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If Jones is found guilty of neg li gence, and the ver dict is never over turned,
does it fol low that the judg ment that Jones was neg li gent is ob jec tively true?  
If it does, then it is pre sum ably a fact that Jones was neg li gent.  What kind
of fact is it? On the other hand, if it does not fol low that the judg ment is
objectively true, what might still fal sify it?  Is there a “way things are”
legally speak ing that goes be yond ac tual ju di cial de ci sions up held by the
courts?  Such ques tions as these are most of ten raised re gard ing spe cific
domains of judg ment, such as the do main of le gal ity or of mo ral ity or of
sci ence. In this pa per I pro pose to ex am ine the is sue of ob jec tiv ity more gen -
er ally, with the hope of shed ding some light on do main-spe cific con cerns.

Writ ers on ob jec tiv ity typ i cally set things up in the fol low ing
oppositional way:  Here we are with our X-type judg ments. In or der for
such judg ments to be true or false, there has to be some thing over there
by vir tue of which they are so-call it the “X-facts”.1  Now the ques tion
arises as to the na ture of these X-facts: Are X-facts re ally there to be dis -
cov ered by us, or are they ac tu ally here in some sense, con sti tuted by us?  
Are they judg ment-in de pend ent or judg ment-de pend ent? (I will not even 
pre tend to do jus tice to the pleth ora of al ter na tive ways of fram ing this
type of query). Once we have set tled on the meta phys ics of X-facts, on
the ap proach be ing con sid ered, we can then turn to the ques tion of
epistemic ac cess to them.  

By char ac ter iz ing the re la tion be tween the thinker and the X-facts in
such a way, we al ready open up a di vide that any ac count of the bear ing
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of the world on our judg ments will be hard-pressed to close sat is fac to -
rily.  Yes, X-facts are there to be dis cov ered by us to the ex tent that we
can get the facts wrong; but, No, they are not en tirely in de pend ent of us
to the ex tent that they at test to our con cep tual in volve ment. And so the
fa mil iar back-and-forth re fine ments can con tinue with out ap par ent end
in sight. The his tory of phi los o phy has of fered am ple il lus tra tions of
the moral that if the meta phys i cal and the epistemic are pried apart at the
very out set of ac counts of the ob jec tiv ity of our judg ments, then putt ing
them back to gether again will prove to be a for mi da ble task. In this pa per 
I hope to make some head way to wards re sist ing the com mon temp ta tion
to pry them apart at the very out set. The strat egy I will em ploy is best
char ac ter ized by fas ten ing on an imagistic con trast. As against set ting up 
a yawn ing gap be tween the thinker and the facts and then turn ing to ask
the meta phys i cal ques tion about the na ture of those facts, fol lowed by the
epistemic ques tion about the thinker’s ac cess to them, I be gin by fo cus -
ing on those as pects of con tact be tween the thinker and the world
through which con tent emerges.  

My strat egy for broach ing ob jec tiv ity will be metasemantic and will
follow in the foot steps of the so-called new the ory of ref er ence. We be gin by
con sid er ing the thinker in her worldly sur round ings. We then ask the
metasemantic ques tion: How do the thinker’s terms hap pen to gain
the content that they do? Any plau si ble an swer here will al lude to
what the worldly sur round ings of the thinker ac tu ally are and to what the 
thinker’s over all epistemic sit u a tion ac tu ally is. But the metasemantic
ex plan a tory strat egy does not be gin by ad dress ing the na ture of X-facts
indepen dently of the thinker’s epistemic ac cess to them and then
proceed, as a sep a rate pro ject as it were, to ad dress (or to set aside, as the 
case may be) the is sue of epistemic ac cess. Rather, the metasemantic
strat egy takes its point of de par ture from the ba sic idea that terms typ i -
cally have con tent. This is some times re ferred to as their “intentionality”, 
or “aboutness”.  And it is the pos si bil ity of such en dow ment that can be
shown to re quire ob jec tiv ity. Or so I will ar gue.  

The ar gu ment to fol low has a dis tinctly tran scen den tal, and so
Kantian, fla vor. But a rather more di rect route runs back from it to the
work of the later Wittgenstein.2  I will try to show that the very pos si bil -
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ity that terms in a given do main should have con tent, the very pos si bil ity
that they should con trib ute to the truth-con di tions of claims in which
they par take, de pends on there be ing a dis tinc tion be tween what is rel e -
vantly the case and what only seems to be the case. More spe cif i cally,
con tent-de ter mi na tion will be claimed to de pend on the ex is tence of an
ob jec tive mea sure of cor rect ness in ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion. For ex am -
ple, that a term such as “neg li gence” should have con tent de mands that
there be an ob jec tive mea sure of rel e vant sim i lar ity to para dig matic in -
stances of neg li gence, a mea sure of sim i lar ity that must be ca pa ble of
tran scend ing what merely seems to be rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig matic
in stances of neg li gence. If this is cor rect, then we still face a choice. We
can ei ther af firm the req ui site mea sure of ob jec tiv ity, or else we can deny
the pos si bil ity that our terms have con tent af ter all.  But such is an in ev i -
ta ble fea ture of tran scen den tal ar gu ments. Kant, for ex am ple, of fers an
ar gu ment pur port ing to show that if ex pe ri ence is at all pos si ble, then the 
ob jects of ex pe ri ence must con form in cer tain elab o rate ways to our cog -
ni tion rather than the other way around. As sum ing that this ar gu ment is
suc cess ful, it is still open to us ei ther to af firm Kant’s con se quent or
deny his an te ced ent and con clude that ex pe ri ence is not pos si ble af ter all.  
We may thus think of Kant’s ef fort in this area as pur port ing to il lus trate
the heavy price we in cur by de ny ing his con se quent, his Co per ni can
revolution. Sim i larly in this case, if the ar gu ment to the ef fect that the
pos si bil ity of con tent de pends in cer tain elab o rate ways on the rel e vant
ob jec tiv ity is suc cess ful, then it is still open to us to deny ob jec tiv ity. 
But the price of such de nial is the de nial of the pos si bil ity that our terms
have con tent. And that is a heavy price in deed. 

Our terms have con tent. How do they gain it?This ba sic metasemantic 
ques tion has a prima fa cie in tel li gi bil ity.  In what fol lows I will con sider
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the ex tent to which it can be re spected in its own terms. There is a cer -
tain philo soph i cal tra di tion that con sid ers such a ques tion to be mis di -
rected, ill framed, or beg fun da men tal is sues of philo soph i cal meth od ol -
ogy. This is a tra di tion that takes the facts of meaningfulness to de rive
from the in ter pre ta tive sit u a tion. It is a tra di tion that takes the ba sic ques -
tion in the area to be some thing along the fol low ing lines: What makes it 
the case that terms have the con tent that they do? Don ald Davidson
clearly falls within this camp, as does, al beit in a dif fer ent way, Da vid
Lewis. Both take their most im me di ate in spi ra tion from the work of W.
V. Quine. On Davidson’s view, that ex pres sions should have their con -
tent is a mat ter of be ing in ter pret able in this way ac cord ing to a suit able
“in ter pre ta tive” Tarskian truth-def i ni tion for the lin guis tic cor pus to
which they be long, given the at ti tudes that speak ers are likely to have
in their ac tual sur round ings. On Lewis’s view, that ex pres sions should
have their con tent is a mat ter of the ex is tence of an el i gi ble map ping that 
so as signs con tents to them, where el i gi bil ity is a mat ter con strained both 
by the at ti tudes of speak ers, ap pro pri ately in ter preted in turn, and by
what the plu ral ity of pos si ble worlds is re ally like. For both think ers, what
makes it the case that terms have their con tent is at bot tom a mat ter of
how they are in ter preted. Call this way of think ing about meaningfulness 
“metasemantic interpretivism”.

If we sit u ate speak ers in their en vi ron ment and raise the philo soph i cal
ques tion of how it is that their terms come to have their con tent with out
priv i leg ing the in ter pre ta tive sit u a tion, we part com pany with the above
tra di tion.3 Call the al ter na tive ap proach “metasemantic productivism”. 
Un like the philo soph i cal query af ter the de ter mi nants of the se man tic
state of meaningfulness (How is it that terms have their con tent?), the
ques tion raised by the ri val ap proach (How is it that terms come to have
their con tent?) tar gets the de ter mi nants of a pro cess– the pro cess of gain -
ing se man tic con tent. To this al ter na tive ap proach be long first and fore -
most the ef forts of Keith Donnellan, Saul Kripke, and Hil ary Putnam. 
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Var i ous cur rent at tempts to nat u ral ize the mind a la Jerry Fodor or Fred
Dretske also be long here, where what is sought is a nat u ral ist re duc tion
of the in ten tional to the non-in ten tional. But reductive nat u ral ism is not
the only op tion in metasemantics. We can ac knowl edge that no such
reduction of the in ten tional to the non-in ten tional is avail able while
making gen u ine metasemantic ex plan a tory prog ress within the gen eral
frame work of metasemantic productivism. To see how this might be so,
it is help ful to con sider an anal ogy.

The Rus sell of Knowl edge by Ac quain tance and Knowl edge by De -
scrip tion asks how it is pos si ble for any one other than Bis marck to grasp
a prop o si tion about Bis marck.4 Most of us have never met the man, nor
would we rec og nize him had we en coun tered him. Worse still, even if
we had met him in the past or were per ceiv ing him at the very mo ment
of think ing or talk ing about him, while know ing full well that the man in 
front of us is Bis marck, we would not thereby be ac quainted with the
man him self but only with how he ap pears.  In short, by Russellian lights 
we have no di rect epistemic ac cess to such items as Bis marck. Yet it is
pre cisely such di rect epistemic ac cess to each con stit u ent of a prop o si -
tion that is re quired, ac cord ing to Rus sell, to be in a po si tion to grasp it. 
So Rus sell’s an swer to the aboutness ques tion re gard ing Bis marck is
roughly this: There is no pos si bil ity for any one other than Bis marck of
grasp ing a prop o si tion that has Bis marck him self as a con stit u ent. One
can only grasp a prop o si tion each el e ment of which is an ob ject of one’s
ac quain tance, and only one’s own sense data, one’s self, and var i ous uni -
ver sals, qual ify as ob jects of one’s ac quain tance. How ever, we can grasp 
var i ous prop o si tions that de scribe Bis marck, prop o si tions that Bis marck
him self uniquely sat is fies and that are com posed of el e ments with which
we are ac quainted.  It is only a prop o si tion of this sec ond type that any -
one other than Bis marck can ex presses with the words ‘Bis marck was an 
as tute dip lo mat’. Aboutness re gard ing Bis marck for any one other than
Bis marck is, on this view, a spe cies of sat is fac tion.

Let us set aside the ques tion of whether or not Rus sell’s the ory is
correct. Con sider some one who ob jected to it on the fol low ing grounds: 
Rather than of fer a gen u ine an swer to how aboutness re gard ing
Bismarck is pos si ble, the the ory merely pushes back the ques tion of
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aboutness to aboutness re gard ing one’s own sense data, one’s self, and
var i ous uni ver sals – in short, to aboutness re gard ing items with which
one is ac quainted. But the the ory of fers us noth ing at all when it co mes
to how we can en ter tain prop o si tions about ob jects of ac quain tance;
how, for ex am ple, one can en ter tain a prop o si tion that has one self as a
constituent. Given this glar ing lack, so the com plaint con cludes, no
explanatory prog ress has been made by Rus sell’s the ory af ter all.  

But the com plaint is mis guided.  Ex plan a tory prog ress would have
been made by Rus sell’s the ory – if only it were oth er wise plau si ble. To
claim that Rus sell’s ex pla na tion of aboutness re gard ing the likes of Bis -
marck is un suc cess ful be cause it has not suc ceeded in elim i nat ing any
trace of aboutness from the explanans is to set the bar of ex pla na tion far
too high.  If Rus sell’s the ory were plau si ble, it would suc ceed in ex plain -
ing how aboutness re gard ing all things re duces to aboutness re gard ing
items of our ac quain tance. That would have been a sig nif i cant ex plan a -
tory achieve ment. As it hap pens, the the ory has lit tle to rec om mend it on 
other grounds. But an ac count of aboutness need not cul mi nate in a re -
duc tion of the in ten tional to the non-in ten tional in or der to make gen u ine 
ex plan a tory prog ress.

In or der to be gin to see how the pos si bil ity of en dow ment with con -
tent re quires ob jec tiv ity, we need to en list the dis tinc tion be tween
semantics and metasemantics and fo cus on the lat ter. 5 As it is com monly 
un der stood, se man tics is con cerned with spec i fy ing se man tic con tents
and their modes of com po si tion, whereas metasemantics is con cerned
with the gen eral is sue of con tent-de ter mi na tion. An easy il lus tra tion of
the dis tinc tion is af forded by the se man tics and metasemantics of proper
names. Di rect ref er ence the o rists claim against descriptivists that the
con tents of names are sim ply their bear ers. So the con tent of “Bis marck” 
in my mouth, say, is the man Bis marck. Such iden ti fi ca tion be longs to
se man tics.  It spec i fies the con tent of the name as the en tity named.  But
now the metasemantic ques tion arises: How does the name “Bis marck”
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in my mouth come to have the man Bis marck as its con tent?  And here
the prev a lent metasemantic view that ac com pa nies the se man tic the ory
of di rect ref er ence is the causal-his tor i cal chain view. It holds that the
name “Bis marck” in my mouth co mes to have Bis marck him self as its
content by vir tue of a causal-his tor i cal chain run ning back from my
current em ploy ment of the name, via my own cog ni tive his tory, via the
sources from whom I ac quired the name, be they a his tory teacher or an
au thor of a book I have read, and their cog ni tive his to ries in turn, and
fur ther back via sources of sources of sources all the way down to some
ini tial act of nam ing Bis marck “Bis marck”. This causal-his tor i cal chain
view is a metasemantic the sis, a the sis that must be dis tin guished from
the se man tic the sis that the con tent of the name “Bis marck” is sim ply the 
man Bis marck.6 

The new the ory of ref er ence, which is the gen eral frame work of
metasemantic productivism that I em ploy, ini ti ated an externalist
revolution in our think ing about the cog ni tive re la tions be tween the
mind and the world, spe cif i cally the re la tion be tween the con tents of
terms and what they are about, namely, their ex ten sions.7  Tra di tion ally,
the re la tion be tween con tents and ex ten sions was thought to be a spe cies
of sat is fac tion in the for mal sense. On this view, the con tent of a term
poses a mere con di tion that spec i fies what the term is about by way of
sat is fac tion of the con di tion.8  Such con tents were thought to be im me di -
ately ac ces si ble to the mind of the agent, whereas the por tions of the
world that terms are about were thought to be cognitively once re moved.  
In this way, cog ni tion was thought of as in ev i ta bly me di ated by
conditions en ter tained in the mind. It was a cru cial fea ture of this out -
look that con tents do not de pend for what they are on what the terms are
about, or even on whether they are about any thing at all, just as a mere con -
di tion can be the con di tion that it is whether or not any thing sat is fies it.
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On an externalist view of the re la tion be tween the mind and the world, 
aboutness is no lon ger thought to de pend on sat is fac tion of con di tions. 
The ba sic idea is that a term is about what ever it is about by vir tue of be -
ing of it. To get an in tu itive han dle on what this ofness amounts to, it is
use ful to con sider the aboutness of pho to graphs.9 Con sider the case of a
pho to graph taken of one of two iden ti cal twins. Sup pose fur ther that the
twins are so sim i lar (or the pho to graph so im pre cise) that had a pho to -
graph been taken of the other twin un der suit able con di tions, it would
have been mol e cule-for-mol e cule iden ti cal to the ac tual pho to graph. 
Thus, as a mere vi sual con di tion, the pho to graph does not dis crim i nate
be tween the two twins. Yet for all that, it is only about one of them.  We
sim ply do not think of the aboutness of pho to graphs as a mat ter of sat is -
fac tion of vi sual con di tions. Rather, we think of this aboutness as hav ing 
to do with the pho to graph’s ofness. The pho to graph is about the twin it
hap pens to be of. It is about which ever of the two twins was the rel e vant
causal-his tor i cal an te ced ent to the pho to graph’s for ma tion as con se quent. 
One thing sug gested by such cases is that we do not in gen eral in di vid u -
ate pho to graphs in ab strac tion from what they are about. A pho to graph
of the other twin might have been mol e cule-for-mol e cule iden ti cal to the
ac tual pho to graph, yet it would still be a dif fer ent pho to graph by vir tue
of be ing of —and thus about— some one else.

Se man tic externalism con sid ers the ofness of ex pres sions to be es sen -
tial to their aboutness. What ever their con tent is ul ti mately held to be,
the aboutness of terms is achieved via their ofness. This means, among
other things, that we have a re ver sal of the tra di tional view of the
relation be tween con tent and ex ten sion. Tra di tion ally, con tents were
thought to spec ify ex ten sions as mere con di tions that do not de pend
for what they are on what the terms are about.  But on the externalist
outlook, con tent cru cially de pends for what it is on what the term is
about– so much so, in fact, that many ver sions of se man tic externalism
sim ply iden tify con tents with ex ten sions. To sum ma rize the con trast in a
word we might say that whereas the tra di tional view thought of con tent
as determining ex ten sion, the new or tho doxy thinks of ex ten sion as de -
ter min ing con tent.  
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With these cur sory re marks on the gen eral frame work in hand, we can 
now turn our at ten tion to the metasemantics of gen eral terms such as
com mon nouns and ad jec tives.  How are we to think of con tent-de ter mi -
na tion for a typ i cal gen eral term?  To the ex tent that we think that those
con tents de pend for what they are on what the terms are about, i. e. on
their ex ten sions, ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion is go ing to play a cru cial role
in the over all ac count of con tent-de ter mi na tion.  Take the fa mil iar ex am -
ple of “wa ter”. To the ex tent that the con tent of “wa ter” de pends for
what it is on its ex ten sion, an ac count of how “wa ter” co mes to ap ply to
all and only sam ples of wa ter will oc cupy a cen tral role in any plau si ble
story about the way in which “wa ter” gains its con tent. For the re main -
der of this pa per, my ear lier antireductionist re marks must be borne in
mind.  Spe cif i cally, the ex plan a tory bur den of a metasemantic ac count of 
gen eral terms should not be thought of as the re duc tion of the in ten tional 
to the non-in ten tional.10

Else where Jules Coleman and I have de fended an ac count of ex ten -
sion-de ter mi na tion that takes its main cue from Putnam’s work in The
Mean ing of “Mean ing”.11 As against the tra di tional view that know ing
the con tent of a typ i cal gen eral term is a mat ter of know ing an ex ten -
sion-fixing cri te rion that all and only sam ples of the rel e vant kind
satisfy, Putnam (and, in de pend ently, Kripke) has ar gued con vinc ingly
that there is lit tle rea son to think that pro fi cient speak ers are in pos ses -
sion of any such cri te ria. For ex am ple, adult speak ers of Eng lish who are 
proficient with the noun “gold” sel dom know a gen eral cri te rion that
applies to all and only in stances of gold.  But for all that, “gold” ap plies
to all and only in stances of gold.  How is this de ter mi na tion achieved?  It 
is achieved in two ways: so cially and en vi ron men tally.

METASEMANTICS AND OBJECTIVITY 727

10 One rea son for be ing pes si mis tic about the pros pects of a nat u ral is tic re duc tion of
aboutness is that for many terms con tent-de ter mi na tion pro ceeds by way of lin guis tic
def er ence to a rel e vant ex per tise, as we shall see. Such def er ence im pli cates an elab o rate
au thor ity struc ture, and there is good rea son for be ing pes si mis tic about the ex plan a tory
pros pects of at tempt ing to ac count for such so cial phe nom ena natu ral isti cally, within the
vo cab u lary of cog ni tive sci ence, say.  Such pes si mism car ries over to a gen eral pes si -
mism about a cog ni tive-sci en tific re duc tion of aboutness. This is an area of heated con -
tro versy that ob vi ously de mands far more at ten tion than I can de vote to it here.

11 See Coleman, Jules and Simchen, Ori, “Law”, Putnam’s clas sic pa per is col lected
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So cially:  Let us grant that pro fi ciency with “gold” does not en tail
pos ses sion of an ex ten sion-fix ing cri te rion. Yet I am a pro fi cient speaker 
who would be quite eas ily taken in by sam ples of iron py rite (“fool’s
gold”). Does it not fol low that ‘gold’ in my mouth picks out any thing
that I would be in clined to re gard as gold, in clud ing sam ples of fool’s
gold? – Not at all. “Gold” in my mouth still ap plies to all and only sam -
ples of gold be cause what “gold” in my mouth ap plies to is not just a
mat ter of how things are with me con sid ered in iso la tion from the rest of
my lin guis tic com mu nity.  Rather, it is an in tri cate mat ter of so cial ex -
change that Putnam dubbed “di vi sion of lin guis tic la bor” and Gareth Ev -
ans lik ened to the re la tion be tween pro duc ers and con sum ers.  I will fol -
low re ceived prac tice and re fer to this phe nom e non as “lin guis tic
def er ence”. The ba sic idea is that or di nary speak ers (“nov ices”) suc cess -
fully re fer to gold and not to fool’s gold by em ploy ing “gold” via their
tacit re li ance on a rel e vant ex per tise, in this case met al lurgy.  By plac ing
their trust in an ex pert doc trine, speak ers can em ploy gen eral terms to re -
fer de ter mi nately to things re gard ing which they are rel a tively ig no rant. 
Ref er ence can not be such a dif fi cult cog ni tive task so as to re quire each
and ev ery mem ber of the lin guis tic com mu nity to be come an ex pert on
what is be ing talked about.      

En vi ron men tally:  Had speak ers’ sur round ings been rel e vantly dif fer -
ent, say with some dis tinct yet su per fi cially in dis cern ible wa ter-like
substance oc cu py ing the role of wa ter, or with cat-like de mons oc cu py -
ing the role of cats, the ex ten sions of “wa ter” and “cat”, and so their con -
tents, would have been dif fer ent from what they ac tu ally are. Speak ers
em ploy such terms to speak about what ever in the world is around them.  
We em ploy “cat” to re fer to cats and not to cat-like de mons.  Our coun -
ter parts in the cat-like demon world use “cat” to re fer to cat-like de mons
and not to cats.  The dif fer ence is in what is around. More over, if we
bear in mind that our cats are not demon-cats and con sider our own in tu -
itions re gard ing whether or not “cat” as spo ken by us ap plies also to
demon-cats, as sum ing such things are pos si ble, the an swer is a re sound -
ing No, even un der the fur ther as sump tion that we would never be able
to tell them apart from cats.  “Cat” as spo ken by us ap plies to cats and to 
noth ing else.  Sim i lar in tu itions can be elic ited for other gen eral terms. 
This strongly sug gests that there is an indexical el e ment in ex ten sion-de -
ter mi na tion for a typ i cal gen eral term. To fall un der the ex ten sion of
“cat” is to bear some re la tion —a re la tion that demon-cats, for ex am ple,
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do not bear— to para dig matic cats in the en vi ron ment that are re ferred to 
indexically, say by em ploy ing ‘this[the furry me ow ing thing over here]’.  
In other words, the ac tual in ter ac tion be tween speak ers and their en vi -
ron ment de ter mines what ‘cat’ ap plies to in any pos si ble world.12  As
Frank Jack son puts it re gard ing the ex am ple of ‘wa ter’: ”The ref er ence
in all worlds is set tled by what is wa tery and the sub ject of the rel e vant
ac quain tance in the ac tual world” (39).13  

Putt ing the above two points to gether yields the fol low ing schema of
an ac count of ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion for gen eral terms.  The ex ten sion
of a typ i cal gen eral term “N” is spec i fied by the fol low ing con di tion:

(†)  N(x) 1  (x, this).14

“N” ap plies to all and only those items, in any pos si ble world, that
bear a rel e vant sim i lar ity re la tion ˜ to what ever is indexically re ferred to
by “this” as spo ken in the ac tual world.  Take “gold”.  It ap plies to all
and only sam ples of a sub stance, in any pos si ble world, that bear a cer -
tain sim i lar ity re la tion —in this case microstructural sim i lar ity— to para -
dig matic sam ples of the sub stance indexically re ferred to by “this” as
spo ken in the ac tual world. In short, “gold” re fers to what ever is
microstructurally close enough to para dig matic sam ples of gold in
speak ers’ ac tual en vi ron ment.  And dis cern ing that the rel e vant sim i lar -
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12 (For those in ter ested in se man tic scru ples): When con sid er ing whether “cat” ap -
plies to oc cu pants of other pos si ble worlds that are rel e vantly sim i lar to ac tual cats
picked out indexically, or whether in stead it ap plies to oc cu pants of other pos si ble
worlds that are rel e vantly sim i lar to items picked out indexically in those other worlds,
the first op tion seems to be sup ported by, and the sec ond op tion to con flict with, a ba sic
se man tic fact about indexicals, namely, that indexicals take large scope rel a tive to
intensional op er a tors. Thus, (i) is con so nant with the logic of indexicals as it is com -
monly con strued, whereas (ii) is not (we let the square brack ets in di cate scope and “˜”
stand for the rel e vant sim i lar ity re la tion):

(i) [this]N(“x)(cat(x) « ˜ (x,this)) 

(ii)N(“x)(cat(x) « [this] ˜ (x,this))

If this is cor rect, then the ri gid ity of ‘cat’ de pends on a fea ture of its metasemantics, a
fea ture that de pends, in turn, on a fea ture of the se man tics of indexicals.

13 Frank Jack son, From Meta phys ics to Eth ics, Ox ford, Clar en don Press, 1998.
14 Noth ing re quires that “this” be the par tic u lar indexical ex pres sion in volved in ex -

ten sion-de ter mi na tion for a typ i cal gen eral term. The choice of a spe cific indexical is
only for heu ris tic pur poses, as should be come clear from the dis cus sion to fol low of the
role of (†) within the over all metasemantic ac count.



ity re la tion (call it “M”, for “metal”) in deed ob tains is some thing that is
left to met al lur gi cal ex per tise to de cide.  In other words, the so cial as pect 
of ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion for “gold” en ters pri mar ily15 in dis cern ing
that M ob tains be tween pu ta tive in stances of gold and para dig matic sam -
ples, whereas the en vi ron men tal as pect en ters in the em ploy ment of the
indexical “this” in the ac tual pres ence of par a digm in stances of gold.

Be fore mov ing on to con sider fur ther wrin kles, I need to say more
about the role of (†)  it self within the over all ac count of con tent-de ter mi -
na tion on of fer.  First and fore most,  (†)  is not meant it self to cap ture the 
con tent of “N”. It is of fered as an ex ten sion-fixer that speak ers are tac itly 
com mit ted to, given their ac tual ref er en tial in ten tions. (†)  fig ures in a
metasemantic, rather than a se man tic, ac count of ex ten sion-de ter mi na -
tion.  The idea is that speak ers em ploy a typ i cal gen eral term “N” as if
they are com mit ted to (†)  as an ex ten sion-fix ing stip u la tion. And the
force of this “as if” claim is just that speak ers em ploy “N” with the ref er -
en tial in ten tion to pick out what ever is in fact rel e vantly sim i lar to para -
dig matic in stances of the kind in their en vi ron ment.  

Now, (†) , all by it self, is com pletely sche matic.  Pre cisely how we are 
to think of the im pli cated ref er en tial in ten tions in con crete in stances is a
sub tle mat ter, but this much is rel a tively clear. Ref er en tial in ten tion at tri -
bu tion is a spe cies of in ten tion at tri bu tion more gen er ally, which is, in
turn, a spe cies of at ti tude at tri bu tion.  It is a com mon place in at trib ut ing
at ti tudes to agents that we at trib ute to them only those at ti tudes that they
can be ex pected to have given their over all epistemic sit u a tion.  What is
rather sur pris ing and sel dom no ticed is that this con straint, mild as it
may seem, ac tu ally ren ders cer tain com mon philo soph i cal at tri bu tions of 
ref er en tial in ten tions highly im plau si ble. One such im plau si ble at tri bu -
tion is the at tri bu tion to or di nary speak ers of the meta phys i cal re al ist
intention to em ploy “wa ter” to re fer to any thing rel e vantly sim i lar to
para dig matic in stances of wa ter from the stand point of the world as it is
in it self, be yond what ever we might come to be lieve about the mat ter.
An other im plau si ble at tri bu tion, from the other end of the philo soph i cal
spec trum, is the at tri bu tion to or di nary speak ers of the rad i cal sub jec tiv -
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rect for oth ers. The gen eral is sue need not con cern us here.



ist in ten tion to em ploy “wa ter” to re fer to what ever the agent her self
would re gard as rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig matic in stances of wa ter in a 
way that is not sus cep ti ble to any ex ter nal check on the mat ter. (I will
come back to rad i cal sub jec tiv ist ref er en tial in ten tions be low). Nei ther
at tri bu tion is plau si ble in light of speak ers’ other at ti tudes.  Ref er en tial
in ten tion at tri bu tion is an ex er cise in mak ing sense of speak ers’ at ti tudes
within an over all metasemantic story about how a given term co mes to
pos sess the con tent that it has. More spe cif i cally, it con sists in squar ing
ref er en tial in ten tions with speak ers’ other in ten tions, be liefs, de sires,
hopes, fears, et cet era. It should thus as pire to re main as true as pos si ble
to speak ers ac tual at ti tudes and should re frain as much as pos si ble from
sub ju gat ing them to ex trin sic philo soph i cal agen das.                  

A re lated point con cern ing the role of (†) is that (†) is neu tral as to
whether “N” is lin guis ti cally def er en tial or not.  Cer tain terms, such as
the nat u ral kind term “gold”, are lin guis ti cally def er en tial if any term is. 
As men tioned above, in di vid ual pro fi ciency with “gold” does not re quire 
of speak ers to be ca pa ble of dis cern ing that a given sam ple of sub stance
is rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig matic in stances of gold.  Rather, speak ers
are best un der stood to be im plic itly def er en tial to met al lurgy to de cide
on such mat ters.  But other terms do not ex hibit lin guis tic def er ence –
the non-nat u ral kind term “chair” is one sa lient ex am ple.  It is no part of
our lin guis tic prac tices vis-à-vis “chair” that we are def er en tial to some
chair-ex per tise to dis cern rel e vant sim i lar ity to para dig matic chairs. In
”Law” Jules Coleman and I ar gue that de spite ini tial ap pear ances to the
con trary, the def er en tial-non-def er en tial dis tinc tion cuts across the nat u -
ral-non-nat u ral dis tinc tion. It is just not the case that the nat u ral kind
terms are the def er en tial ones whereas the non-nat u ral kind terms are the
non-def er en tial ones.  Some nat u ral kind terms, such as “pud dle”, are not 
def er en tial, whereas some non-nat u ral kind terms, such as ‘car bu re tor’,
are.16  This makes the ques tion of what de ter mines whether or not a
given term is lin guis ti cally def er en tial more de mand ing than is of ten pre -
sumed.  Much of the dis cus sion in ”Law” is de voted to an swer ing this
ques tion and draw ing im pli ca tions from the an swer for the re cent con -
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ten tion in the phi los o phy of law that we are as lin guis ti cally def er en tial
to ju ris pru den tial ex per tise with re spect to ‘law’ as we are to met al lurgy
with re spect to “gold”.17

To sum ma rize this all-too-brief metasemantic sketch, ex ten sion-de ter -
mi na tion for a typ i cal gen eral term “N”, which plays a cru cial role in its
con tent-de ter mi na tion, is achieved via ref er en tial in ten tions to pick out
what ever is rel e vantly sim i lar to (i. e. bears to) para dig matic in stances of 
N in speak ers’ en vi ron ment. (The role of “this” in (†) is sim ply to make
the en vi ron men tal as pect of ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion sa lient). If ‘N’ is
lin guis ti cally def er en tial, speak ers leave it up to some rel e vant ex per tise
to dis cern whether or not ob tains.  If “N” is not lin guis ti cally def er en tial, 
speak ers are rel a tively self-re li ant in this re gard.  Ei ther way, “N” gains
its ex ten sion, and con se quently its con tent, via ref er en tial in ten tions that
spec ify that it is to ap ply to any thing bear ing ˜ to para dig matic in stances
of N in speak ers’ en vi ron ment. 

We are now fi nally in a po si tion to ex plore the bear ing of this
metasemantic story on the ques tion of ob jec tiv ity.  If the above sketch is
on the right tracks, then con tent-de ter mi na tion de pends on ex ten sion-de -
ter mi na tion.  And ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion de pends, I now claim, on an
ob jec tive mea sure of sim i lar ity  to para dig matic in stances of the rel e vant
kind.  In other words, it is built into the pos si bil ity that the gen eral term
“N” should have what ever con tent it hap pens to have that there be an
objective mea sure of sim i lar ity to in stances of the kind.  Ex ten sion-de -
ter mi na tion for a typ i cal gen eral term de pends on the ex is tence of some
in de pend ent stan dard that can fa cil i tate a gen u ine dif fer ence be tween
cases where in stances only seem to be rel e vantly sim i lar to one an other 
and cases where this is in fact the case. To see this, we turn to con sider
some ex am ples.

In the metasemantic lit er a ture it is of ten pre sumed that in the case of
sub stance terms such as “wa ter” or “gold”, such a stan dard is pro vided
by the microstructure of the sub stance. Take “gold” again.  It is thought
to ap ply to all and only sam ples that are microstructurally close enough to
para dig matic sam ples of gold. But this is a mat ter that can and does eas -
ily tran scend mere seem ing sim i lar ity to gold. Or di nary pro fi cient speak -
ers are not privy to the pro ce dures whereby ex perts dis tin guish sam ples
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of gen u ine gold from sam ples that only seem to the un aided mind to be
sam ples of gold.  It is pre cisely here that lin guis tic def er ence en ters the
pic ture. For it is built into our lin guis tic prac tices vis-à-vis these sub -
stance terms that in de ter min ing whether or not such a term ap plies in a
given case, an or di nary speaker is be holden to a rel e vant ex per tise on the 
mat ter.  This means that dis tin guish ing sim i lar ity to par a digm in stances
in such cases from mere seem ing sim i lar ity is a mat ter that nov ices leave 
to ex perts to de cide.

The case of sim ple ar ti fact terms such as chair’ or “ham mer” is more
dif fi cult, but here, too, there are means for dis tin guish ing sim i lar ity to
par a digm in stances of the kind from mere seem ing sim i lar ity. As men -
tioned above, a term such as “chair” is not lin guis ti cally def er en tial, so
such means are not pro vided by an ex pert doc trine.  In ad di tion, while as 
a lin guis tic com mu nity we are ob vi ously suc cess ful in clas si fy ing things
un der the la bel “chair”, how we de ter mine rel e vant sim i lar ity to para dig -
matic chairs is not en tirely trans par ent to us. How ever, there are com pel -
ling em pir i cal rea sons for think ing that rel e vant sim i lar ity in such cases
is heavily in formed by the in tended func tion of in stances of the kind.18

Let us as sume that this is cor rect: A pro fi cient speaker em ploys “chair”
with the ref er en tial in ten tion to pick out any thing that is rel e vantly sim i -
lar to par a digm in stances, where rel e vant sim i lar ity has much to do with
be ing in tended to serve the same func tion as para dig matic chairs. But
whether or not a given item is in tended to serve the same func tion as a
para dig matic chair is a mat ter that can eas ily tran scend what merely
seems to be the case. If it is in deed true, as find ings on con cep tual de vel -
op ment sug gest, that rel e vant sim i lar ity to chairs is a mat ter that is
heavily in formed by in tended func tion, then in the case of an item that
de spite ap pear ances to the con trary has no in tended func tion, speak ers
would stand cor rected if they ini tially clas si fied it as a chair and were
then in formed that in fact the item has no in tended func tion.

Be that as it may, whether we are deal ing with lin guis ti cally def er en -
tial kind terms or with ones that are not, with out fa cil i tat ing a dis tinc tion
be tween gen u ine sim i lar ity to in stances of the kind and mere seem ing
sim i lar ity, no ex ten sion could be se cured for the kind term in ques tion,
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iden tify fea tures of ar ti facts that are gen er ally con sid ered to be es sen tial to them. See, for 
ex am ple, Keil, F. C., Con cepts, Kinds, and Cog ni tive De vel op ment, Cam bridge, MIT
Press, 1989.



and, con se quently, no con tent. For with out any means of ef fect ing a
seems-is dis tinc tion in ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion, a term would ap ply to
any thing seem ing to be rel e vantly sim i lar to (what seem to be) para dig -
matic in stances of the kind. This means that no pos si bil ity of er ro ne ous
ap pli ca tion of the term would be fa cil i tated. But with out the pos si bil ity
of gen u ine er ror in ap pli ca tion, there is no pos si bil ity of gen u ine cor rect -
ness in ap pli ca tion ei ther. In this way, the term would not con trib ute to
the truth-con di tions of claims in which it par takes; that is to say, it would 
lack con tent al to gether.  

This line of rea son ing bears rep e ti tion in a more or derly and sche -
matic fash ion: Let “N” be a pu ta tive kind term for some pu ta tive kind
N.  Sup pose that (i) there is no ob jec tive mea sure of sim i lar ity among in -
stances of N. Then, (ii) there is no ob jec tive mea sure for mem ber ship in
N.  Thus, (iii) there is no pos si bil ity of gen u ine er ror in the ap pli ca tion of 
“N”. But then, (iv) there is no pos si bil ity of gen u ine cor rect ness in the
application of ‘N’ ei ther.  There fore, (v) “N” does not con trib ute to
the truth-con di tions of claims in which it par takes. And there fore, (vi)
“N” lacks con tent.

A stan dard sub jec tiv ist re sponse to this ar gu ment is to claim that noth -
ing in it ef fec tively rules out the pos si bil ity of en dow ment with sub jec -
tive con tent.  In other words, so the ob jec tion presses on, noth ing that
has been said so far rules out that a gen eral term may have such con tent
that is shaped by the rad i cal sub jec tiv ist ref er en tial in ten tion al luded to
above, the in ten tion to pick out any thing that merely seems to be rel e -
vantly sim i lar to what merely seem to be par a digm in stances of the kind.  
All that is needed for en dow ment with sub jec tive con tent is that the rel e -
vant sim i lar ity re la tion it self be sub jec tive.  For “N” to be en dowed with
sub jec tive con tent, its ex ten sion need only be fixed by the sub jec tive in -
cli na tion to re gard things as rel e vantly sim i lar to what ever one is sub jec -
tively in clined to re gard as para dig matic in stances of seem ing-N. As
long as this re mains a stand ing pos si bil ity, it is just wrong to claim, as I
have, that en dow ment with con tent re quires an ob jec tive mea sure of sim -
i lar ity in ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion.

Let us ex am ine what would tran spire if we with drew the re quire ment
that there be an ob jec tive mea sure of sim i lar ity in ex ten sion-de ter mi na -
tion, in the way sug gested by the ob jec tion.  Let us as sume for the sake
of argument that the at tri bu tion of the rad i cal sub jec tiv ist ref er en tial
intention is in fact ad e quate for some sub stance term that ap plies to all
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and only in stances of seem ing wa ter-like.  Let this term be “wa ter*”. We
are sup pos ing, then, that “wa ter*” ap plies to what ever is deemed by
the speaker to be rel e vantly sim i lar to (i. e. what ever bears * to) other in -
stances of wa ter*, where be ing an in stance of wa ter* is con sti tuted by
merely seem ing wa ter-like.

Now, in or der for any gen eral term “N” to gain a de ter mi nate ex ten -
sion, and so to con trib ute to the truth-con di tions of claims in which it
par takes, there has to be some way of ef fect ing a seems-is dis tinc tion
that would al low us to say that some thing can only seem to be rel e vantly
sim i lar to in stances of N with out ac tu ally be ing rel e vantly sim i lar to
those in stances. We just saw how a seems-is dis tinc tion is pro vided for
in the ex am ples con sid ered above of sub stance terms and sim ple ar ti fact
terms.  In the case of a term such as ‘wa ter*’, what would be re quired is
a fa cil ity to dis tin guish cases of merely seem ing to bear* to in stances of
wa ter* from cases of gen u inely bear ing* to them.  But here co mes the
cru cial point: If some thing seems to bear* to in stances of wa ter*, then
ipso facto it bears* to them!  For to bear* to some thing is to seem
relevantly sim i lar to it. But to seem to bear* to some thing is to seem to
seem rel e vantly sim i lar to it. But seem ing to seem rel e vantly sim i lar
to something is just to seem rel e vantly sim i lar to it all over again.
Seeming does not gen u inely it er ate. Con sider any case of seem ing to f.
If something seems that it seems to f, then it also thereby seems to f. If
something seems that it seems red, then it also seems red; if some -
thing seems that it seems sweet, then it also seems sweet; if some thing
seems that it seems pain ful, then it also seems pain ful.  In other words,
there is no place to in sert the req ui site seems-is wedge when it co mes to
seem ing-to-f. If I be lieve that some thing is red then I may be mis taken,
for it may only seem to me that it is red while be ing some other color. 
But if some thing only seems red to me – where  “seems red” is not just a
sty lis tic vari a tion on “is red” – I can not be mis taken about that.  What
this means, in ef fect, is that ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion for “wa ter*”, and so 
con tent-de ter mi na tion, can not take place af ter all. So the metasemantic
ques tion re gard ing “wa ter*” re mains un an swered. If this is cor rect, then
de spite ini tial ap pear ances to the con trary, a term such as “wa ter*” can -

METASEMANTICS AND OBJECTIVITY 735



not gain con tent. The pos si bil ity of en dow ment with con tent re quires ob -
jec tiv ity in ex ten sion-de ter mi na tion. 19

I be gan this pa per by briefly con sid er ing the oppositional way that
writ ers on ob jec tiv ity typ i cally set things up, us ing their strat egy as a
point of con trast to my al ter na tive metasemantic strat egy.  Rather than
fo cus on judg ments in a par tic u lar do main and raise the ques tion of the
meta phys i cal sta tus of the facts that con sti tute their sub ject mat ter, fol -
lowed per haps by the ques tion of epistemic ac cess to those facts, I chose
to fo cus on the world-thinker in ter play that un der girds en dow ment with
se man tic con tent. Given the frame work of metasemantic productivism
sketched above, it turned out that the very pos si bil ity of such en dow ment 
re quires that there be some in de pend ent mea sure to fa cil i tate the dif fer -
ence be tween gen u ine sim i lar ity to in stances of a given kind and mere
seem ing sim i lar ity.  In this way, ob jec tiv ity is re quired for ex ten sion-de -
ter mi na tion, and so re quired for con tent-de ter mi na tion more gen er ally. 
But cu ri ous minds still want to know: What kind of ob jec tiv ity do le gal
facts, let us say, en joy, as op posed to the ob jec tiv ity of the facts of nat u -
ral sci ence, or of moral facts, or of math e mat i cal facts?  Is the ob jec tiv ity 
of le gal facts not “softer” in some sense than the ob jec tiv ity of nat u -
ral-sci en tific facts?  Yet for all that such ques tions may strike us as grip -
ping and un avoid able, it is far from ob vi ous that any thing use ful can be
said about ob jec tiv ity as a fea ture of facts con sid ered as truth-mak ers for
our judg ments.  We can, how ever, turn our at ten tion to ob jec tiv ity as
pre sup posed by the pos si bil ity of en dow ment with con tent of spe cific
terms and per haps learn thereby some thing im por tant about their em -
ploy ment.
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19 The tran si tion from the claim that if “wa ter*” seems to ap ply to some thing then it
does in fact ap ply to it, to the claim that “wa ter*” has no con tent, might give rise to the fol -
low ing worry. Sup pose that “wa ter*” ap plies by seem ing to ap ply. Could I not still mis ap -
ply it, say by in tend ing to mis ap ply it? But in that case, it seems that a gen u ine con trast be -
tween ap pli ca tion and mis ap pli ca tion for “wa ter*” can be fa cil i tated, in which case
“wa ter*” can gain a de ter mi nate ex ten sion, and so a de ter mi nate con tent, af ter all. How -
ever, fur ther re flec tion will re veal this to be gra tu itous. Un der the con di tions spec i fied
above, what might it mean to say that we can mis ap ply “wa ter*”? Sup pose I re solve to
mis ap ply it in a given in stance. In what (or against what) might my mis ap pli ca tion of it
con sist?  The only avail able an swer is that “wa ter*” seems to mis ap ply in this given in -
stance.  In other words, the term in ques tion ap plies by seem ing to ap ply and mis ap plies by 
seem ing to mis ap ply. And this can only mean that there is no talk of gen u ine ap pli ca tion or 
mis ap pli ca tion here. (Thanks to Mark Greenberg for draw ing my at ten tion to this worry).



By way of con clu sion, let us turn again to “neg li gence”.  If the over all 
ar gu ment of this pa per is sound, and to the ex tent that the metasemantic
frame work sketched above is in de pend ently plau si ble, then in or der for
“neg li gence” to gain its con tent there must be an in de pend ent mea sure to 
dis tin guish gen u ine sim i lar ity to para dig matic in stances of neg li gence
from mere seem ing sim i lar ity.  The pre sump tion that ‘neg li gence’ is en -
dowed with con tent, that it con trib utes in rel e vant ways to the truth-con -
di tions of claims in which it par takes, en tails, among other things, that
“neg li gence” can ap ply wrongly.  As long as speak ers —and this in -
cludes judges— con sider the term “neg li gence” in their mouth to have
con tent, as long as they con sider it as con trib ut ing in rel e vant ways to
the truth-con di tions of claims in which it par takes, they must also con -
sider it to be sus cep ti ble to mis ap pli ca tion in spe cific cases.  If the term
is not sus cep ti ble to mis ap pli ca tion, it can not have con tent. And it is, in
fact, over whelm ingly likely that speak ers, in clud ing judges, con sider
such terms to be sus cep ti ble to mis ap pli ca tion.  In this, “neg li gence” is
not so dif fer ent from “wa ter”. As long as speak ers —and that in cludes
chem i cal ex perts— con sider the term “wa ter” in their mouth to have
con tent, as long as they con sider it as con trib ut ing in rel e vant ways to
the truth-con di tions of claims in which it par takes, they must also con -
sider it to be sus cep ti ble to mis ap pli ca tion in spe cific cases.  If the term
is not thus sus cep ti ble, then it can not have con tent af ter all.

Where does this all leave us?  One thing that can be said about ob jec -
tiv ity is that a mea sure of in de pend ence from what we hap pen to deem
rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig matic in stances of kinds is pre sup posed by
the very pos si bil ity that our kind terms are en dowed with con tent.  And
this in cludes what we deem rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig matic in stances
of kinds even at some hy po thet i cal end of in quiry, or un der ideal
epistemic con di tions. The epistemic con di tions un der which the ver dict
that Jones was neg li gent was reached may have been ideal. Yet for all that,
in or der for the term ‘neg li gence’ in the court’s mouth to have con tent,
that is, to con trib ute to the truth-con di tions of claims in which it par -
takes, the court must be re garded as sus cep ti ble to er ror in ap pli ca tion. 
This means that de spite all the epistemic ideality in the world that may
hap pen to ob tain as re gard ing the court’s em ploy ment of “neg li gence”, it 
is com pul sory to treat it as an swer able to some in de pend ent stan dard that 
can fa cil i tate the dis tinc tion be tween be ing rel e vantly sim i lar to para dig -
matic in stances of neg li gence and merely seem ing to be so.
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Does this con clu sion sad dle us with some ver sion of un ten a ble Pla ton -
ism? – Hardly.  For the metasemantic strat egy for broach ing ob jec tiv ity
does not be gin with the cus tom ary ex am i na tion of the meta phys i cal un -
der pin nings of the rel e vant facts, fol lowed by a treat ment of epistemic
ac cess to them.  The above ar gu ment, if in deed suc cess ful, il lus trates that 
ob jec tiv ity is pre sup posed by the pos si bil ity of en dow ment with con tent.  
To my mind, given the at trac tive ness of the metasemantic pic ture of fered 
above, such a con clu sion is on much firmer ground than are cus tom ary
de fenses of ob jec tiv ity, de fenses that tend to raise far more per plex i ties
than they ac tu ally suc ceed in quell ing.
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