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Introduction 

François Recanati, Isidora Stojanovic,  
Neftalí Villanueva 

1. Introduction 

The philosophy of language community has recently witnessed the “context 
wars” (as Kent Bach once put it).1 A number of closely related debates 
have taken place concerning the role of context in linguistic understanding. 
This volume is devoted to (some of) these debates.2 

2. Literalism and contextualism 

The first debate is that between literalism and contextualism. Contextual-
ism is the view that context-sensitivity (in various forms) is a pervasive 
feature of natural language. It seems that everybody is a contextualist no-
wadays –literalism, according to which (many or most) sentences express 
propositions independent of context, has been extinct for some time. But 
there have been recent attempts to revive it. In particular, the philosophers 
who call themselves “semantic minimalists” claim that, more often than 
not, alleged context-sensitivity only is apparent context-sensitivity. 

Suppose that at a symposium on semantics, the following dialogue takes 
place between Josh and Marsha: 

 
(1) Josh: Are there any philosophers? 
(2) Marsha: Yes, though most people are linguists. 
 

It seems that Marsha’s answer in (2) isn’t made true by the mere existence 
of some philosopher somewhere, but only by there being some philoso-
phers in the domain relevant in the context in which the sentence is uttered 
and/or evaluated for truth. In our case, it would typically be the domain 
consisting of the people attending the symposium. Similarly, for her sen-
tence in (2) to be true, it is only required that most people in the contextual-
ly restricted domain are linguists. So quantified sentences like (1) and (2) 
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are context-sensitive. That, at least, is what a contextualist would say. But, 
a literalist might argue, this is an illusion. 

According to the literalist, what Josh (literally) asked in (1) is whether 
there are any philosophers tout court, and Marsha’s answer in (2) is made 
true by the mere existence of some philosopher somewhere, regardless of 
how things stand at the symposium. And while her answer to Josh’s ques-
tion is almost trivially true, what she further says is almost trivially false, 
since, according to the literalist, it means that most people in the universe 
are linguists. In other words, literalism holds that quantifier words such as 
“there are”, “most”, “every”, etc. always behave the way we would take 
them to behave in e.g. “There are no unicorns” or  “Most people have an IQ 
over 80;” that is, that they quantify over everything, in a context-
independent manner. Context-sensitivity, in such a case, is merely appar-
ent. The only cases in which context can have an impact on semantic con-
tent and truth value are those of resolving lexical and syntactic ambiguities 
and of determining the reference of indexicals such as “I”, “this”, or “to-
day”.  

In a situation in which 90% of the people at the symposium are lin-
guists, the literalist claims that what Marsha says in (2) is false, while the 
contextualist claims that it is true. There is no doubt that ordinary speakers’ 
intuitions on truth value are more in line with the contextualist predictions 
than with the literalist. The literalist’s assignment of truth-conditions to 
sentences like (1) and (2) are strikingly counter-intuitive. Literalism thus 
faces the problem of accounting for ordinary speakers’ intuitions, and its 
proponents typically argue that what speakers’ intuitions actually track is 
some level of pragmatically conveyed content, rather than semantic content 
itself. In other words, literalists hold that speakers often mistake what is 
conveyed for what is said. 

It should be noted that none of the contributions in this book attempts to 
argue for semantic minimalism. This, in our view, reflects the fact that the 
recent attempts to resurrect literalism have failed.3 

3. The semantics/pragmatics interface 

The next debate of importance is internal to the contextualist camp, and it is 
well-represented in this book. Consider, again, the case of quantifier do-
main restriction, illustrated by the dialogue above. There remains  
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considerable disagreement on the issue of how context is involved in de-
termining the truth values of sentences containing quantifiers. The first 
branching point is on the question of whether there is something either in 
the meaning or in the syntax of the expressions used that calls for domain 
restriction, the alternative being that the context somehow in and by itself 
restricts the domain of quantification. This is not just a matter of technical 
detail. On this issue hinges the whole debate regarding the seman-
tics/pragmatics interface. 

On the currently dominant picture, the only truth-conditional role of 
pragmatics corresponds to so-called “saturation”. Saturation is a pragmatic 
process of contextual value-assignment that is triggered (and made obliga-
tory) by something in the sentence itself, namely the linguistic expression 
to which a value is contextually assigned. For example, if the speaker uses 
a demonstrative pronoun and says “She is cute,” the hearer must determine 
who the speaker means by “she” in order to fix the utterance’s truth-
conditional content. The expression itself acts as a variable in need of con-
textual instantiation. So pragmatics comes into play, but it does under the 
guidance of the linguistic material. 

Recanati (2004) describes saturation as a “bottom-up” process in the 
sense that it is signal-driven, not context-driven. A “top-down” or context-
driven process is a pragmatic process which is not triggered by an expres-
sion in the sentence but takes place for purely pragmatic reasons -in order 
to make sense of what the speaker is saying. Such processes are also re-
ferred to as “free” pragmatic processes-free because they are not mandated 
by the linguistic material but respond to wholly pragmatic considerations. 
For example, the pragmatic process through which an expression is given a 
nonliteral (e.g., a metaphorical or metonymical) interpretation is context-
driven: we interpret an expression nonliterally in order to make sense of the 
speech act, not because this is dictated by the linguistic materials in virtue 
of the rules of the language. 

The dominant view, then, is that no “top-down” or free pragmatic 
process can affect truth-conditions -such processes can only affect what the 
speaker means or implies (but not what she says). Or, to put it in King’s 
and Stanley’s terminology: there can only be “weak” pragmatic effects on 
truth-conditional content. They define a weak pragmatic effect as follows: 

A weak pragmatic effect on what is communicated by an utterance is a case 
in which context (including speaker intentions) determines interpretation of 
a lexical item in accord with the standing meaning of that lexical item. A 
strong pragmatic effect on what is communicated is a contextual effect on 
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what is communicated that is not merely pragmatic in the weak sense. (King 
and Stanley 2005: 118–119; our emphasis) 

But there is a dissenting position, sometimes referred to as “Truth-
Conditional Pragmatics,” according to which free pragmatic processes can 
affect truth-conditions. For example, a sentence like 

 
(3) There is a lion in the middle of the piazza 
 

has several readings. On one reading “lion” is given a non-literal interpreta-
tion and means something like “statue of a lion.” On that reading (3) may 
be true even if, literally, there is no lion in the middle of the piazza (but 
only a statue of a lion). The non-literal reading of “lion” arguably results 
from a pragmatic operation of “modulation” that is not mandated by the 
lexical item “lion”. There is no slot to be filled or anything of the sort. The 
pragmatic effect here looks like a strong pragmatic effect, yet it affects 
truth-conditional content. That is the sort of example which motivates 
Truth-Conditional Pragmatics. 

Once the possibility of strong pragmatic effects on truth-conditional 
content is acknowledged, a new tool becomes available and various seman-
tic phenomena can be reinterpreted. For example, it is common to posit a 
covert generic quantifier to account for generic readings of sentences like 
“Pandas eat bamboo shoots.” Yet such a quantifier is said to be “phonolog-
ically null:” it cannot be heard. How then, one might ask, do language users 
manage to interpret the sentence correctly if the quantifier in it cannot be 
heard? This problem suggests an alternative approach. Thus Cohen (forth-
coming) argues that a free pragmatic process of “predicate transfer” (Nun-
berg 1995) is responsible for the generic readings of such sentences. 
Through that pragmatic process a generic quantifier is introduced into the 
logical form, but it is not there in the syntax, nor is its introduction seman-
tically mandated. On this view, free pragmatic processes take place locally 
and interact with semantic composition, affecting logical form. 

To revert to our pet example (quantifier domain restriction) one may 
consider the quantifier domain to be restricted through a free pragmatic 
process, or consider that quantifier domain restriction is entirely a matter of 
saturation.4 According to the former position, the literal reading is the unre-
stricted reading (as it is for the literalist), and the restricted readings result 
from free pragmatic processes which end up affecting truth-conditions 
(contrary to what the literalist would say). According to the other position, 
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the so-called unrestricted reading is a particular case of contextual domain 
restriction: the case in which the contextually provided domain is the max-
imal domain. 

Of course, a number of decisions still have to be made, whichever posi-
tion one takes. If one opts for a saturation account, one has to decide 
whether it is the lexical semantics of the overt quantifier phrase which re-
quires an argument, presumably a domain of quantification, or whether the 
domain in question is the value of a covert element in the syntax. If the 
latter, we still have to identify the element in question and its syntactic 
position: for example, is the hidden “domain variable” syntactically part of 
the nominal argument of the quantifier, or is it part of the determiner itself? 
If one opts for a free pragmatic account of quantifier domain restriction, we 
similarly have to choose between an account that treats the quantifier do-
main as an “unarticulated constituent” of the interpretation (something 
which does not correspond to any constituent in the sentence but results 
from pragmatically enriching its global interpretation), or as the result of 
locally “modulating” the meaning of some expression in the sentence (pre-
sumably the quantifier phrase itself). 

4. Contextualism and relativism 

The next debate, which also looms large in the present book, is the so-
called contextualism-relativism debate. In section 2, we noted that contex-
tualism conforms to ordinary intuitions when it comes to assessing particu-
lar utterances as true or false, while literalism often doesn’t. Relativism is 
another position which respects our intuitions regarding contextual varia-
tions of truth-value. In contrast to contextualism, however, it does not posit 
a corresponding variation in the content of the utterances under evaluation. 
The starting point of semantic relativism is the observation that two things 
are needed to determine a truth-value: we need a thought content (a propo-
sition) and a circumstance of evaluation for that content. A content, by 
itself, is not enough to determine a truth-value. Take, for example, the 
proposition that Michael Jackson died in 2009. It is true because the actual 
world makes it true. Had things turned out differently, the proposition 
would be false. In other words, the proposition is contingent: it is true with 
respect to certain worlds, and false with respect to others. The proposition 
itself only determines a function from worlds to truth-values. To get a truth-
value, we need a world (e.g., the actual world) in addition to the proposi-



6 François Recanati, Isidora Stojanovic, Neftalí Villanueva 

tion. Indeed, we evaluate the proposition as true simpliciter because we 
evaluate it with respect to the actual world. 

Since the truth-value of an utterance depends upon two factors (the 
proposition which the utterance expresses, and the circumstance –the world 
– with respect to which it is evaluated), context-sensitivity itself comes in 
two varieties. By “context-sensitivity” here, we mean the fact that the truth-
value that we intuitively assign to an utterance varies with the context in 
which the utterance is made (so that, for example “Most participants are 
linguists” is assessed as sometimes true, and sometimes false, depending on 
the context of utterance). The two forms of context-sensitivity are: 

 
(i) (Standard context-sensitivity) The proposition expressed by the utter-
ance depends upon the context. That is so when, for example, the sen-
tence contains an indexical expression, i.e. an expression whose content 
depends upon the context. Thus “I am French” expresses different prop-
ositions when uttered by different people, and may take different truth-
values accordingly.  
(ii) (Circumstance-relativity) The circumstance with respect to which 
the proposition expressed by an utterance is evaluated also depends 
upon the context. Typically, it is evaluated with respect to the actual 
world, which is the world in which the utterance is made (the “world of 
the context,” as Kaplan and Lewis put it). 
  
The second form of context-dependence (circumstance-relativity) is not 

generally taken into consideration because it is benign – it introduces no 
actual variability in truth value since, as a matter of fact, all utterances are 
made in one and the same world, namely the actual world. To make room 
for it we have to imagine possible utterances in a counterfactual world 
(MacFarlane 2007). For example, we imagine a world in which Michael 
Jackson did not die in 2009, and in which, having been misinformed, I say 
(wrongly) that he did. My utterance of “Michael Jackson died in 2009” in 
the imagined context counts as false, intuitively, because the world in 
which the utterance is made does not make the proposition true. If we 
change the context and suppose that this utterance is made in the actual 
world, then of course it counts as true. This shows that the truth-value of a 
proposition depends upon a feature of the context of utterance (namely the 
world of the context). This form of context-sensitivity is distinct from the 
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standard form, in which it is the proposition expressed by the utterance 
which depends upon the context. 

Rather than consider imaginary utterances in counterfactual situations, a 
relativist may appeal to the fact the circumstance of evaluation is often said 
to involve a time as well as a world (see e.g. Kaplan 1989). Now, if all (ac-
tual) utterances are made in one and the same world, namely the actual 
world, they are not made at one and the same time. For that reason, if we 
admit temporal relativity as a form of circumstance-relativity, we will not 
be seduced into thinking that circumstance-relativity is a benign form of 
context-sensitivity, one that can safely be ignored. 

To make sense of the idea of temporal relativity, consider the following 
claim: 

 
(4) Tokyo is the capital of Japan.  
 

While that claim is true, one might ask whether it has always been true. 
And, given that in the past, Kyoto used to be the capital of Japan, it does 
not seem incorrect to say the claim made in (4), though true now, was not 
always true in the past. The intuition that the truth value of (4) may vary 
with time is what relativism with respect to time, or temporalism, tries to 
capture. On this view, just as there are contingent propositions, i.e. proposi-
tions that are true with respect to some worlds and false with respect to 
others, there are temporal propositions, like the proposition expressed by 
(4), which are true with respect to some times and false with respect to 
others. And just as an utterance that expresses a contingent proposition is 
true simpliciter if the proposition is true at the world of the context (viz. the 
actual world, if the utterance is one which is actually made rather than an 
imaginary utterance), an utterance expressing a temporal proposition will 
be true simpliciter if it is true at the time of the context (viz. the time at 
which the utterance is made). 

To sum up, the context plays two roles: it contributes to determining 
which proposition is expressed, by assigning values to indexicals, free va-
riables, etc. (and, possibly, by determining how the meanings of the words 
in the sentence should be contextually modulated); and it determines the 
world, the time, and more generally the circumstances with respect to 
which we evaluate that proposition for a truth-value.5 Corresponding to the 
two roles of context, there are two forms of context-dependence: standard 
context-sensitivity, where the content of the utterance varies with the con-
text, and circumstance-relativity, where the content is fixed but the  
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circumstance with respect to which it is evaluated contextually varies. The 
existence of these two forms suggests that an intuitive variation in truth-
value can be accounted for in two ways, and that suggestion gives rise to 
the contextualism/relativism debate. According to contextualist accounts, 
what varies contextually is the content of the utterance. Thus a sentence 
like (4) will be said to be indexical: because of the present tense, which (in 
this case at least) refers to the time of utterance, the sentence expresses 
different propositions when it is uttered at different times. According to 
relativist accounts, however, the sentence expresses one and the same 
(temporal) proposition, whichever context it is uttered in, but that proposi-
tion can be evaluated with respect to different times, where the time of 
evaluation depends upon the context, just as the world of evaluation de-
pends upon the context. 

It is possible to extend the relativist idea by including in the circums-
tance of evaluation not only a time and a world but also a judge or a stan-
dard of taste. In this way, one can account for e.g. the fact that “spinach is 
delicious” is true only for the persons who share a certain taste, but not for 
others who don’t. Here, the word “relativism” comes closer to its ordinary 
sense. 

The relativist move is also applicable, in principle, to our working ex-
ample: domains of quantification. Reconsider the example from Section 2, 
and suppose that the following is said while talking about the symposium: 

 
(5) Most people are linguists. 
 

Intuitively, (5) is true. However, one might ask whether it remains true in 
some larger situation, such as the one whose domain includes not only the 
linguists’ symposium, but, say, all the symposia currently held at a certain 
convention center. And one could well hold that what (5) expresses, though 
true in the “small” situation where almost everyone is a linguist, is false 
with respect to the larger situation where linguists are a minority.6 This 
suggests that, perhaps, the domain of quantification itself can be construed 
as an aspect of the circumstance of evaluation, or something that is deter-
mined by the circumstance of evaluation. Since the circumstance of evalua-
tion depends upon the context, a quantified sentence such as (5) remains 
context-sensitive, but on the relativist construal the form of context-
sensitivity at issue is not the standard form. It is not the content of the utter-
ance that varies contextually, according to the relativist position, but the 
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circumstance in which the content is evaluated.7A contextualist, by con-
trast, will insist that what varies is the content, regardless of whether the 
contextual variation of content is accounted for in terms of saturation or 
modulation (section 2). 

5. Faultless disagreement 

How can we adjudicate between contextualism and relativism? One argu-
ment often advanced in favor of relativism is that it allows the theorist to 
account for an otherwise puzzling phenomenon. Suppose that A says “spi-
nach is delicious” and B responds, “No, it isn’t.” A and B simply do not 
have the same taste: what is delicious for the one is not delicious for the 
other. On a contextualist analysis, “delicious” is context-sensitive. It does 
not express an absolute property, but a relation between an object and a 
person, namely the relation which holds just in case the person finds the 
object delicious. The person at issue is determined by context: it is, typical-
ly, the speaker. On this view, A’s utterance expresses the proposition that 
spinach is delicious for A, that is, according to A’s taste. Clearly, that is not 
what B is denying. What B denies is that spinach is delicious according to 
his own taste. Since the proposition that A asserts is not the proposition that 
B denies, they do not disagree, appearances notwithstanding. They no more 
disagree than they would if A said “I am tall”, and if B responded “No, I 
am not tall.” 

At this point the relativist sees his chance. For it is intuitively very clear 
that the two cases are different, and ought to be treated differently. We have 
the feeling that A and B actually disagree when one says “This is deli-
cious” and the other responds “No, it isn’t.” This is not at all like “I am 
tall”/“No, I am not.” The contextualist seems to be guilty of conflating the 
two sorts of case, but the relativist believes that he can capture the differ-
ence. When A says “I am tall” and B responds “No, I am not,” we find the 
exchange infelicitous because, obviously, what B says (that he is not tall) in 
no way contradicts what A has just said (that he – A – is tall). There is no 
single content over which they disagree. But when A says “spinach is deli-
cious” and B says “No, it isn’t,” we don’t have the same intuition. Here it 
seems that A and B do disagree, and the relativist accounts for that intuition 
by saying that there is a content (viz. the proposition that spinach is deli-
cious) to which they assign opposite truth-values. Being evaluative, the 
proposition in question is assessed as true or false with respect to a        
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circumstance that includes not only a world and a time, but also a judge or 
a standard of taste. From A’s point of view, the proposition is true; from 
B’s point of view, it is false. Even though A and B disagree, they are both 
right; for the proposition is true for A, and false for B. That is what, in the 
relativist literature, is referred to as “faultless disagreement” (cf. Kölbel 
2003). 

A similar phenomenon involves epistemic modals (cf. Egan et al. 2005). 
Suppose A says “John might be in London.” This means that what A knows 
does not rule out John’s being in London: John’s being in London is an 
epistemic possibility for A (given the body of information in her posses-
sion). Now suppose that B replies: “No, he can’t be –Peter saw him in Del-
hi two hours ago.” B contradicts A in the sense that B’s utterance establish-
es that John’s being in London is not a possibility. Since B turns out to be 
better informed than A, A can only concede that she stands corrected: “Ok, 
I was wrong then. He can’t be in London.” But this “retraction” is puzzling. 
If A’s initial utterance at time t meant that John’s being in London is com-
patible with A’s knowledge at t, why does A say that she was wrong when 
he made it? Again, the relativist solution distinguishes between the proposi-
tion that gets asserted (viz. the proposition that John’s being in London is a 
possibility) and the point of view from which it is assessed. Here the point 
of view involves the epistemic state of some agent. At time t, A assesses 
the proposition as true from her point of view (i.e. the state of her know-
ledge at t). B assesses the proposition as false from his own point of view, 
since he knows better ; and he provides A with a new piece of information 
which changes A’s own epistemic state. A is now in a position to re-
evaluate the proposition: from A’s point of view at t’ (after gaining new 
information), the proposition is false. A therefore retracts her earlier asser-
tion: the proposition that she judged to be true, she now judges to be false. 

The problem with the relativist explanation of faultless disagreement 
and related phenomena is that it overgeneralizes. There are plenty of cases 
which seem to be amenable to a relativist analysis, but which do not elicit 
the same intuitions regarding agreement and disagreement. Thus I call you 
on the phone, and commenting upon my situation I say “It is raining.” If 
you say “No, it isn’t,” meaning that there is no rain in your situation, there 
is misunderstanding rather than genuine disagreement. Or, adapting an 
example due to Jon Barwise (1989), suppose that Watson says “The salt is 
left of the pepper,” and Holmes, speaking from his own perspective (oppo-
site Watson), replies, No it is not.” Clearly, there is no substantive disa-
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greement here. If each of them is talking about his own perspective, there is 
misunderstanding rather than genuine disagreement. The same considera-
tions apply to the temporal case. At time t, you say “It is raining.” Later, 
when the sun is shining again, you say “It is not raining”. You cannot con-
clude “so I was wrong.” Still, in all these cases, a relativist analysis is in 
order: from a relativist point of view, a sentence like “It is raining” ex-
presses a proposition that is true or false not relative to worlds simpliciter, 
but relative to rich circumstances involving a world, a time, and a place; 
while “The salt is left of the pepper” expresses a proposition that is true or 
false relative to a world, a time, a place, and a perspective. The relativist 
position is considerably weakened if such cases cannot be handled along 
relativist lines. But if they are handled along relativist lines, then the rela-
tivist explanation of faultless disagreement suffers from overgeneration: it 
predicts that in such cases also we should have the intuition that genuine 
disagreement occurs, yet no such intuition actually arises. 

6. Use-sensitivity vs. assessment-sensitivity 

Faced with the overgeneration problem, the relativist has an option: sever 
the link between the context of utterance and the circumstance of evalua-
tion. As we have seen, on the standard approach, an utterance expresses a 
proposition which is evaluated with respect to the world of the context. 
Relativist approaches construe the circumstance of evaluation as involving 
parameters other than the possible world –e.g., a time, a judge, a location, a 
body of information, etc. But the time is still construed as the time of the 
context (i.e. the time of utterance); the location –for “It is raining”– is the 
place of utterance, and so on and so forth. As Lewis 1980 puts it, the “in-
dex” of evaluation for an autonomous utterance always is “the index of the 
context.”8 

It is, however, possible for an utterance such as “It is raining” to be eva-
luated not with respect to the place of utterance, but with respect to some 
other place which happens to be salient or has just been mentioned in the 
conversation. Some theorists would say that, in such a case, the utterance is 
elliptical for a longer utterance explicitly referring to that location and say-
ing that, at that location, it rains. From a relativist standpoint, however, it is 
preferable to maintain that the location is an aspect of the circumstance of 
evaluation, while accepting that the place of evaluation need not be the 
place of the context of utterance. In general, on this view, the index need 
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not be the index of the context: it is the index determined by the context. 
Thus the world of evaluation need not be the world of the context. If we 
have just made a supposition, a subsequent utterance may well have to be 
evaluated with respect to the set of possible worlds introduced by that sup-
position, rather than with respect to the actual world (in which the utterance 
is made). Similarly, there are what Lasersohn (2005) calls “exocentric” 
uses of predicates of personal taste: after choosing one particular brand of 
cat food rather than another in the supermarket, I may justify my choice by 
saying “This one is tasty,” meaning by this that it is tasty to my cat. Here 
the judge is not the speaker, but someone else whose taste is contextually 
relevant. 

A more radical move would consist in denying that the circumstance of 
evaluation is always determined by the context of utterance. Consider the 
example discussed above (section 4): 

 
(6) 
 A (at time t): John might be in London. 
 B:  He can’t be –Peter saw him in Delhi two hours ago. 
 A (at time t’): Ok, I was wrong then. He can’t be in London. 
 

A’s utterance at t is to be evaluated with respect to A’s information state at 
t. Here the index is the index of the context. At t’, however, A re-evaluates 
her initial utterance from the point of view of the new epistemic state she 
finds herself in at t’. Is this legitimate? It is, if the circumstance of evalua-
tion is not necessarily the circumstance of the context of utterance, nor even 
a circumstance determined by the context of utterance, but, rather, a cir-
cumstance determined by the context in which the assessor finds himself or 
herself when evaluating the utterance. At t’, when she evaluates her prior 
utterance as false, A finds herself in a new epistemic state, distinct from the 
one that she was in when she made the utterance. According to MacFar-
lane’s brand of relativism (the only genuine form of relativism by his stan-
dards)9, it is the context of the assessor, not the context of the speaker, 
which fixes the relevant circumstance of evaluation. Of course there are 
many cases in which there is no difference between the context of utterance 
and the context of assessment. Thus when A makes her utterance at t, she 
assesses it as true with respect to the context she is in, which context is both 
the context of utterance and the context of assessment. But at t’, when she 
re-evaluates the utterance, the context of utterance and the context of as-
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sessment diverge: qua assessor at t’, A has more extensive knowledge that 
she had, qua speaker, at t. The fact that she then evaluates her prior utter-
ance as false shows that what fixes the circumstance of evaluation is the 
context of assessment, not the context of utterance. 

In this “double-context” framework, put forward by John MacFarlane, 
can we dispose of the overgeneration problem which besets simpler forms 
of relativism? We can. According to MacFarlane, some expressions are 
“use-sensitive” in the sense that their semantic value (their truth-value, in 
the case of complete sentences) depends upon the context of use. As we 
have seen (section 3), this dependence on the context of use covers two 
types of case. The expression may exhibit standard context-sensitivity, i.e., 
its content may depend upon the context of use; or the expression may be 
circumstance-relative, i.e., its extension may be relative to a circumstance 
determined by the context of use. In contrast to these two types of case, an 
expression is assessment-sensitive just in case its semantic value depends 
upon the context of assessment, distinct from the context of use. Epistemic 
modals are assessment-sensitive, MacFarlane claims: that is what the dialo-
gue in (6) shows. Likewise, predicates of personal taste are arguably as-
sessment-sensitive: that is why it is possible and legitimate for B to contra-
dict A’s claim that spinach is delicious. When B assesses A’s claim, the 
relevant standards of taste are B’s standards, for B is the assessor. To solve 
the overgeneration problem, then, one has simply to concede that not all 
expressions are assessment-sensitive. Some are use-sensitive. In the “It’s 
raining” case, the relevant location needs to be fixed by the context of ut-
terance. It will not do to re-evaluate the speaker’s utterance of “It is rain-
ing” with respect to a location distinct from the location which he had in 
mind and was talking about. In other cases, however, such things happen. 
So –according to the view under discussion– we need assessment-
sensitivity as well as use-sensitivity. 

At this point, it should be obvious that there is room for two forms of 
assessment-sensitivity, just as there are two types of use-sensitivity. An 
expression is use-sensitive, we said, if either its content depends upon the 
context of use or it is to be evaluated with respect to a circumstance which 
depends upon the context of use. Similarly, an expression is assessment-
sensitive if it is to be evaluated with respect to a circumstance determined 
by the context of assessment, or if its content depends upon the context of 
assessment. 

The intriguing view that, in some cases, the content of an expression 
may depend upon the context of assessment rather than the context of use 
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has been dubbed “content-relativism” by some and “indexical relativism” 
by others.10 Most of the intuitions in favor of such a view seem to come 
from examples in which the interpreter’s context, or context of reception, 
matters more than the speaker’s context (Egan 2009). It is not clear that 
such examples cannot be dealt with within the standard use-sensitivity 
framework (since the “use” of an expression involves its reception as well 
as its utterance); but the theoretical option is definitely there, awaiting the 
empirical data for which it could profitably account.11 

Notes 

1. Relatedly, Larry Horn speaks of the “border wars” over the semantics/ prag-
matics interface (Horn 2006). 

2. The present volume originated in the conference Context-Dependence, Pers-
pective and Relativity in Language and Thought, held at the Ecole Normale 
Supérieure in Paris, 9–11 November 2007. 

3. Even Herman Cappelen, whose book Insensitive Semantics (co-authored with 
Ernie Lepore: Cappelen and Lepore 2005) gave its impetus to the minimalist 
crusade, now embraces contextualism, as witnessed by his most recent book 
(Cappelen and Hawthorne 2009). 

4. Intermediate positions are also available, as Angelika Kratzer argued in her 
2009 Context and Content lectures in Paris (Kratzer forthcoming). 

5. Kaplan (1989) already distinguishes these two roles of the context parameter; 
for a discussion of the importance of this distinction, from both a semantic 
and a logical point of view, see e.g. (Predelli and Stojanovic 2008). 

6. This sort of suggestion may be found, for instance, in (Barwise 1989). 
7. A relativist account of quantifier domain restriction has recently been pre-

sented and defended e.g. in (Stojanovic forthcoming). 
8. For embedded sentences, the index of evaluation may be “shifted” by the 

operator under which the sentence is embedded. 
9. What we have called “relativism” so far is a position MacFarlane prefers to 

refer to as “non-indexical contextualism” (MacFarlane 2009). Recanati (2007) 
calls it “moderate relativism” to distinguish it from MacFarlane’s more radical 
form of relativism, where the circumstance of evaluation is determined by the 
context of assessment. 

10. See Cappelen (2008), Sweeney (ms.), Weatherson (2009). 
11. Research on the themes of this book has received funding from the European 

Research Council under the European Community’s Seventh Framework Pro-
gramme (FP7/2007–2013) / ERC grant agreement n° 229 441 – CCC. 
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1. Implicit content (1): philosophical         
    perspective 


