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Naturalised propositions

Jeffrey C. King has proposed an account of what he
calls naturalised propositions (NP) that seeks to
answer the following two questions:

i. What are propositions?
ii. How do propositions come to have

representational properties?
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Naturalised propositions
The answer to i is that propositions are facts of a
certain sort and that these facts are interpreted.

That speakers can and do interpret the relevant
facts is the basis of NP’s answer to ii.
(King, The Nature and Structure of Content,
‘Questions of Unity’, ‘Propositional Unity: What’s
the Problem, who Has it and who Solves it?’)

4 / 42



Naturalised propositions
Which fact is the proposition expressed by the
sentence

(1) Mo runs.

in a context where ‘Mo’ denotes the 5000 and
10,000 metre Olympic gold medallist Mo Farah and
‘runs’ denotes runs (the property of running)?
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Naturalised propositions
‘[T]here is a context c such that is the semantic
value in c of a lexical item e of some language L and

is the semantic value in c of a lexical item e′ of L
such that e occurs at the left terminal node of the
sentential relation R that in L encodes ascription
and e′ occurs at R’s right terminal node.’ (King,
‘Propositional Unity: What’s the Problem, who Has
it and who Solves it?’, §2)
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Naturalised propositions
Because there is an English sentence such as (1)
meaning what it does there is a fact Γ which has as
constituents Mo Farah and runs.

Γ does not have its truth-conditions ‘by its very
nature and independently of minds and languages’.
Instead, Γ is interpreted as ascribing the property
runs to Mo Farah.

This happens because of the way speakers of
English interpret (1).
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Naturalised propositions
A fact is any collection of things standing in a
relation.

A sentence is a fact consisting of lexical items
standing in the sentential relation.

An interpretation contains both lexical items and
their semantic-values relative to a context.
Sentences witness interpretations.

Propositions, such as Γ, consist of semantic-values
standing in the propositional relation.
Interpretations witness propositions.
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Objection
Part I: I will argue that, if the claim that there are
unarticulated constituents in natural languages such
as English is true, then NP won’t work.

Part II: I will argue that the claim need not actually
be true in order to refute NP.
An alternative argument can be given that has the
validity of the first argument as a premise, not its
soundness.
This matters because Jeffrey C. King rejects the
empirical claim.
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Unarticulated constituents
If sentence S expresses proposition P, and there is a
constituent C of P that is not the semantic value of
any element of S, then C is an unarticulated
constituent of P.
Call the thesis about a language such as English
that this is sometimes true of utterances of the
sentences of that language UC.

The term comes from John Perry (Perry, ‘Thought
without Representation’), but I will be focusing on
the version of the view defended by François
Recanati (Recanati, ‘Unarticulated Constituents’,
Literal Meaning, ‘It is Raining (Somewhere)’,
‘Weather Reports’) 11 / 42



Unarticulated constituents
I will use a variant of an example discussed in
Recanati (‘Unarticulated Constituents’, p. 315) and
Martí (‘Unarticulated Constituents Revisited’) (the
original example uses a pronoun):

(2) John is eating.

There are contexts such that the proposition
expressed by an utterance of (2) will involve a
salient object such as a particular collection of
poisonous mushrooms.
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Unarticulated constituents
We can pick out a fact Δ as follows:
There is a language L, a context c and lexical items
a, b, and d of L such that a and b occur at the
leftmost, middle, and right terminal nodes
(respectively) of the sentential relation R that in L
encodes ascription and John is the semantic value
of a in c, the identity function is the semantic value
of b in c and the property of eating is the semantic
value of d in c.
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Unarticulated constituents
Δ is the same sort of fact as Γ.
It is the thing that NP will identify with the
proposition expressed by (2).

But, Δ cannot be the proposition expressed by (2)
(at least according to the proponents of
unarticulated constituents), because that
proposition has a collection of mushrooms among
its constituents and Δ does not.
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The problem
NP does not guarantee that the proposition
expressed by (2) in the specified context exists.
There may be a suitable fact about language to be
interpreted, but it is perfectly consistent with NP
that there isn’t.

This is a problem for NP because theories of
propositions are supposed to provide a framework
for our theorising about language.
In this case we know what sort of thing the
proposition expressed by S is supposed to be, but
because there is no guarantee that there is any such
thing it may be that we cannot use the framework
provided by NP to theorise about it. 15 / 42



The argument
i. A theory of propositions is acceptable only if it

entails that for any utterance U of a sentence S
in a context C such that P is the proposition
expressed by U then P exists.

ii. NP entails that the existence of P is guaranteed
if and only if P is witnessed by the interpretation
of some sentence uttered in some context.

iii. In at least some cases the proposition P
expressed by an utterance U of a sentence S in
a context C is such that P is not witnessed by
the interpretation of S.

iv. So, NP does not meet the condition set out in
premise i and is therefore unacceptable.
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Doing without the empirical
premise

UC is an empirical claim about communication, and
about the sentences communicators produce.

This follows from François Recanati’s way of
framing the issue, and I take it to be the standard
view.
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Doing without the empirical
premise

Opponents of UC don’t seem to reject this way of
putting things:
‘[These debates] are largely empirical disputes, the
resolution of which will require decades of
cross-linguistic syntactic and semantic research,
together with psychological studies.’ (King and
Stanley, ‘Semantics, Pragmatics, and the Role of
Semantic Content’, p. 137)
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Doing without the empirical
premise

So, there is a controversial empirical claim without
which the argument I have just given is unsound.
If UC is false then so is premise iii of that argument.

I will now give a related argument that avoids this
worry.
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Linguistic practices
I will use the term linguistic practice in presenting
my argument.
The idea is to refer to what is pre-theoretically
described as speaking a language.

A group of speakers communicate by uttering and
understanding sentences.
I take this sort of thing to be part of the subject
matter of the kind of philosophy of language that
theories of propositions are supposed to contribute
to.
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The non-empirical argument
i. If a theory of propositions is not applicable to

any possible linguistic practice, then it is
unacceptable.

ii. NP is not applicable to a linguistic practice of
which UC is true.

iii. Linguistic practices of which UC are true are
possible.

iv. So, NP is unacceptable.
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Premise i
Theories of propositions are supposed to contribute
to our understanding of language and
communication:
Propositions are introduced as part of this project in
order to play the role of things communicated.

Linguistic practices, possible and actual, that are
alike in the properties that we are interested in
should be treated the same by theories of
propositions.
A practice of which UC is true raises an
uncomfortable problem for a proponent of NP.
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Premise i
A proponent of NP might deny (i) that subjects
involved are really communicating in the sense that
philosophers of language are interested in, or (ii)
that what they communicate are not really
propositions.

In either case an argument will be needed for the
claim that there is a deep difference here that
merits the introduction of these distinctions.
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Premise ii
The original argument supports premise ii:
There is a valid argument which has a consequence
of UC as a premise and a problem for NP as its
conclusion.
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Premise iii
There’s a non-trivial methodological question as to
how to show whether or not linguistic practices of a
certain sort are possible.

I will proceed on the basis that, if a practice is
conceivable, then it is possible.
This could be overturned by an argument that
shows that a practice is impossible. In the case of
UC I am not aware of any such argument.
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Premise iii
There is no reason to think that the kind of
structure that proponents of UC assign to (2) are
not possible structures for the sentences of a
language.

There is also no reason to think that speakers could
not intend to communicate the sorts of propositions
required for UC to be true.
(I am here following a style of argument found in e.g.
Stainton, ‘In Defense of Non-Sentential Assertion’.)
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Premise iii
All that UC requires is that the participants in a
practice token sentences with a certain structure
while having certain communicative intentions.

I conclude that practices of which UC is true are
perfectly possible even if English is not one of them.
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Responses
Here are two ways that a defender of NP might
want to develop the view in order to respond to the
objection.

I don’t mean to attribute either of these to Jeffrey
C. King.

I will argue that they both fail.
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Platonism
One might reason as follows: The problem with NP
is that the existence of sentences such as (2) does
not guarantee the existence of a fact that can be
identified with the proposition expressed by (2).

Some other sentence would guarantee the existence
of such a proposition.
So, the way to save NP is to adopt a view according
to which just such a sentence does exist, perhaps
necessarily.
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Platonism
One such view would be a sort of Platonism about
sentences.
(Katz and Postal, ‘Realism Vs. Conceptualism in
Linguistics’; Postal, ‘Remarks on the Foundations of
Linguistics’)

I will argue that even if this is true it offers no help
to NP.
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Interpretation
It is part of NP that propositions are interpreted.
They are interpreted because the sentences that
witness them are.

Even if all the (countably infinite) sentences of
English exist in a Platonic sense, no finite being
could interpret them all.
At least not in the way that Jeffrey C. King’s version
of NP presents the idea of interpreting a sentence.
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Interpretation
What if one thinks that simply by being linguistically
competent one has thereby already interpreted all of
the sentences of one’s language?

This would solve the problem, but it conflicts with
what Jeffrey C. King says about interpretation and
what he calls cognitive access.
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Cognitive access
According to Jeffrey C. King, an account of
propositions that relies on interpretation must
explain how it is that the interpreters come to have
cognitive access to the things that are interpreted.

His account of cognitive access includes the claim
that it is transmitted through the witnessing
relation. But, on the proposal now being considered,
the sentences at the start of the series are not ones
to which the speaker plausibly has cognitive access.
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Interpretation
What if one thinks that the sentences are already
interpreted?

This would solve the problem, but now it is unclear
what role interpretation by speakers is playing in NP.

It is also unclear how this appeal to self-interpreting
sentences puts NP in any better position than a
more traditional version of propositionalism which
takes propositions to be independently
representational.
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Syntactic free enrichment
Perhaps speakers do stand in a suitable relation to
just the right sorts of structure in the cases in
question.

The idea is that as part of the process of
communicating P, the speaker and/or audience
represent a structure that fully articulates P.
So, such a structure will exist, and she will have
cognitive access to it.
It will also witness P.
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Syntactic free enrichment
This sort of view is discussed by François Recanati,
although he doesn’t endorse it.
Luisa Martí has proposed a view that would support
this response.
(Martí, ‘Unarticulated Constituents Revisited’;
Recanati, ‘Pragmatics and Logical Form’)

The term ‘syntactic free enrichment’ is due to Jason
Stanley.
(Stanley, ‘Semantics in Context’, p. 237)
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Syntactic free enrichment
I will not argue directly against this suggestion in
support of NP.
Instead I will point out one respect in which this
sort of view carries theoretical commitments that
make it extremely controversial.

Defending NP by this route means giving up the
idea that a theory of propositions can be more or
less neutral about the detail of theories of language
and communication, and merely provide a
framework for thinking about them.
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Syntactic free enrichment
Luisa Martí’s proposal is that, in the case e.g. of
(2), a representation is generated with an
articulated (but unpronounced) constituent with the
mushrooms as its semantic value.
The sentential constituent is a covert optional.

The reason why this representation is generated is
Gricean.
In other words it’s for reasons to do with
communication between rational agents.
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Syntactic free enrichment
‘Whether one of the [variables] involved in the
analyses above is generated in the syntax or not is
left completely free, just because adjuncts generally
are not necessary. The system tries out different
derivations, and only those that comply with all the
principles of grammar, including Gricean principles,
are successful.’ (Martí, ‘Unarticulated Constituents
Revisited’, p. 150)
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Syntactic free enrichment
The claim that principles of communication can be
causally involved in the generation of syntactic
representations is highly controversial.
(For a relevant critical discussion see Collins,
‘Syntax, More or Less’.)

Even if we ought to accept Luisa Martí’s view a
theory of propositions that is committed to it would
be very far from neutral.
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Neutrality
The point about neutrality is dialectically relevant,
because there are theories of propositions that
would not have to make this kind of move because
they are not vulnerable to the objection.

Two salient examples, which both share many of
Jeffrey C. King’s background assumptions, are the
view defended by Peter W. Hanks and Scott
Soames.
(Hanks, ‘Structured Propositions as Types’; Soames,
What is Meaning?)
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