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Abstract:
Audiences are often able to know what propositions speakers intend to communicate even
when they are unable to identify any unique proposition they have expressed, because there
are often a number of different propositions that the speaker could express to communicate
what they intend to communicate. Speakers needn’t therefore intend to express particular
propositions, but only to narrow down interpretations of the proposition expressed to those
that allow their audiences to identify the propositions they intend to communicate. This
shows that Stanley and Szabó’s (2000) influential survey of possible analysis of quantifier
domain restriction is incomplete. It also indicates a flaw in a variety of arguments – including
those made by Clapp (2002), and Buchanan (2010) – and points to a fundamental mistake in
the way much philosophy of language has been conducted: theories are not necessarily
incompatible when they associate the same utterance with different propositions.

1. Introduction
If a speaker intends to express a particular proposition, then only an audience who knows
what the speaker intended to express completely grasps the speaker’s communicative
intentions.1 This principle, combined with the assumption that speakers normally intend to
express a particular proposition, has led to the proliferation of arguments that appeal to the
underdetermination of the proposition expressed. In cases of underdetermination, the
sounds the speaker makes and the shared context constrain the proposition expressed, but

I take the speaker’s communicative intentions to include (at least) any intention to utter a sentence or to
express or communicate a proposition.
1
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not down to uniqueness, such that there remain a number of different though equally viable
candidates for what was expressed.
This paper demonstrates that audiences are often able to know what the speaker
intends to communicate, even when the proposition expressed is underdetermined by the
available evidence.2 This view has two significant upshots. Firstly, speakers needn’t intend to
express particular propositions, so audiences can fully grasp a speaker’s communicative
intentions even when the proposition expressed is underdetermined. 3 Secondly, much
contemporary philosophy of language has labored under the mistaken assumption that
theories are incompatible if they associate the same utterance with different propositions
expressed. According to the line presented here, however, we should not view these theories
as making different and incompatible predictions as to the proposition the speaker expresses
– the speaker needn’t intend to express any proposition – but as specifying different, though
equally appropriate ways of identifying the propositions that the speaker intends to
communicate.
The view will be developed by reference to Stanley and Szabó’s (2000)
underdetermination argument against the grammatical approach to quantifier domain

That is, when the available evidence is consistent with different answers to the question ‘What is the
proposition expressed?’ Compare the question ‘What is the value of x?’ given the evidence that x 2 = 9. The
value of x is underdetermined. This does not mean that there is a value for x which is itself vague or
indeterminate, but rather expresses a relationship between the question and the available evidence. Either there
is a value for x which can be determined given further evidence, or there is no value for x: the available
evidence restricts the possible values to 3 and -3 without eliminating one of these options and determining a
unique value. My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for requesting clarification on this point.
3
An anonymous reviewer asks how the view defended here relates to the underdeterminacy theses discussed by
Carston (2002) and Belleri (2014). Carston’s underdeterminacy thesis (2002, pp. 19-20) is that ‘the linguistic
semantics of the utterance, that is, the meaning encoded in the linguistic expressions used, the relatively stable
meanings in a linguistic system, meanings which are widely shared across a community of users of the system,
underdetermines the proposition expressed (what is said).’ This is certainly true, but the view expressed in this
paper is consistent with a still more radical underdeterminacy thesis, according to which the proposition
expressed by an utterance may be underdetermined even once context is taken into account. This is more akin to
Belleri’s (2014, p. 6) thesis that ‘The semantic content of sentences generally fails to determine a truth-condition
for their utterances’, though Belleri (2014, pp. 2-4) explicitly sidelines the cases of quantifier domain restriction
that occupy us here.
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restriction, which has the virtue of being presented against a very clear theoretical
background, before being extended to the more far-reaching underdetermination arguments
of Clapp (2002) and Buchanan (2010).

2. Domain restriction
By vocalizing quantified expressions, speakers can communicate different propositions in
different contexts.4 Consider Lisa, who buys bottles for Max’s homemade beer. Looking for
the bottles, Max asks whether they need to be emptied first. Lisa replies:
1) ‘Every bottle is empty’
In vocalizing 1), we can assume that Lisa successfully communicates precisely what she would
have communicated by replying instead:
2) ‘Every bottle I bought recently is empty’5
Utterances of 1 and 2 are not equivalent in every context. If Lisa and Max worked at a beerbottling plant, Lisa might reply with 1 and thereby communicate what she would have
communicated by uttering ‘Every bottle on the bottling line is empty’ but she could not have
communicated that by uttering 2. The problem of quantifier domain restriction is the problem
of explaining how context features in the interpretation of quantified sentences; how, that is,
context allows audiences to know what speakers intend to communicate by their use of
quantified sentences.
Stanley and Szabó (2000) distinguish three ways that an audience can appeal to
context in interpretation. Context plays a grammatical role in allowing the audience to
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Although we focus on speech throughout, the points made in this paper extend easily to other communicative
modes, such as writing and sign language.
5
For now, an intuitive understanding of what is communicated will suffice. A definition is offered in section 4.
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identify the sentence the speaker intends to utter, a semantic role in allowing the audience
to identify the proposition the speaker intends to express by the utterance of that sentence,
and a pragmatic role in allowing the audience to tell what the speaker intends to
communicate by the proposition they express.6
First, audiences appeal to context in identifying the sentence that a speaker intends
to utter. The sounds that a speaker makes may be ambiguous between different sentences. 7
The sounds that you would make in reading ‘He is lying’, for example, are ambiguous between
the interpretation of ‘lying’ that contrasts with sitting and standing and the interpretation of
‘lying’ that contrasts with telling the truth. Context often allows an audience to identify an
unambiguous sentence as the object of interpretation, which we can distinguish by arbitrary
subscripts: supposing that ‘lying1’ contrasts with sitting or standing, and ‘lying2’ contrasts with
telling the truth, the audience may be able to know that the speaker intended ‘He is lying 2’.
Even if unambiguous, the sounds one makes may fail to specify a complete sentence, as when
I reply ‘Teaching’ in response to the question ‘What is John doing?’ Plausibly, I intend to be
interpreted as having uttered the sentence ‘John is teaching’ and intend my audience to
identify the additional lexical material on the basis of the context; in particular, on the basis
of the question I was asked.
Second, audiences appeal to context in identifying the proposition that a speaker
intends to express by the sentence they have uttered. The proposition expressed by an
There are two important ambiguities that creep in to Stanley and Szabó’s account. As noted by Bach (2000, pp.
270-271), Stanley and Szabó slide between an epistemic and a constitutive sense of determination. Given the
way they set up the problem of underdetermination, as a problem of explaining interpretation, I interpret them
throughout in the former sense. Context is viewed as a resource that audiences appeal to in order to gain the
knowledge that they need for interpretation. The second ambiguity concerns whether audiences use the context
to tell what speakers intend to utter, express, and communicate, or whether they use context to tell what speakers
actually utter, express, and communicate, regardless of the speaker’s intentions. Again, as our primary interest is
in communication, I assume that we are interested in the speaker’s intentions. Communication can be entirely
successful, even if the speaker uses the wrong word through a slip of the tongue, as long as the audience
recognises the speaker’s intention.
7
Sentences are here taken to be unambiguous logical forms, in the sense of Stanley (2000, p. 1-2).
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utterance of ‘He is lying2’ depends on the reference of the indexical ‘He’ and audiences must
appeal to the context to know the speaker’s intended reference. Given a context in which I
intend to refer to Henry, I intend to express the proposition that Henry is lying 2. Clearly the
phenomenon is not limited to ‘He’, though the extent of indexicality in natural language has
been hotly disputed.8 We needn’t weigh in on this debate. It is sufficient for our purposes that
indexicality exists.
Third, audiences appeal to context in identifying the proposition that a speaker
intends to communicate by the proposition they express. A speaker who utters ‘He is lying 2’,
referring to Henry by ‘he’, expresses the proposition that Henry is lying2. If speaking literally,
the speaker intends to communicate that Henry is lying2, but context may lead the audience
to conclude that the proposition expressed fails to capture what the speaker intended to
communicate. If the speaker is talking figuratively or ironically, then they might intend to
communicate some other proposition instead of the proposition they express. Even if the
speaker does intend to communicate the proposition they express, they might intend to
communicate something in addition; perhaps that Henry is not generally to be trusted.
Following Grice (1989, Part I), we say that the speaker intends to implicate these other
propositions.
Taking these three roles of context as exhaustive, Stanley and Szabó present three
approaches to the problem of quantifier domain restriction – grammatical, semantic, and
pragmatic – distinguished by the level of interpretation at which the audience appeals to
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Cappelen and Lepore (2005) defend a minimalist semantics on which indexicality in English is restricted to
their ‘Basic Set of Context Sensitive Expressions’ (p. 1). That book sparked a lively debate on the extent of
indexicality in English. Leslie (2007), for example, argues that Cappelen and Lepore’s own tests identify
context-sensitive expressions beyond the Basic Set, but distinguishes indexical from merely context-sensitive
expressions.
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context. Our discussion will primarily be restricted to the grammatical approach and Stanley
and Szabó’s favored version of the semantic approach.9

3. The problem of underdetermination
According to the grammatical approach, Max appeals to context in identifying the sentence
that Lisa intends to utter. On Stanley and Szabó’s favored version of the grammatical
approach - the syntactic ellipsis approach - 1 requires completion with a domain-restricting
predicate that is determined by the context.10 Given the assumption that Lisa communicates
the same thing by her utterance of 1 and her hypothetical utterance of 2, it seems that she
must intend the domain restricting predicate ‘I bought recently’, yet an equally plausible
alternative, given Max and Lisa’s common knowledge, is the predicate ‘you are looking for’. If
Lisa intended that predicate, then she intended to be interpreted as having uttered, not 2,
but:
3) ‘Every bottle you are looking for is empty’
If the grammatical approach were correct, then Max would be unable to know what sentence
Lisa intended to utter. Given their assumption that ‘in normal instances of successful
communication, the hearer who grasps the proposition communicated will also know what
sentence was uttered and what proposition was expressed by that sentence on the given
occasion’ (p. 231) Stanley and Szabó conclude that the grammatical approach is untenable,

Some authors include a further category of ‘explicature’ (Sperber and Wilson (1986)) or ‘impliciture’ (Bach
(1994)) but Borg (2016) and Jary (2016) cast significant doubt on the viability and importance of this notion.
10
Stanley and Szabó (p. 232 footnote 16) also consider the possibility that one of Lisa’s words should be
interpreted as ambiguous, though they reject this approach as ‘generally implausible’. I agree. In what follows, I
will use grammatical approach to denote the view that Stanley and Szabó call the syntactic ellipsis approach.
9
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as Max ‘cannot know what sentence was uttered and consequently cannot know in the
normal way what proposition was meant.’11 (p. 239)
Why suppose that successful communication normally requires a unique sentence
uttered and proposition expressed? Stanley and Szabó are not explicit on this point, but their
discussion suggests the following motivation. Suppose that Max cannot tell whether Lisa
intended to utter 2 or 3. In that case, he cannot tell what Lisa intended to express. If Lisa
intended to utter 2 then she intended to express the proposition that:
4) every bottle Lisa bought recently is empty
If Lisa intended to utter 3, however, then she intended to express the proposition that:
5) every bottle Max is looking for is empty
Stanley and Szabó (2000, p. 230) suggest that what is communicated is determined by the
following formula: what is said + context = what is communicated. This means that the
proposition that Lisa intends to communicate is determined by the proposition that she
expresses when the contribution of context is null, as in cases devoid of implicatures, i.e. the
proposition communicated is the proposition expressed. Max cannot know what Lisa
intended to communicate if he cannot know what she intends to express, which contradicts
our initial assumption of communicative success.
The
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underdetermination arguments.12 Two arguments in particular deserve special attention, due
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Following Stanley and Szabó, I will take the speaker to mean all and only the propositions that they intend to
communicate.
12
See Donnellan (1968, footnote 5), Wettstein (1981, pp. 246-247, pp. 250-251, Blackburn (1988, p. 226), and
Reimer (1992, p. 353-354). Borg (2002, p. 493-495) presents a similar argument against the description view of
deferred demonstratives. The solution presented in this paper extends with ease to each of those arguments.
Schiffer’s meaning-intention problem relies on underdetermination as a key premise, though analyzing that
argument would require more space than we have available here. I take up that project in [redacted]. See
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to the breadth of their conclusions. Clapp (2002) takes the problem of underdetermination
to refute the semantic programs of Davidson and Montague (see Davidson (1967) and
Montague (1973)), which Clapp characterizes as assuming Truth Conditional Compositionality
(TCC):
‘Truth Conditional Compositionality: The truth conditions of an utterance are a
function of (i) the logical form of the utterance (i.e., the structure of the LF of the
utterance), and (ii) the meanings of the words in the utterance (i.e., the semantic
values of the terminal nodes of the LF of the utterance).’ Clapp (2002, p. 232)
What we have been referring to as the sentence uttered, TCC refers to as the logical form of
the utterance. What we have been referring to as the proposition expressed, TCC refers to as
the truth conditions of an utterance.
Clapp notes various prima facie counterexamples to TCC, one of which is quantifier
domain restriction. On the face of it, the same sentence is uttered, and the meanings of its
terms identical, whenever Lisa says ‘Every bottle is empty’. As we have already seen, however,
Lisa can communicate different things by uttering this sentence in different contexts. Clapp
takes there to be two responses: the grammatical approach on which the sentence uttered
varies from context to context, or the semantic approach on which the sentence uttered
remains stable but contains an unpronounced indexical whose denotation varies. Stanley and
Szabó note another possibility of course, that is, the pragmatic response which denies that
the truth conditions of the sentence uttered vary between contexts; truth conditions remain
stable while the proposition thereby communicated changes. An alternative version of the

Schiffer (1981, pp. 77-79), (1992, pp. 515-516), (1993, pp. 105-112), (1994, pp. 286-287), (1995, pp. 111-112,
pp. 114-115, p. 117). The arguments presented in Buchanan and Ostertag (2005) and Buchanan (2012) rely on
the conclusion of the meaning-intention problem.
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semantic approach takes the sentence uttered to remain stable and contain no
unpronounced indexical, yet takes the proposition expressed to vary because one of the
pronounced terms – likely either ‘Every’ or ‘bottle’ – is indexical. Clapp’s argument therefore
contains significant gaps. While these gaps may be filled with additional argumentation –
Stanley and Szabó (2000) contains such arguments – there remains a problem: theories that
endorse TCC, such as the semantic theories of Davidson and Montague, needn’t assume that
every utterance used to make a determinate assertion is associated with truth conditions.
Clapp takes both the grammatical and semantic approaches to be refuted by the
problem of underdetermination. The argument against the grammatical approach is well
represented by Stanley and Szabó’s argument.13 If the grammatical approach to quantifier
domain restriction were correct, then Max would be unable to know what sentence Lisa
uttered and what proposition she expressed, and therefore unable to interpret her
utterance.14 In arguing against the second strategy, Clapp refers to Ludlow’s (1989) account
of ‘tall’, but a similar argument can be pressed against Stanley and Szabó’s preferred account
of quantifier domain restriction, according to which any articulation of ‘Every bottle is empty’
constitutes an utterance of ‘Every bottle f(i) is empty’, where ‘f(i)’ is an unpronounced
indexical.
Although Stanley and Szabó often talk as though ‘f(i)’ denotes a set of objects, they
argue on p. 252 that it rather denotes a domain-restricting property, represented as a

Though Clapp explicitly appeals to Stanley’s (2000) grammatical account of nonsentential assertion.
Clapp’s comparison of his argument to that of Benacerraf (1965) suggests the somewhat different claim, not
that Max cannot know what proposition Lisa expresses, but that there cannot be a proposition expressed. In
response to the suggestion that the proposition expressed is encoded somewhere in Lisa’s brain, however, Clapp
falls back on the claim that only propositions determinable by appeal to context can be relevant to Max’s
interpretation.
13
14
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function from worlds and times to sets of objects.15 The indexical denotes a property, rather
than a set of objects, to accommodate the truth of ‘If there were a few more bottles on the
shelf, John would not have purchased every bottle’, uttered in a world where John has the
habit of buying precisely seventy bottles whenever he goes to the shops. As it happens, there
were precisely seventy bottles on the shelf when John went to the supermarket, so it is true
that John bought every bottle. Had there been any more bottles on the shelf, however, John
would not have bought every bottle, given that he never buys more than seventy. If the
denotation of ‘bottle f(i)’ were the set of bottles B that John actually purchased, then the
counterfactual would be false according to a standard account, given that there are close
possible worlds in which there are more than seventy bottles on the shelf but John happens
to buy precisely B. Although John might not have bought B, had there been more bottles on
the shelf, it is not clear that he would not have purchased B. If ‘bottle f(i)’ instead denotes the
property of being a bottle on the shelf, we secure the desired result. In the close possible
world w where there are more than seventy bottles on the shelf, John does not buy every
bottle that is on the shelf in w, even if he buys B in w.
If the problem of underdetermination provides sufficient reason to reject the
grammatical approach, then it provides sufficient reason to reject Stanley and Szabó’s
preferred view. Just as there are two equally viable candidates for a domain-restricting
predicate, there are two equally viable candidates for a domain-restricting property: the two
properties denoted by the two candidates for a domain-restricting predicate. If Lisa intends
‘f(i)’ to denote the property of being something that Lisa bought recently, then Lisa intends
to express and communicate 4. If, on the other hand, Lisa intends ‘f(i)’ to denote the property

Stanley and Szabó, p. 251, say further that ‘The value of ‘i’ is an object provided by the context, and the value
of ‘f’ is a function provided by the context that maps objects onto quantifier domains.’ We can ignore this
complication here.
15
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of being something that Max is looking for, then Lisa intends to express and communicate 5.
If one of these properties were more viable than the other, then the grammatical approach
could escape the problem of underdetermination, as the most viable candidate for the
domain-restricting predicate would be whichever refers to the most viable property.
Given that both strategies for explaining prima facie counterexamples succumb to the
problem of underdetermination, Clapp concludes that TCC is false. The principle cannot
explain the intuitive truth conditions of quantified utterances. Rather than challenging either
of Clapp’s underdetermination arguments, I will argue that the case does not provide a
counter example to TCC, in the sense that this principle is relevant to the semantic programs
of Davidson and Montague.
Another underdetermination argument with an interesting and far-reaching
conclusion is given by Buchanan (2010, pp. 348-350), who argues that speakers often cannot
intend to communicate propositions by utterances of universally quantified sentences. 16
According to his principle Lemma, Max must entertain every proposition that Lisa intends to
communicate in order to understand her utterance. Buchanan concludes that there is no
proposition that Lisa intends to communicate, as Max can understand Lisa by entertaining
either 4 or 5 alone. Lisa cannot have meant 4 because Max can understand her by entertaining
5, and she cannot have meant 5 because Max can understand her by entertaining 4. There is
therefore no proposition that Lisa intends to communicate, contrary to our initial
assumptions, and the majority of modern Philosophy of Language.

16

Or by nonsentential assertions (pp. 350-351).
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4. Two pragmatic roles of context
Stanley and Szabó restrict the role of context in interpretation to the identification of what is
uttered, expressed, and communicated. Such is completely standard, though we thereby fail
to recognize a category that is central to understanding successful communication in the face
of underdetermination. I call this what is conveyed.17 What is conveyed is derived from what
is expressed by the resolution of implicature; a process that may be vacuous if it simply
returns what is expressed. If I utter ‘Fred is a fine friend’ speaking literally, then I may convey
precisely what I express: that Fred is a fine friend. If I utter the same sentence speaking
sarcastically, then I may convey something other than what I express, such as the proposition
that Fred is a terrible friend.18
What is conveyed may diverge from both what is expressed and what is
communicated. Stalnaker (1999, p. 49) notes in passing that, if it is common ground between
him and his audience that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male, what is communicated is
identical whether he expresses the proposition that:
6) Stalnaker’s neighbor is unmarried
or the proposition that:
7) Stalnaker’s neighbor is a bachelor
For the sake of the example, we can follow Stalnaker in assuming that being an unmarried
adult male is necessary and sufficient for being a bachelor. 7 is potentially more informative
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Stanley and Szabó use the terms communicated and conveyed interchangeably.
Saul (2002, p. 242) distinguishes between implicatures, utterer-implicatures, and audience-implicatures.
Utterer-implicatures are propositions that the utterer takes to be implicated and audience-implicatures are
propositions that the audience takes to be implicated. Saul allows for implicatures that are neither uttererimplicatures, nor audience-implicatures, and argues (2002, p. 244) that we should allow for such implicatures
because they play an important role in justifying certain speech acts. As the discussion in this paper is restricted
to cases of successful communication, however, we can view implicatures as propositions that are both uttererand audience-implicatures. In what follows, therefore, terms such as what is conveyed should be taken to denote
those propositions that the speaker intends to convey and the audience takes the speaker to convey.
18
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than 6 only because 7 entails that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male. As this is already
common ground, however, these propositions contribute precisely the same information to
the conversation; everything that 7 could communicate over 6 is already common ground.
So far, the cases can be adequately explained in terms of the distinction between what
is said and what is communicated. The cases are different because different propositions are
expressed but they are similar due to the identity of what is communicated. This explanation
fails to generalize, however, as can be seen by considering the cases in which Stalnaker
implicates 6 and 7, rather than expressing them directly. 6 and 7 cannot be identified with
what is expressed, as they are implicated. Nor can 6 and 7 be identified with what is
communicated. What is communicated is the same in each case, given that it is common
ground that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male, but 6 and 7 are distinct propositions. By
conveying 6 through implicature, Stalnaker communicates 6. By conveying 7 through
implicature, Stalnaker communicates 7. As what is communicated is identical whether
Stalnaker conveys 6 or 7, he communicates both 6 and 7 whichever he conveys.19 As Stalnaker
communicates more than he conveys, what is conveyed cannot be identified with what is
communicated, just as the proposition expressed cannot be identified with what is
communicated when something additional is implicated.
The distinction between what is conveyed and what is communicated can be made
more precise by adopting a more precise conception of the common ground. According to
the possible worlds conception, the common ground can be represented by the set, known
as the context set, whose members are all and only those worlds consistent with the common

We needn’t stop here. By the same reasoning, he also communicates the proposition that his neighbour is
unmarried and a bachelor. Using another terminology, we might identify this as the only proposition
communicated. Either way, we have the distinction between what is conveyed and what is communicated. I take
the argument just given to show that my choice of terminology is entirely natural.
19
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knowledge of the speaker and their audience.20 Speakers convey propositions to partition the
context set into those worlds at which the proposition conveyed is true and those at which it
is false. If an assertion is accepted, all worlds at which the proposition conveyed is false are
eliminated from the context set. The narrowing of the context set thereby represents the
narrowing of the focus of the conversation due to the extension of our common knowledge.
The essential effect of an utterance is to partition the context set (Stalnaker (1999, p.
86)). 21 The proposition conveyed is the unique proposition used by both the speaker and their
audience to effect this partition. Unlike the proposition expressed, the proposition conveyed
may be implicated. The propositions communicated are those added to the common ground
by the essential effect of the utterance. 22 A speaker communicates a proposition p by an
utterance u iff p is added to the common ground by the essential effect of u.
Given the common knowledge that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male, all worlds in
the context set are such that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male. Whether he conveys that
his neighbor is a bachelor or that his neighbor is unmarried, his utterance has the same
essential effect: to partition the context set into the set of worlds in which his adult male
neighbor is unmarried (and therefore bachelor) and the set of worlds in which his adult male
neighbor is not a bachelor (and therefore not unmarried). The relationship is given by the
following diagram, where the square is the context set, the solid rectangle is the set of worlds
at which 7 is true and the dots indicate the superset of 7 at which 6 is true.

20

Or, more precisely, by the common presuppositions of the speaker and their audience, as stressed by Stalnaker
(1999, p. 84). In the cases discussed in this paper, we can assume that the common knowledge of speaker and
audience exhausts their common presuppositions.
21
Though, as Stalnaker (1999, p.86) points out, the essential effect of an utterance needn’t be the only partition
effected by an utterance. We might first partition the context set by adding the proposition that a certain
sentence has been uttered to the common ground.
22
This definition in terms of essential effect allows for the communication of propositions in the absence of a
unique proposition conveyed, as it made clear in the following section.
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[Fig. 1]

As the essential effect is identical whether Stalnaker conveys 6 or 7, the same propositions
are communicated either way. Stalnaker communicates both that his neighbor is unmarried
and that his neighbor is a bachelor, whichever of these propositions he explicitly conveys. This
is just the result we should expect, given that Stalnaker would communicate the same thing
by conveying 6 or 7, and that he would communicate whichever proposition he conveyed.
Though we will use the possible worlds conception of the common ground for
illustration in what follows, the points made are not wedded to that framework. The
distinction between what is conveyed and what is communicated can be captured by more
fine-grained representations of the common ground, such as the representation as a system
of files.23 For each object of common ground knowledge, there is a file which records all of
the predicates that are known to apply to it. The role of an utterance is to alter the system of
files. If Stalnaker conveys that his neighbor is unmarried, then his audience should ensure
there is a file which contains both ‘is unmarried’ and ‘is Stalnaker’s neighbor’. If Stalnaker
conveys that his neighbor is a bachelor, then his audience should ensure there is a file that
contains ‘is unmarried’, ‘is an adult’, ‘is male’, and ‘is Stalnaker’s neighbor’.24
Given that the audience knows that Stalnaker’s neighbor is an adult male, the common
ground is represented by file i:

[Fig. 2]

23

See Heim (1982, 185-191). The presentation here is informal, which will do for our purposes.
Alternatively, we can say that the audience should ensure that there is a single file which contains both ‘is a
bachelor’ and ‘is Stalnaker’s neighbour’, and then give an analysis of files according to which two files X and Y
are equivalent if they differ only in that X contains ‘is unmarried’, ‘is an adult’, ‘is male’, while Y contains ‘is a
bachelor’.
24
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Whether Stalnaker conveys that his neighbor is unmarried, or that his neighbor is a bachelor,
the audience’s response should be the same, that is, to move from file i to file ii:

[Fig. 3]

Taking the propositions communicated as all those that were not common ground in the
context represented by i, but are common ground in the context represented by ii, Stalnaker
communicates both that his neighbor is unmarried and that his neighbor is a bachelor,
whichever of these propositions he conveys.

5. In defense of underdetermination
The underdetermination arguments from section 3 trade on allowing common knowledge to
proliferate the candidates for what is expressed, while failing to recognize that those
candidates make identical contributions to that same body of common knowledge. Recall the
grammatical approach to the problem of quantifier domain restriction, according to which
Lisa’s vocalization of:
1) ‘Every bottle is empty’
should be interpreted as an utterance of a sentence containing a domain restricting predicate.
We assumed that Lisa communicates precisely what she would have communicated by an
utterance of:
2) ‘Every bottle I bought recently is empty’
Recall, however, that an equally viable candidate for the sentence uttered is:
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3) ‘Every bottle you are looking for is empty’
If the grammatical approach is correct then the audience cannot know which of these
sentences Lisa intended to utter. From their assumption that ‘in normal instances of
successful communication, the hearer who grasps the proposition communicated will also
know what sentence was uttered and what proposition was expressed by that sentence on
the given occasion’ (p. 231), Stanley and Szabó conclude that the grammatical approach
cannot account for successful communication.
We motivated Stanley and Szabó’s constraint on normal instances of successful
communication by the following argument. In cases devoid of implicature, the speaker
intends to communicate only what they express. Lisa therefore intends to communicate
different things if she intends to utter 2 and if she intends to utter 3. If Lisa intends to utter 2,
then she intends to express and communicate only the proposition that:
4) every bottle Lisa bought recently is empty
If Lisa intends to utter 3, then Lisa intends to express and communicate only the proposition
that:
5) every bottle Max is looking for is empty
If Max cannot know what Lisa intends to utter, we argued, then he cannot know what Lisa
intends to communicate.
Having distinguished between what is conveyed and what is communicated, we can
see a problem with this argument. If Lisa intends to utter 2, then she intends to convey 4; if
Lisa intends to utter 3, then she intends to convey 5. What Lisa intends to communicate,
however, is not determined by the proposition she conveys in isolation, but only in tandem
with the existing common ground. Although it is possible for 4 and 5 to take different truth
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values, this is possible only if there are either bottles that Max is looking for which are not
bottles that Lisa bought recently, or there are bottles that Lisa bought recently which Max is
not looking for. As it is common ground that the very same bottles are those that Lisa bought
recently and that Max is looking for, these candidates communicate the very same
propositions.25
This fact again sees an elegant and picturesque representation in terms of the possible
worlds conception of context. The common ground can be represented by a context set
consisting of all and only those worlds at which every bottle that Lisa bought recently is a
bottle that Max is looking for and every bottle that Max is looking for is a bottle that Lisa
bought recently. Whether Lisa conveys that every bottle she bought recently is empty, or that
every bottle Max is looking for is empty, she partitions the context set in precisely the same
way: into the set of worlds at which every bottle Lisa bought yesterday is empty (all of which
are such that every bottle Max is looking for is empty) and the set of worlds at which not
every bottle that Max is looking for is empty (all of which are such that not every bottle Lisa
bought yesterday is empty). Again, taking the propositions that Lisa intends to communicate
to be those that are added to the common ground by the addition of the proposition
conveyed, Lisa communicates both that every bottle that she bought recently is empty and
that every bottle that Max is looking for is empty.
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An anonymous reviewer notes that quantifier domain restriction extends beyond the interpretation of
assertoric utterances. Max may initiate the conversation by asking ‘Is every bottle empty’? On the grammatical
approach, this question also requires completion with a contextually-determined domain restriction. As in the
case of Lisa’s assertion, there needn’t be any way to select between ‘you bought recently’ or ‘that I am looking
for’, given Max and Lisa’s common knowledge. Following Roberts (2012), we can view questions as
partitioning context sets into various cells representing the different answers to Max’s question. Max asks a
yes/no question, so the worlds are partitioned into those at which the answer to Max’s question is ‘Yes’ and the
worlds at which the answer is ‘No’. Whichever domain-restriction the audience uses to fill out Max’s question,
the resulting partition will be the same.
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If it is common ground that Max is looking for all and only the bottles that Lisa bought
recently, then Max can know what Lisa intends to communicate, without knowing what she
intends to utter, express, or convey, given that all the best candidates communicate the same
propositions. If, on the other hand, we deny this common knowledge, then we cannot frame
a convincing underdetermination argument. If, for all Lisa and Max know, the bottles that
Max is looking for are not the bottles that Lisa bought recently, then it isn’t clear that both 2
and 3 are equally viable candidates for the proposition conveyed. Stanley and Szabó, p. 238,
suggest that ‘it is hard to see how to select among predicates that apply to the same bottles’.
To be more precise, it is hard to see how to select among predicates that are mutually known
to apply to the same bottles. Perhaps all and only the bottles that Lisa bought recently were
the bottles in first batch to come off production line B at the new bottling plant but given that
this is not common knowledge in the context, ‘Every bottle in first batch to come off
production line B at the new bottling plant’ is clearly a worse candidate for the sentence
uttered than 2 or 3. If we insist that 2 and 3 are equally viable candidates in the context and
yet deny Lisa and Max’s common knowledge, then we cannot plausibly retain our initial
assumption that communication is successful. In such a context, it is unclear, according to any
of the approaches to context-sensitivity, which bottles Lisa intends to talk about by
articulating 1.
Max can know what Lisa intends to communicate without knowing what she intends
to utter or express. Isn’t it abnormal enough, however, that there are elements of Lisa’s
communicative intentions – the sentence she intends to utter, and the proposition she
intends to convey – that are opaque to Max? Stanley and Szabó assume that speakers
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normally intend to utter particular sentences and express particular propositions. 26 Given
that audiences can know what speakers intend to communicate without identifying any
unique sentence uttered or proposition expressed, however, it is doubtful that speakers
normally have such specific intentions. If Lisa intends to utter or express anything in
particular, her intention is superfluous to successful communication. It is sufficient if Lisa
intends her utterance to restrict the candidates for what is uttered and expressed to
sentences and propositions that communicate the same propositions in the context. Indeed,
if Lisa’s audience cannot know what she intends to express, the intention to be recognized as
expressing any particular proposition is not only superfluous, but unreasonable. From this
perspective, Stanley and Szabó’s restriction on normality is arbitrary. This is not to deny that
communication can fail if the audience is unable to identify anything that the speaker
intended to utter, express, or convey; only to deny that communication is necessarily
abnormal in such a situation.
If there is no proposition that Lisa intends to convey by here utterance, what is
communicated cannot be defined in terms of what is conveyed, but we have defined what is
communicated in terms of the essential effect of an utterance. A speaker communicates a
proposition p by an utterance u iff p is added to the common ground by the essential effect
of u. Where a unique proposition is conveyed, the essential effect of u is the addition of this
proposition to the common ground. If no unique proposition is conveyed but all the best

Stanley and Szabó aren’t specific as to the significance of normality. On p. 226, Stanley and Szabó describe
typical assertions as fulfilling three conditions: ‘(i) there is a single speaker and a single hearer, (ii) the speaker
vocalizes a well-formed, meaningful sentence, and by doing so (iii) the speaker intends to convey a certain
proposition’. Given that a vocalised sentence is distinct from an uttered sentence and what is conveyed is
equivalent to what is communicated in Stanley and Szabó’s terminology, typicality places no requirements on
what is uttered or expressed and the focus on typical assertions therefore provides no support for the normality
claim.
26
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candidates for the proposition conveyed have the same effect on the common ground, as in
the case of Lisa and Max, the essential effect of the utterance is this shared effect.
Note that this does not constitute a defense of Stanley and Szabó’s version of the
grammatical approach because that approach is defined by the assumption that ‘there is a
unique [domain restricting] phrase recoverable from the context.’ (p. 237, footnote 22) While
there is no unique phrase recoverable from the context, the two phrases that might be
recovered communicate the same propositions. Stanley and Szabó’s attempt to ‘provide a
comprehensive survey of the space of possible analyses of the phenomenon of quantifier
domain restriction’ (p. 1) is incomplete. We can distinguish the modified grammatical,
semantic, and pragmatic approaches which are variants of the approaches described by
Stanley and Szabó that do not require a unique sentence to be uttered or a unique proposition
to be expressed. According to the modified grammatical approach, for example, quantifiers
can be interpreted by adding linguistic material drawn from the context, but there needn’t be
any unique material that the audience should appeal to. This significantly disrupts Stanley and
Szabó’s over-arching argument, which is intended to proceed through the elimination of all
competitors to their preferred version of the semantic approach. As there are competitors
that Stanley and Szabó neglect, the argument fails.
While Stanley and Szabó’s semantic view is also subject to refutation through an
underdetermination argument, we should note that there is a modified version of their view
which avoids this argument. On Stanley and Szabó’s preferred view, Lisa intends to utter
‘Every bottle f(i) is empty’, where ‘f(i)’ refers to a domain-restricting property. Max cannot
know whether Lisa intended to express that every bottle Lisa bought recently is empty, or
that every bottle Max is looking for is empty, but the same common ground that ensures a
proliferation of candidates also ensures that expressing either of those candidates would
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communicate the same propositions. This is consistent with a modified version of the
semantic approach which takes Lisa to utter the sentence identified by Stanley and Szabó but
does not require that there be any unique domain restricting property recoverable from the
context.
Clapp (2002) took these arguments to refute TCC. That principle admits of at least two
interpretations. On a strong reading, TCC requires that every meaningful utterance is
associated with truth conditions:
Truth Conditional Compositionality (strong): Every meaningful utterance is associated
with truth conditions that are a function of (i) the logical form of the utterance (i.e.,
the structure of the LF of the utterance), and (ii) the meanings of the words in the
utterance (i.e., the semantic values of the terminal nodes of the LF of the utterance).27
Any meaningful utterance that fails to determine truth conditions serves as a counterexample
to the strong reading of TCC. A weak reading of TCC does not assume that all meaningful
utterances have truth conditions:
Truth Conditional Compositionality (weak): If an utterance is associated with truth
conditions, then its truth conditions are function of (i) the logical form of the utterance
(i.e., the structure of the LF of the utterance), and (ii) the meanings of the words in
the utterance (i.e., the semantic values of the terminal nodes of the LF of the
utterance).
A counterexample to the weak reading requires an utterance associated with truth conditions
that are not a function of word-meaning and logical form. As Clapp (2002, p. 252) takes

27

The principle has to be restricted to meaningful utterances because Clapp (2002, p. 232) intends TCC to as a
precisification of the slogan ‘the meaning of a sentence must be a function of the meaning of the words in the
sentence.’ My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing the strong reading to my attention.
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rejection of TCC to entail that ‘the traditional theoretical frameworks of Davidson and
Montague must be rejected’, TCC must be interpreted according to the weak reading. Neither
program assumes that every meaningful utterance is associated with truth conditions.
Questions and commands needn’t be associated with unique truth conditions on either the
Davidsonian or Montogovian approach, 28 nor need assertoric utterances such as Grice’s
(1989, p. 36) ‘Peccavi’ that communicate propositions despite ambiguity.
Because Lisa’s utterance cannot be associated with truth conditions, it cannot serve
as a counterexample to the relevant interpretation of TCC. 29 But while Lisa’s utterance
expresses no proposition, TCC is not an idle wheel in the theory of communication. In the first
place, the underdetermination arguments given here do not purport to show that utterances
never express propositions. In the second place, TCC contributes to the explanation of
successful communication, even when no proposition is expressed. Max is able to know what
Lisa intends to communicate, according to the modified grammatical approach, because of
the truth conditions determined by the structure and constituents of the sentences 2 and 3.
Finally, recall Buchanan’s principle Lemma, according to which Max must entertain
every proposition that Lisa intends to communicate in order to understand her utterance.
Buchanan argues that there is no proposition that Lisa intends to communicate, as Max can
understand her utterance by entertaining either 4 or 5. The problem here is the ambiguous

Montague (1973, p. 32 footnote 3) regards truth conditions as ‘of course inappropriate’ for questions and
commands, suggesting instead ‘fulfilment conditions and a characterization of the semantic content of a correct
answer.’ Davidson (1979) provides an analysis of commands in terms of two utterances, each of which is an
indicative sentence, but refrained from assigning truth values to commands on the grounds that ‘the combined
utterance is not the utterance of a conjunction’ (p. 20). The same should be said of truth conditions. The
imperative ‘Put on your hat’ is analysed in terms of an utterance of ‘My next utterance is imperative’ and an
utterance of ‘You will put on your hat’, but the original sentence cannot be assigned truth conditions derived
from the truth conditions of the two utterances.
29
Lisa’s utterance can, of course, be associated with truth conditions at the level of what is communicated.
These truth conditions are not a function of logical form and word-meaning (they depend also on what is
common ground) but TCC cannot be applied at the level of what is communicated, lest simple implicatures
serve as counterexamples. The frameworks of Davidson and Montague can easily accommodate implicature.
28
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notion of entertaining a proposition. On one interpretation, Lemma requires Max to partition
the common ground with every proposition that Lisa intends to communicate. On this
reading, Lemma is false. Lisa intends to communicate 4 and 5, but Max needn’t partition the
common ground twice to understand her utterance. As updating with either 4 or 5 will add
both propositions to the common ground, either one will do. On a second interpretation,
Lemma requires that Max add to the common ground every proposition that Lisa intends to
communicate. On this reading, Lemma is true and easily satisfied. Lisa intends to
communicate both 4 and 5, and Max understands her utterance only if he adds both of these
to the common ground, but this is achieved by partitioning the common ground with either
4 or 5 alone.

6. Conclusion: theory choice
The space of viable linguistic theory is broader than some authors have argued. In the case of
quantifier domain restriction, both the modified grammatical and semantic views are on the
table. But which of these theories is the correct one? This question presumes that at most
one of these views can be correct.
The grammatical, semantic, and pragmatic approaches are incompatible if speakers
intend to utter unique sentences and express unique propositions. The three approaches may
then be interpreted as making incompatible predictions as to the sentences that speakers
intend to utter and the propositions they intend to express. Given that speakers needn’t
intend to utter, express, and convey anything in particular, however, the modified versions of
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these approaches can be interpreted as specifying different, though compatible, routes to the
propositions the speaker intended to communicate.30
Just as it is consistent with Lisa’s communicative intentions to interpret her utterance
by way of sentence 2 or by way of sentence 3, it may be consistent with her intentions to
interpret her utterance by following either the modified grammatical, semantic, or pragmatic
approach. Suppose that Lisa has three interpreters: Max, Sam, and Charlie. Max comes to
know what Lisa intended to communicate by interpreting Lisa as though she uttered ‘Every
bottle f(i) is empty’ and conveyed that every bottle Max is looking for is empty, Sam reaches
the same result by interpreting Lisa as though she uttered ‘Every bottle that I bought recently
is empty’ and conveyed that every bottle that Lisa bought recently is empty, while Charlie
interprets Lisa as though she uttered simply ‘Every bottle is empty’, thereby conveying that
every bottle Lisa bought recently is empty. If Lisa intends to utter a particular sentence and
convey a particular proposition, then at most one of these interpretations can be correct.
Given that Lisa needn’t intend to utter or convey anything in particular, however, we can
allow that Max, Sam, and Charlie take different routes to what she intended to communicate,
without suggesting that any one of them interprets incorrectly.
There may of course be additional arguments that show these approaches to be
incompatible. In some cases, speech-report data may indicate that the speaker expresses
some particular proposition. In the case of quantifiers, however, the data appears neutral.
Lisa may be reported as having ‘said that every bottle is empty’, or as having ‘said that every
bottle she bought recently is empty’. While it is peculiar to report her as having ‘uttered’ any

30

As an anonymous reviewer points out, however, no one of these modified approaches can be fully
explanatorily adequate. Each must be supplemented by the observation that the speaker does not intend to utter
any particular sentence or express any particular proposition. A fully explanatory account can only be given by
specifying all the ways that audience’s may identify the propositions that the speaker intends to communicate.
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sentence other than ‘every bottle is empty’, this peculiarity carries over to even the most
plausible applications of the grammatical approach. Regardless, these approaches should not
be assumed incompatible merely because they associate the same utterances with different
sentences and propositions.
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