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Abstract 

This thesis is concerned with the meaning of metaphors. In particular, it examines a 

contemporary dispute in the philosophy of language, primarily comprising critical 

responses to Donald Davidson's seminal work in the area, which focuses on the question 

of whether metaphorical utterances, qua metaphors, ought to receive distinctive semantic 

evaluations. I treat this debate as an instance of a more general form of philosophical 

dispute, which has been explored in some detail in recent work on the nature of realism 

and anti-realism. 

The thesis has five chapters. In the first chapter, I outline, motivate and evaluate two 

contrasting approaches to realism, proposed by Michael Devitt and Crispin Wright. I 

argue that neither is wholly satisfactory, but that a modified version of Wright's 

approach is likely to be most fruitful in the philosophy of metaphor. In the second 

chapter, I examine the character of Davidson's anti-realism, concluding that he is best 

thought of as an error-Theorist about metaphorical meaning. I go on to set out a unified 

Davidsonian argument for semantic and pragmatic anti-realism about metaphor, and 

offer a sustained discussion and partial defence of the six premises that such an 

argument proceeds from. 

My third chapter outlines a series of common objections to Davidson's views, and 

argues that error-theorists have the resources to address many of these criticisms in a 

fairly plausible manner. In the fourth chapter, I go on to investigate the realist standing 

of metaphorical meaning in more detail. I examine the open-endedness of metaphor in 

the light of Wright's response-dependent theory of intention, and argue that this 

approach offers a novel response to certain anti-realist concerns. 

The fifth chapter concerns the relationship between metaphor and non-conceptual 

content. I argue that thinking of metaphorical meanings as non-conceptual entails that 

the non-propositional and limitless character of metaphor does not pose a fatal objection 

to a pragmatic realist account, contra Davidson. I apply my suggested account to two 

test cases: metaphors that describe one's emotional state, and religious metaphors, and 
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argue that in each case, thinking of the metaphors as expressing non-conceptual contents 
is potentially suggestive and helpful. In that chapter, I also examine the possibility of an 

robustly realist approach to metaphorical meaning, modelled on the epistemicist 

approach to vagueness set out in recent work by Timothy Williamson. I demonstrate 

how the dominant objection to this account can be partially defused, and go on to 

examine the final standing of the dispute between realist and anti-realist. 
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Preface 

In this essay, I examine some of the ways in which a particular debate in the philosophy 

of metaphor -a debate which concerns, to put it crudely, the question of whether 

metaphors have meaning - can inform, and be informed by, contemporary reflections on 

realism and anti-realism. This choice of subject matter has the distinct disadvantage that 

neither topic is particularly pre-theoretically gripping. On the one hand, reflection on 
the core elements shared by, say, moral realism, scientific realism and mathematical 
Platonism is an especially abstruse variety of philosophical activity, one where obtaining 

the requisite alpine clarity of overview requires getting accustomed to thinner air than 

that which surrounds the more pressing, felt, substantive, first-order philosophical 

problems. The interest of undergraduates or non-philosophers is more easily sparked 

when considering the nature of scientific success, or the problems of reconciling the 

claims of justice and welfare,. than when identifying the best formulation of cognitivism, 

or the relationship between metaphysical and semantic accounts of realism. 

Metaphor might seem a juicier topic of discussion than realism, but the particular 

question of metaphorical meaning is rarely felt to be worthy of serious consideration. 
Blank stares from the folk are hardly unsurprising in this area. If by `meaning' we mean 

the property that ordinary speakers of English tend to attribute in their talk about 

meaning and meaningfulness, it can scarcely be denied that metaphors are meaningful. 
The debate I am concerned with, unsurprisingly, appeals to a more technical notion of 

metaphorical meaning; otherwise this would be a very short book. Once again, however, 

the price of precision and theoretical interest is a certain dislocation from first order 
issues. It is easy to feel, when reading even the best work by analytic philosophers on 

the topic of metaphor that something has been lost; that the original motivation for 

engaging in talk of metaphorical meaning involved some quite separate impulse, perhaps 

misplaced or ill-conceived, but in any case somewhat orthogonal to the debates that we 
find ourselves engaging in. 
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I do not in any way intend these remarks to signal a lack of engagement with, or 

enthusiasm for, the question of realism, or the methodology of analytic philosophy of 
language. My sympathies lie wholly with that tradition. The point is rather simply to 

signal explicitly that this book, like those of many analytic philosophers, may deliver 

results that are less well integrated with efforts in other arts and humanities subjects, and 

with the wider practical concerns of those whose work or life involves grappling with 
language, than might have been hoped. I would have liked to have written a book that 

had some consequences for the way real metaphors are actually thought about and 
interpreted. I might yet, but I rather fear this is not it. 
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1. Truth, Realism and Balance 

1.1 Introduction 

The aim of this book is to examine the way in which recent work on realism might help 

advance attempts to give a satisfactory answer the following question: do metaphors, 

qua metaphors, express distinctive linguistic meanings? In this chapter, I begin to set 

out what I take to be the most constructive way of characterizing the nature of the debate 

between realists and anti-realists in general, considered in abstraction from any given 

subject matter. My hope is that regarding the disagreement between those theorists who 
think that metaphors are typically associated with characteristic meanings, and those 

who do not, as a special instance of such a general form of debate about realism, will 

cast some welcome light on some difficult issues in the philosophy of metaphor. I begin 

this more challenging work in later chapters. For the present, my concern is primarily 

elucidatory. 

I introduce the topic, in Sections 1.2-1.5, by elaborating two influential contemporary 

conceptions of that debate, presented in recent work by Michael Devitt and Crispin 

Wright. ' I argue that the generality and topic-neutrality of Wright's conception offers a 

more attractive approach for our purposes, and that there are in any case some reasons to 

remain suspicious of Devitt's presentation of the issues. Since much of the interest of 
Wright's approach relates to the `cruces', or tests for the realist standing of a given type 

of fact, that he outlines, I go on to examine and discuss a selection of such criteria in 

some detail in the next four sections. 

However, I do not embrace Wright's approach uncritically. In the final section, I raise 

some worries which relate to the putatively unassuming character of a minimalist 

approach to truth, and, relatedly, to the suggestion that an anti-realist construal of a 

given area of thought ought to be the default dialectical position. I conclude by briefly 

1 See Devitt (1997) and Wright (1992) 
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outlining a conception of the realist/anti-realist debate that seems to me to respect many 
of Wright's key insights, but which seems to avoid some of the more unwelcome 
implications of his position. 

1.2 Realism, Existence and Independence 

Michael Devitt has argued that we ought to characterise realism about the external world 
in the following terms: 

Devitt's Realism Tokens of most current common-sense and scientific physical 
types objectively exist independently of the mental. 2 

The various elements of this definition require some elucidation. Devitt tells us that for 

a token of some common-sense type (chairs, tables, mountains) or scientific type 
(electrons, quarks) to exist objectively is to for the object not to be 

constituted by our knowledge, by our epistemic values, by our capacity to refer to it, by 

the synthesizing power of the mind, by our imposition of concepts, theories, or 
languages. 3 

It is not wholly clear what Devitt means by an object being `constituted by our 
knowledge', or by our epistemic values, but the thrust of the thought about objective 

existence is, I hope, clear. His common-sense realist thinks of the world as being as it is 

regardless of our epistemic and semantic access to it. 

Such a conception of objectivity might seem to make the qualification regarding 
independence from the mental redundant. Devitt, recognises this possibility, but argues 
that it is worth including it to forestall the possibility that a sophisticated anti-realist 

might posit unknowable or unconceptualized entities, that were nevertheless somehow 
dependent on minds for their existence. Perhaps certain past, non-actualised `permanent 

possibilities of sensation' might have this status, for example. Such an anti-realist might 

2 See Devitt (1997) Ch. 2, passim. 
3 Ibid, p. 15 
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argue that she too could provide an account of our common-sense intuitions regarding 

the objective existence, in the above sense, of the external world. 

In any case, Devitt is surely right to endorse the idea that realism about an external 

world commits one to this kind of modesty - to use Wright's terminology - in 

characterising the degree to which the existence and nature of the external world 

depends on human minds and cognitive abilities. It is also common ground that such 

realism involves a certain epistemic presumption, marked in the case at hand by Devitt's 

inclusion of ontological commitment to many of the entities postulated by contemporary 

scientific theory. Let us grant, finally, that anti-realism about the external world can be 

characterised in general terms as the rejection of either such modesty or presumption. 4 

I have deliberately laid stress upon the sense in which Devitt and Wright agree on a core 

general characterisation of realism, and, ipso facto, anti-realism. The key elements - 
independence and existence, modesty and presumption - comprise a shared and plausible 

background theory, even if differences of emphasis remain. Issues become more 

contentious, and more immediately pertinent to the project at hand, with the following 

questions 

1. Is it unproblematic to extend this kind of general picture of realism to debates 

between realists and anti-realists. in other areas of discourse? 

2. How might actual debates between realists and anti-realists be profitably 

prosecuted? 

3. Given the above intuitive characterisations give a satisfactory account of realism 

and anti-realism in general, which particular species of each genus are tenable, 

and which most plausible, in particular disputes? 

Much of this book will examine potential answers to the third question with reference to 

the special case of realism about metaphorical meaning. I will concentrate for the 

4 See Wright (1992) pp. 1-3 
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moment, therefore, on briefly examining the divergent answers that Devitt and Wright 

offer to the first two questions. 

1.3 Extending Devitt's Account? 

Devitt is explicitly concerned with realism about the external world, committed to the 

existence and mind-independence of both common-sense and scientific entities. He 

does, however, extend his account beyond this domain. For example, he argues for a 

certain realist attitudes towards semantics, which he call `the factual perspective'. 5 He is 

also defends a certain kind of value realism, with respect to epistemic value. 6 These 

further realisms are defended, in part, by appeal to external world realism, but it should 
be clear that they are logically independent from it. (For example, Davidsonians reject 

the factual perspective on semantics, and many philosophers would feel suspicious of 

the claim that empirical procedures can establish normative claims. ) Each of these 

further realist theories, however, fits more or less into the model Devitt has set out as 

constitutive of external world realism. In each case, instances of semantic and epistemic 

properties are thought of as existing objectively, and doing so in a manner which is not 

constitutively dependent on human cognitive responses. 7 

Moreover, each of the realist accounts that Devitt offers are in accord with a certain set 

of methodological `maxims' that he offers: 

Maxim 1 In considering realism, distinguish the constitutive and evidential issues. 

5 See e. g. Devitt (1997) p. 190: "From [the factual] perspective the semantic properties of symbols are 

explanatory in theories of mind and language. Thus, on the one hand, their existence is supported by a 

wide spectrum of evidence, and, on the other hand, their nature is not determined by that evidence". 
6 Ibid p. 78 "I see no reason to doubt that most questions of the goodness of [epistemic] procedures are 

concerned with objective matters of fact. Though this normative task is outside psychology, it is not 

outside science... It is an empirical, question which procedures are good". 

Except perhaps per accidens, as when all the instantiated semantic properties are properties of creatures 

with minds. It is not clear what Devitt should say about this kind of case. 
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Maxim 2 Distinguish the metaphysical (ontological) issues of realism from any 

semantic issue. 

Maxim 3 Settle the realism issue before any epistemic or semantic issue. 

Maxim 4 In considering the semantic issue, don't take truth for granted. 

Maxim 5 Distinguish the issue of correspondence truth from any epistemic issue. 

It is not wholly clear what the status of such maxims are. There is clearly something 

right about the idea that e. g. epistemological, metaphysical and semantic issues can often 
be profitably distinguished from one another. On the other hand, there is something 

uncomfortable - at least it feels so to me - about taking such maxims to be simply an 

expression of methodological inclination. I shall try and give more substance to this 

intuition in my discussion of the self-reflective worries for Wright's minimalism in 

Section 1.10 below. 

For the moment, I simply want to note that, even if we follow such maxims, there is 

some reason to wonder whether Devitt's model of external world realism can be 

extended straightforwardly to cover other realist/anti-realist disputes. Bernhard Weiss, 

for example, claims that if 

we thought of realism as a view about a certain range of entities then we would miss the 

potential similarities between realism about, say, other minds and realism about the past 
(where norange of entities seems to be under discussion). 8 

Weiss's latter example is, perhaps, poorly chosen. At least one realist/anti-realist debate 

about the past - that conducted between eternalists and presentists - precisely turns on 

the existence or non-existence of a range of entities, with the eternalist holding, and the 

presentists denying, that past and future objects and events exist in just the same sense as 

present ones do. I think his general point is well taken, though. There are cases where it 

is difficult to think of realism as consisting in the combination of existence and 

8 Weiss (2002) p. 51 
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independence that Devitt appeals to in the case of common-sense objects. One example 

might be the debate about the existence of qualia. Neither friends nor foes of qualia 

need think of them as existing wholly independently of human subjective responses; 

quite the opposite. Both realists about qualia and their opponents can accept that the 

existence of qualia depends on their being perceived. This seems straightforwardly 
inconsistent with Devitt's characterisation of independence. 9 Perhaps some adjustment 

could be made to that theory, to allow us to state the similarities and differences between 

external world realism and qualia realism perspicuously. Surely, however, it is 

methodologically desirable, when engaging in reflection on philosophical debates and 

positions, to be able to operate at a level of abstraction that enables us to draw analogies 
directly with similar debates in other areas. It seems that Devitt's account of external 

world realism does not generalise straightforwardly to other debates in this way. 

Another example might be the debate between genuine modal realists and actualist 

realists. 10 Both groups of theorists can hold that possible worlds exist, and that such 

possible worlds are mind-independent. There is a real sense, however, in which the 

actualist defends a less realist position than the genuine modal realist. (That is why 

actualist realism has proved to be a more attractive option in the debates about 

modality). A useful overview of the realism issue should allow us to draw finer grained 
distinctions than Devitt's account, as it stands, allows us to do. 

Again, it might be the case that Devitt's account could be extended or modified so as to 

include the kind of generality and topic-neutrality that it currently seems to lack. " The 

maxims that I outlined earlier might seem to offer a natural starting point for such a 

expanded project. For the moment, I merely-want to insist that Devitt's treatment of 

external world realism is not straightforwardly extensible to other, seemingly directly 

analogous areas of thought, and that therefore, as it stands, gives us only limited insight 

into how actual debates between realists and anti-realists in other contexts might actually 

9 See Devitt (1997) p. 16 "The realist rejects esse estpercipi for the objects he believes in. No object that 

is tied to perception for its very existence has the required independence". 

10 I follow Divers (2002) in using `actualist realism' to refer to the position that Lewis (1986) terms `ersatz 

realism', and Stalnaker (1976) terms `moderate realism'. 
11 One way would be to avoid talking of modal realism simpliciter, and instead distinguish e. g. realism 

about possible worlds, from realism about possibilia. 
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proceed. Rather than exploring possible ways in which Devitt's account might be 

developed, however, I now want to turn my attention to a different approach, set out in 

recent work by Crispin Wright, which seems to build in from the start exactly the kind of 

generality, fine-grainedness and dialectical sensitivity required for the project at hand. 

1.4 Wright on Truth 

Wright's approach to the question of realism proceeds via the notion of truth. He is a 
truth minimalist in two senses. Firstly, he is a minimalist about truth. In this context, a 

minimalist about truth is someone who holds that it is necessary and sufficient for a 

particular linguistic expression to qualify as a truth predicate that its use accord with a 

particular set of interlinked `platitudes'; putatively a priori principles that `chime with 
12 our ordinary thinking about truth'. These platitudes include, for example 

Transparency to assert, doubt, fear, that p is to assert, doubt, fear, that p is true. 

Embedding aptitude for truth is preserved under embedding - in particular, 

truth-apt propositions have negations, conjunctions, disjunctions, 

etc., that are themselves truth-apt. 

Correspondence for a proposition to be true is for it to reflect reality, accurately 

reflect how matters stand, `tell it like it is', etc. 

Contrast a proposition can be true without being justified and vice versa. 13 

The platitudes are intended to capture the `minimal' set of commitments incurred by any 
theorist who is concerned with truth in the relevant sense at all. They are `common 

I, 
12 Wright (1999) `Truth: A traditional debate reviewed', p. 226. The canonical statement of Wright's 

minimalism is given in his (1992). See also his (1998) for a useful summary of the position. 
13 Wright (1999) p. 227. Other platitudes relate to the absoluteness and timelessness of truth, as well as 

the `opacity' of truth - this latter embracing a variety of principles to the effect that a particular truth might 
be outside a particular speaker's or community's cognitive reach at a particular time, or at any actual time, 

or for any possible time. 
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ground' between different substantive conceptions of the nature of truth, and between 

proponents of substantive theories of truth and their deflationary opponents. For 

example, both correspondence and coherence theorists of truth are committed to the. 

truth of the correspondence platitude, although only the former attempts to base a theory 

of truth on a philosophically rich conception of what that relation amounts to. In effect, 

the platitudes serve to implicitly define the notion of truth, but remain silent whether it 

has an essential nature, or if so, what that essence might consist in. 

The second sense in which Wright is a minimalist concerns truth-aptitude. A utterance 
is truth-apt in the relevant sense if it can be (semantically) correct to evaluate it as true 

or false. 14 A discourse about a particular subject matter - morality, say, or colour - is 

truth apt if a suitable range of the utterances which go to make up the discourse are truth 

apt. This second aspect of minimalism itself involves two sub-components. Wright 

argues that it will be necessary and sufficient for a particular discourse to be apt for the 

application of a truth-predicate that the discourse in question involves assertoric content. 

This, I think, ought to be uncontroversial. For a sentence of a language to possess 

assertoric content is simply for it to be capable of being used, in a suitable context, to 

say something about how things are. Once we have such a notion of a sentence saying 

how things are, it ought to be a short step to characterising a sentence as true if things 

are indeed how it says they are, and false otherwise. 15 

14 One might say: if it can have the property of being true or false, were it not for the deflationist's denial 

that the truth predicate genuinely attributes a property. I should note here that, for ease of exposition, I 

blur over important differences between describing utterances, sentences, sentences in a language, etc, as 

truth apt. 
15 For reasons of space, I here will rely on appeal to this intuitive link between possession of assertoric 

content and truth aptitude. For an explicit demonstration that any sentence that meets the constraints of 

syntax and warrant will be apt for the application of a predicate that accords with the set of platitudes 

referred to above, see the first two chapters of Wright (1992). The basic idea is that if, as outlined below, 

it suffices for a sentence to possess assertoric content that it a) has a certain syntactic form and b) is 

associated with a suitable set of conditions under which we count it as epistemically warranted, then it 

ought to make sense of it being capable of meeting those conditions, and of it continuing to do so under 

arbitrarily close scrutiny of the warrant with which we hold it, and arbitrarily large improvements of our 

`informational state'. Wright calls sentences that meet such conditions superassertible, and argues that 

superassertibility counts as a truth predicate, in that it satisfies all the relevant platitudes. I discuss 

superassertibility further in Section 1.6. 
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The second, more controversial and distinctive claim of the minimalist about truth- 

aptitude, is that it suffices for a discourse to possess assertoric content that it meet 

certain constraints regarding firstly, syntax and secondly, discipline. 16 The syntactic 

criteria - roughly, that the relevant sentences should embed appropriately within the right 
logical and propositional attitude contexts - suffice to ensure that an utterance is 

assertoric in character, syntactically suitable to act as a conventional vehicle for a saying 

that p. Sayings should allow for the expression of belief, for the drawing of inferences 

on the basis of the information that they carry, and for disagreement about their 

accuracy, and the relevant syntactic embeddings ensure that these demands can be met in 

ways that are syntactically well-formed. 

The second constraint insists that there should be public norms which determine the 

conditions under which particular claims within the discourse in question ought to be 

asserted or denied. '7 Wright thinks of these as being cashed out in epistemic terms, 

claiming that the use of the sentences in question must be governed by `agreed standards 

of warrant'. The demand that a discourse display this kind of discipline is intended to 

ensure that we are dealing with something genuinely worth regarding as content- 

involving, serving to carry information about how the speaker takes the world to be. 

Meeting the constraint establishes the type of minimal normative standard which is 

often taken to be necessary for linguistic meaning, since it allows a distinction to be 

drawn between cases in which a sentence or term is correctly used, and those in which it 

is misapplied. It is an important component of Wright's claim that such standards must 

include prescriptive and descriptive norms; there must be something like rules 

governing particular assertoric moves within the discourse, and participants in the 

discourse must to some degree also actually respect such rules. 
41 

In summary, then Wright's key claims are as follows; 

16 So again, we have two sub-components. The structure is as follows: Wright's truth minimalism consists 

of two claims, about truth and truth-aptitude. The latter comprises two sub-claims a) that possession of 

truth aptitude is co-extensional with possession of assertoric content and b) that it suffices for an utterance 

or discourse to be truth apt that it meet two constraints regarding i) syntax and ii) discipline. 

"See Wright (1998) p. 185, and, for a fuller account of the nature and motivation of the background 

conception of warranted assertibility, Wright (1993) pp. 35-40,403-433. 
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1. it suffices for a sentence (which comprises part of a linguistic practice) to possess 

assertoric content that it meet minimal constraints relating to syntactic form and 

public standards of epistemic warrant18 

2. any such sentence which possesses assertoric content will be suitable for the 

application of a certain predicate T that accords with a certain set of platitudes 

3. any predicate that accords with such platitudes will be a truth predicate. 

1.5 Pluralism, Truth and Realism 

As well as subscribing to minimalism about truth and truth-aptitude, Wright endorses a 

pluralism about truth. This should not be thought of as involving an ambiguity in the 

meaning of the predicate `_ is true'. That term can be thought of as being wholly 

(implicitly) defined by the set of platitudes that serve to identify the characteristic 

`marks' of truth. Rather, truth-pluralism comprises the claim that what constitutes truth 

might vary from discourse to discourse: 

The kind of plurality that's envisaged may be brought out by a comparison with identity. 

Minimally, identity can be characterised as that relation which is universally reflexive 

and a congruence for an arbitrary property. To that extent, the concept of identity is 

uniform across varying kinds of object. But that uniformity had better be consistent with 

our recognising that what constitutes identity is subject to considerable variation 

depending on the kinds of objects concerned. The identity of material objects is 

constituted by spatial and temporal continuity; for cardinal numbers, according to 

Frege's famous proposal, identity is constituted by the one to one correspondence of an 

associated pair of concepts; for the directions'of a pair of straight lines, identity is 

constituted by those lines being parallel; and for persons, identity is constituted by - 

well, it's notoriously difficult to say, but the case is different from each of the preceding. 

Identity, one might thus say, is formally uniform, but may vary in constitution as we 

IS I prescind here from the interesting a pressing question of how we can genuinely talk in terms of 

epistemology and warrant in a way that doesn't presuppose the notion of truth, contrary to the direction of 

Wright's derivation. 
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consider different potential identicals. Clearly there is space for a similar contention 

about truth ... 
19 

Wright's central idea in Truth and Objectivity is that we can profitably approach the 

question of realism by consideration of the different ways in which truth might be 

constituted in different areas of thought and language. We have already seen that 
Wright and Devitt converge fairly sharply on an intuitive construal of realism about the 

external world. Whereas Devitt tackles the issue in rigorously anti-semantic terms, 
however - witness his second and third methodological maxims - Wright attempts to 

approach it via an inquiry into the nature of truth as we apply it to talk about observable, 

everyday objects (and their scientific cousins). 

The inquiry takes the form of the examination of a number of `cruces'; distinctive 

properties which it is possible for truth-predicates in given areas of discourse to display, 

and which can serve to focus the debate between the realist and anti-realist, in a 

satisfyingly wide number of philosophical contests. Wright discusses four such key 

properties in Truth and Objectivity: Evidence Transcendence, the Order-of- 

Determination Test, Cognitive Command and Width of Cosmological Role. Since I 

agree that each of these marks an important area of focus for disputes about realism, and 
they shall play an important role in later chapters, it is worth examining each constraint 
in some detail here. 

1.6 Evidence Transcendence 

Michael Dummett has famously, or infamously, argued that realism about a given area 

of fact consists in the view that the language in which we describe such facts includes 

sentences with `evidence-transcendent' truth conditions, grasp of which constitutes 

mastery of such sentences. 20 For example, realism about the external world is the view 
that understanding certain sentences (about e. g. inaccessible planets) involves grasping 
truth-conditions that in a certain sense ̀ outrun' our current evidence; realism about 

19 Wright (1998) p. 186 
20 Classic statements can be found in Dummett (1978) and Dummett (1991). 
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mathematics is the view that understanding certain sentences (about e. g. Goldbach's 

conjecture) involves grasping truth-conditions that similarly transcend our current 

evidence; etc. More precisely, Dummett's Realism consists of the following claim 

(DR) The literal content of realism about a given area of fact A consists in 

semantic realism about the sentences that concern A 

where semantic realism is characterised as follows 

(SR) Our understanding of undecidable sentences about an area of fact A 

consists in grasp of their truth conditions, where an undecidable sentence 

is one that meets the following two conditions 

a) we currently have no evidence that bears on its truth or its falsity 

b) we do not know a procedure which, if correctly implemented, is 

guaranteed after finitely many steps to put us in a position where we have 

evidence that it is either true or false. 21 

There are some important issues which arise with respect to this formulation regarding, 

for example, the question of whether the relevant notion of evidence is one which 

essentially involves a certain transparency, so that one who had such evidence would 

know that she did so; the extent to which we are permitted to idealize away from some 

of our contingent human limitations, etc. It is more important for our immediate 

purposes, however, to get clearer on the motivation for Dummett's view, and the sense 

in which elements of such a Dummettian approach are carried over into Wright's 

Evidence Transcendence test. 

Few contemporary philosophers are convinced that debates between realists and anti- 

realists can only be literally construed in terms of semantic realism, as (DR) claims. 

Certainly, the claim requires much more support than Dummett, or any other 

21 Here and elsewhere in this section I have benefited from Alexander Miller's discussion of theses issues 

in Miller (forthcoming, a) and Miller (forthcoming, b). My formulation of semantic realism draws directly 

on Miller (forthcoming, a), Sections 3 and 4. 
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philosopher, has given it to date, if it is to deserve acceptance. A more modest claim, 

however, while hardly uncontroversial, has more widespread support: 

(DR*) (At least) one important element of an intuitive realism about a given area 

of fact A, in the presence of certain fairly plausible background 

assumptions, entails semantic realism about A-sentences. 

Why ought we to believe (DR*)? Firstly, let's get clearer on the nature of some 

`background assumptions' that might be relied upon in establishing it. These include the 

following: 

P1) If a subject S understands a statement T, then he knows what it states. 
P2) If a statement T states that P, and a subject S knows what T states, then he knows 

that T states that P. 

P3) If S knows that T states that P, then, by virtue of that very fact, S knows that 

(things are as T states they are if and only if P) 

P4) If, in virtue of the fact that S knows that T states that P, S knows that (things are 

as T states they are if and only if P), then S knows that the truth condition of T is 

P. 

These seemingly platitudinous assumptions can be employed in an argument to the 

effect that understanding a given statement entails grasping its truth conditions. 

1) S understands statement T. Assumption. 

2) T states that P. Assumption 

3) S knows what T states. By 1, P1), MPP 

4) S knows that T states that P By 2,3, P2), MPP 

5) In virtue of the fact that S knows that T states that P, S knows that (things 

are as T states they are if and only if P). By 4, P3, MPP 

6) S knows that the truth condition of T is P By 5, P4, MPP 

7) If S understands statement T, that states that P, then he knows that the 

truth condition of T is P. By 1,2,6, 

Conditional Proof 
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I think that the premises of the above argument are true, for one important sense of 
linguistic `understanding', and that the argument is valid. 22 Be that as it may, it must be 

granted that the premises are at least prima facie plausible and the line of thought prima 
facie coherent. 23 Moreover, the argument seems to provide initial support, perhaps via 

an inference to the best explanation, for the following thesis 

(TC) Understanding an assertoric utterance of a declarative sentence consists in 

grasp of its truth conditions. 

Now, recall that one element of an intuitive realism about e. g. the external world 
identified by both Devitt and Wright comprised a certain modesty about humanity's 

relationship to the universe; that the world's existence and nature does not depend in any 

way on our 

knowledge... our epistemic values.. . our capacity to refer to it... the synthesizing power 

of the mind.. . our imposition of concepts, theories, or languages. 24 

Given the absence of such dependence, it ought to be possible, by the realist's lights, for 

the world to be a given way - say, for conditions C to obtain in the heart of a black hole 

- even though we have no evidence that bears on the matter, and have no idea how we 

might even begin to instigate a search for such evidence. The case is similar for the 

mathematical Platonist, the realist about the past, the genuine modal realist, etc. Thus, it 

22 In this I diverge from both Devitt and Miller, who are sympathetic to the thought that P2 involves an 
illegitimate substitution into an opaque `knows-what' context. I think this is simply an error. Some 

`knows-what' contexts do not allow certain inferential transitions. For example, if I know what gold is, 

and gold is John's favourite element, it does not follow that I know what John's favourite element is, or 
that it is gold, at least on one disambiguation of those claims. However, some other such contexts clearly 
do allow such transitions: if I know what your favourite colour is, and your favourite colour is red, then it 

follows that I know that your favourite colour is red. The above inference is, I believe, of the latter, 

harmless kind. See Devitt (1991) pp. 270-271, and Miller (forthcoming, b), Section 7 for discussion. 
23 There is no doubt a perfectly good sense of understanding in which one can understand a declarative 

sentence without knowing what it states - for example, if you don't know the semantic value of indexical 

or demonstrative expressions it contains. Nevertheless, there's also a perfectly good sense in which if you 
don't know such facts, you don't really understand the statement. 
24 Devitt (1997) p. 15 
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seems that a central element of realism about certain areas entails a commitment to the 

possibility of there being undecidable sentences in that area, in the sense that I outlined 

above. Now, given a truth-conditional conception of meaning, as characterised in (TC), 

we can argue to (SR) as follows 

1) A central element of an intuitive realism about an area of fact A is the 

commitment to a modest conception of the relationship between human beings 

and the existence and nature of A-facts. 
2) In many areas where realism is at issue, a modest conception of the relationship 

between human beings and the existence and nature of A-facts entails the 

possibility of there being an undecidable A-sentence such that 

a) we currently have no evidence that bears on its truth or its falsity and 
b) we do not know a procedure which, if correctly implemented, is guaranteed 

after finitely many steps to put us in a position where we have evidence that it is 

either true or false. 

3) Given the above two premises, it follows that, in many areas where realism is at 
issue, a central element of an intuitive realist view of an area of fact A commits 

one to the possible existence of undecidable A-sentences. 

4) By (TC), understanding an assertoric utterance of a declarative sentence consists 
in grasp of its truth conditions. 

5) By 3) and 4), it follows that, in many areas where realism is at issue, a central 

element of an intuitive realist view of an area of fact A commits one to the 

possible existence of undecidable A-sentences, where our understanding of 

assertoric utterances of such sentences would consist in grasp of their truth 

conditions. 

6) By (SR), semantic realism is the thesis that our understanding of undecidable 

sentences about an area of fact A consists in grasp of their truth conditions 

Conclusion: In many areas where realism is at issue, a central element of an intuitive 

realism about an area of fact A commits one to the possibility of semantic 

realism about A-sentences. 

The above argument, then, seems to give us grounds to subscribe to (DR*) 
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(DR*) (At least) one important element of an intuitive realism about a given area 

of fact A, in the presence of certain fairly plausible background 

assumptions, entails semantic realism about A-sentences. 

Such grounds are, of course, defeasible, and the line of argument is no doubt vulnerable 

to attack at many points. Nevertheless, given (DR*), we can begin to see why Wright 

identifies the question of whether we can make sense ofA-facts obtaining in an 

evidence-transcendent manner as an important crux for realism disputes. 

The connection runs in two directions. Firstly, evidence that semantic realism is 

somehow incoherent, or in any case implausible in some strong sense, will, given (TC), 

be evidence that an important element of realism is implausible. Dummett and Wright's 

reflections on e. g. how semantic competence is acquired and manifested, the rule- 

following considerations, etc., are of course intended to provide exactly such evidence 

against semantic realism. 25 

Secondly, a defence of the claim that there can be undecidable sentences of a given 

discourse counts against the claim that truth in that area can be constituted by 

superassertibility. A sentence is superassertible, remember, if we are capable of gaining 

evidence that would epistemically justify its assertion, given our current state of 
information, and we would remain so justified given any way that that state of 
information might be `enlarged or improved'. 26 An undecidable sentence is one whose 

assertion cannot be so justified, and thus one whose truth cannot consist merely in being 

superassertible. Thus, given that a construal of truth as superassertibility seems to 

favour an anti-realist construal of the nature of the contested discourse, with truth being 

`built out of' uman epistemic concerns and standards, a demonstration of the possibility 

of undecidable sentences in a given discourse blocks one important anti-realist version 

25 See e. g. Wright (1993) pp. 13-29, Hale (1997) passim, Miller (forthcoming aand b), Miller (2002) for a 

detailed overview and appraisal of the strategy. 
26 See Wright (1992) pp. 47-48. The formal definition he gives there runs as follows: a sentence is 

superassertible if and only if it is, or can be, warranted, and some warrant for it would survive arbitrarily 

close scrutiny of its pedigree and arbitrarily extensive increments to or other forms of improvement of our 

information. The notion is introduced and elaborated in Ch. 13 of Wright (1993). 
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of the truth-constituting property. Providing a defence of the possibility of undecidable 

A-sentences, therefore allows the realist to foreclose on an anti-realist account of A-facts 

which presents them as constructed from human assertoric practices and values. 

Much more could and should be said here, but my purpose is to provide an outline of 

why evidence transcendence matters to realism disputes, not to extend or evaluate those 

disputes. Suffice it for the moment to say that the following test 

Evidence Transcendence Does the discourse at issue include sentences with regard 

to which a) we27 have no evidence that bears on their truth 

value, and b) we lack a conception of any way in which 

we might come to get such evidence? 

seems prima facie to provides one genuine and important focus for critical attention 

when determining whether a realist construal of that discourse is appropriate. 

1.7 The Order-of-Determination Test 

The second focus for debates about realism that Wright identifies concerns the 

Euthyphro dileninia, or Order-of-Determination test. Wright is interested in different 

ways of interpreting what he calls `Provisional Equations', which take the following 

general form 

(PE) For a set of optimal conditions C, a state of affairs P, and a subject S: 

If C holds, then (It would be the case that P iff S would judge that P). 

There are two different ways, Wright thinks, that we could understand the case where 

(PE) holds true for a particular C, P and S. We could understand the C-conditions as 
being such as to allow S to successfully track an independently obtaining fact that P. 

That is, we could understand the biconditional as indicating that S judges that P because 

27 Or, perhaps, some suitably idealised counterparts of us. 
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P is the case. For example, we might understand the instance of (PE) that told us that, 

under relevant C-conditions, S judged that x was square when and only when it was 

square, as holding because (i) x was in fact square, and (ii) under conditions C, S is a 

competent judge of squareness. Call this the extension-reflecting reading. 

On the other hand, we could understand the biconditional as indicating that it is S's best 

opinion that constitutes the fact that P. In this case, we understand it as telling us that P 

is the case because S judges that P. For example, we might take the instance of (PE) 

that told us that, under relevant C-conditions, S judged that x was funny when and only 

when it was funny, as holding because the facts about funniness depend on our best 

judgements about what's funny. Call this the extension-determining reading. 28 It is 

clear that the extension-determining reading of the biconditional is far more conducive 
to an anti-realist view of the state of affairs P, and that the extension-reflecting reading is 

similarly conducive to realist intuitions about the mind-independence of the relevant 

species of fact. 

How are we to tell which way we should read the Provisional Equation in any given 

case? Wright's idea is that it should be read as extension determining just in case it 

meets a set of further constraints. First, the C-conditions must be specified in 

philosophically substantial terms, not by means of a `whatever it takes' ceteris paribus 

clause. Secondly, they must be a priori true. Third, whether the C-conditions are 

satisfied must be logically independent of facts about P. And finally, our case for 

reading it as extension determining must be extremal: there must be no better 

explanation of why the first three conditions are satisfied than the claim that S's best 

judgements constitute the fact that P. 

What is the motivation behind these constraints? Wright wants to test whether or not a 

particular biconditional is extension determining or extension reflecting by examining 

whether or not there is a merely accidental, a posteriori, contingent link between our 
best judgements and whether or not the fact that P holds. That kind of link is what we 

28 Since the PE only tells us about what is happening in optimal conditions, Wright normally describes our 

optimal judgement of whether Pas at best partially determining the facts about P. I have often blurred 

this distinction here. 
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would expect if the realm of fact in question had the sort of constitutive independence 

from human responses that realism attributes to it. It is clear, however, that if we specify 

the C-conditions by means of a `whatever it takes' clause, the biconditional will hold 

trivially true, and thus prevent us from examining whether the link between judgement 

and fact holds merely contingently. 29 So we must specify the C-conditions in more 

detail, without appeal to ceteris paribus clauses. If we do so, and the biconditional holds 

a priori, then that will be a sign that the facts of the matter cannot come apart from our 

best judgements of the matter, and thus that we should construe the Equation in the 

extension-determining sense. But such a sign will only be an accurate guide if the 

further two conditions hold. 

The independence condition is required in order that we can allow echoing, making use 

of the very concepts that we are concerned with in specifying the optimality conditions, 

without running the risk that we might be jeopardising the idea that the a prioricity of 

the PE can be a test of whether the relevant concepts are extension-reflecting or - 
determining. By making sure that the concepts only occur, if at all, in contexts governed 

by intensional operators, we ensure that there is no 'hidden reference' to the extension 

built into the optimality conditions. We avoid the charge that in specifying the 

conditions under which, for example, we can best judge whether something is red, we 

have implicitly appealed to an response-independent property of redness, thereby 

rendering our proposed test valueless. 

The extremal condition, that there must be no better explanation of why the first three 

conditions are satisfied than that S's best opinions constitute the fact that P, is intended 

to leave room for the idea that the a priori co-extensiveness of judgement and fact might 

be a result of our infallibility about a particular type of fact, for example, and not an 

indication that our judgements constitute the relevant facts. In effect, the condition 

ensures that if we are to be justified in claiming such infallibility we must be able to give 

a pretty detailed story of why and how we can be infallible about this particular type of 

29 I blur here the important distinction between necessity and a prioricity. In the case of extension 

determining judgements, Wright seems to see the facts about our judgements as being the truth makers for 

e. g. the facts about what we meant. The a prioricity of the biconditional is interpreted as a sign that 

judgement and fact are non-contingently linked. 
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fact. In the absence of such a story, we are entitled to assume that our best judgements 

determine what the facts are. 

Given the fit between the extension-determining reading and anti-realism, it again seems 
that we have grounds to hold, prima facie at least, that Wright has identified another 
important question for disputants to focus on 

Order-of-Determination Given that we can identify a true Provisional Equation 

involving the discourse at issue, do the best judgements of 
ideally placed subjects constitute the relevant facts, or 

merely track independently constituted facts? 

1.8 Cognitive Command 

The third test suggested by Wright attempts to establish whether thought and talk about 
the area in question is richly representational, in the sense that we might expect if a 

realist construal of the relevant discourse was appropriate. If the states of affairs in 

question really do have the kind of independence and autonomy that the realist attributes 
to them, then when we come to successfully represent them in thought and talk, we 
interact with the world in a way which is cognitive in a rich sense. On the contrary, if 

the states of affairs are essentially best thought of as shadowy projections of human 

thought or normative practice, as the anti-realist maintains, then talk of substantive 

cognitive achievement is misplaced, and such `representation' is a thin relation, secured 

merely by a certain sensitivity to the internal norms of the language game in question. 

Wright's discussion of this crux for realism is rather confusing. He appeals to the 
following `incontestable' principle: 
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Convergence/Representation If two devices each function to produce 
Platitude representations, then if conditions are suitable, 

and they function properly, they will produce 
divergent output if and only if presented with 

divergent input. 30 

Given such a platitude about representation, Wright thinks, we can generalise to a third 

test for realism 

Cognitive Command Does the discourse display Cognitive Command? 

when that notion is defined as follows 

(CC) A discourse displays Cognitive Command if and only if it is a 

priori that differences of opinion arising within a given discourse 

can be satisfactorily explained only in terms of `divergent input' 

(that is, the disputants working on the basis of different 

information, and hence guilty of ignorance or error, depending on 

the status of that information), or `unsuitable conditions' 

(resulting in inattention or distraction, and so in inferential error, 

or oversight of data, etc. ), or `malfunction' (for example, 

prejudicial assessment of data, upwards or downwards, or dogma, 

or failings in other categories already listed). 31 

As Edwards has pointed out, however, it is rather difficult to see the route that Wright 

discerns here. 32 If the Convergence/Representation Platitude is really a platitude, 

then it seems difficult to see how it can serve to differentiate genuine, thick 

30 Wright (1992) p. 91 
31 Wright (1992) pp 92-93. See also Ch. 4, passim, where he defines the notion as follows (p. 144): a 

discourse meets Cognitive Command if and only if it is a priori that differences of opinion formulated 

within the discourse, unless excusable as a result of vagueness in a disputed statement, or in the standards 

of acceptability, or variation in personal evidence thresholds, so to speak, will involve something that may 

properly be regarded as a cognitive shortcoming. 
32 See Edwards (1994) pp. 66-69 
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representation from its minimalist simulacrum. This reflection, of course, doesn't 

invalidate the proposed test, merely the considerations that Wright appeals to in order to 

motivate it. It can still mark a discourse as apt for a realist understanding that it stand in 

relations of representation that are cognitive in a thick sense, and Cognitive Command, 

correctly understood, may provide a useful first step towards a characterisation of just 

such a sense. 

What if somebody insists that mere ignorance of the fact in question - whether a 

particular shade is red, for example, or whether a particular metaphor means that P- 

inevitably does involve something properly thought of as a cognitive shortcoming? That 

is, what if somebody insists that the real effect of the Convergence/Representation 

Platitude is to ensure that the mere truth-aptness of a discourse, even those for which 

only a minimalist treatment is appropriate, entails that any disagreement about a given 

statement signals a lack of grasp - on the side of at least one of the participants - of the 

way things genuinely are, although perhaps only resulting from ignorance of that very 
fact? For this type of objector, the price of the notion of representational content that the 

minimalist employs is the surrender of the possibility of cognitively faultless 

disagreement about whether the world fits a given representation or not. 

Wright has replied in various ways to this worry, the effect of which is to trivialise the 

(Cognitive Command) constraint by ensuring that any disagreement, whether 

apparently relating to genuine objective fact, or reflecting mere differences of 
inclination, is going to involve one of the disputants getting something wrong, namely, 
the truth value of the very proposition that they are disagreeing about. His response in 

Truth and Objectivity is to claim that the burden of proof is always on the side of the 

party who wants to argue that, in a particular discourse, there can be culpable cognitive 
dysfunction which consists solely of our ignorance of the very proposition whose realist 

standing is at issue. 33 

Consider a case where have a disagreement about say, whether a certain speaker had a 

given communicative intention. In order for such discussion to display Cognitive 

Command, we must assume that the parties agree on all questions of a non-intentional 

33 And e. g. disjunctions involving such propositions, etc. 
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character, (since otherwise the parties would be working on the basis of different 

information, contra the first clause of the constraint). The issue at hand is whether or 

not divergent opinions regarding, say, a particular intention, must betray ignorance on 
one side or the other, given that none of the other explanations noted in (CC) are 

available. 

Wright's claim in Truth and Objectivity is that the burden of proof always lies on the 

part of the theorist who holds that, in any disagreement about the truth value of an 

assertion - even one in which all other relevant facts are agreed upon - there is always a 

cognitive shortcoming. His idea is that talk of a cognitive shortcoming betrays a 

commitment to an object, fact or state of affairs with which we cognitively interact in 

some sense, even if merely by representing it as obtaining. Now, either the existence of 

such an entity will be in principle detectable or it will not. If not, then we need an 

account of how we can acquire and manifest grasp of the relevant concept. For example, 
in the case of intention, we need to be shown how to make sense of the notion of action- 
directing psychological states that can outrun all possibility of human cognitive contact. 
Such a demonstration may perhaps be given, but if so, it will surely be unsurprising that 

the discourse deserves a realist construal, since the relevant facts will clearly have the 
kind of autonomy from human cognitive affairs that realism maintains. The interesting 

case, therefore, is when the theorist holds that we can come to have warranted beliefs 

about such facts. 

In that case, Wright thinks, it is incumbent on the theorist who holds that e. g. talk about 
intentions meets Cognitive Command to identify an epistemological route to externally 

constituted facts about intentions. The theorist must, that is, provide details of when and 
how we might be justified in holding that such a fact obtains, bearing in mind that all 

other relevant facts are agreed upon, and that vagueness, varying standards of evidence, 

etc., have been excluded by hypothesis. Only if this type of route is provided has the 
intended sense of `cognitive' been respected. Otherwise, in the absence of a substantive 

epistemology, we are entitled to conclude that the sense of cognition in question is 

merely a minimal one, that consists in no more than adherence to the relevant practice- 
internal standards of the discourse. 
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Such an epistemological route will presumably be either inferential, as in e. g. our 
knowledge of mathematical theorems or direct, as in perception and memory. If direct, 

then the case for acceptance of a perceptual or otherwise intuitional epistemology needs 

to be made. If indirect, it seems that the parties who disagree about whether P must 

disagree about the inferential transitions that `link' that fact to others, since, by 

hypothesis, there is agreement on matters that don't make mention of the particular fact 

that P, and on norms and degrees of justification, etc. In the example at hand, there must 
be disagreement about the `principles' linking the possession of a given intention with 

e. g. uncontested behavioural and dispositional facts. For example, I might assert, and 

you reject, the claim that a particular pattern of behaviour is constitutively tied to 

possession of the intention in question, so that if the subject behaves in such a way, she 

possesses the intention. 

Now, the status of these (conditional) principles has to be investigated. Since Cognitive 

Command is claimed to be being met trivially, these conditionals should also display it. 

Otherwise, the standards of acceptability that govern the discourse would permit 

differing opinions, since they would count both adherence and non-adherence to such 

principles to be acceptable. In that case, the discourse would not meet Cognitive 

Command. 34 So now we either need an intuitional epistemology for these, or help in 

understanding how their truth can outrun our cognitive powers, or another conditional, 

containing the original as consequent, for which the same problems will arise. 

Eventually, the thought is, the `trivialising' theorist is going to have to provide some 

substantive intuitional epistemology for the facts in question, or accept that the relevant, 

`robust' sense of cognitive achievement is simply not in play here. 

In effect, Wright's insistence on the provision of an epistemological route equates to the 

claim that `cognitive shortcoming', in the intended sense, entails some failure of 

substantive epistemological process, rather than being signalled merely by disagreement 

about whether a given representational content `fits the world'. Cognitive Command is 

passed when it makes sense to think of us coming to grasp a given fact by means of 

some substantive epistemological procedure, tracing back ultimately to the fact in 

34 See note 31, above for the formulation that includes ̀ standards of acceptability'. 
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question, rather than merely being sensitive to the assertoric norms of a given linguistic 

practice. 

In more recent work, Wright has clarified how he thinks the Cognitive Command 

constraint should be defended in the light of a more telling formulation of the problem. 
The overall aim, remember, is to defend the constraint from the trivialising response, 
that is, the claim that mere ignorance of the purported fact in question can count as a 

cognitive failing, and thus that all discourses in which talk of assertoric content is 

appropriate will trivially meet Cognitive Command. We can take the response as 
crystallised in what Wright calls the Simple Deduction. Thus, where P is any claim that 
is at most minimally true, held true by a thinker A and held false by a thinker B: 

1,1) A accepts P- A 

2 2) B accepts ,P-A 
3 3) A's and B's disagreement involve no cognitive shortcoming. -A 
4 4) P -A 
2,4 5) B is guilty of a mistake, hence of cognitive shortcoming. -2,4 
2,3 6) ,P-4,5,3, RAA 

1,2,3 7) A is guilty of a mistake, hence of a cognitive shortcoming. -1,6 
1,2 8) Not-(3) -3,3,7 

RAA 

I canvassed above Wright's idea that enforcing a distinction between the sense of 

cognitive shortcoming as failure of process, and as failure of agreement, might help in 

avoiding the trivialising objection. The distinction was there left intentionally vague, but 

is fleshed out by Wright in his analogy between genuinely representational discourses 

and taking a photograph 

two cameras that produce different - conflicting - representations of the same scene 

must, one or both, have functioned less than perfectly, not merely in the sense that one 
(or both) gives out an inaccurate snapshot but in the sense that there must be some 
independently noticeable defect, or limitation, in the process whereby the snapshot was 

produced. So too, it might be suggested, with Cognitive Command: the motivated 

requirement is that differences of opinion should involve imperfections of pedigree: 
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shortcomings in the manner in which, one or both, they were arrived at, of a kind that 

might be appreciated independently of any imperfection in the result. 35 

Unfortunately for that plausible thought, it looks like an amended version of the Simple 

Deduction can be run for the `process' sense of cognitive shortcoming. 36 Consider a case 

where we are dealing with a subject matter, where if a particular fact holds, we must be 

able to come to know that it does by implementing a humanly feasible process. Thus, 

the following Evidential Constraint (EC) holds for the subject matter in question: 

(EC) P -> it is feasible to know that P. 

We can run an argument structurally parallel to the Simple Deduction, with A, B, P as 

defined there, as follows: 

1 (1) A believes P, B believes -'P, and neither has a cognitive shortcoming. - A 

2 (2) P -A 
2 (3) It is feasible to know that P - 2, EC 

1,2 (4) B believes the negation of something feasibly knowable - 1,3 

1,2 (5) B has a cognitive shortcoming -4 
1 (6) -, P - 2,1,5 RAA 

1 (7) It is feasible to know that ,P - 6, EC 

1 (8) A believes the negation of something feasibly knowable - 1,7 

1 (9) A has a cognitive shortcoming -8 
(10) Not-(1) - 1,1,9 RAA. 

Since the cognitive shortcoming in this case involves error about something which is 

within human cognitive grasp, there must be an error in the application of procedure and 

not just concerning the particular fact at issue. Thus, the line of defence proposed by 

Wright in Truth and Objectivity, where he suggests that the burden of proof should be 

placed on the side of the `realist' about the fact at issue to make good on an explanation 

of the relevant epistemology, looks beside the point. For here we have case where the 

's Wright (2001) p. 57-5 8 

36 See Shapiro and Taschek (1996), and Wright (2001) 59-62 
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epistemology of the matter is, by hypothesis, not in question, since EC holds. But if the 

discourse is one in which we want to hold that a substantive realism is not an option - 
say, talk about the twee, or smug - then it seems difficult to see how we can defend such 

a position. For if EC holds, then it seems that there can be no room for intelligible, 

blameless, differences of opinion about whether e. g. Clive James is smug. One party is 

always in the wrong. Given that cognitive blamelessness seems to be an essential 
feature of such disputes of inclination, and one that in part motivates an intuitive anti- 

realism, it seems that Cognitive Command fails to adequately capture the key 

distinction in the area. 

Since Cognitive Command plays an important role in Alison Denham's defence of a 

non-reductive cognitivism about metaphor, which I discuss in Section 3.5, I have 

included a fairly substantive introduction to it here. I ought to briefly note, however, 

that Wright's current position is that his previous conception of what a dispute of 
inclination fundamentally consists in takes us down the wrong path. For he thinks that 

leads us to think of cognitively blameless situations as a kind of third option, so that we 
know that either (i) A knows that P (ii) B knows that Not-P, or (iii) we know that neither 
P nor -P is knowable. In cases where EC holds, this picture clearly cannot work, at 
least as long as LEM is assertible. For then it looks like we are holding the following 

inconsistent set true: 

(LEM) P or -P 

(EC) P -> OK(P) 

(X) OK (-, OK(P) & -'OK(-'P)) 

In conjunction with LEM, EC lets us derive [OK(P) or OK(-'P)]. Another application of 

EC tells us that this itself is feasibly knowable. But then, with (*), we effectively have 

the claim that propositions of the form ('R & 'S) and (R or S) can be simultaneously 
feasible to know. On the plausible assumption that the relevant sense of feasible 

knowability involves knowledge of actual fact, this is contradictory. 

Wright's suggestion is that instead of construing disputes of inclination as cases where 

we can come to know that neither side is at fault, we should instead think of them as 
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cases where we cannot, in some suitably epistemic sense, identify which side the fault is 

on, and, moreover, that we have no idea whether it even is metaphysically possible to 

come to identify such fault. In this case, Wright describes us as being in a Quandary 

with respect to the truth value of the disputed proposition; we do not know whether or 

not P, or any means or method of coming to know whether or not P; we cannot produce 

a reason for thinking there is any way of knowing whether or not P and do not even 
know whether it can be known that P, (in some strongly modal sense of `can'). 

In cases where we find ourselves in a quandary, Wright holds, we should reject LEM, 

while holding onto its double negation. 37 Since 

(LEM) P or 'P 

(EC) P -> OK(P) 

(Q) -K (OK (P or 'P))38 

is an inconsistent set, 39 while 

(--LEM) -(P or -, P) 

(EC) P -> OK(P) 

(Q) -'K (OK (P or -'P)) 

is consistent, the way is open for Wright to claim that an acceptable anti-realist 

resolution of the aporia is to reject LEM in cases where EC and Quandary hold. This 

provides him with the resources to finesse the Simple Deduction and its EC counterpart. 
Since the claim that neither A nor B has a cognitive shortcoming has the form of a 

37 The background logic is assumed to be neutral as to the question of whether LEM holds, and thus to be 

shared ground between classical and intuitionist logicians. This is required if the realist's preferred 

resolution of the inconsistency, the rejection of EC for the discourse, is to avoid the charge of question 
begging against Wright's suggestion that in disputes of inclination we should adopt only the 

intuitionistically acceptable correlates of LEM. 

38 Wright gives the conditions for being in a quandary as a conjunction. Since the first three conjuncts 
follow from the last, I have only considered it as my (Q). 

39 Assuming LEM as a substitution instance in EC, we could come to know that it was possible to know P 

or 'P, contra Q. 
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negative existential statement, the attempted reductio only takes us to a doubly negated 

existential conclusion. Since this is not intuitionistically equivalent to the existential 

claim that a cognitive shortcoming exists, Wright thinks the bullet can be safely bitten 

without incurring unwanted realist commitment to the existence of an apparently 

unknowable state of affairs settling the dispute `beyond our ken'. (Of course, he is also 

committed to denying that such a state of affairs fails to exist, but given intuitionistic 

logic, these claims are compatible). 

We may seem to have come a long way from metaphorical meaning. But the relevance 

of our current discussion actually isn't hard to see. We will want to know whether we 

can safeguard the intuition that there can be genuine disputes of inclination about 

metaphorical content. This involves giving an account of how such a dispute can 

genuinely be a dispute (contra e. g. the Indexical Relativist, and the Expressivist) and 

genuinely one of inclination (contra the Realist and Error theorist, both of whom are 

committed to holding that the facts are holding us to account in some sense, and thus 

that inclination can only spring from ignorance of one kind or another). The promise of 
Wright's account was that minimalism about truth could guarantee the first, and failure 

of Cognitive Command account for the second. The Simple Deduction forced a 

clarification of the sense in which inclination holds sway in the kind of cases we're 
interested in. The key result turned out to be the claim that, in cases where EC holds, 

ignorance is involved in disputes of inclination, but not in the way that either the Realist 

or the Error Theorist claimed. Rather, Wright claimed that while the assumption that 

there was no cognitive shortcoming led to a contradiction, this did not automatically 

supply us with a warrant to assert that such a cognitive shortcoming must exist in every 

case. While the Simple Deduction threatened to trivialise the Cognitive Command 

constraint by reducing to absurdity the idea that the world could be somehow neutral on 
the issue of whether P or not P, Wright's argument trades on the fact that our state of 
information warranting assertions can be so neutral, even when we have a warrant to 

assert that not-(P or Not-P) does not hold. 

If Wright's suggestion can be made good, then we have the promise of a stable, if 

revisionary, account of how a genuine dispute about metaphorical meaning can involve 

no attribution of fault to either side, even in principle. Of course, this only evens the 

score with e. g. a determined realist, who already claims to have such an account, at least 
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if `attribution of fault' is heard as implying something like `in principle being able to tell 

which side is at fault'. Unlike the realist, however, Wright is not committed to claiming 

that such a fault exists. He may be a hair's breadth away, given his acceptance of the 

claim that it isn't the case that no such fault exists, but perhaps we should accustom 

ourselves to hair-splitting in philosophy. 

Nevertheless, I shall tend to confine my later discussion to Wright's original treatment of 

the Cognitive Command test. There are a number of reasons for this. First, I want to 

avoid prejudging the question of whether EC holds for meaning, as much as possible. 

Though I offer an extended discussion of Davidson in the next chapter, I explicitly aim 

not to appeal to doctrines, such as the `transparency' of meaning, that might not be 

common ground between rival philosophical treatments of semantics. Second, most of 

what I say elsewhere about Cognitive Command can be translated fairly 

straightforwardly into the new approach, and it would grate a little to do so explicitly on 

every occasion. Third, no sensible realist worth his salt is likely to accept the kind of 

revision of logic that Wright recommends. Given the reservations about the default 

status of anti-realism I raise in Section 1.10, and the holistic methodology I recommend 

in its place, it seems less likely that such revision will turn out to be acceptable. Fourth, 

my concern is often with e. g. Denham's and Hopkins' treatment of the cognitive status 

of metaphor, which predated Wright's recent discussion. 0 Finally, the difficulties raised 

by Wright's admirable efforts to clarify the relevant sense of genuinely cognitive should 

not lead us too quickly to reject this notion as unclear or misguided. It may well prove 

more useful to take the notion as primitive, with Cognitive Command having the status 

of an intuitive introduction, rather than an explicit definition. In any case, it is of 

independent interest to grant such an intuitive sense, and explore whether ascriptions of 

metaphorical meaning might meet it. 

1.9 Width of Cosmological Role 

The last of the cruces that Wright thinks realism debates should focus on is Width of 

Cosmological Role. This has received least attention in the literature; perhaps 

40 1 discuss Denham in Chapter 2 and 3, and Hopkins in Chapter 4 
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surprisingly, given that Wright sees it as developing and generalising a widely discussed 

view of Gilbert Harman's, which contrasts the explanatory efficacy of physical facts and 

moral facts. 41 Wright holds that the most interesting element of the contrast concerns not 

the nature of the explanation involved, but rather the nature and diversity of the 

explananda. Any discourse which fulfils the minimal conditions requisite for talk of 

assertoric content to be appropriate, will, according to Wright, allow certain types of 

explanation. Appeal to the property of being funny, to take a stock example of a merely 

minimally truth apt discourse, will allow us perfectly respectable explanations of e. g. 

people's television viewing behaviour, or the contrasting sales of certain novels. 
Harman's insight, according to Wright, is not best captured by the thought that cases 

where anti-realism is the appropriate stance are cases where talk of explanation is wholly 
inappropriate, but rather that there are certain extra `explanatory liaisons' that come into 

play in realist discourses. 

One of the most interesting things about Wright's account of realism is his insight that 

there are a range of quite distinct and separable ways in which the realist might attempt 

to give substance to his intuition that the facts in question are somehow constitutively 
independent from human interests and responses. Investigation of the variety of ways 

that such facts can enter into quite different species of explanation provides another such 
focus for investigation. One of the notable things about the type of explanatory role 

played by the comic properties of television programmes and novels, for example, is that 

it involves a route that goes `through' a certain kind of human response. The comic 

properties of things, when they explain the features of a certain situation, explain it in 

virtue of their having certain effects on certain human beings, suitably equipped with 

senses of humour. In contrast, explanations that appeal to facts which we tend to think 

of in realist terms- the fact that a certain table has a certain shape, for example - while 

they may well involve certain human responses in certain cases, need not do so in all. 

That the table has a certain shape can enter into explanations of why I choose it as an 

example in a physics tutorial, but also why it remains stable under the Earth's 

gravitational pull, why the dog likes to lie under it, why it won't fit through the door. 

These latter explanations are not mediated by human responses, judgements or values, 

41 See Harman (1997) Chapter 1 
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and their existence thus helps to give substance to realist claims about the independence 

of facts about the shape of the table from human subjectivity. 

Another key test for establishing the realist standing of a discourse, then is 

Width of Cosmological Role Can the putative realm of fact enter into explanations in a 

way that isn't secured merely by discourse about it being 

apt for minimal truth? 

It isn't wholly clear what explanatory role is secured merely by possession of the 

relevant kind of assertoric content. As noted above, Wright's discussion suggests that 

one key element is the capacity to enter into explanations that aren't mediated by the 

fully conceptualised attitudes of participants in the discourse. Something clearly seems 

right about this; if citing the existence of the relevant fact to explain why a subject holds 

a given attitude is, in a sense, merely a long winded way of noting that the subject is 

confident that the epistemic standards for a syntactically assertoric discourse have been 

met, then one would not expect that `fact' to be able to explain the behaviour of entities 

that are completely insensitive to such standards. On the other hand, there are 

complicating factors. Imagine that the world is Cartesian, and that concept users have 

non-material Cartesian egos associated with their bodies. Wouldn't it be possible that 

such egos played an explanatory role only in ways that were mediated by e. g. goals and 

beliefs? What about those who endorse David Lewis's view of possible worlds; surely 

realists, if anybody is? Does citing other possible worlds help explain what happens in 

this one, in a way that isn't mediated by our modal sense? 

It is of course wholly possible for talk of e. g. Cartesian egos, or other possible worlds to 

meet other of the tests, and yet fail this one, while still deserving to be thought of as 

realist. But it's not clear that the suggested cases genuinely pose a problem for Width of 

Cosmological Role properly understood. For one thing, it ought to be enough, perhaps, 

that the facts in question can potentially enter into a wider range of explanations than 

that secured by minimalism. For example, even if only certain kinds of causal relations 

actually do hold between minds and bodies in the Cartesian world, it ought to have been 

possible that a broader set of causal relations held between the material and immaterial 

elements of the world. If a Cartesian ego can raise my arm, then it ought to be possible 
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for a vase to be caused to break just by having such an ego think a certain thought, for 

example. Secondly, although the Cartesian case essentially involves the presence of 

conceptualised attitudes, it's not clear that it involves them in the right way. In the case 

where talk of explanation by a given fact is really just a matter of harmless paraphrase, it 

is essential that conceptualised attitudes mediate because these are required for 

sensitivity to the relevant communal epistemic standards. The Cartesian case makes 

conceptualised attitudes essential, but only as an accompanying, dependent feature of a 

metaphysical substratum, not as the genuine source of the facts in question. 

The case of possible worlds might invite a more direct reply. Perhaps the existence and 

nature of close possible worlds can partly explain e. g. why an animal's perceptual 

capacities deliver information about its environment, or why non-actually-dissolved salt 

is soluble. In any case, the primary purpose of this chapter is, as noted, to outline 

Wright's tests for realism, and not to pursue specific debates further. Since the case of 

metaphorical meaning seems unlikely to enter into the explanatory relationships in 

question, we needn't concern ourselves over much with the best formulation of the 

constraint. 

1.10 Costs and benefits of Wright's account 

At the end of section 1.2, when discussing Devitt's account of realism about the external 

world, I asked the following questions: 

1. Is it unproblematic to extend this kind of general picture of realism to debates 

between realists and anti-realists in other areas of discourse? 

2. How might actual debates between realists and anti-realists be profitably 

prosecuted? 

I suggested that Devitt's theory did not invite an unproblematic extension to wide range 

of disputes, and did not suggest a framework in which such disputes could proceed 

fruitfully. Wright's account, in contrast, offers a welcome topic-neutrality, and the 

various tests, schematic as they are, have seemed to many philosophers to provide a 
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focussed dialectical structure in which longstanding debates might advance. Moreover, 

the general tactic, of establishing key constraints or tests, which serve to signal the 

appropriate metaphysical attitude one ought to take to a given discourse, is one that 

obviously can be profitably extended beyond the set of cruces that Wright himself 

identifies. For example, in recent work Christopher Peacocke has suggested the 

following `indicators', each of which is relevant for the case of metaphorical meaning: 

a) Do true statements in the area have an a priori source? 

b) Is some role in causal explanation essential either to the truth of statements in the 

area in question, or to our having concepts of that area? 

c) Are statements in the problematic area predications of a property which also 
features in predications outside the problematic area? If so, does grasp of this 

identity of properties play some role in understanding statements in the 

problematic area? 42 

This generalised, pluralist, fine-grained, diagnostic approach to disputes about the realist 

standing of a wide variety of discourses is one I find conducive, and will comprise the 

background methodology to my project here. I do, however, want to distance myself 
from certain other elements of Wright's recommended framework for the execution of 
disputes in particular areas. 

There is of course room for local disagreement about e. g. the exact formulation of the 

relevant cruces. I have some sympathy, for example, with a complaint that Williamson 

and Blackburn make about the inclusion of a prioricity in the formulation of e. g. 
Cognitive Command, and the Order-of-Determination test. 3 It might well seem that this 

inclusion counts against the generality and topic-neutrality of the approach, and that, 

given that there are philosophers who reject the claim that we can know anything a 

priori, a more neutral formulation should be given rather in terms of e. g. `best overall 

explanation', with the putative a prioricity being a special case of the generic 

requirement, to be made out on its own terms by those sympathetic to that species of 

42 See Peacocke (1999) Section 2.4 

43 See Williamson (1996b) p 905-907, Blackburn (1998) p. 172 
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knowledge. My divergence from Wright's framework concerns a more fundamental 

structural element, however. He writes 

A truth predicate, I have argued is one which satisfies a small set of basic principles - 

most centrally, certain platitudes linking truth with assertion and negation. The 

characteristics possessed by any satisfier of these principles are the only characteristics 

essential to truth. Moreover, they are insufficient to motivate an intuitive realism about 

a discourse in which such a predicate applies. But a particular satisfier may, of course, 

have other characteristics as well. A basic anti-realism - minimalism - about a 

discourse contends that nothing further is true of the local truth predicate which can 

serve somehow to fill out and substantiate an intuitively realist view of its subject 

matter. Because of its unassuming character, this minimalism, I suggested, should 

always be viewed as the "default stance", from which we have to be shown that we 

ought to move ... It 
is realism which must try to make good its case, by showing that 

minimalism about the relevant discourse is wrong - showing that the minimal platitudes 

leave out features of the local truth predicate which substantially justify the rhetoric of 

independence, autonomy and full-fledged cognitive interaction by which realism 

pretheoretically defines itself. 44 

Wright thus takes it that the unassuming character of minimalism shifts the burden of 

proof onto the realist in any given debate. I have several worries about this move. 

Firstly, it is not clear that this way of presenting the ground rules of the debate actually 

corresponds to the way in which Wright actually proceeds. For example, in the case of 

the Order-of-Determination test, the burden of proof seems to be on the anti-realist. It is 

she who has to demonstrate that the coextension of fact and best opinion holds a priori, 

can be specified in philosophically substantive terms, etc. Presumably, by Wright's 

lights, until this demonstration is carried out successfully, we have no warrant to shift 

from an extension-reflecting reading of the relevant biconditional. But that seems to 

signal that an intuitive realism, rather than anti-realism, comprises the default position in 

considering whether this test is met. 45 

44 Wright (1992) p. 174 
45 1 owe this point to John Divers. 
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A second worry is that it is simply not clear why considerations of modesty alone should 
determine something as dialectically important as burden of proof. Why shouldn't other 

theoretical virtues - parsimony, simplicity, coherence with other established theories, 

prior plausibility, elegance - also be taken into account? Take the question of realism 

about the external world. Very few philosophers would want to insist that scepticism of 

a particular kind is the default position, even if, in a particular case, the sceptic's claims 

assume much less than our own. A standing worry is that an overly modest starting 

position can itself serve to rob a realist of the resources that she requires to secure his 

case. 

Wright might, with some justification, complain that such a line of argument misplaces 

the sense in which minimalism is unassuming. It is not merely that the minimalist 

makes claims that are more ontologically parsimonious, or epistemically cautious, as the 

sceptic claims to do, but that she can explain features of our thought and practice in a 

given area in terms that respect - but don't exceed - our pre theoretic intuitions. 

(Contrast the revisionary implications of scepticism). In a sense, the minimalist's 
demand is only that the realist justify his rhetoric, and what could be intrinsically. 

objectionable about that? Nevertheless, even if Wright is correct to hold that many of 

the platitudes we associate with the notion of objectivity are in themselves inadequate to 

motivate a realist construal, I think it is still fair to ask why this consideration should 

always be considered forceful enough to land the realist with the burden of proof. In 

cases where we pre-theoretically don't associate a robust sense of objectivity with mere 

philosophical hyperbole - say, in the case of the past, or the existence of other minds - 

why should the failure of the realist to identify the precise features of the discourse that 

justify such a stance automatically entail that we ought to concede that the anti-realist is, 

so far, vindicated? The revisionary implications of such a position seems to me rather to 

demand, at the minimum, that the anti-realist give us good grounds for abandoning our 
intuitive realism, rather than merely taking the travails of the realist as motivation 

enough for persisting with a minimalist view. 

In my discussion so far I have been conceding, for the sake of argument, that the 

minimalist position is unassuming. Actually, however, this is far less clear than Wright 

makes it sound. I have already noted that several of the dialectical cruces that Wright 

identifies are formulated in terms of a notion of a prioricity that simply isn't common 
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ground among participants in the debate. Similarly, Timothy Williamson has pointed 

out that Wright's characterisation of warranted assertibility assumes that warrant for 

assertion demands something less than knowledge. 6 Wright defends this claim as 

uncontroversial given its prevalence in a certain tradition in epistemology, 47 but this 

seems to me to be less than is required if minimalism is genuinely to appeal only to 

platitudinous common sense. (Actually, even if Wright's reply were sufficient in this 

context, an unsympathetic reader might point to the reliance on the deliverances of 

common sense as itself manifesting a philosophically substantive commitment). 

Another group of critics have worried over the issue of whether Wright's position makes 

non-platitudinous demands in the philosophy of mind. 8 Given the extent of this kind of 

disagreement, we might wonder whether staking a claim to a philosophically neutral 

default position is really worth the candle. To determined realists about, say, the past, 

Wright's characterisation of the burden of proof is bound to appear simply as special 

pleading on behalf of the anti-realist. 

In any case, I shall not appeal to this element of Wright's framework in my discussion of 

realism about metaphorical meaning. Rather, I hold that the debate ought to proceed in a 

more even handed and holistic manner - as it inevitably actually will, even for 

philosophers who are sympathetic to Wright's claims about burden of proof. The 

challenge to each participant is to reconcile the data, in the form of the results of the 

suggested tests, with their own preferred epistemology, semantics and metaphysics for 

the area in question. 9 Of course, as in many cases, the proposed data may end up being 

reinterpreted, reformulated or even rejected, and there may well be more than one 

defensible overall position at any given stage of the process. I thus preserve the 

admirable generality, topic-neutrality and dialectical focus of Wright's account, but 

46 Williamson (1996b) p. 907-908. Williamson provides a sustained defence of the opposing claim in his 

(1996a) 
47 Wright (1996) p. 934-935 
48 See Smith (1994a), Jackson, Oppy and Smith (1994) and Blackburn (1998) for the prosecution; Divers 

and Miller (1994) and (1995), Wright (1999) for the defence. . I- 

49 I do not mean to exclude e. g. their philosophy of mind, science, logic, ethics, religion, etc., but rather to 

assimilate these under the broader headings outlined above. 
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substitute a general rush for coherence for Wright's advance from a default 

minimalism. 5° 

It might be difficult to see how to reconcile such a methodology with Wright's idea that 

degree of realism is a matter of the relevant features of the local truth predicate. After 

all, doesn't that commit us to a `semantics first' approach which is inconsistent with the 

kind of dialectical free-for-all endorsed above? I'm not wholly clear on whether there is 

any genuine difficulty here, but to the extent that there is, I would sacrifice the relevant 

semanticism. None of the tests that I have outlined seem to me resistant to rephrasing in 

terms that omit the notion of truth. The question of whether the proposed objects, facts 

or states of affairs might obtain without our having any evidence for them so doing, for 

example, seems to be one that only appeals to metaphysical and epistemological notions. 
If each such test can be rephrased in terms that alethiphobes can endorse, then no 

objectionable semanticism seems to be being presupposed. 

A more substantive worry concerns a kind of self-reflective worry that arises for the 

philosophical treatment of realism. What happens if the philosophical facts, the facts 

that philosophers interested in realism about a given area attempt to establish, themselves 

are only apt for a minimalist treatment? After all, such facts seem to admit of 

permissible disagreement, at least in the sense that there can be long-lasting, entrenched 
disputes between sincere and willing participants, that we don't know how to resolve. 
Evidence that we can be in a quandary with regard to e. g. moral facts will surely carry 

over to the philosophical case. Philosophical facts do not seem to display Wide 

Cosmological Role, and it seems to me to be an open question whether we can make 

sense of their outrunning the potential evidence that we might have for them, or whether 

a `tracking' epistemology is appropriate for them. If such facts deserve a less than 

maximally realist treatment, however, how can any discourse deserve a more robust 

one? The claim that e. g. talk about the external world deserves a maximally realist 

construal will itself only be less than maximally realist. If it is e. g. cognitively 

permissible to reject such a claim, then how seriously can we take the supposed realist 

50 This methodological position is hardly novel, and bears a fairly close resemblance to those outlined in 

Peacocke (1999) and Miller (forthcoming a and b). Blackburn (1984) pp. 3-7 is an early advocate of a 
broadly coherentist methodology. 
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result which claimed to have established it? Doesn't the reflection that an intuitive anti- 

realism was equally cognitively respectable itself serve to undercut the idea that the 

world is really out there, wholly independently of any decision we might have made on 

the matter? It seems that the degree to which one is anti-realist about the claims of 

philosophy to establish degrees of realism sets a limit to the degree to which one can be 

a realist in any other area, threatening a much wider anti-realist victory. 

It is a familiar phenomenon in epistemology that a dialectical draw favours the sceptic; 

here we seem to have the beginnings of a line of thought that would establish a similar 

outcome for anti-realism more generally. To use a phrase of Wright's drawn from a 

different but related context - that of Wittgenstein's rule-following considerations - the 

worry has to be that any form of restricted realism about the outcome of philosophical 

theorising sets ̀ an upper bound on the robustness of the realism which is available 

anywhere'. sl 

I think this is a serious worry, and it is not one I have an answer to. For the purposes of 

this project, I intend to ignore it. It is, of course, fairly common methodological practice 

to ignore deep and dangerous problems while pursuing more limited concerns. In the 

case of metaphorical meaning, however, where many of the most plausible positions 
involve a substantially anti-realist component, the move is perhaps slightly more 

principled than normal. Even if the upper bound to realism does turn out to be 

determined by the status of philosophy itself, there is still room to examine the 

interesting range of local debates which fall short of that limit. The case of discourse 

about metaphorical meaning is an example of this latter class, in which one of the best 

argued positions - that presented by Donald Davidson - maintains that such talk falls 

short even of the modest standards that are requisite for minimal truth. It is to 

elaboration of this position that I now turn. 

51 Wright (1992) p. 212 
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2. Davidson, Meaning and Metaphor 

2.1 Introduction 

Davidson is an anti-realist about metaphorical meaning. That thesis is true, but the sense 

- or rather senses - in which it is true have not always been easy to grasp. The 

motivation for his position has not always been clearly brought out, for all the wealth of 

commentary that his first, seminal, paper on the topic attracted. 52 Nor, relatedly, has the 

connection between Davidson's anti-realism and broader philosophical concerns with 

the nature of meaning been satisfactorily elucidated. There are, of course, honourable 

exceptions. 53 But the insights and blindspots, costs and benefits of Davidson's position 

have yet to receive a fully satisfactory treatment. My aim here is to make a pass at it 

from within the framework of a broadly Wrightian conception of the realism debate, in 

the hope that a new angle of illumination might reveal its contours more clearly. My 

aim, however, is more substantive than exegetical. While I will aim to characterize and 

interpret Davidson's position in a manner that is broadly consistent with his compressed 

remarks on metaphor, my primary concern will be to present his arguments in what I 

take to be their strongest and most interesting form. 

I will begin by examining the sense in which we should think of Davidson as an anti- 

realist about 
metaphorical meaning, and then go on to set out an argument for his 

position. The argument as presented is not wholly explicit in Davidson's work, but 

draws upon recognisably Davidsonian themes and principles. I will then go on to 

clarify, motivate and evaluate the status of the premises of that argument. 

52 Davidson (1984a) 

s' The best discussions of the position that I know are those included in Stern (2000), White (1996) and 

especially White (unpublished). I am very grateful to Roger White for allowing me access to this latter 

work, from which I have benefited immensely. 
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2.2 The Character of Davidson's Anti-Realism 

Davidson describes the central thrust of his paper in the following terms: 

This paper is concerned with that metaphors mean, and its thesis is that metaphors mean 

what the words, in their most literal interpretation, mean, and nothing more. Since this 

thesis flies in the face of contemporary views with which I am familiar, much of what I 

have to say is critical. But I think the picture of metaphor that emerges when error and 

confusion are cleared away makes metaphor a more, not less interesting phenomenon. 

The central mistake against which I will be inveighing is the idea that metaphor has, in 

addition to its literal sense or meaning, another sense or meaning... if I am right, a 

metaphor doesn't say anything, beyond its literal meaning (nor does its maker say 

anything, in using the metaphor, beyond the literal). This is not, of course, to deny that 

14 metaphor has a point, nor that that point can be brought out using further words. 

He summarizes his contrasting view of how `metaphor works its wonders' as follows 

I depend on the distinction between what words mean and what they are used to do. I 

think metaphor belongs exclusively to the domain of use. It is something brought off by 

the imaginative employment of words and sentences and depends entirely on the 

ordinary meaning of those words and hence on the ordinary meanings of the sentences 

they comprise. 55 

And later he writes 

The central error about metaphor is most easily attacked when it takes the form of a 

theory of metaphorical meaning, but behind that theory, and statable independently, is 

the thesis that associated with a metaphor is a definite cognitive content that its author 

wishes to convey and that the interpreter must grasp if he is to get the message. This 

theory is false as a full theory of metaphor, whether or not we call the purported 

cognitive content a meaning. 56 

54 Davidson (1984a) p. 245-246 
55 ibid p. 247 
56 Ibid p. 262 
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Three theses seem to be clearly endorsed in these passages: 

(Dl) The words that are employed in metaphorical utterances do not thereby acquire 

new, distinctive, `metaphorical' senses, but rather play the same semantic role as 

they do in straightforwardly literal utterances. 

(D2) The sentences that are employed in metaphorical utterances do not thereby 

become associated with new, distinctive `metaphorical' contents, but rather 

continue to have their ordinary literal meanings, which are determined by the 

literal meanings of the words that make them up (together with the mode of 

composition of such words). 

(D3) Metaphorical utterances are not only, or typically, or characteristically, vehicles 
for the communication of a distinctive cognitive content. 

Theses (D1-D3) are clearly expressions of an anti-realist view regarding the existence of 

distinctive `metaphorical meanings', whether these are thought of as associated with 

words, sentences or communicative acts. But what is the character of this anti-realism? 

In evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of a given realist or anti-realist stance with 

regard to a particular set of issues, it is often useful to begin by identifying the position 

as an instance of a generic kind. This allows us to clarify key aspects of the position; to 

identify promising analogies between the case at issue and other, structurally related, 

debates; and to look for 'shortcuts' when developing a given dialectic. How, then, 

should we classify Davidson's anti-realism? Three broad interpretative paradigms 

suggest themselves 

Reductionism Davidson is a reductionist about metaphorical meaning. He 

rejects the idea that there are sui generis metaphorical meanings 

by simply identifying metaphorical meanings of words or 

sentences with the corresponding literal meanings. ("This paper is 

concerned with that metaphors mean, and its thesis is that 

metaphors mean what the words, in their most literal 

interpretation, mean, and nothing more"). Davidson's position is 
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analogous to e. g. a primary quality view of colour, or a type- 

identity view of the mind. 

Expressivism Davidson is a kind of expressivist, emotivist, non-cognitivist or 

non-factualist about metaphor. 57 He rejects the idea that there are 

sui generis metaphorical meanings, replacing the idea that 

metaphors typically work by communicating propositional . 
contents with the idea that metaphor is a distinctive type of speech 

act. ("I depend on the distinction between what words mean and 

what they are used to do"). Davidson's position is analogous to 

Blackburn's moral expressivism, or Wittgenstein's view of self- 

ascriptions of intentions. 

Error theorist Davidson is an error theorist about metaphorical meaning. He 

holds that talk of sui generis metaphorical meaning makes sense, 

but attributions of it to utterances or their parts are globally false. 

("The picture of metaphor that emerges when error and confusion 

are cleared away makes metaphor a more, not less interesting 

phenomenon"). His position is analogous to Mackie's view of 

moral facts, or Field's view of mathematics. 

Each of these suggestions has something going for it, and I will endeavour to say 

something about each in turn. However, I think it is important, both in getting to grips 

with Davidson's arguments for his anti-realism, and for the more general project of 

understanding how the debate about metaphorical meaning relates to other realism 

debates, that we see that the third interpretation is the correct one. 

2.3 Reductionism and Expressivism 

There is clearly a sense in which the Reductionist reading of Davidson is right to insist 

that he holds that metaphorical meaning is simply literal meaning. After all, 

57 For my purposes in the chapter, I will treat these terms as merely stylistic variations of one another. 
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`metaphorical meaning', in one sense at least, can surely be equated with `meaning 

possessed or expressed by the metaphor', and Davidson openly claims that the only 

meaning expressed by the metaphor is the literal meaning. 

This is rather misleading, however. Firstly, the sense in which Davidson is using 

`metaphorical meaning', when e. g. he talks about attacking a `theory of metaphorical 

meaning' in the third quotation above, is not the sense which is appealed to by the 

Reductionist. The phrase doesn't simply equate to `meaning expressed by the metaphor' 

when understood in its intended sense. Rather, it is equivalent to something like `result 

of a meaning-shift undergone by sub-sentential parts in virtue of being included in a 

metaphorical utterance'. Understood as it ought to be, it is clear that Davidson is not 

identifying the metaphorical meaning of the utterance or its parts with the corresponding 

literal meaning, and that any suggestion to that effect at the beginning of `What 

metaphors mean' can only be the result of an ill-timed rhetorical flourish. 

Secondly, the Reductionist construal simply mischaracterizes the nature of the error 

Davidson takes his opponents to have committed. Consider the supposedly analogous 

positions in the philosophy of mind or colour. Someone who endorses the primary 

quality view of colour, or a type-identity view of mental states and properties, will 

typically hold that these physicalistically respectable properties have always been the 

intentional objects of our thought and talk. Pain was always C-fibre stimulation, or 

whatever; it is simply that we didn't recognise it as so, as a result of a subjective mode 

of presentation, or a misleading philosophical mythology. That thesis, in part, is what 

distinguishes the Reductionist position from its Error theoretic rival, which maintains 

that our pre-theoretic thought and talk about the area in question simply has nothing 

answering to it. 

Davidson isn't claiming, however, that we, and his opponents, have always been 

referring to the literal meaning of the words and sentences in question, when we invoke 

the notion of metaphorical meaning. On the contrary, his claim is that we have been 

conflating `what the metaphor makes us notice', or `calls to our attention', or what is 

`brought to mind' when interpreting the metaphor, with something correctly thought of 

as a meaning. Construing Davidson as a Reductionist, therefore, obscures, rather than 
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illuminates, the nature of his position, and also the analogies that hold between it and 

related standpoints in other philosophical debates. 

What then of the reading that thinks of Davidson as an Expressivist? This interpretation 

agrees with the Reductionist one insofar as they both have Davidson rejecting sui 

generis metaphorical meanings, but rather than seeing him as arguing that metaphorical 

meaning just is literal meaning, the Expressivist account has him denying that making 

metaphors is usefully assimilated to assertions of any type of content. Rather, some 

other linguistic act, some distinctive use of language is involved. 

An early sketch of a naive Expressivist position is provided by Beardsley 

according to the Emotive theory, a word has meaning only if there is some way of 

confirming its applicability to a given situation - roughly, only if it has a clear 

designation. For example, the sharpness of a knife can be tested by various means, so 

that the phrase `sharp knife' is meaningful. We may also suppose that `sharp' has some 

negative emotive import, deriving from our experience with sharp things. Now, when 

we speak of a `sharp razor' or a `sharp drill', the emotive import is not active, because 

these phrases are meaningful. But when we speak of a `sharp wind', 'a sharp dealer', or 

`a sharp tongue', the tests for sharpness cannot be applied, and therefore, though the 

individual words are meaningful, the combinations of them are not. In this way the 
58 emotive import of the adjective is released and intensified. 

For this type of Expressivist, then, the metaphor maker is not dealing with any genuine 

content when she utters the metaphorical sentence, since there is just none there for her 

to be asserting. Rather, she must be doing something else with the sentence, such as 

trying to affect her interlocutor's attitudes or emotions in a particular way. 

Numerous well known problems lurk here. Firstly, the notion of `emotive import' is 

unclear, and does not account for how the same word or phrase can be used with 

58 Beardsley (1958) pp. 134-5, quoted in Soskice (1985) p. 26. Beardsley characterises the possession of 

content along verificationist lines, but this is strictly inessential to Expressivism, naive or sophisticated. 

Some criterion for the possession of genuine content is presumably required, however. That the fact that 

the naive Expressivist cannot take successful embedding in logical and propositional attitude contexts as 

such a criterion may well constitute her greatest problem. 
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`opposing emotive import', as, for example when we use the commendatory phrases ̀ a 

sharp mind' or `a sharp wit' along with the denigratory ones mentioned in the passage 

above. 59 Secondly, we lack an explanation of the analogies between the inferential 

behaviour of genuinely contentful statements and that of merely emotive ones. Thirdly, 

it just seems plain phenomenologically wrong to claim that `getting' a metaphor is 

merely a matter of being prompted into a certain affective state. 

The naive Expressivist admittedly has some room to manoeuvre, especially with respect 

to this last problem. She may hold, for example, that what metaphor brings about need 

not be-purely affective, but can include items which bear content. In this case, making a 

metaphor is similar to, say, uttering nonsense syllables in an attempt to make the spy 

tapping your phone believe that you have a secret code. Your utterance possesses no 

literal meaning in itself, but is intentionally produced to cause another to have thoughts 

which do have a content. 

Nevertheless, deep problems remain with the naive Expressivist account of the 

inferential behaviour of metaphors, given the thesis that they lack literal content. Even 

relatively extreme poetic metaphors seem to be able to embed in conditionals (if 

philosophy is just showing the fly the ivay out of the fly-bottle, then it does not reveal 

deep metaphysical truths about the structure of reality) and under negation (Dan Quayle 

was no Kennedy). Expressivists such as Blackburn and Gibbard have aimed to discharge 

the explanatory burden of accounting for such behaviour in the moral case, and it cannot 

be ruled out a priori that an account could be given in the metaphorical one. However, 

it is fair to say that we currently lack such an account and have little idea of how to get 

hold of one. 60 

A simple minded Expressivism, then, will hold that truth conditional contents are not 

involved at all in metaphor, and thus incur the difficult burden of explaining why such 

`expressions' can embed in e. g. logical and propositional attitude contexts. A more 

plausible line for the Expressivist is available, however. Typically, this will involve 

59 Beardsley makes this point in his discussion of the position. 
60 For an introduction to the debate see Blackburn (1984) Ch. 6, Blackburn (1988), Gibbard (1990). For 

criticism of Blackburn's project see Hale (1986) and (1990). A useful discussion and overview is 

provided in Miller (2003). 1 sketch a pseudo-fictionalist solution to the embedding problem in Chapter 3. 
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granting that the propositions in question possess a truth conditional content, which is 

apt for assertion, but denying that the characteristic purpose of making a metaphor is to 

assert something. 

A sophisticated Expressivist might draw an analogies between metaphor and linguistic 

phenomena such as performatives. In using a performative such as "I hereby promise to 

pay you £10" ,I arguably do not assert anything, that is, represent myself as believing 

that I am making a particular promise. Rather, I typically make the promise by uttering 

the words. This is not because I could not use the sentence to make an assertion: the 

sentence has a content, determined by the conventional rules of English, which I could 

sincerely present as true. It is this propositional content which enables the sentence to be 

embedded in logical and propositional attitude contexts, and which explains the relation 

between the promising and temporally related descriptions ('I will promise her the 

money', `If I promise her the money, then I will give her the money'). In a similar way, 

according to the sophisticated Expressivist, the literal vehicle of a metaphor may well 
have a truth conditional content available for assertion, but our typical practice of 

making such claims is not best represented as assertoric. 

The sophisticated Expressivist position thus begins to address the problem of accounting 

for the inferential behaviour of metaphor by allowing that metaphors usually have a truth 

conditional content associated with them, which allows them to embed in conditionals, 

etc. However, in making metaphors, we do not assert this content, but use the sentence 

in question in some other way. This might be to perform a sari generis speech act (often 

referred to as nzetaphorizing), to perform some other distinctive illocutionary act (such 

as inviting or encouraging the interpretation of the metaphor), or simply to achieve some 

aim of the speaker's (to draw attention to certain features of a situation, or to make us 

think of somebody in a certain way, for example). 

The story, applied to the case of metaphor, typically looks something like this. The 

maker of a metaphor utters a sentence, which typically possesses literal content, and is 

thus apt for assertion. However, the speaker does not assert the sentence, which in the 
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normal case will be obviously literally false. 61 Rather, the metaphor maker implicitly 

invites, via contextual clues, shared adherence to Gricean conversational maxims, etc, 

the interpreter of the metaphor to look for a certain set of similarities between two or 

more objects, events, situations etc. The metaphor maker will typically intend that the 

interpreter get hold of some central similarities or analogies, but need not, and can in any 

case intend that the interpreter have an element of free play in coming up with ways in 

which the metaphor is apt. It is this aspect of metaphor making, the implicit invitation to 

`make the most of it', which accounts for the oft cited open-endedness of metaphor. Of 

course, the metaphor may also prompt various affective states, and be intended by its 

maker so to do. 

This position has proved attractive to a number of careful philosophers, both as an 
interpretation of Davidson, and as a plausible account of metaphor in its own right. 
Simon Blackburn, for example, writes 

[Metaphors] are typically couched in indicative sentences, certainly governed by norms 

of appropriateness, found in complex embeddings, yet certainly not intended as 

straightforward cases of truths or falsehoods. This is how the expressivist says it is in 

more controversial examples, such as commitment to conditional, moral or modal 

claims. 62 

Of course, supporters of such a position accept that much still has to be filled in; the 

nature of the contextual clues, the nature of the actual mechanism by which we get hold 

of the various relevant similarities, the scope for invention, etc. As far as the semantics 

and pragmatics of metaphor go they argue, however, the broad picture is tolerably clear. 

Metaphor is a way of using a pre-existing, truth apt content to prompt, encourage or 

invite contemplation of or active investigation into some open-ended set of similarities. 

I am in agreement with much of what this type of position has to say, both exegetically 

and substantively. It is certainly true, for example that Davidson argues against the idea 

that the typical job of metaphorical speech is to convey a `coded message', and 

61 Or perhaps nonsensical: see White (1996) pp. 204-226. I argue against the `nonsensical' view of 

metaphor in Chapter 3. 

62 Blackburn (1998) p. 159. 
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compares it instead with distinctive uses of language such as joking, promising, hinting, 

criticizing and, in an extended passage, lying 

Now, let me raise a somewhat Platonic issue by comparing the making of a metaphor 

with telling a lie. The comparison is apt because lying, like making a metaphor, 

concerns not the meaning of words but their use... The parallel between making a 

metaphor and telling a lie is emphasized by the fact that the same sentence can be used, 

with meaning unchanged, for either purpose. So a woman who believed in witches but 

did not think her neighbour a witch might say `She's a witch', meaning it 

metaphorically; the same woman still believing the same of witches and her neighbour 
but intending to deceive, might use the same words to very different effect... What 

makes the difference between a lie and a metaphor is not a difference in the words used 

or what they mean (in any strict sense of meaning) but in how the words are used. Using 

a sentence to tell a lie and using it to make a metaphor are, of course, totally different 

uses, so different that they do not interfere with one another, as say, acting and lying do. 

In lying, one must make an assertion so as to represent oneself as believing what one 
does not; in acting, assertion is excluded. Metaphor is careless of the difference. 3 

The Expressivist reading of Davidson, then is correct to attribute something like the 

following thesis to him 

(E) A metaphorical utterance involves a distinctive use of a segment of literal 

language, which does not alter in meaning by being so used, typically in order 

that a speaker might intentionally `provoke or invite' a certain view of the 

subject matter of the metaphor, (although it is also possible e. g. that the purpose 

of such an utterance might be to make us `appreciate some fact', and that the 

metaphor itself may `prompt or inspire' us in ways that the speaker does not 

actively intend. )64 

I believe we will go astray, however, if we conflate (i) Davidson's position with respect 

to the question of realism about metaphorical meaning with (ii) his positive account of 

how metaphor `works its wonders'. The latter, but not the former, is broadly analogous 

63 Davidson (1984a) pp. 258-259 
6' For support for the idea that Davidson subscribes to (E) see his (1984a) p 261-264. (The quoted phrases 

in my formulation of that thesis can also be found there. ) 
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to a typical non-cognitivist account of the function of e. g. moral or modal language. The 

purpose of metaphor, like the purpose of moral language on an Expressivist account, is 

often to do something, not to say something. But that should not mislead us into 

characterizing Davidson as an Expressivist about metaphorical meaning. His position 

with respect to metaphorical meaning is structurally significantly different from 

Expressivism about moral or aesthetic facts, whether naive or sophisticated in form. 

Alison Denham is one contemporary writer who falls into the trap of mistaking surface 

similarity in the treatment of linguistic role for depth of correspondence of metaphysical 

stance. 65 In her Metaphor and Moral Experience, a work whose partial aim, like my 

own, is to approach metaphor from within the compass of a Wrightian approach to 

realism, she writes 

Some claim that it is not possible to state the truth-conditions of moral discourse in non- 
6 

evaluative terms; the parallel thought [in the case of metaphor] is that it is not possible to 

state the truth conditions of some metaphorical discourse in non-figurative terms. 66 

Again, in her introduction to that volume, she writes 

The parallels [between moral judgements and metaphors] run deep, as can be seen by 

reflecting for a moment on the kinds of questions which often arise with respect to each. 

For instance: 1) Are moral judgements candidates for the assignment of truth values, or 

are they actually covert expressions of sentiment, not in themselves either true or false? 

Compare: Are metaphorical expressions genuine, truth-apt judgements, or do they serve 

merely to evince emotion and the play of imagery? 2) Can moral concepts be analysed 

in wholly non-evaluative terms? Compare: can metaphorical expressions be reduced to 

literal paraphrase? 67 

65 Other theorists of metaphor who sail close to the wind include Blackburn (1998), who I quoted above; 

Soskice (1985) pp. 26-27, who calls Davidson's position non-cognitivist, and notes its similarities to 

Emotivism; and Moran (1997) p. 260, who draws comparisons between Davidson and moral non- 

cognitivists. Unlike Denham, however, most of these theorists manage to refrain from sailing too close. 
66 Denham (2000) p. 283. n. 5. 

67 Denham (2000) p. 2. She goes on there to note two further `deep parallels' concerning, firstly, the 

epistemological immediacy of facts about morals and metaphorical meanings, and secondly, the 

phenomenon of persistent, conflicting responses in each case. 
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I want to argue that, in fact, no relevant parallel of the kind that Denham appeals to 

actually holds between morals and metaphors. A bad analogy has led her astray, and led 

her to ignore the genuine differences between dominant forms of anti-realism about 

metaphorical discourse on the one hand, and moral discourse on the other. 

To see where and why the putative parallel fails, let's think more closely at what a 

discourse is, in the sense in which it has come to be used in debates about realism. For 

Denham, as for Wright, a discourse is an essentially intentional entity; discourse is 

always discourse-about. Denham writes 

... a discourse is loosely defined as a linguistic practice governed by community norms. 

A particular discourse within a linguistic community will be circumscribed by some 

distinctive, or more or less distinctive, set of concepts: aesthetic discourse, for instance, 

is circumscribed by the exercise of concepts such as 'beauty', 'elegance', 'grace', 

'lyricism', 'ugliness', while moral discourse features concepts such as 'right, 'evil', 

'malice', 'kindness', 'deceit', 'duty' and so on 68 

Since to have a concept is to have a "way of conceiving of some object (including object 

kinds) or property, whereby one is able to form true and rationally warranted beliefs 

concerning it", 69 discourses are fundamentally world-directed, with discourses 

individuated by the particular 'realm of fact' that they concern. 

It should have made Denham question the degree to which significant parallels hold 

between moral discourse and 'metaphorical discourse', conceived of as the production of 

metaphorical utterances or assertions, that the latter, in absolute contrast with the former, 

is not concerned with any particular feature or cluster of features of the world. 

Metaphors can be about phenomenal experiences, the external world, aesthetic 

properties, moral properties, persons, numbers, actions, God, the weather - anything, in 

fact, that any other discourse can talk about literally (and, according to some theorists, a 

bit more besides). 

68 Denham (2000) p. 44. For Wright's view, see his (1992) pp. 2-18 

69 Denham (2000) p. 44. 
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It seems that Denham has been misled by an ambiguity in the phrase 'metaphorical 

discourse'. On one reading, indubitably the more natural and everyday, the phrase refers 

to discourse which is metaphorical in character. On this resolution of the ambiguity, it 

is easy to see why metaphorical discourse, as opposed to, say, moral discourse, has no 
distinct subject matter; the relation to metaphor consists in the way a given state of 

affairs is being talked about, not the nature of the state of affairs itself. 

On the second reading, however, the one Denham requires if her supposed parallel is to 

go through, metaphorical discourse is discourse about the nature and meaning of 

metaphorical utterances; discourse whose individuating concepts include 'metaphorical 

meaning', 'simile', 'literal', 'dead metaphor', etc. This kind of discourse, though clearly 

concerned with a feature of the world, is a metadiscourse, since the feature of the world 
it concerns is a particular subset of what we might call first-order discourses, which in 

turn directly concern non-linguistic features of the world. 70 

Denham's confusion is made clear in her discussion of what she terms the Reductionist 

position, which holds that the meaning expressed by metaphors can be fully spelled out 

in literal terms. She writes that for the Reductionist 

Metaphorical discourse, if it is meaningful at all, is not conceptually autonomous, but 

parasitic or conceptually supervenient: all intelligible disagreements about the truth of 
judgements expressed metaphorically will thus depend on disagreements about the truth 

of judgements expressed in non-figurative terms. (The Reductionist's position with 

respect to metaphor is in this respect analogous to that of some moral cognitivists who 

win cognitive standing for evaluative discourse by proposing to provide definitions of 

the concepts distinctive of it in naturalistic terms). '' 

Denham here simply overlooks the fact that the sense of `discourse' in which concepts 

are distinctive of particular discourses is not the one we usually intend when we talk 

70 This account actually needs to be complicated slightly, given that we can e. g. use metaphor to describe 

metaphor, or literal language to describe linguistic practice, so that not all metadiscourses need concern 

first order discourses. 
71 Denham (1998) pp. 230-231. I will go on to discuss Denham's positive views on reduction and 

metaphor further in Chapter 3 below. 
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about metaphorical discourse; the latter usage most often refers to a mode of expression, 

not a particular subject matter. 

How does getting clear on this ambiguity help us elucidate the character of Davidson's 

anti-realism? For a start, it helps us to see that Davidson is no Expressivist, although 

there are surface similarities. The moral expressivist holds that (a) moral discourse is 

not typically used to state facts and (b) there are no moral facts. Davidson holds that (a) 

metaphors are not typically used to state facts and (b) there are no facts about 

metaphorical meaning. Convergence in doctrine is more real than apparent, however. 

Expressivists hold that moral discourse is not typically used to state e. g. the moral facts 

because there simply aren't any such facts around to be stated. In the case of metaphor, 
however, there are plenty of facts around that metaphor could be used to state - in a 

pragmatic sense, rather than a semantic one - since metaphor can be used in the 

characterization of any subject matter. Davidson isn't disputing that metaphor could be 

used in such a way, only that it typically is. 

Generically, Expressivism combines an anti-realism about a particular kind of fact with 

the view that the discourse that we (or folk semantics, or philosophical prejudice) might 

mistakenly classify as representative of such facts actually has some quite different 

linguistic function. Davidson is an anti-realist about metaphorical meaning all right, but 

he does not hold that talk about metaphorical meaning actually has some non-, 

representational linguistic function. The aim of his paper isn't to reveal that Richards, 

Empson, Black, Goodman, and the rest were really expressing some non-cognitive 

attitude when they told us that sub-sentential parts of metaphors acquired new meanings 

in metaphorical contexts. On the contrary, the attitudes were cognitive enough, and 

aimed at delimiting certain linguistic facts; Davidson's complaint is simply that they got 

the relevant facts wrong. When Davidson characterizes Henle's theory as saying that `in 

its metaphorical role the word applies to everything that it applies to in its literal role, 

and then some', 72 he is attributing a theory to Henle, not some non-representational 

attitude. The analogies between Expressivism and Davidson on metaphor, then, flatter 

to deceive; they are real enough to mislead, but represent only surface similarities rather 

than continuities of metaphysical and semantic doctrine. 

72 Davidson (1984a) p. 250 
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2.4 The Nature of Davidson's Error-theoretic Approach 

Davidson is an error theorist about metaphorical meaning. He holds that talk of sui 

generis metaphorical meaning makes sense, and is to be construed in straightforwardly 

representational terms, but attributions of it to utterances or their parts are globally false. 

Error theorists in other areas, such as John Mackie in the case of morality and aesthetics, 

or Hartry Field in philosophy of mathematics, likewise claim that the relevant class of 

statements are genuinely assertoric in character, as a face-value construal would suggest 
(thus diverging from an Expressivist account) but that we are systematically mistaken 

about their truth values (thus diverging from e. g. non-reductive realists, reductivists, 

quasi-realists, indexical relativists and minimalists, each of whom hold that the 

statements in question are often true). It is to the fairly detailed and advanced critical 
discussion of such positions that we should look when seeking outside aid in evaluating 

structural features of Davidson's position. 

It is important here to recall that we are here concerned with facts about metaphorical 

content, in the sense of commitment to the truth or falsity of claims like 

(M) `Philosophy's proper aim is to show the fly the way out of the fly bottle' means 

that philosophy's proper aim is to dissolve persistent and frustratingly complex 

conceptual problems that impede our progress through life, and prevent our 
living in a fulfilling manner. 

rather than facts about metaphor production, as when we quarrel about the type of 

linguistic function metaphors characteristically or typically perform. An Error-theorist 

can endorse the idea that metaphor's role is typically not to state facts or make 

assertions; his point is that positive ascriptions of meaning to metaphors are uniformly 
false. 

We can distinguish two degrees of Error theory about metaphorical meanings. Firstly, 

one might hold that there are no strictly semantic facts which make claims about 
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metaphorical meaning true. 73 Of course, this has to go along with the claim that we 

thought that there were, in order to count as an Error theory. But perhaps this isn't 

totally implausible; lots of philosophers, literary critics, theologians and linguists did 

(and do) write as if metaphorical meanings were semantic in this sense, and we might be 

able to tell some story about epistemological deference to experts that convicted our 

linguistic community more generally. Let's call somebody who holds this kind of view 

a semantic error theorist. It will be useful to distinguish two varieties of semantic error 

theory; a folk version that held that the mistake was ingrained in the practices of the 

linguistic community at large, and an expert version that locates the mistake rather in the 

application of a semi-technical term. The phenomenon of epistemological deference 

mentioned above no doubt renders this a slightly artificial distinction, but I hope it will 

serve to mark out a difference in emphasis nevertheless. (For example, Mackie's 

discussion suggests that he endorses the folk version of semantic error theory about 

morals; we are all error theorists in the expert sense about phlogiston. ) 

A more charitable view holds that semantics offers a bad model of what talk about 

metaphorical meanings really involves, which is fundamentally pragmatic in nature - 

perhaps involving something like Gricean speaker-meanings, although this is clearly not 

mandatory. The pragmatic error theorist holds that even this more charitable account is 

mistaken; there are just no facts about metaphorical meaning, whether this is construed 

in the narrow semantic sense or in a broader pragmatic sense, which could make 

sentences like (M) true. 74 The reason that we assert or deny such sentences is that we 

are mistaken about what kind of facts there are, for whatever reason. The explanatory 

burden the Error theorist of either pragmatic or semantic stripe must discharge is, 

therefore, threefold. Their aim ought to be to (1) give us a plausible account of how the 

facts actually stand; (2) explain how we could have been led into such massive error 

concerning them and (3) elucidate what the upshot of our mistake finally amounts to. 

" My aim is to remain relatively neutral on what counts as e. g. `strictly semantic'; it should be heard here 

in a broad and intuitive sense. 
74 There is logical space for an error theory that holds that, while the semantics of ascriptions of 

metaphorical meaning involve e. g. speaker meaning, these are all in fact false, and some other, strictly 

semantic theory of metaphorical meaning is in fact correct. I don't know of any theorist who defends this 

rather unattractive position, and shall in any case ignore it here; my pragmatic error theorist holds that 

metaphors don't have meanings in either a semantic or a pragmatic sense of `meaning'. 
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Typically, an Error theoretic account will go most smoothly if the effect of our mistake 
is fairly minimal. Field, for example, does not counsel us to immediately abandon all 

scientific theory that relies on our metaphysically suspect beliefs about the existence of 

numbers, but rather tries to provide nominalistically respectable translations of such 

science. We might want to make some further distinctions in this area about how such 

translations are construed. Let an eliminativist be an Error theorist who holds that our 

talk in a particular area is mistaken because, taken literally, it is straightforwardly false. 

A hard eliminativist counsels us to abandon the discourse altogether; a soft eliminativist 

provides us with a functionally equivalent replacement discourse. 

I take Davidson's position, in a nutshell, to be the following: he is a pragmatic error 

theorist, of the `expert' variety, and a soft eliminativist. 75 As noted above, I take him to 

subscribe to the following theses: 

(D1) The words that are employed in metaphorical utterances do not thereby acquire 

new, distinctive, `metaphorical' senses, but rather play the same semantic role as 

they do in straightforwardly literal utterances. 

(D2) The sentences that are employed in metaphorical utterances do not thereby 

become associated with new, distinctive `metaphorical' semantic contents, but 

rather continue to have their ordinary literal meanings, which are determined by 

the literal meanings of the words that make them up (together with the mode of 

composition of such words). 

75 I thus disagree with a recent commentator, Garry Hagberg, (2001) p 289 who says that Davidson's 

position is `by no means an eliminative one... he allows that there is such a thing as metaphorical truth". 

Hagberg justifies this interpretation with reference to the following remark of Davidson's: "metaphor 

does lead us to notice what might not otherwise be noticed, and there is no reason, I suppose, not to say 

that these thoughts and feelings inspired by the metaphor are true or false. " I suspect Hagberg is here 

confusing the functional replacement that Davidson proposes with the kind of distinctively metaphorical 

truth that he explicitly rejects. For Davidson, the metaphor isn't true in anything like the way that 

ordinary senses are true. In the sense he allows, we could equally well say that e. g. hints, jokes or thought 

experiments were true or false. 
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(D3) Metaphorical utterances are not only, or typically, or characteristically, vehicles 
for the communication of a distinctive cognitive content, even when such 

communication is pragmatically construed. 

(D4) Previous influential theories of metaphor falsely subscribed to doctrines that 

were inconsistent with (D1-D3) above. However, much of what such theorists 

wanted to capture about metaphor can be best upheld by dropping the idea that a 

given metaphor is a vehicle for the communication of a distinctive cognitive 

content, and instead thinking in terms of what it `intimates', `brings to our 

attention', or `leads us to see'. 

That Davidson subscribes to such doctrines is perhaps relatively uncontroversial. I hope 

that in the preceding I have made the case that we should see his adherence to such 

theses as revelatory of an Error-theoretic position, with certain distinctive features. In 

the following sections, I will go on to examine the nature of his arguments for (D1-D3). 

This will clear the way for a discussion of Davidson's suggested functional replacement 

of talk of metaphorical meaning in the next chapter. 

2.5 Davidson's Master Argument Against Metaphorical Meanings 

Davidson's "What Metaphors Mean" contains several direct and indirect arguments for 

(D1)-(D3). However, these arguments need not be thought of bringing wholly 

independent considerations to bear on the matter, although that is how they are 

sometimes presented. 76 In this section, I will outline how I think the arguments are 

intended to work together in a unified way to establish the desired conclusions. I will 

then go on to evaluate these arguments in the following four sections. 

Early discussions of metaphor which appealed to the existence of the `metaphorical 

meanings' of words or sentences often left the nature of these supposed senses inexplicit, 

to put it mildly. Nevertheless, we might hope that they would agree with the following 

principle: 

76 E. g. in Nogales (1999) pp. 75-121 
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(Al) The parts of metaphorical utterances only acquire distinctive metaphorical senses 

if they thereby become associated with something that deserves to be called their 

`metaphorical meaning'. Nothing deserves to be called a metaphorical meaning 

unless (a) there is something genuinely meaning-like about it and (b) there is 

something about it that distinctively relates to the metaphorical nature of the 

utterances it is putatively associated with. 

Such a principle is, I hope, unexceptionable. Realism about metaphorical meanings is 

not secured by demonstrating the existence of elephants, eggplants or electrons, since 

those entities don't count as metaphorical meanings. The principle would perhaps seem 

dubious if it was read as reaming meanings, perhaps implicitly subscribing to the idea 

that meanings must be objects of some special kind, that words serve to name or denote. 

This is not its intended import however. (Al) merely demands that whatever the 

supposed metaphorical meaning of words consists in - whether associated patterns of 

use, ways of thinking about the world, intentional properties, inferential roles, 

satisfaction conditions or whatever - that `entity', however pleonastically construed, 

must be the kind of thing that invites us to think of it as a metaphorical meaning. 

I also take it that the two conditions outlined in (Al), regarding meaning and relevance 

to metaphor, ought to be uncontroversial. Imagine that we had adopted the convention 

of printing (all and only) written metaphors in red ink, perhaps to alert the unwary reader 

to their metaphorical character. The ink colour thus associated with metaphors would 

clearly not thereby be correctly describable as the metaphorical meaning (henceforth, in- 

meaning) of the words, even though it was distinctively related to their occurrence in 

metaphors. The colour of tokens of the words would simply not be sufficiently closely 

related to the words' `semantic role' to count as a metaphorical meaning. The fact that 

we feel no temptation at all to think of the ink colour as metaphorical meaning in this 

case, even though condition (b) is met, seems to indicate our implicit acceptance of 

something like condition (a). 

Similarly, imagine that we spoke a language in which the extension of every predicate 

systematically shifted in certain linguistic contexts. Perhaps certain forms of words 

were taken to indicate that the extension of the predicate was to be restricted to entities 
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that normally fall under this predicate and are owned by the speaker, for example. It 

would clearly not be correct to call this `restricted' extension the m-meaning of a given 

predicate, since there is simply nothing about it that relates in any distinctive way to 

metaphor. Such a systematic shift could occur in a linguistic community where nobody 

ever spoke metaphorically. Again, our reluctance to describe of this kind of case in 

terms of metaphorical meaning appears to indicate that some condition similar to (b) 

accurately captures a minimal constraint on what metaphorical meanings must be like. 

I will also appeal to two auxiliary principles that are required for Davidson's master 

argument to go through, which again, seems like it ought to be common ground between 

himself and his opponents 

(A2) If a proposed assignment of a metaphorical content to a utterance results solely 

from an unacceptable theory of metaphor, then the utterance does not express 
that content. 

(A3) If a sentence is associated with a metaphorical content solely in virtue 

of being a compositional product of its component semantic parts, then some of 

those parts must themselves have (or determine) metaphorical meanings. 

So much, I hope, ought to be common ground between Davidson and his opponents. 77 

The body of Davidson's article, however, comprises arguments for three premises that 

have proved to be more controversial: 

(A4) The words employed in a metaphorical utterance do not come to be associated 

with anything that is both (a) genuinely meaning-like and (b) distinctively related 

to the metaphorical nature of the utterances in question. 

(A5) The m-meaning conveyed by a sentence used metaphorically would be identical 

with either (a) what is said by the utterance, which results solely from the 

" (A3) may well seem less obviously neutral territory than (A2). For exegetical reasons, I delay my 

argument for (A3)'s independent plausibility until Section 2.7. Basically, I argue that rejecting (A3) 

entails rejecting compositional principles governing genuine word and sentence meaning that simply 

aren't up for grabs, given (Al). 
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meanings of its component parts, together with their mode of composition, or (b) 

the extra propositional content communicated by the author of the metaphor, 

over and above what it says, as determined by a linguistic theory of pragmatics. 

(A6) An account of m-meaning which identifies it with the extra propositional content 

communicated by the author of the metaphor, over and above what it says, as 

determined by a linguistic theory of pragmatics, provides an unacceptably 

incomplete and misleading account of our practices of producing, using and 

reflecting on metaphors. 

In what follows, I will assume that (Al)-(A3) are either uncontroversial, (or at least, that 

they can be made so by more careful reformulation, in a way that does not substantively 

affect the rest of the argument). In a moment, we will look more closely at Davidson's 

arguments for (A4)-(A6). First, though, let us briefly assure ourselves that, if true, they 

would serve to establish Davidson's negative theses regarding metaphorical meaning. 

Let s be a sentence uttered metaphorically, iv be a semantically significant part of s, and 

the following abbreviations hold 

W= iv has a metaphorical meaning Mi 

A= M1 is meaning-like 

B= M1 is distinctively related to the metaphorical nature of the relevant utterance 

S=s has a metaphorical meaning Si 

C=S1 is an m-meaning that results solely from composing the meanings of the component parts of s. 

D= SI is an m-meaning that is determined pragmatically. 

U= Attribution of S1 to s results from appeal to an unacceptable theory of metaphor 

Then the above assumptions correspond to the following schemas 

(Al) W->A&B 

(A2) U -> -S 
(A3) C -> W 

(A4) -, (W &A& B) 

(A5) S->CvD 

(A6) D -> U 

Davidson's argument can then be taken to run roughly as follows: 
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Al 1)W->A&B (Al) 

2 2) W Assumption, for reductio 

Al, 2 3) A&B 1,2 MPP 

Al, 2 4)W&A&B 2,3, &I 

A4 5) , (W &A& B) A4 

Al, A4 6) -W 2,4,5, RAA 

A5 7)S->CvD AS 

8 8) S Assumption, for reductio 

8, A5 9) CvD 7,8, MPP 

10 10) C Assumption, for v-E 

A3 11) C -> W A3 

10, A3 12) W 10,11, MPP 

Al, A3, A4,10 13) W &, W 6,12, &I 

A6, A2 14) (D -> U) & (U -> , S) A6, A2 

15 15) D Assumption, for v-E 

15, A6, A2 16)-S 14,15, &E, MPPx2 

8,15, A 6, A2 17) S& ,S 8,16, &I 

8, Al-A 6 18) , (C v D) 9,10,13,15,17, v-E 
Al-A6 19)-S 9,18, RAA 

The outline of Davidson's master-argument is thus, I hope, clear. By (A4), nothing 

meets the conditions outlined in (Al), so by (Al), anti-realism about m-meanings is the 

correct position. Thus, if we begin to understand a metaphor by coming to understand 

what its parts mean, and how they are structured, as we clearly do, the meaning in 

question can only be literal. That establishes (D1). By (A5), a sentence could only 

express a distinctive metaphorical content if it was either determined by the meanings 

and arrangement of its parts, or by the relevant pragmatic features involved in its 

utterance. If the former, then given (A3), and that (D1) has been established, the 

meaning in question would have to be the literal meaning of the sentence, violating (Al). 

If the latter, then, by (A6), we would be left with an unacceptable theory of metaphor, so 

by (A2), no such content is thus associated with the sentence. So sentences used 

metaphorically are not associated with distinctive cognitive contents, which is (D2). If 

metaphors were typically, or characteristically, vehicles for the communication of 

distinctive, pragmatically determined contents, then a pragmatic theory of metaphor 
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would be acceptable, so if (A6) is true, then no such contents are characteristically 

expressed, which is (D3). 

I therefore take myself to have established that Davidson's argument, as presented is 

valid, and relies on at least three assumptions which seem relatively uncontroversial. 

Our task in the next few sections, then, is to examine the prima facie plausibility of the 

three remaining assumptions: 

(A4) The words employed in a metaphorical utterance do not come to be associated 

with anything that is both a) genuinely meaning-like and b) distinctively related 

to the metaphorical nature of the utterances in question. 

(A5) The m-meaning conveyed by a sentence used metaphorically would be identical 

with either a) what is said by the utterance, which results solely from the 

meanings of its component words, together with their mode of composition, or b) 

the extra propositional content communicated by the author of the metaphor, 

over and above what it says, as determined by a linguistic theory of pragmatics. 

(A6) An account of m-meaning which identifies it with the extra propositional content 

communicated by the author of the metaphor, over and above what it says, as 

determined by a linguistic theory of pragmatics, provides an unacceptably 

incomplete and misleading account of our practices of producing, using and 

reflecting on metaphors. 

I shall take these one at a time. 

2.6 Word-meaning and Metaphor 

What would it be for the words in a metaphorical utterance to be associated with 

something ̀meaning like'? In a recent paper, discussing his support for Quine's thesis 

of the inscrutability of reference, Davidson tells us: 
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individual words don't have meanings. They have a role in determining the truth 

conditions of sentences. 78 

In Chapter 1, Section 6, I gave an argument to the effect that understanding the meaning 

of an declarative sentence (in one important sense of that phrase) consists in grasping its 

truth conditions. However, for the moment, I wish to stay as neutral as possible about 

whether this is true. It would be disappointing if Davidson's arguments relied heavily 

on a background theory of meaning that his opponents rejected. That would entail that 

the dispute between them didn't really turn on the nature of metaphor per se, but rather 

on another dispute in the philosophy of language. The interest of Davidson's arguments 

would be increased if it turned out that this was not the case; that they turned out to be 

compatible with quite different conceptions of the nature of semantics. I will, therefore, 

try not to trade on features of Davidson's account that his opponents might reasonably 

reject - e. g. the identification of meaning with truth conditions, 79 the inscrutability of 

reference, etc. 

Nevertheless, the notion that the meaning of an individual word is exhausted by its 

semantic role, and that the semantic role of a word is the way it makes a systematic 

contribution to the meaning of sentences in which it occurs, is not, I think, up for 

grabs. 8° That would lead to tension with the following plausible principles: 

(Compositionality) The meaning of complex linguistic expressions is wholly 
determined by their syntax, together with the meanings of their 

parts (in context). For example, the meaning of `dogs bark' 

'$ Davidson (2001) p. 79 
79 Or elimination of meaning in favour of something related to truth conditions, which is probably a more 

accurate way of stating Davidson's views. 
80 I say `involves making a systematic contribution' rather than `is the systematic contribution', since on 

some theories, the meaning of a word relates not only to the sentences it can compose, but also to other, 

related words. For example, full grasp of the meaning of `healthy, ', as predicated of an diet, may involve 

understanding a family of closely related predicates (e. g. the homonyms `healthy2' `healthy3' as predicted 

of a man, and his complexion). This goes beyond the minimal capacity to grasp the compositional role of 

the predicate. 
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depends on the meaning of `dogs and `barks', and the manner in 

which they are syntactically composed. 

(Systematicity) Languages that can express a given propositional content 

composed via compositional route F out of sub-sentential parts 
W1-Wn can also express any other content which can be 

constructed from W1-Wn using F. For example, a language that 

can express ̀ dogs bark and cows moo' can also express `dogs 

moo and cows bark'. 

(Reverse The meaning of constituent expressions (in context) supervene 
Compositionality) on the complexes of which they are parts. For example, the 

meaning of `dogs' and `bark' couldn't change without the 

meaning of `dogs bark' changing. 

Such principles, however, are widely subscribed to, 81 and play a familiar and currently 
indispensable role in explaining the productive and systematic character of human 

mastery of language. They are not peculiar to truth-conditional theories of meaning, and 
it is often held to be a minimal condition on any satisfactory theory of meaning that it 

entail them. I will assume therefore, that Davidson is entitled, pro tens, to rely on the 

notion that the meaning of an individual word is its semantic role, and that the semantic 

role of a word involves making a systematic contribution to the meaning of sentences in 

which it occurs. 82 

What significance does thinking of the meaning of a word in such a way have for 

Davidson's argument against metaphorical meaning? It provides the relevant way of 

explicating the similarity condition (a) that (Al) places upon any prospective such 

meaning: 

81 See Szabo (2004) for a note of caution, however. The three principles above could be weakened further 

by reading them as generic statement, rather than universal claims, without the force of the point being 

seriously weakened. 
82 For further defence of the importance and nature of compositionality et al, see Fodor and Lepore (2002). 

I will return to discuss the issues briefly when I discuss the radical pragmatist objection to Davidson's 

position. 
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Al) The parts of metaphorical utterances only acquire distinctive metaphorical senses 
if they thereby become associated with something that deserves to be called their 

`metaphorical meaning'. Nothing deserves to be called a metaphorical meaning 

unless (a) there is something genuinely meaning-like about it and (b) there is 

something about it that distinctively relates to the metaphorical nature of the 

utterances it is putatively associated with. 

Nothing is genuinely worth calling the metaphorical meaning of a word that isn't 

similar to the literal meaning of a word in this respect: it makes a systematic contribution 

to the meaning of sentences to which it occurs. For it is precisely this feature of words 

that theorists of language posit word-meanings for: if it wasn't for this feature, it is far 

from clear what theoretical profit there would be in talking about word meanings at all. 

Word meanings are like phlogiston, the humours, and the ether; if they can't do the 

theoretical job that they were designed to do, then there's absolutely no point in having 

them around. So if theorists like Richards, Empson, Black and Ricoeur are to defend the 

claim that words acquire distinctive new senses when used metaphorically, then they 

ought to ensure that those senses are playing the right kind of theoretical role. 

Otherwise, it's a bit like categorising afterimages as a distinctive new variety of pains 

(one that doesn't feel bad) or cabbages as distinctive instances of kings (ones that don't 

have a lot of power, or move about much). 

The problem for such theorists is that they precisely introduced such distinctive senses in 

a way that seems to prohibit the kind of systematic semantic role that (Al) rightfully 

proscribes. For example, Richards writes: 

In the simplest formulation, when we use a metaphor we have two thoughts of different 

things active together and supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is a 

result of their interaction. 83 

83 Richards (1965) p. 93? check page ref. The idea that metaphors involved two distinct word or phrasal 

`meanings was widely shared before Davidson's article was first published in 1979. Beardsley (1976) p. 

219 describes the `conventional wisdom about metaphor' as maintaining that "in the usual case, to 

recognize a controlled sentence as metaphorical involves discerning two senses of the predicate term, in 

one of which the sentence is false". 
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This conception of the process which determines the metaphorical meaning of a word, 
however, completely rules out the possibility of the kind of systematic role mandated by 

(Al). Given that the m-meaning of the relevant phrase is wholly resultant from the local 

linguistic context, any shift to a new context leaves it open that a completely different 

sense might arise. And in fact, unsurprisingly, that is what seems to happen. Consider 

the role the word `bronze' plays in the following two metaphors: 

1) In cities you build a language of circumspection and tact, a thousand little intimations, 

the nuance that has a shimmer of rubbed bronze. (DeLillo)8; 

2) Pythagoras planned it. Why did the people stare? 

His numbers, though they moved, or seemed to move 

In marble or in bronze, lacked character. 5 (Yeats) 

How do we understand the role the word `bronze' is playing in these two utterances? In 

the first, the `two thoughts of different things active together' involve the metal and the 

dark, warm, elegant and unyielding mores of the city. In the second, the comparison is 

between the stark, unchanging abstract world of Pythagorean numbers, and the chilled, 

balanced perfection of the art that they made possible. 86 Two things seem clear. Firstly, 

we clearly do not approach either utterance with a prior grasp of a preordained 

`metaphorical class' of entities which are picked out by the metaphorical sense of the 

word, wholly independently of the immediately local linguistic context in which it 

appears. When asked for things that are metaphorically bronze, I am confident that very 

few people would include a certain restricted class of nuances, and Pythagorean 

numbers. Secondly, we only come to grasp the supposed. metaphorical sense by first 

coming to understand the utterance in which it plays a role. One simply cannot 

84 DeLillo (1997) p. 446 
85 Yeats (1962) p. 173 
86 I am assuming that the richness of Yeats' image results in part from our being encouraged by the 

grammatical structure of the lines to think firstly of the numbers as things which metaphorically move in 

bronze, and then to reverse direction, conceiving of the statues as `containing' the numbers that measure 

their form. Nothing hangs on whether this is the right way to read the lines. Yeats says in On the Boiler 

p. 37 "There are moments when I am certain that art must once again accept those Greek proportions 

which carry into plastic art the Pythagorean numbers, those faces which are divine because all there is 

empty and measured". 
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