas si fi ca tion of a Ger man word, namely,
those that sound roughly like ‘und’. Con se quently, the word
‘means’ re ally is a spe cial ized use of the verb ‘is’. And (2) is similar 
in form to

x is a K 

which is the form for state ments that con tain a sortal ex pres sion (a
K), a re fer ring ex pres sion, and the ‘is’. Such state ments are not re la -
tional state ments; they are clas si fy ing state ments. There is no
mean ing re la tion, not be cause we should feel that there is some -
thing funny about mean ing re la tions and say, “Let’s throw mean ing 
out,” but be cause the “deeper gram mar” of mean ing state ments
shows that mean ing is not a re la tion. It is sim ply the good old verb
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‘to be’ spe cial ized in the con text of dic tio nary statements. We
started out with 

(2)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and

and we end up with 

(18)  an ‘und’ (in Ger man) is an ‘and’

where we have “’and’” act ing as a func tional clas si fier which I call
an il lus trat ing func tional clas si fier. Why do I call it an “il lus trat ing
func tional clas si fier?” Be cause we are form ing a sortal for ob jects
hav ing a cer tain func tion. The re sources for form ing that sortal in -
volve some thing in our own lan guage which plays that function.

This is pre cisely what I claimed from the be gin ning, and all I
have done is to dress it up in nice sys tem atic ter mi nol ogy. Mean ing
state ments do not talk about re la tions be tween words and en ti ties;
they clas sify words within lan guages with re spect to our own base
lan guage. A mean ing state ment takes a word in our own lan guage
which func tions in a cer tain way and from that word it forms a clas -
si fier which can then be ap plied to Ger man words, French words,
Ital ian words, Rus sian words, and so on. Thus, (2) has the form

(20)  ‘und’s (in Ger man) are ÃandÃs 

What else would one ex pect a mean ing state ment to do? All we
are do ing is de-mys ti fy ing mean ing state ments: a very fash ion able
ac tiv ity in which I in dulge with pleasure.

‘Means’ and ‘Stands for’

How ever, the story is big ger. Sup pose that you say “Okay,
“’und’ (in Ger man) means and” tells us that (other things be ing
equal) when an ‘und’ oc curs in Ger man, it func tions as do ‘and’s in
our lan guage.” You are all con vinced that what I say is ab so lutely
true. It seems so non-con tro ver sial. Who could get in ter ested in it?
You are aware, now, that the idea that mean ing is a re la tion is a
hodge-podge of philo soph i cal con fu sion while the no tion that
mean ing is func tional clas si fi ca tion is ob vi ously fine. I will as sume 
that you are all con vinced. Now I want you to think about an other
kind of mean ing state ment, equally sub ject to mys tery, which I
want to de-mys tify. This is a some what more dif fi cult task which I
will have to complete in two stages. 

Relationalism and Inferentialism 15



Con sider the phi los o phy that is writ ten about the idea that cer -
tain words stand for qual i ties, re la tions, and at trib utes; it is al most
in fi nite.2 Take a sim ple example

(21)  ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) stands for tri an gu larity. 

In fig ure 1..6, we find the pic ture as so ci ated with this. Here is a
qual ity Q, tri an gu larity, which is an en tity in the do main of
intelligibles, the do main of Pla tonic ideas, the do main with which,
as we have seen, the ra tio nal ists play. We also see the word
‘dreieckig’ which stands for it: the word stands for the qual ity. We
have

word stand ing for qual ity 

which con tains a stander for, stand ing, and the stood for just as we
had a “kicker, kick ing, kickee”. Re la tions ap pear, once again, to be
burst ing out all over, but I think that we are cap tured by a false il lu -
sion here.3

We want to make the same move that we made be fore. (21) is a
way of mak ing a gen eral state ment about oc ca sions in
which a cer tain gut tural ex plo sion oc curs in con ver sa -
tion be tween Ger mans: “Dreieckig ist dreieckig fur
mir”’ and so forth.

The Platonist’s temp ta tion is to say that
‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) stands for tri an gu larity:
“Well, that’s what the job of ‘dreieckig’ in Ger man is;
it’s to stand for tri an gu larity.” There is the en tity tri an -
gu larity which the Ger man word stands for and which the Eng lish
word ‘tri an gu larity’ stands for. Since we en coun ter the phrase
‘word stand ing for qual ity,’ we want to look at ‘stands for’ and the
word ‘tri an gu larity’. We have been work ing com fort ably with the
idea that the word ‘tri an gu larity’ is a name of an ab stract en tity, a
qual ity. Let us get away from that pic ture since we have a rec ipe in
hand for an alternative approach. 
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2. Ed i tor’s note: This be gins the anal y sis of the tie be tween the logic of ‘means’ and the on -
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pair ‘tri an gu larity is a qual ity’ and ‘’tri an gu lar’ is an ad jec tive’.
3. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein rec og nized that the ad jec tive ‘tri an gu lar’ is not a dis guised
name.



I would not say “tri an gu larity are a fas ci nat ing thing;” I would
say “tri an gu larity is a fas ci nat ing thing.” So the word ‘tri an gu -
larity’ is clearly a sin gu lar term. But is it a name? Al most all of the
his tory of phi los o phy has been built on the as sump tion that ei ther
tri an gu larity is a snare and de lu sion or it is a name. Quine would
say, “Let’s ex punge ‘tri an gu larity’ from our vo cab u lary. Let’s not
coun te nance it. If it’s any thing, it’s the name of a Pla tonic idea. Of
course, you know and I know that there aren’t any Pla tonic ideas; so 
let’s ex punge it. Let’s not talk in that way.” I want to sug gest that
that is be ing rude and un kind to a word that has a nice func tion and
was do ing its job, in a mod est way, un til it was put on a ped es tal by
phi los o phers. I sug gest that the word ‘triangularity’ is a special
kind of singular term.

Let me in tro duce the ex pres sion which I have avoided up un til
now: dis trib u tive sin gu lar term. Why do I speak of a dis trib u tive
sin gu lar term and con trast it with a name? Look at 

(2)  ‘und’ (in Ger man) means and. 

We said this “’und’” is a sin gu lar term. So why do I want to call it a
dis trib u tive sin gu lar term? Be cause it is a sin gu lar term that en ables 
us to make a gen eral state ment about all the ob jects of a cer tain
kind. If I say, 

(4)  the lion is a tawny beast, 

I am not talk ing about an en tity called “the lion.” I am mak ing a
gen eral state ment about all lions (other things be ing equal). In con -
se quence, my state ment is, as it were, dis trib u tive over all lions. It is 
not men tion ing an en tity called “the lion;” it is a way of talk ing
about lions. There fore, I call words like “’und’” in (2), and words
like ‘the lion’, dis trib u tive sin gu lar terms. To use a sen tence which
be gins with a dis trib u tive sin gu lar term is to use a sen tence in which 
you are mak ing a gen eral claim: roughly, other things be ing equal, a 
lion is tawny; other things be ing equal, a Ger man ‘und’, when it oc -
curs, is functioning in a certain way. 

I will sug gest, then, a strat egy for look ing at these fancy ab -
stract words like ‘tri an gu larity’ and all these words end ing in ‘-ity’, 
‘-hood’, and ‘-ness’. Phi los o phy would have died a long time ago if
it had not been for these won der ful suf fixes. In any event, ‘-ity’,
‘-hood’, ‘-ness’, are ab stract suf fixes which look as though they
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form names. I will de mys tify these suf fixes by show ing that they
are ways of form ing dis trib u tive sin gu lar terms—they are not ways
of forming names. 

What dis trib u tive sin gu lar term is there in the neigh bor hood?
Con sider the sen tence below 

(22)  a ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) is a Ãtri an gu larÃ.

We have al ready made this move with re spect to mean ing state -
ments:

(23)  ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) means tri an gu lar 

is 

(22)  a ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) is a Ãtri an gu larÃ

which is a func tional clas si fi ca tion. If you want to un der stand how
‘dreieckig’ in Ger man works, brew your pot of cof fee and go home
and fig ure out how the word ‘tri an gu lar’ works in your own lan -
guage. The demystification con sists in the claim that 

(21)  ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) stands for tri an gu larity

is just a so phis ti cated ver sion of (23).
I am ar gu ing that when you get to a more pen e trat ing level of

anal y sis, they are iden ti cal. State ment (21) re ally tells us that 

(24)  ‘dreieckig’s (in Ger man) are Ãtri an gu larÃs.

When you are talk ing about a word stand ing for a qual ity or stand -
ing for a uni ver sal, you are still giv ing a func tional clas si fi ca tion.
So, (21) amounts to (24).4

Can it re ally be that sim ple? The ob vi ous ob jec tion that oc curs
to any body at this point is that, if (21) says the same thing as (23),
why in the devil would we have both? That is what is strange. Any -
body who takes this line has to say, “Well, there has to be a rea son
why we have two ways of func tion ally clas si fy ing ex pres sions in
for eign lan guages in terms of our own.” This brings us to the sec ond 
half of the task of demystifying qual i ties and relations.
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We have ad dressed about 90% of the mat ter, but there is a spe -
cial use for these ab stract terms which is a use other than the one
they have in the ex pla na tion of mean ing. There are two kinds of
con texts in which words like ‘tri an gu larity’ oc cur.5 One context is:

(a)  ‘___________’ stands for tri an gu larity.

But there is an other kind of con text where we come up against
one of the most bone-break ing prob lems in phi los o phy, the prob -
lem of truth. The other con text in which ‘tri an gu larity’ occurs is 

(b)  ob ject O has tri an gu larity. 

We say of a cer tain ob ject O that it has, ex em pli fies, is an in stance
of, par takes of, or par tic i pates in tri an gu larity. And it is the
two-faced-ness of these words that gives them a func tion in ad di -
tion to the mere mean ing-ex plain ing func tion upon which I was
con cen trat ing. In one di men sion, “word stands for qual ity” is an -
other way of ex press ing “word means some thing.” They have the
same job. But in an other di men sion, words for qual i ties are used in
con texts where we speak of things as hav ing the qual i ties. These,
then, are the two kinds of con texts in which abstract words occur. 

Con texts like (b) are ones in which we en coun ter the clas si cal
prob lem of par tic i pa tion. I will ar gue that this turns out to be the
same thing as the prob lem of truth: that when I say that a has tri an -
gu larity, I am say ing that there is a cer tain truth about a, viz., that it
is tri an gu lar. So, in or der to un der stand how ‘tri an gu larity’ is func -
tion ing in con texts like (b), we have to come face to face with the
prob lem of truth. As we shall see, even in this con text, I will ar gue
that it is still func tion ing as a dis trib u tive sin gu lar term, not as a
name of a Platonic form.

Thinking and Linguistic Representationalism

At the end of last sec tion, I was em pha siz ing that, tra di tion ally,
ab stract words like ‘tri an gu larity’, ‘jus tice’, ‘nor malcy’, ‘pleas ant -
ness’, and ‘man hood’ have been taken to be names of ob jects, in
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that very broad sense of ‘ob ject’ in which a name stands for an ob -
ject, ob jects are re ferred to by names and so forth. We started out by
think ing of a par a digm of an ob ject as be ing a concretum, but we
have been work ing right along with this broader sense of ‘ob ject’
which in cludes other sorts of ob jects as well: at trib utes, qual i ties
and re la tions. We are not con fined to names formed by suf fixes; we
also have, for ex am ple, that it is rain ing, that Phil a del phia will win
the East ern Di vi sion and the like. Gen er ally speak ing, we have
treated that-p as a name. The line I was de vel op ing was that, tra di -
tion ally, ex pres sions of this kind have been taken to be names or pu -
ta tive names for spe cial kinds of ob jects. Those who think that there 
are no such ob jects, at this point, say, “Let’s dis pense with these
names.” I was ar gu ing against this by show ing that they are ways of
forming what I called “functionally classifying expressions.” 

Let us take our ex am ple 

(21)  ‘dreieckig’ (in Ger man) stands for tri an gu larity.

Tra di tion ally, this would have been in ter preted as say ing that a
cer tain Ger man ex pres sion is a la bel, if you will, or has some kind
of quasi-la bel hook-up with an ob ject, tri an gu larity. By ex tend ing
to ‘tri an gu larity’ a move I had al ready made in dis cuss ing the sub -
jects of sen tences, I ar gued that ‘tri an gu larity’ is not a name, that it
is a way of clas si fy ing ‘dreieckig’s in Ger man: ‘dreieckig’s in Ger -
man do the same thing in Ger man as ‘triangular’s do in English:

(24)  ‘dreieckig’s (in Ger man) are Ãtri an gu larÃs 

where the dot-quoted ‘tri an gu lar’ is a kind of clas si fy ing word
which ap plies to any thing in any lan guage which does ap prox i -
mately the job that is done in our lan guage by what is il lus trated be -
tween the dot quotes. In stead of this sen tence tell ing us that a
cer tain ex pres sion is a la bel of a cer tain ob ject, it is re ally clas si fy -
ing cer tain ex pres sion oc cur rences or events which oc cur in the
neighborhood of the Rhine. 

Classification and Linguistic Patterns

This raises the ques tion: how does ‘tri an gu lar’ func tion in our
lan guage? Or, look ing at it with our sharp ened eyes, how do ‘tri an -
gu lar’s func tion in our lan guage? Tra di tion ally, this ques tion
would have been an swered, “’tri an gu lar’s func tion in our lan guage
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to stand for tri an gu larity.” But we have cut our selves off from that
nice tidy an swer—a key move. The func tion of ‘dreieckig’ is not to
stand for tri an gu larity. What is its func tion? It is the same func tion
that our word ‘tri an gu lar’ has. And that is nei ther to stand for tri an -
gu larity nor to la bel an ob ject. It is to func tion in a cer tain way that
is con sti tuted by the pat tern of in fer ences that the word ‘tri an gu lar’
is bound up with, its re la tions to cer tain other words, its be long ing
to a sys tem of other words to which it is re lated in var i ous ways.
‘Tri an gu lar’s oc cur in cer tain pat terns and these are the pat terns
char ac ter is tic of geo met ri cal arguments, geometrical statements,
geometrical descriptions and the like.

Let me il lus trate this with a sim ple ex am ple: sup pose we are
play ing chess while peo ple have been steal ing the pieces from our
set so that fi nally we do not have any pawns left. Well, let’s use pen -
nies. In our game of chess, we might say 

(26)  pen nies (in our game) play the pawn. 

I de lib er ately put (26) in such a way that it looks like “’dreieckig’s
(in Ger man) stand for tri an gu larity.” The same pat tern oc curs in
each:

“_____stands for_____”
“_____plays_____.”

I want to draw an anal ogy be tween stand ing for and plays.
When we say, “Pen nies in our game play the pawn” that is a so phis -
ti cated way of say ing 

(27)  pen nies (in our game) are pawns. 

What is it that pawns do? Pick up a penny and toss it; that is not a
move in chess. There are rules of chess which you can call the “con -
sti tu tive rules” of chess, as op posed to the rules of strat egy for win -
ning, or the tac tics for dis com fort ing a side and so on. The
con sti tu tive rules of chess de fine a se quence of pat terns which are
ad mis si ble and ex plain what it is to be a pawn in terms of those ad -
mis si ble se quences of pat terns. This is ob vi ous in the case of chess.
Thus, if some one says, “Pen nies in our game play the pawn,” they
are say ing, “Pen nies are gov erned by cer tain pat terns and if you
want to know what those pat terns are, well, look at a stan dard rule
book for chess and re al ize that pen nies do that kind of thing in our
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game be cause thiev ing peo ple have sto len the pieces we usu ally use 
as pawns.” The moral is: if you want to know what a pawn is and
what it is for some thing to play the pawn, you look at pat terns and
se quences of pat terns. What I want to sug gest is that when we say
that “’dreieckig’ in Ger man stands for tri an gu larity,” we are say ing
that ‘dreieckig’s (in Ger man) are a cer tain func tional kind of ob -
ject: they are ob jects that play a cer tain func tional role. What is that
func tional role? It is the one played in our lan guage by ‘tri an gu -
lar’s. What is that role? Is it to stand for tri an gu larity? No, the role is 
given by pat terns in which the word oc curs. This is the sort of pic -
ture I have given you, and I am sug gest ing that it is a more fruitful
picture than the “Del Monte label” picture of words.6

In the case of chess, these con sti tu tive uni for mi ties are largely
neg a tive in the sense that if there is a cer tain pat tern of pieces on the
board, then a cer tain other pat tern will be in ap pro pri ate. You can -
not get there from here, so to speak, if you are play ing chess. Thus,
if some body is play ing chess and moves a pawn two places fore -
word, that is fine; but if he moves it five places for ward, that is ruled 
out. That se quence in which a pawn is moved five places for ward is
not a per mis si ble se quence. And sim i larly, there is some thing im -
per mis si ble about the fol low ing se quence: This is tri an gu lar; so, it
has a round cir cum fer ence. There is some thing fishy about that, is -
n’t there? In fact, it is as fishy as it would be to move a pawn five
places up: it is an im per mis si ble se quence with re spect to the word
‘tri an gu lar’, which is tied in with other words just as pawns are tied
in with kings and queens and knights. I want you to think of se -
quences. If you want to un der stand the func tion of a pred i cate like
‘tri an gu lar’, you want to look at the per mis si ble and im per mis si ble
se quences in which it is in volved with other words in the lan guage.
These uni for mi ties, in the case of pred i cates like ‘tri an gu lar’, oc cur 
in con nec tion with se quences of the kind we call in fer ences, sig -
naled by ‘so’, ‘there fore’, and so on. How ever, there are other pat -
terns that are ruled out. For ex am ple, you know that words like
‘tri an gu lar’ go in sen tences and do not func tion by them selves. As
Wittgenstein and Frege em pha sized, the ba sic job for words in lan -
guage is not done by sin gle words but by sen tences. We know there
are ba sic for ma tion rules ac cord ing to which cer tain things that
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might look like sen tences to start with are ill-formed. For ex am ple,
con sider: Soc ra tes tri an gu lar es ca la tor. We have words in there, but 
they do not fit to gether: an im per mis si ble struc ture. You want to
look at the struc ture in which words func tion. Some struc tures are
reg i mens in the sense that they con cern all pred i cates, but some
struc tures, as I in di cated, are spe cific to par tic u lar words like ‘tri an -
gu lar’ or ‘cir cu lar’. “This is a circular triangular” is ruled out. Let
us look at a larger context in which this issue becomes even more
relevant and important to our problem.

If you have the la bel the ory of words end ing in ‘-ity’, ‘-hood’,
and ‘-ness’ ac cord ing to which these words la bel ob jects, then you
tend to have a mis con cep tion about how lan guage func tions. You
will think of lan guage as con tain ing la bels and the mind is, some -
how, the source of la bels be ing at tached. The ba sic idea ap pears in
the fig ure 1..7 in which the mind ap pre hends an “ob ject,” (c), putt -
ing ‘ob ject’ in scare-quotes there, and then brings it about that
words la bel the ob jects. This goes along with
the idea then that there is a kind of sec -
ond-class sta tus that words have. By golly!
there are these ob jects which we get at through
ap pre hend ing or see ing. Hav ing fin ished with
these ob jects, the whole do main of fas ci nat ing
ob jects, we la bel them and put these la bels to -
gether to make sen tences or to make ver bal
struc tures. We have al ready re jected the idea
that words la bel these ab stract ob jects. I am
not say ing that there is no such thing as a word
that can be a la bel of a con crete ob ject, but we
are talk ing about ab stract ob jects. There is no
such thing as la bel ing ab stract ob jects be cause there are no such
things as ab stract ob jects. If we took these words se ri ously as
names, then we would, ipso facto, be think ing of them as nam ing
ob jects. But we have got ten away from think ing of tri an gu larity as
an item, and, there fore, this la bel pic ture has been pushed aside. But 
if you do have that “la bel-ob ject” con cep tion of words, then you
will think of thought as hav ing ac cess to a do main of mean ings or a
do main of ab stract ob jects, a do main of ideas or forms. A thought
deals with that and, then, uses words to con vey the thought to oth -
ers. As we saw when we pic tured an intersubjective do main of
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Figure 1.4 ( a )  T h e
stands for re la tion. Q, a
qual ity. 



mean ings, on such a model we think of words as in stru ments for
con vey ing thoughts by means of la bels to other people who then
have a similar thought or get hold of the same meaning or the same
abstract ob ject.7

Thinking and Languaging

In or der to round out this ac count, we have to say some thing
about thought. Af ter all, what is thought if it is not a grasp ing of
mean ings, of intelligibles, a grasp ing of qual i ties, re la tions, truths
and prop o si tions?…ob jects, ob jects, ob jects. At this point, I want
to put for ward a very crude, clumsy, but use ful the ory. Per haps it
can be pol ished; but I am not con cerned to pol ish it here. To start
with, I will put it for ward in all its bla tant cru dity. This the ory is
called “verbal behaviorism.” 

Sup pose there is a char ac ter called “Jones”. He is at a bus stop
wait ing for a bus. And, lo and be hold, there, in the dis tance, looms a
bus with the right num ber. Jones looks to ward the on com ing bus;
his eyes are in the ap pro pri ate, op ti cal re la tion ship to the bus,
watch ing. He starts get ting ready, per haps inch ing to the head of the 
line. But, any way, the bus steams by; the driver is hun gry and he
wants to get on with it. Such things hap pen. Jones is, as it were,
poised to get into the bus. The bus whooshes by and he mut ters to
him self, “Why did n’t it stop?” One way of look ing at that is to say
that, at this par tic u lar time, the thought oc curred to him and he ap -
pre hended the mean ing the bus is not now stop ping; the bus did n’t
stop, did n’t stop! and he is led to hav ing this thought with out de lib -
er a tion, that is to say, “spon ta ne ously.” Upon hav ing the thought,
he im pul sively ut ters “It did n’t stop.” We dis tin guish be tween the
thought, the pure oc cur rent one that we have been talk ing about, the 
im me di ate be lief that the bus did not stop, and the ver bal iz ing,
which he im pul sively en gages in upon hav ing that thought. What is
put for ward in the sim ple and blunt the ory is that his say ing that it
did not stop is the think ing that it did not stop; the thought is sim ply
lan guage. This is ob vi ously an ab surd view if you put it in that blunt
way. But we start out by saying that the thought is simply the
utterance as it occurs. 
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7. Now, if the "get ting at the Mean ing" is not get ting at mean ings, grasp ing abstracta, what is 
it?" Sellars ap plies the ac count of ---- means ---- and ---- stands for ---- to thought it self, so
he makes the ap pa ra tus ap ply to mean ings.



Ac cord ing to ver bal be hav ior ism, the ac tual ver bal iz ing is the
think ing. Now, of course, it is a ver bal iz ing by some one who knows 
the lan guage, who plays that kind of game, to use Wittgenstein’s
ex pres sion; he’s at home in it. But the cru cial thing is that, as one
who knows the lan guage, he is spon ta ne ously ver bal iz ing. If a par -
rot did it, of course, it would not be think ing be cause a par rot’s iso -
lated words do not fit in with languagings, the pat terns and other
se quences in a lan guage. We have to make this con ces sion to get
this theory off the ground.

It is ob vi ous that peo ple of ten think when they are not say ing
any thing, right? That is the ob vi ous ob jec tion. Let us bring in Smith 
now; he al ways keeps the bal ance go ing. You see, Jones is a kind of
free wheel ing char ac ter; he lets him self go while Smith is a kind of
tense and ner vous char ac ter. Smith, too, is wait ing for the bus; the
same thing hap pens and the bus goes by. He does not say, “It did n’t
stop,” but if you look at him closely you will be pretty sure it was on
the tip of his tongue. We would say, “There is the ver bal iza tion;” it
does not get out be cause he is man nerly and he has been brought up
to keep his thoughts to him self. Ac cord ing to the ver bal be hav ior -
ist, he does not give vent to his thoughts. Let me put it this way. You
have of ten watched a ket tle or a pot and some times it takes a long
time to boil. But you might say that there co mes a time when it is
just on the point of boil ing. Of course, if we turn the gas off im me di -
ately, it never boils but still, at that par tic u lar time, it was on the
point of boil ing. We will now say that the thought “the bus did n’t
stop” oc curred to Jones and that for Smith the thought “the bus did -
n’t stop” oc curred in the sense that the state ment would be just on
the tip of his tongue; it was a po ten ti al ity which was almost let loose 
into the world. 
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No tice we have to be very
care ful be cause, oth er wise,
we will start back on false
trails. We might put it this
way. In fig ure 1..8, we pic ture
Jones, us ing the car toon ist
method, first in a state in volv -
ing “it did n’t stop.” Then, we
pic ture him as giv ing up and
ac tu ally say ing “It did n’t
stop.” Smith does not say any -
thing, but oc cur ring in him is a 
pro pen sity, P1, to ver bal ize in
a cer tain way. But the pro pen -
sity does not get ac tu al ized. A
pro pen sity to say “it did n’t
stop” should not be con strued as though it were a hid den say ing.
When we say that he had the pro pen sity to say, we are not say ing
that there is a sort of hid den say ing as though he were, in side, so to
speak, say ing “it did n’t stop.” That is all that we will say for the
time being. 

Con sider a bomb; con sider it at a dis tance, but con sider it. Sup -
pose it is on the point of ex plod ing when sud denly the Ca na dian
Mount ies come up and dis arm it. Still, it was on the point of ex plod -
ing. Ob vi ously, it would be silly to think of a pro pen sity to ex plode
as though it were a hid den ex plo sion. Bombs do not have ex plo -
sions in this way which they some how get out in the world. They
sim ply have the pro pen sity to ex plode given cer tain con di tions. By
the same to ken we have here a pro pen sity which is not a hid den say -
ing. We will say that in each case (Smith and Jones) the thought that
the bus did not stop oc curred to them. In the case of Jones, it oc -
curred to him overtly; in the case of Smith, it merely got there in the
tip-of-tonguish way which in volves the ex is tence of an immediate
propensity to say something.

Why do I say “im me di ate pro pen sity” or “prox i mate pro pen -
sity?” Let me take a dif fer ent il lus tra tion now. I ask Jones, “What is
the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia?” He re plies, “The cap i tal of Penn syl -
va nia is Har ris burg.” We will say, then, that he thought out loud
“Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.” You might say that I
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Figure 1.5 (a) A word, w. (b) The word la bels
the ob ject. (c) The ob ject.



trig gered off his thought in the stan dard con ven tional kind of way.
Let us now con sider Smith who be lieves that Har ris burg is the cap i -
tal of Penn syl va nia, but is asleep. He is ly ing asleep when I come up 
to him and say “What is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia?” where upon
he wig gles and squirms. In a cer tain re mote sense, he has the pro -
pen sity to say “Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia” but it is
not right there on the tip of his tongue. In or der to get it on the tip of
his tongue, we have to throw some wa ter on him, drag him to his feet 
and ask, “What is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia?” “Har ris burg,” he
re plies. Thus, you can think of be lief as a pro pen sity to think some -
thing so that there is a sense in which even when Smith is sleep ing,
he be lieves that Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia, and he
has the pro pen sity to say it. How ever, that pro pen sity is re mote in
the sense that a num ber of things have to hap pen be fore that pro pen -
sity gets to the tip of the tongue. That is why I am say ing that to have 
a thought oc cur to one is close to get ting, right now, the pure oc cur -
ring: it is ei ther to think can didly out loud “it did n’t stop” or to have
it on the tip of one’s tongue. Whereas to be lieve is to have the pro -
pen sity to say, un der cer tain cir cum stances, “Har ris burg is the cap i -
tal of Penn syl va nia,” where that pro pen sity is re mote in the sense
that the context would have to be developed a bit in order for that
propensity to emerge on the tip of the tongue. 

The im por tant thing is that, for the ver bal be hav ior ist, we
should not say that lan guage ex presses thoughts; we should say that 
languagings are thoughts.8 But we must also rec og nize these pro -
pen si ties. There is a sense in which lan guage ex presses a thought.
For ex am ple, Smith had the pro pen sity to say “it did n’t stop.” Of
course, in that case, the pro pen sity did not get man i fested as when
Jones, who also had the pro pen sity, said “it did n’t stop.” Jones had
the pro pen sity too, only the pro pen sity burst out into full flower. In
Smith, we have the pro pen sity that did not burst out into full flower. 
We can say, “Well, a very char ac ter is tic fea ture of peo ple is that
they don’t speak out loud all the time. That would be pretty
hullabalooish. And so moth ers and fa thers bring up their chil dren in 
such a way that they don’t do all of their think ing out loud, but they
keep it on the tip of their tongue.”
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8. Sellars says that he is giv ing us a dif fer ent pic ture of the Mean ings which does not in volve
grasp ing, la bel ing, names, or mean ing clas si cally con strued.



This might lead us to mod ify sub tly ver bal be hav ior ism; we
might claim that P1, the pro pen sity, is re ally the thought. Some pro -
pen si ties get ac tu al ized, oth ers do not; and in both cases, there is
think ing. If a per son is re ally work ing through a line of thought, we
should think of him as go ing through a se ries of pro pen si ties. Sup -
pose, for ex am ple, this is what is on the tip of his tongue: “All men
are mor tal; Soc ra tes is a man; so, Soc ra tes is mor tal.” That is on the
tip of his tongue; it is a cer tain line of thought, a pat tern of pro pen si -
ties. Pro pen si ties are de fined by what they are the pro pen si ties to
do. To go through a pro cess of thought is to go through a se quence
of pro pen si ties to say things which are on the tip of one’s tongue, so
to speak.

I am try ing to give you a dif fer ent pic ture of what knowl edge is
than the usual one in fig ure 1..9 where there is a mind, a body, and a
thought, (a), in volv ing the grasp ing of a mean ing of some kind,
which then gets ex pressed by the say ing. The usual view is that the
thought is some thing which can be ac com pa nied by an im pulse, (b), 
to use la bels which are ap pro pri ate to what you are think ing. If we
have the thought, e.g., that Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va -
nia, there would oc cur the im pulse to ut ter the state ment “Har ris -
burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.” The im pulse would be an other
thought (putt ing it crudely) I shall say to him “Har ris burg is the
cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.” There fol lows, ac cord ing to the clever re -
la tion ship ex ist ing be tween mind and body, the say ing, (c), the use
of the la bels which pour out. Thus, one pic ture (run in slow mo tion)
is that there is: first, the thought, the ap pre hend ing of the mean ing
Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia, then the im pulse I will be 
a nice guy and tell him that Har ris burg is
the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia, and fi nally the
say ing, “Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn -
syl va nia.” That is the stan dard kind of pic -
ture one en coun ters. I am try ing to give you
a dif fer ent pic ture; it is a very crude pic ture, 
but not quite as crude as it was when we
started out. I think we should get away from 
the idea that lan guage is pri mar ily an
instrument, a series of labels which are
instruments for getting other people to
think thoughts.
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Figure 1.6 (a) The pro pen -
sity to say, not a hid den say -
ing. (b) A time line in di cat -
ing ear lier and later times.



Lan guage can be an in stru ment. There is such a thing as choos -
ing one’s words. But we can dis tin guish
be tween thoughts of the first-or der and
thoughts of the sec ond-or der, i.e.,
thoughts about thoughts, and thoughts
about thoughts about thoughts. Con sider 
fig ure 1..10. Sup pose we grant that there
is a case in which Smith thinks, Ah, Har -
ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.
Hhmmm, I’ll clue Jones in: “Har ris burg
is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.” Ob vi -
ously, that sort of thing can hap pen since you can choose your
words. The ver bal be hav ior ist can say that, that is be cause, on the
tip of his tongue, he had not only the thought (the say ing, if you
will) “Har ris burg is the cap i tal of
Penn syl va nia,” but also a thought
about it: viz., he had on the tip of his
tongue “I shall use the words ‘Har ris -
burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia’.”
His choice to use those words is what
really gave rise to the statement. 

For the ver bal be hav ior ist there
are two ways in which “Har ris burg is
the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia” can
come about. One is sim ply spon ta ne -
ous, in re sponse to a ques tion: he is
play ing the so cial game of say ing,
“Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia.” The re sponse is the di -
rect ex pres sion of the spon ta ne ous pro pen sity to say it. How ever, it
might come about in a dif fer ent way through a pro pen sity which I
will de scribe as fol lows: the pro pen sity to say, “I’ll tell him ‘Har ris -
burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl va nia’.” This is a thought about a say -
ing which is, it self, a pro pen sity to say some thing. This pro pen sity
gen er ates, then, a non-spon ta ne ous pro pen sity to say some thing,
since we nor mally do what we de cide to do. Ac cord ing to the ver bal
be hav ior ist, to de cide I’ll tell him that Har ris burg is the cap i tal of
Penn syl va nia, as in fig ure 1..11, is to have, on the tip of one’s
tongue the thought I will say “Har ris burg is the cap i tal of Penn syl -
va nia” which is nat u rally fol lowed by the say ing. Nor mally, if you
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Figure 1.7 (a) A spon ta ne ous pro -
pen sity to say ‘Har ris burg, Penn syl -
va nia’. (b) The ut ter ance of ‘Har ris -
burg, Penn syl va nia’. 

Figure 1.8 A, the usual pic ture
of think ing. (a) A thought. (b)
An im pulse to say. (c) An ut ter -
ance (for the pres ent, we can ab -
stract away from our cus tom ary



de cide to do some thing, you do it. If you think I’m go ing to raise my
arm, normally you do not lift your foot; you raise your arm. 

There are ob vi ously sit u a tions in which you want to say that a
per son is us ing lan guage to com mu ni cate; there is such a thing but
that should not be taken to be the par a digm case. As I in di cated, the
ver bal be hav ior ist can grant that there are such cases. But he is con -
cerned with the na ture of spon ta ne ous thought and he is iden ti fy ing
thought, in this ba sic form, with spon ta ne ous speech and the spon -
ta ne ous pro pen sity to say some thing. How ever, he can grant that
of ten when we use lan guage, we are not just spon ta ne ously en gaged 
in think ing out loud; of ten we are con niv ing, hav ing thoughts about
how we can de ceive. An im por tant thing about lan guage is that it
can be used to de ceive. Con se quently, we have to dis tin guish be -
tween what I call “the spon ta ne ous nat u ral flow of lan guage” and
those cases where we are lit er ally de lib er at ing and choos ing our
words. Many phi los o phers take their par a digm of the oc cur rence of
lan guage from the idea of us ing lan guage in a de lib er ate, con niv ing
sort of way. That is their sort of par a digm. My par a digm you can see 
from the choice of my orig i nal ex am ple: the bus is com ing and
Jones is say ing “Why, it did n’t stop!” Here is a case of spon ta ne ous
think ing out loud where it would be ri dic u lous even to sup pose that
the per son had, in some sense, cho sen to ut ter those words to com -
mu ni cate. Again, take the case where we are with a friend and not
say ing to our selves “What can I get out of him? What can I get him
to be lieve? What can I use him for? What’s he af ter now? What has
he done for me lately?” No! we are friends hav ing a pleas ant, can -
did con ver sa tion: “By the way, Tom, what is the cap i tal of Penn syl -
va nia?” Tom could be a de ceiver, a liar, but, in this case, we are
play ing a can did con ver sa tion game. So he says, “Well, Bill, Har -
ris burg.” No choice, no de lib er a tion, no in ten tion to use words as an 
in stru ment; just a spon ta ne ous re sponse by one lan guage user to an -
other lan guage user. I want you to have those two ex am ples in mind
when you think about lan guage and not the par a digm of us ing lan -
guage as a set of labels to lead other people to think things, the usual 
model that people philosophize in terms of. It leads to very bad
theories of knowledge. 

Lan guage can be an in stru ment just as any thing can be an in -
stru ment, but do not think of lan guage pri mar ily as an in stru ment;
think of lan guage as a kind of joint way of liv ing to gether which is
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char ac ter is tic of the lan guage us ing spe cies. This is ver bal be hav -
ior ism and it gives us a dif fer ent pic ture with re spect to lan guage
and thought. One of the vir tues of this new pic ture is that it ex plains
how we can know what other peo ple think. Ev ery time some body is
can didly talk ing, you are ac tu ally hear ing them think. When you
hear some body think, that is not merely a mat ter of hear ing the
noises be cause think ing is not sim ply the ut ter ing of noises. What
more is it than the ut ter ing of noises? It is not that it is the ut ter ing of
noises plus an other item; it is that those noises be long to a larger
pat tern. Thus, a stage in the game of chess is not sim ply the pieces
be ing in cer tain places, pieces of wood scat tered in a cer tain in ter -
est ing way; it is a stage in a game of chess be cause it was pro ceeded
by cer tain con fig u ra tions and fol lowed by cer tain con fig u ra tions,
be cause it is func tion ing in a cer tain way. Thus, when we hear
some body think, we are hear ing a sound which is func tion ing in a
cer tain way.9  

At this mo ment, you are tempted to ask, “Well, can we see func -
tions?” Let me give you an ex am ple. When we started out dis cuss -
ing ob jects of knowl edge, at one stage we used an ex am ple of a
book: per haps even this book you are pres ently read ing. Do we see
the book? Of course we see the book. We spent a lot of time see ing
that book. We even see the book as a book. But then we started get -
ting petty. What do we see of the book? Do we see its back side? No.
Do we see its in sides? No. Do we see a bil lionth of an inch in side?
No. Re call, that is the di a lec tic which en abled us to dis tin guish be -
tween what we see and what we re ally see of the book. It is fa mil iar
by now. But still, the fact re mains that it is per fectly le git i mate to
say, “We can see the book and we can see that some thing is a book.”
When you see this as a book, you are see ing it as an ob ject that func -
tions in a cer tain way. Ob vi ously. When you see some thing as a
news pa per, you are see ing some thing that func tions in a cer tain
way. Thus, when I say that you can hear some body think (e.g.,
Jones who says, “Why it did n’t stop!”), that is not sim ply your hear -
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9. Ed i tor’s note: A dis cus sion of the re la tion ship be tween ver bal be hav ior ism and pri vate
ep i sodes ap pears in sec tion xv of “Em pir i cism and the Phi los o phy of Mind,” SPR, 186. Ver -
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ment un der writes the ap pli ca tion of the logic of ‘means’ to in ner ep i sodes and, hence, to the
meta phys ics of epis te mol ogy.



ing the noises that he ut ters. It is hear ing those noises as func tion ing 
lan guage, just as see ing a book as a book is see ing an ob ject as func -
tion ing in a certain way and capable of functioning in certain ways.

Many phi los o phers have been wor ried about the prob lem of
other minds, and we will worry about it. But at least, at the first
level, be fore we get tan gled up, we can say that there is a straight -
for ward common sense way in which
we hear peo ple think. Nat u rally,
once I tell you about ver bal be hav ior -
ism, it sounds pretty good, does n’t
it? We hear peo ple think. Surely, it’s
ob vi ous, is n’t it? We can even hear
our selves think: “Gee, it’s so loud in
here I can’t hear my self think.” But
clearly, there is a met a phor around
here that we want to ex am ine very
care fully. Con sider, again, the sit u a -
tion in which Jones says, “Why it
did n’t stop!” He is a very overt, ca -
sual and forth com ing sort of per son.
Sup pose now that he has a bit of a Smith in him and that there are a
lot of peo ple around him. Sud denly, he says, “Why it did n’t stop!”
Then he looks around, My God, I just thought out loud, “it did n’t
stop.” I better watch my self; they’ll be putt ing me in a booby-hatch
if I don’t start keep ing my thoughts to my self. So, we can hear other
peo ple think and we can hear our selves think. We are ob vi ously on
the point of rais ing all kinds of ques tions in volved in phi los o phy of
mind, but I will not dive into those. How ever, I do want you to bear
in mind that the ver bal be hav ior ist says that, in the sense in which
we can see a book as a book, we can hear a think ing out loud as a
think ing out loud. Each in volves an experience of something as
functioning in a certain way.

I have to raise one more ques tion be fore I leave this topic of ver -
bal be hav ior ism which I will put to use later on. In fig ure 1..12 we
find a youn ger Smith; let us say that he has a spon ta ne ous pro pen -
sity to say, but does not ac tu ally say, “It did n’t stop!” Can Smith
know that he thought it, that is, that he had that pro pen sity? You
see, if he ac tu ally said “It did n’t stop!” then he would have heard
him self think. But sup pose he does not say it out loud. How would
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Figure 1.9 (a) A thought as a pro pen -
sity about say ing. (b) A non-spon ta -
ne ous pro pen sity to say that Har ris -



he know when he thinks? Peo ple ob vi ously know when they think,
don’t they? Some times you ac tu ally hear peo ple say, “Well, gee! I
don’t know what I think un til I say it,” and they are
pretty smart, at least ac cord ing to the ver bal be hav ior -
ist. How ever, that is not quite so. We can know what
we think even though we do not say any thing. But that
re quires only that we can re spond and that, in the pro -
cess of learn ing a lan guage and be com ing ac cul tur -
ated, we can have other pro pen si ties which are
responses to propensities.

Let me il lus trate this. Sup pose (as many peo ple would think)
that to feel an ger in volves not only hav ing bodily sen sa tions of a
cer tain kind along with ten sion and the like, but also a pro pen sity to
strike out, as it were. Let us take a very na ive, sim ple case of an ger;
an ger is spread over all kinds of things. Sup pose, for ex am ple, there 
is a boy about 7 years old. He is just get ting into the stream of
things. Some body, a lit tle big ger, jos tles him and, now, he is an gry.
That an ger in volves a pro pen sity, in his case, to strike out. But then, 
in time, he has been brought along and ac cul tur ated; he has learned
to re spond to his an ger with the thought I am an gry. How does he
get this? Well, in fig ure 1..13, at age 2, he is filled with an ger, but he 
does not even have the con cept of an ger yet. He is not in the an -
ger-lan guage game, but his mother says, “Tommy, you are an gry.”
A lit tle later on some thing hap pens, he turns pale, clenches his fists
and his mother says, “Tommy, you’re an gry.” Nat u rally, when we
re peat that in dif fer ent con texts a few times and, given the way you
and I are par tic i pants in the lan guage
game, he be gins ac quir ing the abil ity to re -
spond to his an ger (even when his mother
is not there) by “I am an gry.” You can hear
him mut ter “I am an gry. I must n’t be; I
must n’t be have in an an gry way.” Peo ple
can learn to re spond to their pro pen si ties
with au to bio graph i cal lan guage such as “I
am an gry.” Here, in fig ure 1..14, is the pro -
pen sity to say “I am an gry.” The child ac -
quired the abil ity to re al ize that he is
an gry: that is, the pro pen sity to say, “Aha!
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I’m an gry.” People can acquire the ability to respond to their
propensities with other propensities. 

One boy says, “Hhmmm, I’m an gry” and he is re spond ing to his
an ger with the au to bio graph i cal state ment “I am an gry” which in -
volves the pro pen si ties to say it, of course.10 Tommy Smith re -
sponds to the an ger with the pro pen sity to say “I am an gry” but he
does not say “I am an gry” be cause his mother taught him to keep his
thoughts to him self. What I am sug gest ing, then, is that the ver bal
be hav ior ist can give a per fectly straight for ward ac count of
self-knowl edge: namely, that Tommy has learned to re spond to his
an ger with an au to bio graph i cal de scrip tion of him self. And, fur -
ther more, this re sponse, as we will see, is a re li able one. In deed,
there is a cor re la tion be tween the re sponse and the an ger such that
the re sponse is likely to be true. This “evokes themes” we dis cussed 
ear lier in con nec tion with pain. Here would be a case where, even
though he does not say “I am an gry,” nev er the less, he is think ing
that I am an gry. One can re spond to an ger by the pro pen sity to say “I 
am an gry;” one can re spond to a pro pen sity to say “it did n’t stop”
by “I have the pro pen sity to say ‘it did n’t stop’.“ We could, ac cord -
ing to the ver bal be hav ior ist, re spond in this more com pli cated way
(this is a very pe dan tic way of putt ing it). We will ex plore later on
why we do not put it in that way, but at pres ent we have a case of re -
spond ing to a pro pen sity to say “it did n’t stop” with an other pro -
pen sity, a pro pen sity to say “I have the pro pen sity to say ‘it did n’t
stop’.” The lat ter would be the higher level coun ter part of what we
had in fig ure 1..14 with the au to bio graph i cal state ment “I am an -
gry” and the an ger be cause, in stead of just hav ing the pro pen sity to
say this, one might ac tu ally say, “Aha! I have the propensity to say
‘it didn’t stop.’” This will be valuable when we come to pull things
together in the theory of knowledge.

No tice that I said that here we would have a re li able pro pen sity.
Putt ing it crudely, when Tommy says “I am an gry” can didly and
spon ta ne ously in re sponse to his an ger, well then, he is likely to be
an gry. Just as I said that when a per son has a spon ta ne ous ten dency
to say “I am in pain,” it is likely that he is in pain. It may be that we
have to un der stand the “knowl edge” as pect of I am an gry in terms
of the re li abil ity of this cor re la tion. Cer tain state ments which we
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10.Ed i tor’s note: Sellars be gins to ex plore the Jonesian (ver bal be hav ior ist) coun ter part of
the di rect aware ness of in ner states.



spon ta ne ously make tend to be true. This, I think, will turn out to be
a very im por tant fea ture of lan guage: in can did speech cer tain state -
ments we make have a high like li hood of be ing true. And some one
that has a thought with a high like li hood of being true is close by
and near to knowledge.

I have been try ing to give you dif fer ent ways of look ing at the
clas si cal is sues per tain ing to mean ings, think ing and lan guage.
Now, I want you to let that stew for a while; you will feel its at trac -
tive ness as we start work ing in a more or tho dox tra di tion with
Roderick Chis holm.11
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11.Ed i tor’s note: In the next lec ture, Sellars will ex plore Kant and Reid’s tac tic of show ing
that sense im pres sions are not thoughts but, roughly, serve to trig ger our nat u ral be lief that
there is, for ex am ple, a red tri an gle here and now—a point Des cartes made. He must show,
then, why we should sup pose that these in stinc tive be liefs are cor rect: what is the source of
their au thor ity? Al though our pri mary in ter est is in the world we are in and not our selves,
Sellars asks the more press ing ques tion: Is n’t what we re ally know what goes on in our
minds and, there fore, don’t we have to jus tify other be liefs in terms of be liefs about our own
men tal ac tiv i ties? His so lu tion in volves show ing that cat e go ries per tain ing to con cepts de -
pend on lin guis tic kinds. We have seen that believings in tend mean ings. Sub se quently, in -
tends will turn out to be a func tion of mean ing. In clas si cal ter mi nol ogy, a be lief can in tend,
men tally, an ob ject which does not ob tain. In tend ing is “men tally mean ing,” mean ing be -
long ing to the do main of conceivables (i.e., the intersubjective do main of mean ings). We
call them ‘mean ings’ in con texts deal ing with ex am ples such as ‘Jones R mean ing’ (where
‘R’ is a re la tion) but we call them ‘conceivables’ in con texts deal ing with ‘Be lief R mean -
ing.’ Con se quently, the ex plo ra tion of ob jects of knowl edge fo cuses on the con text “’—’ in
L means _____ .” The anal y sis of ‘means,’ ‘stands for,’ etc. un der writes an anal y sis of be -
liev ing and, hence, know ing. Sellars will show that to say what an act of thought in tends is to 
say what its func tion is.


