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Some Thoughts on Meaning 
Casey Woodling 

 
1. Introduction 
 
So far all the theories we have discussed have faced difficulties, and yet they have each 
contained some insight. Here is a summary.  
 
 

Theory of meaning Strength Weakness 
Idea idea This theory seems to capture the fact 

that speakers can attach idiosyncratic 
meanings to public language items 
such as words and sentences.  

It fails to account for the social dimension 
of language.  

The Proposition 
Theory 

This theory explains many meaning 
facts and also accounts for the public 
character of language. 

It fails to explain how meaning can cause us 
to do anything since meanings are abstract 
and abstract objects have no causal powers.  

Use theories This theory reminds us that language 
is dynamic and not a lifeless 
abstraction.  

The theory has a hard time explaining the 
phenomenon of assertion even though it can 
explain more simple language exchanges.  

Grice’s Theory Offers insight into two genuine forms 
of meaning, speaker meaning and 
sentence meaning.  

The theory seems to be too permissive in 
holding that sentence meaning is reducible 
to speaker meaning. It seems to erode the 
social character of language.  

 
Perhaps there is a way to combine the pros of all these theories in a way that avoids most of the 
cons. I want to offer such a combination in the form of a hybrid theory. Let’s begin with 
combining the Idea Idea and the Propositional Theory. 
 
2. First step: Combine the Idea Idea with the Proposition Theory 
 
It seems that the Idea Idea can capture the intuitive sense in which there is an idiosyncratic 
element to meaning while the Proposition Theory can capture the sense in which meaning is 
public. If we want to capture both senses, one idea is to combine the two by appealing to 
concepts as tokens—which we can call ideas—and concepts as types. This is the familiar type-
token distinction. Here is an example to consider: ‘Dog dog dog dog’. If I ask you how many 
words there are, there seem to be two correct answers: four and one. There is one type of word 
and four tokens of that word. We can use this distinction in the following way. For any 
expression, such as ‘dog’ or ‘the President of the United States’, there is an abstract concept 
expressed by the expression. There may also be an idea that a subject associates with the 
expression as well. If the idea is close enough to the public concept, then we can say that the idea 
is a token of the concept type. There is no reason that both of these things—the ideas and the 
concepts—can’t play the role of meaning bearers (the things that have meaning). Saying this 
gives us a multi-dimensional view of meaning, meaning as a subjective idea and also as an 
intersubjective (or objective) abstract object. Let us call this view the Hybrid View. 
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3. Second step: Address Grice’s Distinction and Reduction 
 
Grice draws a distinction between a sentence’s conventional meaning, what a sentence 
standardly means, and what a speaker intends to mean with the use of a sentence. This is known 
as the distinction between sentence meaning and speaker meaning, respectively. Grice goes 
further and thinks that sentence meaning reduces to speaker meaning and speaker meaning, in 
turn, reduces to an agent’s psychological states. Despite it’s appearance as a public phenomenon, 
meaning is subjective after all.  
 Grice’s distinction seems to be an important one and we can accept it for the most part, 
though he has perhaps built more into the notion of speaker meaning than the Hybrid View does. 
On his account, speaker meaning involves not merely the ideas and thoughts associated with 
expressions but something more complex: the speaker’s communicative intentions that are based 
on that speaker’s perception of the audience’s potential beliefs. The Hybrid View seems to 
simplify things by holding that it is merely the ideas or thoughts associated with terms and 
expressions that account for the subjective sense of meaning. Grice indeed may be right that 
there are cases where we need to drill down to the detail given in speaker meaning to explain 
some communicative act but on our view, the subjective sense of meaning can be captured with 
something similar. Additionally, the objective or intersubjective sense of meaning can be 
captured by abstract objects, what Grice calls sentence meaning. Grice rejects that these things 
carry meaning, but in doing so he seems to make meaning too subjective.  

To review, on the Hybrid View, for any term or sentence, there are abstract conceptions 
and propositions expressed and also there are ideas and thoughts associated with these terms and 
sentences in the minds of speakers. The first things, the abstract ones, capture sentence or 
linguistic meaning and the later can capture not quite Grice’s speaker meaning but something 
very much like it. Let us call it idiolectical meaning for now, since ‘idiolect’ is a term that 
expresses the particular version of a language spoken by an individual. This sort of meaning, on 
the Hybrid View, is expressed by ideas in the mind of language speakers.  
 Grice’s view seems to run into trouble in the two-stage reduction. The Hybrid View, 
since it is not a reductionist view, doesn’t face the worry that sentence meaning can be anything 
at all in terms of speaker intentions. We have a distinction between idiolectical meaning and 
linguistic or sentence meaning, but we do not attempt to reduce one to the other. They are 
distinct and irreducible senses of meaning.  
 Thus far it seems that the Hybrid View does not have the problems of Grice’s view or the 
problems that faced the Idea Idea and the Proposition Theory, and it can capture the need for a 
subjective and intersubjective (or objective sense) of meaning.  
 
4. Third step: Address Objections from the Use Theories 
 
Of course, we should not forget the important objection from Wittgenstein and others who 
promote use theories: meanings are not static things to be analyzed under a microscope. Here is a 
summary of the worry from Lycan (2000).  
 

[L]anguage takes the form of behavior, activity—specifically social practice. Sentences 
do not have lives of their own. The things we write on blackboards, and the alleged 
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“propositions” they express, are fairly violent abstractions from the utterings performed 
by human beings in real-world contexts on particular occasions (76).  

 
Is not the Hybrid View guilty of treating meaning as a static and artificial phenomenon when it is 
not? Here it must be admitted that the Hybrid View is a semantic theory and must be augmented 
by pragmatic accounts of language.  
 
 Austin’s notion of force is helpful here. It is certainly a mistake to think that the entire 
phenomenon of meaning can be simply reduced to propositional content (or thought content for 
that matter). We must also account for the way that sentences are used in the real world by 
humans. To do this, we should accept Austin’s distinctions and allow that sentences may have 
different types of force. If I say, “There’s the door,” the utterance expresses a proposition no 
doubt. That’s its locutionary force. However, it has the illocutionary force of functioning as a 
command. It says tells the hearer to leave the room. It might also have perlocutionary force in 
that I am also trying to embarrass someone. I can’t embarrass the person just by uttering the 
sentence. It depends on the person’s reaction and perceptions, but we can also certainly consider 
the utterance to have perlocutionary force. It seems that Austin’s notion of force—and in the end 
perhaps some other pragmatic elements—can help us satisfy the demands of the use theory that 
we respect language as a social phenomenon that is not merely words written on a blackboard to 
be analyzed.  
 
5. Fourth step: Frege’s Objection 
 
One worry about the Hybrid View goes back to a worry of Gottlob Frege, the famous German 
philosopher. Here is a summary of it from a paper by Margolis and Laurence (2007). 
 

Frege himself dismisses mental representations since mental representations, claiming 
that they are too subjective. He argues that communication requires shared meaning but 
that people can’t literally have the same mental representations since mental 
representations are components of our individual subjective experiences. Senses, on the 
other hand, are objective and eminently shareable. Two people “are not prevented from 
grasping the same sense” (566). 
 

If two subjects do not grasp the same concepts in communication, there is no true 
communication, so Frege thought. Subjects are merely working with their own subjective 
conceptions of things and not connecting with the same abstract reality. Of course, when it 
comes to communication there ought to be a worry from the opposite direction, too. There are 
many cases when two subjects communicate successful from a practical point of view despite 
sharing slightly different versions of the same concept. Suppose I talk to a physicist about atoms. 
Surely, it is tempting to think that her concept ATOM is richer than my concept ATOM. In 
Frege’s view the difference in mastery of a concept is not explained in terms of different 
subjective conceptions but in terms of different levels of grasping. If Frege admits this, then he 
admits that communication is possible with different levels of mastery of the same concept. This 
is really another way to describe the Mixed View. Where the Mixed View wins here is that it 
doesn’t fall prey to the seemingly decisive objection that on Frege’s view meaning doesn’t move 
us or cause us to do anything.  
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6. Conclusion 
 
As you have seen from our readings, philosophers are never really satisfied, and there will no 
doubt be problems for the Hybrid View to address. But what I have sketched above seems to be 
the most promising approach. Let the Hybrid View cover the semantics, and then use various 
pragmatic devices, such as those outlined by Austin, to explain the pragmatic aspects of 
language. In the end, the Hybrid View can handle Frege’s famous objection. It seems to offer a 
lot of promise as a theory of meaning, at least the semantic side. We should not however take it 
to cover all aspects of meaning. That would be a serious mistake.  
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