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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

I 
 
The present study, which consists of two articles, deals with particular aspects 
of the phenomenon that expressions of natural languages can relate or be 
employed for relating to linguistic matters. This distinctive feature is 
manifested by linguistic items exhibiting diverse categories. For example, 
names of singular terms often denote or refer to non-linguistic objects, such 
as persons, places etc., but sometimes exhibit the same relationship to 
linguistic objects, like words or sentences. Predicates can be used for 
characterizing either non-linguistic or linguistic entities, and although 
declarative sentences are ordinarily employed for making statements 
pertaining to non-linguistic facts, it appears that in many linguistic 
communities sentences are equally employed for expressing judgments 
concerning various sorts of linguistic objects. Whether the same holds good 
for all communities speaking natural languages cannot be decided in advance, 
but one is entitled to presume that even if groups exist which have in fact 
never employed expressions of their language for speaking about linguistic 
matters they are able to do this and would use their native tongue for this 
purpose if a corresponding motivation would arise.  
 
In the context of the present inquiry queries about the extent to which 
subjects in different linguistic communities actually use language for referring 
to matters of language is not essential. The focus lies instead on some 
particular issues affecting the question of the extent to which linguistic items 
can perform the function of relating to linguistic matters. The theoretical 
possibility of limitations in this regard is easy to recognize. It is predictable 
that lack of appropriate terminological resources makes it increasingly difficult 
to formulate true propositions pertaining to linguistic facts. However, the 
limitations coming to the fore in  this study exhibit a different nature and are 
not the outcome of terminological or conceptual shortcomings. The vital issue 
lies in the phenomenon that features of linguistic items and facts about them 
exist to which one can indeed relate by using expressions belonging to the 
same language as the concerned units but only on condition that the items 
concerned and the expressions employed for this purpose differ. This 
restriction is absolutely inevitable in certain cases. An important aspect of the 
matter is that on the one hand examples of linguistic properties can be found 
regarding which it is pretty easy to realize that no linguistic expression could 
be employed for correctly ascribing them to itself, whereas the same 
properties can be correctly ascribed by using other expressions, and that on 
the other hand also examples exist for which the exhibition of that feature is 
not a trivial issue. This holds good both due to the circumstance that its 
detection in those cases is less straightforward and on account of the fact 
that the explanation of the phenomenon raises significant problems.  
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It will be contended that the detection of a ‘non-trivial’ specimen of linguistic 
feature disallowing ‘self-ascription’ can be traced far back in the history of 
linguistic and philosophical reflection. The supposition that it has been 
brought to the fore in a non-Western tradition of thought which as a whole 
stands out by the intensiveness in which linguistic matters have been 
investigated is the main reason why the present study is partly systematic or 
‘analytic’ and partly historical. A further reason for combining historical and 
‘problem orientated’ investigations lies in the circumstance that an important 
philosophical problem or rather family of problems connected with the 
designation ‘liar paradox’ concerns a feature exhibited by one of the ‘non-
trivial’ specimens of properties which are ascribable to linguistic items without 
problems only in so far as no self-ascription is involved. The historical 
investigation concerns a segment of a chapter in a more comprehensive work 
supposed to have been composed by an author called ‘Bhartṛhari’ who, 
according to current conjectures, flourished between ca. 450 – 510 A.D.1 The 
writer as well as his main work is commonly allocated to a tradition of the 
philosophy of the grammarians. It has been alleged by some Western 
scholars not only that in the pertinent section of the text its author was 
concerned with the liar paradox or some variety of liar paradox but also that 
the text offers some key to an interesting and elegant solution of it. It will be 
a major aim to show by means of a detailed investigation of the entire 
relevant textual segment that those claims are fundamentally mistaken. This 
thesis is however not taken to imply that consideration of that text possesses 
no relevance for the assessment of problems posed by this sort of paradox. 
For it will be maintained that a major matter of concern in the pertinent 
textual segment lies in the establishment of a tenet entailing an 
acknowledgment of another non-trivial specimen of impossibility of self-
ascription. More specifically, the author presumably pursued the goal of 
supporting the thesis that the performance of their semantic functions on the 
part of meaningful linguistic items does not require the occurrence of any 
function pertaining to them and in particular that expressions, when they are 
uttered, express their import without simultaneously fixing their meaning by 
defining or explaining it. Thus names of singular terms are able to denote 
individual objects even if the function of denoting them is not denoted, 
defined or explained by some linguistic item; predicates can perform their 
function of characterizing objects without any further characterization of that 
function; sentences are capable of expressing some propositional content 
even if no linguistic item explains their specific function of expressing that 
content or expresses the fact that they express some content or the other. 
Since this is a contention which accords with common sense the main 
significance of the text does not lie in the fact that it advocates this view but 
in the circumstance that it comprises an attempt of providing a rational 
justification for the correctness of that outlook. Considering the fact that it is 
obviously possible to characterize and explain semantic functions in principle 

                                        
1  Cf. Coward/Kunjunni Raja 1990:121. 
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and in view of phenomena like the explanation of the meaning of linguistic 
expressions by other linguistic items the circumstance attains relevance that 
the possibilities of making semantic functions objects of semantic functions is 
subject to restrictions and that this holds good in particular for linguistic units 
and their own semantic functions. It is in this connection that a theorem 
which says that semantic functions can never pertain to themselves is 
pertinent. If one — in accordance with a view which is current nowadays — 
considers functions as a special variety of relations one can interpret this 
tenet as a consequence of the more comprehensive principle which says that 
a relation can never be a relatum of itself. It is exactly this principle which 
appears to be proclaimed in the text together with a succinct justification of 
its validity. Although one can ascertain that from the supposition of the truth 
of that theorem it does not compellingly follow that linguistic items can never 
explain their own semantic functions in the manner in which linguistic 
expressions can explain the semantic functions of other expressions one can 
verify that its acceptance diminishes to a significant degree the credibility of 
the supposition that usually meaningful expressions play their semantic roles 
by explaining their roles or that they are ordinarily accompanied by some 
comment on their function. It is the implied consequence that linguistic 
expressions cannot perform in every regard the same functions they can play 
with respect to other expressions also with respect to themselves, which 
establishes a connection with the phenomenon of liar paradoxes. Despite the 
concession that this sort of relationship makes it appropriate to consider the 
topic of the text in combination with the problem of liar paradoxes, we assert 
that the assumption that it provides a key for its solution is wrong. The 
decisive reason is that everything asserted in the text, and in particular the 
thesis that meaningful expressions — if there is any relation between them 
and some content —  cannot be related by the same relation both to their 
content and to that relation itself, is compatible with the proposition that 
linguistic items simultaneously express some content and a comment about 
that content. 2  Thus the relevance of considering the problems of liar 
paradoxes against the backdrop of the vindication of the tenet that some 
semantic functions are necessarily performed without the occurrence of any 
further function pertaining to them is of a negative kind: By combining the 
consideration of different varieties of the impossibility of linguistic self-
ascription the individual features distinguishing them are brought into relief. 
 

 

                                        
2  This is a situation which can be observed regarding expressions like: 
 

The content of the sentence which is being uttered by me just now (is a 
content which) has never been expressed by any sentence before. 

 
A salient feature of items like the above quoted one is that they provide comments 
concerning their contents by expressing a particular content without directly referring 
to it (by a term specifying what the content is). 
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II 

 
Unlike the first article the essay which constitutes the second part of the 
present study does not contain investigations of textual sources. Its topic is 
related to that of the first part by the fact that under a different aspect, in 
particular the problems which arise if one employs a linguistic item for 
ascribing to itself failure of expressing a true content, the inquiry concerns the 
phenomenon of the limitation of ascribing properties to linguistic items. The 
focus of the investigation lies in the assessment of a number of derivations 
which deduce apparently paradoxical consequences from assumptions to the 
effect that particular linguistic items express contents relating to the issue of 
whether or not certain sentences express a content which is true. In contrast 
to ‘paradoxes of truth’, however, the paradoxical nature of the derivable 
consequences in the present cases does not derive from the circumstance 
that they militate against entrenched conceptions about truth but against the 
apparently undisputable fact that ascriptions of truth or lack of truth, or more 
precisely, ascriptions of expressing a true content or of failing to do so on the 
part of linguistic items, can be expressed in language. Supposing that the 
resulting consequences cannot be admitted as true and that either among the 
pertinent assumptions at least one fails to be true or at least one of the 
employed principles of derivation should be dismissed as invalid, a proposal 
will be presented that embodies a definite choice among the theoretically 
conceivable alternatives.  
 
Although the term ‘synonymy’ is seldom mentioned in the article it has a 
bearing on certain suppositions concerning the relationship between linguistic 
synonymy and content. On the one hand the fact is highlighted that 
expressions exist which one can justifiably consider as being linguistically non-
synonymous and which on the other hand share the property that they can be 
employed for either expressing denials or ascriptions of truth with respect to 
contents of linguistic items. This holds good, among others, for the 
expressions ‘yes’, sentences of the form ‘that which NN says (by using 
sentence S) is true’, where in the place of ‘NN’ a personal pronoun or a proper 
name might occur, as well as sentences of the type ‘the content which S 
expresses is a truth’, where in the place of ‘S’ a designation of a token — or 
even a type — of declarative sentence might occur. Mutatis mutandis  similar 
observations can be made concerning expressions of denial, such as ‘no’ etc. 
Thus the view that the various items expressing ascriptions or denials of truth 
respectively possess the same content is hardly more unconventional than the 
supposition that they differ in that respect. This concession ought however be 
combined with the stance that different equally legitimate concepts of content 
exist and that the same might hold good for terms designating relations 
between linguistic items and content. On the other hand the discussions of 
the article provide various occasions for referring to the phenomenon that 
certain expressions of natural languages can be plausibly taken to express a 
multitude of contents so that a one-many relationship can be hypothesized 
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between contents linked to (an intuitively plausible concept of) linguistic 
synonymy on the one hand and another (equally plausible) concept of content 
which appears to be closely connected with ascriptions of truth or untruth. 
Whereas one must presume that in view of the phenomena of the existence 
of deictic elements, of ambiguities as well as the exhibition of vagueness or 
semantic indeterminateness the idea of admitting one-many relations 
between linguistic or literal meaning and other types of content is not 
unfamiliar, the contention made in the article to the effect that even in the 
domain of sentences exhibiting none of those features — at least not in an 
apparent manner — linguistic synonymy can go together with difference of 
content is probably not commonplace. Anyhow, the discussions prompted by 
the derivation of paradoxical consequences based on denials of truth with 
respect to contents of linguistic items deviate from a number of deliberations 
concerning paradoxes of truth on account of the circumstance that they focus 
on the issues of content as well as relations between linguistic units and 
content. This divergence does not necessarily mean that the considerations 
are in all respects irrelevant for the assessment of paradoxes of truth and in 
particular the ‘liar-paradox’. A major objective of the discussions of the article 
lies in diminishing the credibility of a principle which in its turn supports the 
plausibility of a principle sometimes called ‘the Tarski-biconditional’, which 
could be represented by the formulation: 
 

T<φ>  φ 

 
where ‘<φ>’ is to be replaced by a designation of the expression occurring at 
the right of the biconditional-symbol ‘’. It represents the idea that truth can 

be ascribed to a sentence precisely if that which the sentence expresses is the 
case. Therefore the article contains a thesis which possesses relevance for the 
assessment of truth-paradoxes to the extent to which the correctness or 
incorrectness of the ‘Tarski-biconditional’ is pertinent for truth-paradoxes. This 
connection of relevance holds good irrespective of whether or not the 
advocated thesis is itself acceptable.  
 
The topics of the two studies are related in at least two respects. Due to the 
emphasis on the existence of different varieties of content the second article 
exhibits a relationship of an indirect kind with respect to the textual source 
investigated in the first part. An indirect connection exists due to the 
circumstance that the propagation of different types of content implicitly 
embodies the rejection of a view which is intimated in the text according to 
which meaningful linguistic expressions are uniquely related to a content as 
something which they mean. It must be admitted, however, that the theorem 
of a unique relationship between expressions and their content does not 
possess any discernible relevance for the rest of the discussion in the 
pertinent textual segment, and one might even read the text in a way which 
does not imply that consequence. Anyway, another connection is noteworthy. 
It pertains to the relationship between a central claim propagated in the text 
according to the interpretation endorsed in the present study and paradoxes 
of truth in general. It can be ascertained that if the pertinent claim is correct 
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then the derivation of paradoxical consequences in so far as they depend on a 
true premise concerning the expressed content of a linguistic unit necessarily 
depends on a (semantic) fact which is not expressed (in the same sense of 
the term) by the pertinent linguistic item itself. As this point has to be 
elaborated later it should suffice to present it here only in a succinct form. 
 
 

III 
 
The textual passage investigated in the first article has been studied even 
before. The main reason for making it the object of a detailed investigation 
again lies surely in the fact that certain important results should be 
established which deviate from those propagated earlier. It is, however, also 
conspicuous that the present study differs from previous inquiries, in 
particular an extensive account presented some years before, not merely by 
drawing other conclusions and propagating diverging tenets. A most striking 
deviance lies in the characteristic that unlike previous investigations the 
present one consistently explores the question of whether, supposed a certain 
interpretation were correct, tenets advocated in a textual passage exhibit 
qualities like truth, acceptability and reasonability. The very fact that not only 
previous investigations of the same text lack those ingredients but that 
corresponding omissions characterize even the vast majority of studies on 
theoretical treatises belonging to the same tradition of thought intimates the 
conclusion that the need to bring matters of truth, acceptability and 
theoretical reasonableness into play is not commonly acknowledged. One can 
even surmise that various scholars are disposed to contend that studying 
texts of past traditions of thought against such background is inappropriate. 
 
A possible basis of adopting that stance could lie in the consideration that one 
must avoid the ‘imposition of own prejudice’ on texts to be studied. It should 
be an obvious truth that from the fact that somebody who interprets a text 
attributes truth to certain tenets it neither follows that those tenets were 
propagated in some investigated text nor that the author of the text believed 
them to be true. It might be, on the other hand, less obvious that possession 
of prejudice concerning truth or untruth on the part of interpreters is not an 
essentially static situation. An interpreter who is not in principle willing to 
revise his previous attribution of truth-values to propositions due to a 
confrontation with a text cannot be regarded as someone who his qualified 
for that job. Not only does the aspect of assignment of truth to possible 
tenets propagated in texts play a role in the definition of an interpreter’s 
qualification, but one can even argue that an interpreter who raises questions 
of truth in an explicit manner is better equipped for implementing his 
qualifications than somebody who does not. Anyhow, it ought to be evident 
that the stance of raising questions of truth or untruth can never be identified 
with a stance that results in accepting interpretations only if they have the 
attribution of tenets as consequence which are considered as true by the 
interpreter.  
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This leaves room for the objection that posing questions of truth with respect 
to treatises belonging to a fairly remote past or some distant cultural milieu is 
irrelevant because doctrines propagated in them are outdated and tenets 
propagated in such sources are bound to be either erroneous or insignificant. 
It should be incontrovertible that the position underlying this objection is 
absolutely unacceptable. The thesis that doctrines of the remote past are 
outdated or that statements propagated in textual sources of some distant 
tradition of thought are either wrong or irrelevant can never be taken for 
granted from the outset. Only investigations pertaining to individual 
specimens can provide a justification for verdicts of something’s being 
outdated, erroneous or insignificant. This does definitely not amount to a 
dogmatic rejection of claims such as the contention that philosophical 
doctrines of the antiquity are obsolete nowadays or that outside the Western 
tradition of thought tenets of considerable theoretical significance do not or 
only seldom occur. But one must unyieldingly insist that in the context of 
investigations neither the truth nor the falsity of assumptions of that sort can 
be allowed to possess any effect. Therefore every omission of raising 
questions of truth on the basis of the tacit assumption that those suppositions 
are correct is hardly less objectionable than uncritical explicit avowals of their 
truth. One might nevertheless surmise that in view of our present knowledge 
about teachings of the remoter past and of certain distant cultural milieus we 
ought attribute low probability to the supposition that those doctrines deserve 
to be accepted as they are. Even if that contention were valid it would not 
follow that raising questions of truth possess at most marginal relevance. The 
argument involves a fallacy because questions of acceptability or truth do not 
necessarily pertain to complete doctrinal teachings. They can, and presumably 
should, be directed in the first place to individual tenets or theorems which 
constitute together with numerous other ones the units which are commonly 
regarded as individual teachings or systems of thought. As far as one can see, 
there is no plausible consideration supporting the claim that assessments of 
truth possess relevance only if they occur in the form of global assessments. 
The argument is fallacious also in another respect. It embodies the implicit 
assumption that questions of truth can only be raised with respect to units 
which have been asserted or propagated somewhere. This is wrong. One can 
consider as true or untrue also statements pertaining to the connection 
between various ingredients of a system of thought, in particular assertions 
about the issue of whether such and such tenet validly follows from such and 
such premises. In this manner assessments about truth are connected with 
assessments concerning validity. It will emerge later that many issues raised 
in the context of the textual exegesis concern the question of whether certain 
tenets validly follow from certain assumptions. Since the assumptions 
concerned are not seldom propositions which are supposedly advocated in the 
investigated text itself, these questions pertain to matters of internal 
coherence and consistency. Thus a significant number of deliberations can be 
described as considerations of the question as to whether or not the 
propagation of some particular tenet or theorem can be assessed as 
reasonable against the background of the author’s own assumptions. 
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At this point one must address the possible objection that contemplations of 
this sort can possess relevance at best in the context of philosophical analysis, 
but are completely irrelevant in the context of studies of the history of 
thought. It has been proclaimed after all that the purpose of textual 
interpretation in the latter framework lies in finding out what an author 
thought or what he intended to assert in combination with a suggestion to the 
effect that philosophical analysis is pretty irrelevant if it concerns certain 
teachings of the remoter past or doctrines advocated in foreign traditions of 
thought. As far as the latter contention is concerned we suppose that the 
above presented arguments provide a definite refutation of it in so far as it 
rests on the described prejudice about expectable truth and relevance. 
Regarding the claim that the purpose of exegesis in the framework of the 
history of thought consists in finding out what authors really thought, it 
deserves to be pointed out in the first place that the notion of what someone 
thought is pretty vague and hence quite useless as long as it is not 
complemented by a more precise explication of its import. But also the idea of 
something which is asserted or propagated is beset with a crucial lack of 
indeterminacy. This is an implicit outcome of the present study itself because 
the idea of something that is asserted or propagated is inseparably connected 
with the idea of content and given that the notion of content permits 
divergent explications also the contention that interpretation must pursue the 
aim of identifying what somebody really asserted or intended to assert calls 
for further elucidation. But the above delineated position is flawed also on 
another account. We assert that its adoption reveals a vital lack of insight into 
the mechanisms of linguistic communication. More specifically, it ignores the 
crucial role which considerations of truth and reasonability play for the 
communication of a type of content which possesses central importance for 
linguistic understanding and interpretation. As it seems that several scholars 
are not disposed to readily agree to this assertion it appears apposite to 
substantiate this view by some considerations. 
 

IV 
 
Traditions of studies of the history of thought and of textual exegesis exist 
which presuppose an outlook according to which only three factors possess 
major relevance for the interpretation of linguistic utterances — in the spoken 
as well as in the written medium: 1) Lexical meanings of individual 
expressions whose explanation is the purpose of dictionaries, 2) grammatical 
rules of individual languages whose account forms the objective of descriptive 
grammars, 3) the historical and ideological background of ideas associated 
with individual words, not seldom designated by the terms ‘concept’ or — in 
the German speaking tradition — ‘Begriff’, whose explication constitutes a 
major topic of study in the traditional philological disciplines. Inasmuch as the 
third factor is considered relevant for interpretations of spoken utterances or 
of texts, it is implicitly acknowledged that lexical and grammatical facts alone 
do not exhaust everything which matters for interpretation. For investigations 
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which are dedicated to topics like the concept of salvation or of God in such 
and such schools or traditions of thought cannot be consistently understood 
as studies aiming at explicating merely possible lexical meanings of individual 
words, for example alleged correlates of the expressions ‘salvation’, and ‘God’ 
in other languages.  
 
There is no need to pursue in detail the question whether and to what extent 
the above delineated position has been in fact adopted in studies of traditions 
of thought and textual exegesis. It must only be pointed out that the 
description is not meant to paraphrase tenets which have been advocated in 
an explicit form but should rather reflect principles which have been tacitly 
presupposed by actual practice, at least to an extent which is significant. In 
the present context, however, only the following circumstance possesses 
central importance: We advocate the thesis that the above sketched position 
is correct merely in so far as it acknowledges the fact that the domain of 
factors relevant for the interpretation of linguistic utterances exceeds the 
realm of lexical and grammatical properties. On the other hand it involves an 
excessive narrowing down of the perspective as far as non-lexical and non-
grammatical issues are concerned which are pertinent for the understanding 
and interpretation of linguistic items. A most decisive shortcoming lies in the 
neglect of the interplay between lexical and grammatical features of linguistic 
expressions on the one hand and principles of linguistic usage which are not 
tied in the same manner as lexical and grammatical properties to individual 
words or to languages and language-varieties on the other hand. 
 
Among the latter ones principles of inference as well as maxims regulating the 
appropriateness of linguistic behaviour on the part of the producer of an 
utterance most intimately interact with lexical and syntactic features as well 
as with rules regulating the way in which syntactic properties influence the 
generation of meanings of complex syntactic units for the production of 
contents which are particularly relevant for interpretation and understanding. 
A most instructive illustration of the interplay between, so to speak, linguistic 
and pragmatic factors is provided by a phenomenon which could be named 
‘generalized implicature’. This term is meant to designate a propositional 
content which is regularly connected with some linguistic unit as its (most) 
ordinary import — and not merely against the backdrop of particular features 
of context — but can be explained as the result of the operation of 
‘conversational maxims’ — or by principles closely related to the 
conversational maxims formulated by P. Grice — hypothesizing a different 
content as the literal or linguistic meaning of the concerned item. Generalized 
implicatures are apt to evoke the impression that in the pertinent cases 
natural languages do not comply with the principle of ‘compositionality’.3 Thus 
a statement made by the sentence: 

                                        
3  This is a principle which in an informal manner can be formulated as follows: 
 

The meaning of a complex expression is determined by the meanings of its 
immediate constituents and the mode of composition. 
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(A) All Gibraltarians drive imported cars. 
 
can obviously be true only if all Gibraltarians who drive a car drive cars which 
are imported. This results from the fact that universal quantifiers, such as ‘all’ 
and ‘every’, exhibit the feature that if all members or every member of some 
set exhibits a certain property then the same property must be equally 
exhibited by all the members belonging to any subset of the pertinent set. 
Hence everything which might hold true of all Gibraltarians in general must 
also hold true for the totality of Gibraltarians who exhibit additional qualities, 
in particular the property of driving a car. — Other quantifiers like ‘most’ 
exemplify a similar feature.4 — But contrary to that which one could expect by 
considering the syntactic structure of (A) the sentence is regularly connected 
with a content for which the fact that all Gibraltarians in so far as they are 
car-drivers drive imported cars is not merely a necessary but also a sufficient 
condition of truth. This phenomenon can be explained by a combination of 
four factors:  
 
1) The content of every sentence of the form: 
 

All A’s are B(’s) 
 
entails any proposition expressible by sentences of the form: 
 

All A’s which are C(’s) are B(’s) 
 
whenever being C is a necessary requirement of being B. This is not only a 
consequence of the above mentioned property of universal quantifiers, but 
also a result of the internal entailment relationship between being B and 
being C, so that under such conditions even sentences of the form: 
 

Some A’s are B(’s) 
 
entail 
 

Some A’s which are C(’s) are B(’s). 
 
2) The circumstance that driving a car is a necessary requirement for driving 
an imported car is immediately obvious.  
 
3) It occurs that it is equally evident that not all members belonging to the 
explicitly specified domain of the quantifier, i.e. individuals which are A or the 

                                        
4  Only a modified variant is valid, however. It can be formulated by: 
 

If most members or the majority of the members of some set exhibit a 
certain property then the same property is mostly exhibited by the majority of 
the members belonging to a subset of the pertinent set. 
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set of A’s in sentences of the form ‘All A’s are B(’s)’, meet a necessary 
requirement for satisfying the relevant predicate. Thus it can be immediately 
recognized that the set of all Gibraltarians is not a set all of whose members 
meet the pertinent requirement for driving an imported car, viz. being a car-
driver.  
 
4) Due to the obviousness of the three previous facts everybody who employs 
(A) can rely not only on the capacity of interpreters to acknowledge their 
truth but also on their ability to presuppose a corresponding capacity on the 
part of the speaker of the sentence and thus of recognizing, by hypothesizing 
that no obvious falsehood should be asserted, an intention of conveying a 
propositional content which would be more explicitly but less concisely 
expressed by: 
 

(A’) All Gibraltarians who drive cars drive imported cars. 
 
Thus the circumstance that (A’) is a rather unusual way of conveying a 
content which appears to be the ordinary import of (A) is a result of a rather 
universal principle of linguistic practice: Speakers employ the maxim of being 
interpreted in a manner which minimizes the ascription of unreasonableness 
on their part as a means of conveying contents — in addition to other 
linguistic devices. Avoiding the ascription of evident falsehoods is a most 
important variety in this category. 
 
If one compares (A) with 
 

(B)   All professors in our college have Asian wives. 
 
one recognizes both similarities and differences. The most salient difference is 
that (B) permits two interpretations among which one would assign to the 
sentence a true and the other a false content given that not all professors of 
the concerned college are married. The reason for this diversity is 
straightforward. Whereas the first factor mentioned above remains valid and, 
in a form accommodated to the example, the second one also holds good, the 
third feature has no parallel in the present case. The sentence itself does not 
furnish any clue whether or not the property whose exemplification 
constitutes a necessary condition of the correct ascribability of the predicate, 
viz. that of being married, characterizes the whole domain specified by the 
noun-phrase connected to the quantifier. There is no inferential connection 
between the specification of a set of professors of a college and the exhibition 
or non-possession of the property of having a wife, and this absence is 
obviously responsible for the circumstance that (B) permits an interpretation 
for which the fact that some members of the domain specified by the noun-
phrase are not married would falsify the content. On the other hand, against 
the background of specific contextual features even (B) can be employed for 
asserting a content which could be expressed by: 
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(B’)  All professors in our college who are / in so far as they are 
married have Asian wives. 

 
as a more explicit alternative formulation, and this is the reason why (B) 
considered in isolation allows for the different interpretations discerned before. 
Hence only in the case of (A), but not in the case of (B) a content that 
involves a substantial restriction or narrowing of the quantifier-domain results 
as a generalized implicature.5 Nevertheless, according to the point of view 
advocated by us, even in the case of (A) and similar examples the literal or 
linguistic meaning of the sentence does not equal the paraphrase specifying a 
corresponding restricted quantifier-domain like (A’). Accordingly (A) invariably 
expresses a false content in virtue of its literal meaning and the literally 
expressed content of (B) is never true if the set specified by the noun-phrase 
contains members who do not satisfy the prerequisite imposed by the 
predicate, viz. being married. But it happens that the literal content is just 
irrelevant for interpretation — or more precisely, only a factor for the 
determination of a content which possesses primary importance for 
interpretation. We contend that the same account deserves to be given for 
sentences containing possessive constructions, such as: 
 

(C) All Gibraltarian’s cars are imported. 
(D) The wives of all professors in our college are Asian. 

 
In contrast to the previous examples generalized implicatures exhibited by 
sentences containing disjunctions in the scope of ‘possibility-operators’ cannot 
be derived from the principle of interpreting utterances under the hypothesis 
of avoiding the expression of contents that are patently false. They could be 
however related to the abstract maxim of minimizing unreasonableness of 
linguistic behaviour. As a rule, positive sentences of the forms: 
 

It is possible that p or q 
It is permissible to (either) Φ or Ψ 
NN can (either) Φ or Ψ 

 
and similar ones are interpreted as if they were equivalent to corresponding 
conjunctive sentences of the forms: 
 

It is possible that p and it is possible that q 
It is permitted to Φ and it is permitted to Ψ 
NN can Φ and NN can Ψ 

 

                                        
5  This tallies with the fact that it would be always odd and inappropriate to react 
against an utterance of (A) with a remark like: ‘This cannot be true, because not all 
Gibraltarians drive cars’, whereas a corresponding reaction against (B) is not 
necessarily misplaced, even if it could evoke the reaction on the part of the speaker 
that he thinks that he was misunderstood. 
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in cases where the expressions of possibility relate to specific variants of 
possibility, such as epistemic possibility or permission. This contrasts with the 
import of corresponding negated sentences which are regularly interpreted as 
equivalent to 
 

It is not possible that p and it is not possible that q 
It is neither permitted to Φ nor to Ψ 
NN can neither Φ nor Ψ 

 
and which therefore comply with an equivalence between ‘It is possible that p 
or q’ etc. with ‘It is possible that p or it is possible that q’ etc, like the 
equivalence between ‘M(p v q)’ and ‘Mp v Mq’ in various systems of Modal 
Logic, given that negations, disjunctions and conjunctions in natural 
languages are in accordance with the De Morgan laws. 
 
Here it can be presumed that two factors are most relevant: 1) A disjunctive 
proposition requires for its truth that at least one of the members of the 
disjunction is true, but by asserting a disjunction a speaker does not reveal 
which of the members he regards as true. 2) Possibility is a ‘weak’ modality 
and a speaker is committed to regard as possible every proposition which he 
does not consider impossible. Thus regarding a disjunction as possible 
involves the commitment to regard at least one of the members of the 
disjunction as possible, but expressing the possibility of a disjunction neither 
reveals that some particular member of the disjunction is regarded as true nor 
that it is regarded as untrue. If, on the other hand, a speaker considered 
some particular member of a disjunction as impossible he would be 
committed to assess as possible the remaining member(s) entitling him to 
assert the possibility of the remaining member(s) alone or in conjunction with 
an explicit denial of the possibility of the other alternatives. 6  Under those 
circumstances expressing the possibility of a disjunction is highly 
inappropriate and misleading. For it cannot reveal the fact that some 
particular member of the disjunction is definitely regarded as possible and 
suggests the false conclusion that a speaker is in doubt regarding the 
possibility of each individual member even if he sees himself entitled to 
guarantee the possibility of the disjunction. It is presumably for this reason 
that in various natural languages sentences embedding disjunctions under 
terms expressing possibility prevail which as a rule convey the idea that 
alternative possibilities or a number of possible choices exist.  
 
As the above delineated considerations are applicable only to positive 
declarative sentences it can be made intelligible why apparent compliances of 
an equivalence between ‘It is possible that p or q’ and ‘It is possible that p 

                                        
6  This means in clear that either 

It is possible that p 
or 

It is possible that p, but not that q 
 can be appropriately asserted. 
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and it is possible that q’ are usually not observable with respect to negated 
counterparts or embeddings of phrases of the form ‘it is possible that p or q’ 
etc. in more complex sentence-structures. 7 On this basis it is also possible to 
account for that fact that ‘can’ usually conforms to the equivalence if it 
expresses permission like in 
 

(E) You can (either) go to the cinema or play football. 
 
but not (always) if it relates to ability as in 
 

(F) Paul can (either) understand Chinese or speak Korean. 
 
The reason is that only the latter cases leave room for an epistemic 
uncertainty precluding the entitlement of making a categorical assertion of 
some particular alternative while permitting the confidence to guarantee the 
truth of the disjunctive statement.8 
 
Against this background one might also consider a problem which is posed for 
the conception of ‘indirect sense’ by occurrences of expressions in double or 
multiple oratio obliqua. The difficulty arises on the supposition that  
 
1) sentences in oratio obiqua refer to a thought-content which they express in 
isolation and which might be equated with their sense (expressed by them in 
isolation),  
2) a reference of an expression to an object is determined by a sense of that 
expression,  
3) the sense by which an item is determined as its object of reference 
corresponds to a possible way in which that object is given (or represented), 
4) sentences in oratio obliqua possess an ‘indirect sense’ which determines 
the thought-content which is its object of reference in this context,  
5) the sense of a complex expression is constituted by the senses of its 
(immediate) constituents.  
 

                                        
7  By distinguishing between a ‘compositionally induced sense’ and a ‘conversationally 
induced import’ one can maintain that for sentences of the form ‘It is possible that p 
or q’ a content exists which complies with the following conditions: 

(a) ‘It is possible that p or q’ is equivalent to ‘It is possible that it is true that p or 
q’ 

(b) ‘It is true that p or q’ is equivalent to ‘p or q’ 
(c) A clause of the form ‘p or q’ expresses a truth precisely if it is either true that 

p or true that q or if it is both true that p and true that q. 
8  For the argument it is not mandatory to rule out the possibility that sentences like 
(F) are syntactically derived from disjunctive sentences in which the modal element 
lies in the scope of the disjunction. But considerations relating to the import 
conveyed by such sentences cannot provide a compelling argument in favour of such 
an analysis either. 
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Now, the assumption appears prima facie quite reasonable that expressions 
embedded in oratio obliqua contexts — in particular sentences embedded in 
expressions of the form ‘NN says that’, ‘NN believes that’, ‘NN knows that’ — 
are endowed with an indirect sense determining its reference and 
representing a way in which a thought-content as its object of reference is 
given, in an analogous manner in which a thought-content might be a way in 
which a truth-value is given. As far as constructions of oratio obliqua in many 
languages, and in particular in European languages, are concerned a most 
plausible answer to the question in which way a thought-content is given or 
presented by the embedded sentence would be the following: The thought-
content is given as the thought-content which would be expressed by the 
embedded sentence if that expression would have been employed in the 
same manner and context as the sentence of which it is a constituent. 9 
Accordingly a sentence such as  
 

(G) Paul said that I resemble his sister. 
 
should possess a sense which could be exhibited by the following paraphrase: 
 

(G*) Paul said (something which equals) the thought-content which 
would be expressed if I would utter ‘I resemble his sister’ in the same 
context and given the same reference of ‘his’.10 

 
The difficulty arises because under the proposed analysis the indirect sense of 
the clause in oratio obliqua encompasses a metalinguistic ingredient.11 Given 
the pertinent premises, one should predict that in 
 

(H) James knows that Paul said that I resemble his sister. 
 
the segment following ‘James knows’ refers to a thought-content and 
possesses a sense which is constituted among others by the indirect sense of 
the constituent embedded in ‘Paul said that’. But if the descriptions 
 

                                        
9  The qualification that this assessment holds good for particular natural languages 
is required by the circumstance that languages exist which obviously represent 
thoughts in oratio obliqua constructions under the perspective of the subject to 
which a speech act or propositional attitude is ascribed and not under the 
perspective of the utterer of the sentence. This difference would not be discernible if 
expressions containing indexical elements never occurred in embedded constituents. 
— In the present connection we can ignore secondary complications caused by 
grammatical rules governing the employment of tenses in subordinate sentences in 
languages like Spanish. 
10  It might be noted that the interpretation according to which ’his‘ is co-referential 
with the subject of the sentence is not mandatory. 
11 The contention that on account of multiple oratio obliqua the hypothesis of an 
indirect sense involving metalinguistic reference is confronted with serious problems 
has been advanced in Dummett 1981, in particular pp. 89ff. 
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the thought-content which would be expressed if I would utter ‘I 
resemble his sister’ in the same context and given the same reference 
of ‘his’ 

 
or even 
 

the thought-content expressed by ‘I resemble his sister’ 
 
represent a way in which a thought is presented in (G), then the descriptions 
 

the thought-content which would be expressed if I would utter ‘I am 
similar to his sister’ in the same context and given the same reference 
of ‘his’ 

 
or 
 

the thought content expressed by ‘I am like his sister’ 
 
can at best represent some other way of presenting the same thought. Hence 
the sense of (G) should differ from the senses of  
 

(I) Paul said that I am similar to his sister. 
(J) Paul said that I am like is sister. 

 
However the consequence that the object-clauses of ‘James knows’ in (H) 
possess a reference which differs from that in 
 

(K) James knows that Paul said that I am similar to his sister. 
(L) James knows that Paul said that I am like his sister. 

 
appears highly implausible because if this were the case one could not be 
assured that (H), (K) and (L) can be replaced for each other without change 
of thought-content and preservation of truth value. The question is whether 
the supposition that the object-phrases of (G), (I) and (J) are endowed with 
deviating indirect senses involving a metalinguistic reference can be brought 
in harmony with the fact that items, such as (H), (K) and (L) are employed in 
a manner as if their content is determined by the reference of that-clauses 
occurring in oratio obliqua.  
 
In this connection the circumstance appears to be relevant that in contrast to 
the practice of attributing attitudes to thought-contents to people the idea of 
ascribing to them attitudes with respect to possible ways in which a thought-
content can be given appears quite eccentric. Accordingly the supposition that 
somebody entertains some belief or asserts something concerning the way in 
which a thought-content is given to or presented by the speaker of a 
sentence appears highly improbable. If a need should arise to attribute some 
attitude or speech act attributing a metalinguistic statement or attitude to 
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somebody it would be appropriate to make this — precisely because of its 
unusual character — explicit by taking recourse to a metalinguistic reference, 
such as: 
 

(H*) James knows that Paul said that ‘I resemble his sister’ (uttered 
by … under the circumstances ____) expresses a truth. 

 
Whenever an explicit metalinguistic reference is not exhibited by sentences 
with multiple oratio obliqua the very circumstance that such reference is 
lacking is interpreted as an indication of the fact that for the truth-value of 
the (statement expressed by the) complete sentence only the reference of the 
repeatedly embedded clause should matter. One can make an exactly parallel 
observation with respect to sentences with simple oratio obliqua, as for 
example: 
 

(M) My grandmother believed that my grandfather was a 
philanthropist. 

 
Hardly anybody interpreting this sentence would suppose that the sentence 
has been used to ascribe to the grandmother of the speaker a belief 
concerning his grandfather under the aspect of his being the grandfather of 
the speaker. Hence the most natural interpretation of (M) would be one in 
which its content amounts to the same as that of 
 

(M’) My grandmother regarded my grandfather as a philanthropist. 
 
where the expression ‘my grandfather’ occurs in a purely referential position. 
To be sure, the alternative interpretation is not absolutely precluded, but only 
rendered highly improbable due to the special subject-matter that is 
concerned. However, instead of assuming that (M) exhibits an ambiguity 
corresponding to a referential and non-referential interpretation of the noun-
phrase ‘my grandfather’ it could be supposed that (M) possesses only a single 
linguistic meaning corresponding to the non-referential reading whereas the 
content amounting to the content of (M’) is a ‘pragmatically induced’ content. 
Its possibility relies on the circumstance that an interpreter will naturally 
suppose that the fact that somebody’s grandmother entertained a belief about 
her husband under the perspective of his relation to his grandson is pretty 
unlikely and that the speaker can presume that interpreters are not only able 
to recognize this improbability but are also inclined to suppose that the 
speaker presupposes that ability on their part. Under the suggested premise 
the difference between (M) and (H) is merely a matter of degree in so far as 
it is even more unlikely that (H) attributes an attitude involving some 
metalinguistic reference. Therefore it happens that expressions, such as (H), 
(K) or (L) are regularly employed in a manner according to which they 
communicate a content equalling the content which would result if one 
supposed that the thought-content of the highest embedded clause is 
determined not by the sense but by the reference of its own embedded 
clause.  
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If one assumed that the sense of the highest embedded clause is actually 
determined by the reference of its own embedded that-clause it could be still 
maintained that only items belonging to the category of sense are able to 
determine the sense of an expression of which it is a (meaning-constitutive)  
component because the object of reference of a clause in oratio obliqua is — 
given the above depicted premises — a possible sense of some expression. It 
would be only required to abolish the supposition that the sense of the 
complex expression is determined by the sense which the embedded 
sentence possesses in the pertinent context. On the other hand, the 
observations made so far do not preclude the possibility of assigning even to 
sentences with double oratio obliqua a sense that is constituted by an indirect 
sense. In this case one would need to relinquish the contention that every 
sense hypothesized for a linguistic item also corresponds to a 
communicatively relevant sense. But the inclination to reject this possibility 
off-hand should decrease in proportion with the observation of similar 
phenomena in other cases.  
 
There is at least independent evidence for the fact that a communicatively 
relevant import is determined not by the linguistic meaning but by 
conversational implicatures conveyed by embedded expressions. Sentences, 
such as 
 

(N) Caroline knows that wine is not wine. 
 
and possibly also 
 

(O) Cecilia does not know that Helsingfors is Helsinki. 
 
provide relevant examples in this respect. 
 

 
V 

 
Instead of going into further details it is appropriate to highlight a number of 
conclusions which the above presented account of generalized implicatures 
intimates. The following corollaries are noteworthy in the present connection: 
1) The mere circumstance that certain sentences generally convey an import 
which is not in accordance with meaning-predictions based on the hypothesis 
of linguistic compositionality does not provide a compelling refutation of the 
compositionality-principle. One can consistently contend not only that 
compositional meaning sometimes deviates from the content which is 
ordinarily conveyed by linguistic items but that it even occurs that the truth-
value of the literal content of a sentence invariably differs from that of the 
import which it regularly conveys. Accordingly we are ready to acknowledge 
that (A) always possesses a literal content which is false although the 
sentence is generally interpreted as conveying a content which is true — in 
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the light of actually prevailing circumstances. 2) Considerations of the import 
standardly conveyed by a linguistic item is not a methodologically reliable tool 
for testing the correctness of the compositionality-principle with respect to 
natural languages. To be sure, ignoring the question of what a linguistic item 
regularly conveys would be an absolutely inacceptable stance in this 
connection. But the demand that the compositionally derivable outcome of a 
complex linguistic unit must always be identical with a content which 
unreflected interpretation attributes to the concerned item appears 
unwarranted. 3) Regarding the notion of linguistic meaning various 
explications are in principle legitimate, among which the one is orientated 
towards the way sentences or other complex linguistic units are regularly 
interpreted whereas the other is based on the consideration of theoretical 
principles which are supposedly operative in natural languages and in 
linguistic communication. Here one could establish a strict terminological 
difference between the two concepts which might be signaled by the 
expressions ‘standard import’ and ‘linguistic meaning’ respectively. In the 
subsequent investigations the expression ‘linguistic meaning’ will be used in 
various places without referring to that distinction. Although our primary 
intention is to refer by this word to an import which can be understood as the 
outcome of theoretical linguistic rules and principles it is supposed that the 
statements always remain valid if the term were interpreted as signaling a 
content which can be invariably attributed to all individual occurrences of a 
linguistic entity, in particular of a sentence-type. Therefore it is assumed that 
the omission of making the import fully explicit in all individual cases will not 
engender relevant misunderstandings.12 4) One does not need to assume that 

                                        
12  There are examples suggesting that one could make distinctions with respect to 
linguistic content correlating with the envisaged varieties regarding ‘linguistic 
meaning’. One might assert that the two sentences  
 
(P) Some rectangles drawn on some blackboards are squares. 
(Q) Some geometrical figures drawn on some blackboards are squares. 
 
exhibit the same linguistic content on the basis of the consideration that a) neither of 
them is (or contains a part which is) such that one cannot understand it without 
realizing that it expresses a truth or falsehood — because (P) and (Q) express 
empirical facts — and b) the two items are ‘cognitively equivalent’, that is to say, 
nobody who fully understands them could take one of them to express a truth (with 
respect to some context) without immediately being ready to take the other to 
express a truth (with respect to the pertinent context) as well. — Regarding the 
explication of the import and the role of cognitive equivalence cf. Künne 2005:42 ff.  
 
On the other hand one can maintain that (G) and (H) should be taken to differ with 
respect to linguistic meaning and content on the basis of the consideration that a) a 
principle is valid saying that substitutions of terms or expressions with different 
meanings always entail a change of meaning of any larger linguistic units in which 
they occur as constituents and b) the terms or expressions ‘rectangle’ and 
‘geometrical figure’ need to be considered as possessing different meanings. —
Regarding the principle that substitution of terms by terms with different meanings 
always changes meaning cf. Pagin/Westerståhl 2010:256f.  
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compositionality is not a valid principle in natural languages in order to 
bestow decisive relevance on non-compositionally derived imports for 
interpretation and exegesis. It has been in fact maintained that (A) possesses 
a compositionally derivable literal content which markedly differs from the 
communicated import. But it is also assumed that in the context of 
communication only the latter one is relevant inasmuch as it represents the 
content which should be understood as the intended import whereas the 
literal meaning plays at best an instrumental role for identifying varieties of 
content that are directly connected with communicative goals.13 5) If it is true 
that various imports can, so to speak, ‘supervene’ on compositional content, 
then instead of the query whether natural languages comply with a principle 
of semantic compositionality the question whether for any import conveyed 
by linguistic units in the form of some type of content there is always a 
possible item which expresses it as its compositional content might attain 
highest significance. This issue raises in its turn the question whether a non-
compositional import can be equally expressed as a compositional import in a 
natural language as it is or whether this possibility could be realized only by 
the employment of non-natural languages or in a modified variety of a natural 
language which exhibits greater expressive resources. It should not be 
difficult to discern that those questions possess potential relevance for 
problems of translation. 
 
For these reasons we contend that the maxim of minimizing the ascription of 
irrationality and unreasonableness plays a pivotal role for interpretation and 
exegesis. It might be objected that the phenomenon of generalized 
implicatures only demonstrates that the presumption of avoidance of blatant 
inadequacies, in particular the expression of patent untruths or the making of 
claims that are excessively trivial or irrelevant, is exploited as a means of 
conveying contents which are not outcomes of compositional rules and that 
accordingly the relevance of minimizing ascriptions of unreasonable linguistic 
behavior is pretty restricted. But we regard this objection as misguided. The 
fact that the example (B) equally permits an interpretation which involves a 
‘narrowing’ of the set denoted by the noun-phrase connected with the 
quantifier establishes that lack of explicitness is a pervasive phenomenon in 
linguistic communication. Likewise the circumstance that (M) permits different 
interpretations of widely diverging degrees of likelihood intimates that 

                                                                                                                 
 
The assumption that the occurrences of ‘rectangle’ and ‘geometrical figure’ occurring 
within (P) and (Q) differ in meaning rests on the rejection of a suggestion made in 
Lyons 1968:452f, according to which under special contextual circumstances 
expressions which ordinarily possess different meanings become synonymous, a 
phenomenon called ‘context-dependent synonymy’. Hence one can ascertain that on 
the basis of deviating criteria one could attribute different varieties of linguistic 
content diverging with respect to the conditions of their identity or difference. 
13  The expression ’varieties‘ in the plural has been employed because apart from 
conveying the standard propositional content also other goals, such as insinuating 
additional conversational implicatures, might be pursued at the same time. 
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considerations about the reasonability of a possible content are employed as 
a means for conveying a conversationally relevant content.14  We presume 
that this fact is related to the principle that speakers rely on the readiness on 
the part of interpreters to compensate for any lack of determinacy of linguistic 
content by drawing pertinent inferences, partly relying on considerations of 
context and partly assuming that items to be interpreted are produced with 
the intention to practice a rational and predictable linguistic behavior. There is 
not the slightest indication to the effect that in those respects communication 
in the written medium differs from oral communication. Hence we assert that 
the phenomenon of generalized implicatures indicates that a practice of 
exegesis which consistently explicates textual units in accordance with the 
guideline of minimizing unreasonableness or, positively, of maximizing 
rationality conforms to principles which are deeply entrenched in linguistic 
practice. This implies that interpreting theoretical treatises of the past 
ignoring the aspect of the theoretical plausibility of tenets and trains of 
thought amounts to a methodological deficiency, at least in principle. 

                                        
14   Similar deliberations are operative for the determination of the reference of 
personal pronouns. Let us suppose that the leaders of a holiday home arrive there 
for looking at the children staying in the home after having walked from their own 
houses for about twenty minutes. They might now say: 
 

First we should have a swim. For the water is nice now and we have been 
walking for twenty minutes. 

 
In a translation of this sequence of sentences into languages distinguishing between 
inclusive and exclusive reference by different pronouns the first occurrence of ‘we’ 
would be appropriately rendered by an inclusive form whereas the rendering of the 
second occurrence requires the employment of an exclusive first personal pronoun. 
Here the exclusive reference can be uniquely determined by the situational context 
only in collaboration with the content of the sentence-phrase containing the pronoun. 
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I. Statements of linguistic facts  
 
 
It can be plausibly conjectured that in all natural languages the number of lexical 
elements that are specifically designed to describe or refer to linguistic properties is by 
far smaller than the number of lexical items which primarily relate to non-linguistic 
properties and, as a corollary, that in all linguistic communities expressions are more 
often used to talk about non-linguistic than about linguistic matters, even if the term 
‘linguistic’ is understood in a broad sense comprising not merely areas dealt with in 
traditional linguistics, such as lexicography, syntax morphology, but equally relating to 
issues of semantics and pragmatics. On the other hand, it is a well established fact that 
not only European but equally a vast number of Non-European languages, both modern 
and ancient ones, have developed rich and sophisticated linguistic terminologies and 
that linguistic matters have been extensively investigated both in the Western and some 
non-Western traditions. One can moreover surmise that many linguistic communities 
employ various expressions which are not primarily designed for making linguistic 
statements but whose import can nevertheless be easily grasped by members of those 
communities if they were employed to relate to linguistic objects or to talk about 
matters of language. It appears that, for example, common words, such as ‘short’, 
‘wrong’, ‘new’ and others, can be naturally applied to linguistic items like words or 
sentences and are easily understood when they are applied to them even if speakers 
have previously encountered them only in contexts in which issues of language are not 
at stake. Such observations suggest the thought that natural languages are usually 
suited for talking both about non-linguistic and linguistic matters and that limitations 
regarding the possibility of expressing linguistic states-of-affairs are at best an 
accidental, but not an essential feature of natural languages. There might indeed be 
living languages of the world which in their present state are fairly unsuited to express 
propositions pertaining to certain morphological or syntactic features, even if those 
features are exhibited by the concerned languages themselves. But to the extent to 
which such inhibitions depend on the non-existence of suitable technical terms, they 
surely do not essentially affect those vernaculars. For the supposition that the 
introduction of new suitable terms need not impede their identity, in other words, the 
assumption that a language can remain numerically the same language if its 
terminological resources are enriched, is not incoherent. 
 
Against this background statements to the effect that linguistic items, properties or 
states-of-affairs exist which cannot be designated or expressed in any natural language 
on principal grounds deserve to be met with skepticism. Nevertheless in this connection 
a distinction is important that can be described in terms of a difference of scope. It 
makes a difference between claiming: 
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(A) There are linguistic facts which are necessarily inexpressible in any (natural) 

language 
 
and 
 

(B) It is necessary that there are linguistic facts which are not expressed in any 
(natural) language 

 
or 
 

(A*) There are (particular) linguistic facts which necessarily remain unexpressed 
at any time 

 
and 
 

(B*) It is necessary that at any time there are linguistic facts which remain 
unexpressed (at that time) 

 
It is easy to see that (A) and (A*) embody stronger claims which could be false even if 
the correlating claims (B) and (B*) were not. However, the mere fact that the 
corresponding contentions are not logically equivalent cannot establish that the 
supposition that (A) and (A*) might be false whereas (B) and (B*) are true represents a 
realistic possibility. On the other hand, it is not difficult to ascertain that the plausibility 
of the latter contention would be enhanced if it could be demonstrated that linguistic 
expressions exhibit objective properties which, even if they might be correctly ascribed 
by different expressions, can never be ascribed by the concerned expressions 
themselves. For if this proposition were true it should hold good for any finite 
concatenation of linguistic elements of arbitrary length that some property exhibited by 
that concatenation and hence some fact concerning linguistic items remains 
unexpressed. It is tempting to suppose that this tenet is uninteresting because it is too 
easy to prove. For suppose that a number of linguistic truths is expressed by a 
concatenation of n elements, which might be letters, morphemes, words or sentences, 
where ‘n’ designates some natural number. Then it should be a truth about that 
concatenation that it contains n elements. However, the idea that this truth should be 
made explicit by adding an expression expressing that the concatenation contains n 
elements entails an increase of the total number of elements expressing all the 
pertinent truths. Supposing that the number of the elements constituting the extended 
chain were m then it might be a truth about that extended chain that it contains m 
elements but the explication of this truth would again increase the number of elements 
and so on.1  There is no need to examine this argument in more detail. The basic 

                                        
1 One could, of course, ‘anticipate’ the increase of number which the addition of a new sentence 
entails and accommodate the number-expression in the added sentence to the actual total 
number. But this would not alter the fact that by every adding of a sentence new facts are 
added which are not explicitly stated, e.g. the fact that the number of sentences without the 
last sentence equals m - 1 or that the last sentence in the sequence contains the number term 
‘m’ etc. 
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principle is that any description of facts generates new facts. The reason which makes 
the topic of limits of self-ascription in the domain of linguistic items interesting does not 
primarily lie in the mere existence of restrictions but rather in the circumstance that 
limitations come to light in various regards and that some phenomena have attained 
importance in the history of philosophy. Anyhow, for the moment emphasis will rest on 
the exploration of other features suggesting that properties exhibited by linguistic items 
cannot be ascribed by the concerned entities themselves. 
 
The phenomena which come to the fore in the subsequent investigations and 
discussions are not apt to vindicate the stronger contentions exemplified by (A) and 
(A*). One of the major objectives of the present section lies in supporting the thesis 
that a pertinent representative of the tradition of linguistic philosophy pursued the goal 
of establishing tenets implying only the more modest claims of the type of (B) and (B*). 
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II.  Types of failure of self-ascription 

 
 
Among the set of linguistic properties which other linguistic items can always correctly 
ascribe to entities possessing those properties — provided they express the pertinent 
ascription — whereas this possibility does not exist for concerned items themselves 
there is a large subset which linguistic expressions can even ascribe to themselves but 
only under specific restrictions. If a linguistic item contains eleven words, any 
expression different from the concerned item expressing the proposition that it contains 
eleven words expresses a truth and the number of words which the expression used to 
formulate that ascription does not matter. But a corresponding correct self-ascription 
can only be made by expressions containing eleven words. Natural languages provide a 
number of devices to adapt formulations to required needs in this respect. For example, 
although one cannot ascribe the property of containing twelve words by employing the 
sentence 
 

(1) The sentence which I am uttering just now contains twelve words. 
  
one can easily adjust the formulation without changing the content to a relevant degree 
by saying, for example: 
 

(2) The sentence which I am uttering just now contains exactly twelve words. 
 
But this flexibility is not unlimited. There are indeed various natural languages in which 
grammatical sentences containing only two words can be formed. It is doubtful, 
nonetheless, that any of the existing natural languages allows for the possibility to 
ascribe to any linguistic item the property of containing two words by a grammatically 
well formed sentence containing just two words. Thus possibilities of self-ascription of 
linguistic properties can be restricted by factors which are contingent but not wholly 
accidental. For if natural languages do not provide the means of expressing the fact 
that some sentence consists of two words by a formulation containing exactly two 
words it is presumably not a matter of sheer coincidence. On the other hand it appears 
to be incorrect to claim that this impossibility is an ingredient that necessarily inheres in 
natural languages or even in language as such. The supposition that natural languages 
could be modified so that they allow for more concise formulations of certain 
propositions is not incoherent. Nevertheless, one needs to be aware of the 
circumstance that the thesis that any particular proposition can be made expressible in 
some way or the other by altering a language does not entail the proposition that any 
language can be altered in a way that all propositions can be expressed in some 
particular novel manner. 
 
Another, presumably more significant, feature imposing restrictions on self-ascriptions is 
the affiliation of linguistic expressions to particular languages or language-variants. The 
fact that some individual expression belongs to some specific language can be in 
principle expressed in any language possessing the resources to express this state-of-
affairs. To be sure, there are many expressions exhibiting the property of being a 
grammatically correct sentence of the English language which, however, only linguistic 
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items which are elements of English could correctly ascribe to themselves. In this 
regard every language is, so to speak, in a privileged position with respect to its own 
expressions and this privilege is justly shared by all languages. But because of that the 
self-ascription expressed by a sentence, such as 
 

(3) The sentence which is uttered here just now is a grammatically correct sentence 
of the English language. 

 
could not be translated into German by its most literal rendering which would read 
 

(4) Der Satz, der hier gerade geäußert wird, ist ein grammatisch korrekter Satz der 
englischen Sprache. 

 
Evidently, if (3) is true, (4) cannot express a true statement about itself and truth-value 
could be preserved merely at the cost of sacrificing synonymy, for example by 
substituting ‘englisch’, which is the translation equivalent of ‘english’, by ‘deutsch’, 
which corresponds to the English word ‘german’. Here one has only a choice between 
the alternatives of a) preservation of content and non-preservation of truth-value and b) 
preservation of truth-value and non-preservation of content. In this case natural 
language does not permit the same degree of flexibility of adjusting formulations to a 
pertinent desideratum. Hence linguistic expressions exhibiting self ascription do not 
generally comply with the rule that synonymy guarantees identity of truth value or 
truth-conditions. As this phenomenon will again come to the fore later, it can suffice to 
merely point it out in the present context. 
 
Properties which can never be correctly ascribed to themselves by linguistic items 
possessing them no matter in which language or by which formulation constitute a 
further major sub-class. However, this class comprises various subsets and manifold 
instances. A possible reason lies in the circumstance that expressions exhibit properties 
which imply the lack of properties whose possession is indispensable for ascribing any 
property to linguistic items. It might suffice to present only two illustrations: 
 
Type A: Lack of assertible content 
 
A vast group of linguistic expressions exhibits the feature of lacking any assertible 
content either because they are grammatically or semantically malformed and in some 
sense of the term meaningless or because they are well formed but too incomplete or 
otherwise unsuited for expressing any assertible content, such as ‘Every prime walks in 
some sentences’ or ‘Oslo is the capital of’ etc. Evidently features like being unintelligible, 
being too incomplete for expressing an assertible content, being an interrogative 
sentence and others can be correctly ascribed to expressions exhibiting those features 
by appropriate sentences inasmuch as they do not themselves exemplify such 
properties. 
 
Type B: Contradiction between content and self-ascription 
 
It is almost a truism that a huge number, probably even a vast majority, of meaningful 
declarative sentences do not ascribe properties to linguistic items and moreover do not 
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exhibit self-reference. Hence one could make true statements by saying about those 
expressions that they do not say anything about linguistic expressions or that they do 
not express anything about themselves. But the contradiction entailed by using 
sentences like 
 

(5) The sentence which is uttered here just now does not contain any reference to 
some sentence. 

 
(6) The sentence which is uttered here just now does not say anything about itself. 

 
for making statements is too patent to require further elucidation. 
 
The previously mentioned examples could be dismissed as rather uninteresting because 
they illustrate quite obvious facts. Therefore the focus of attention will lie on two other 
categories which are more significant first because they pertain to properties which do 
not evidently militate against the idea of self-ascription and second because they imply 
some remarkable consequences in theoretical respect and raise questions which have 
attained the status of philosophical issues. 
 
Type C: Possession of content 
 
Ascriptions of meaning or content to linguistic expressions of manifold types — both 
types and tokens — are a common practice not only in the humanities but also in 
sciences and even in everyday life. Among content-ascriptions one can distinguish 
between explanatory and stipulative ascriptions as two major varieties. Whereas it is 
characteristic for the first type that statements expressing ascriptions are meant to 
communicate a meaning or import which some expression actually possesses in some 
linguistic system, a typical feature of specimens of the second category is that 
attributions of import are not obliged to be in full accordance with some established 
usage in a particular language or linguistic community. It should go without saying that 
also intermediate and mixed types exist which on the one hand are not meant to 
merely explain some established convention but aspire nevertheless to comply in some 
regard with a prevailing practice. Although the pertinent difference is akin to the 
dichotomy between descriptive and prescriptive statements about linguistic practice it is 
not identical with this distinction. Even if stipulative statements are often presented by 
non-declarative sentences, such as  
 

Let ‘SL’ be the relation which holds good between any expression x and any 
expression y precisely if x and y are synonymous and x contains the same 
number of words as y 

 
etc., it would be at least misleading to classify all such statements as prescriptive 
inasmuch as they do not entail any claim about whether something should or should 
not be considered as an acceptable linguistic standard. Anyhow, it appears that both 
explanatory and stipulative ascriptions of meaning and content usually do not exhibit 
self-reference. Presumably this is not mere coincidence. 
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It is quite obvious that certain types of linguistic entities are precluded from the 
possibility to express self-ascriptions because their belonging to that category is 
incompatible with their performing this function. For example, even though one can 
reasonably ascribe meaning or content to definite descriptions like ‘the capital of 
Norway’ and others, such specimens fall under the category A. This must be 
acknowledged despite the fact that in special contexts this or similar expressions could 
be used without any additions for making statements, for example in the context of a 
preceding question which reads: ‘What is Oslo?’. Even admitting that with respect to 
specific situations it might be legitimate to claim that a definite description expresses a 
proposition, for example, that Oslo is the capital of Norway, it cannot be concluded that 
the pertinent expression can be used to express that it itself expresses the proposition 
that it expresses what it supposedly expresses, i.e. that it expresses the proposition 
that it expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway. As a matter of fact, this supposition 
is even inconsistent and this inconsistency is not due to the circumstance that an 
example is being considered whose standard function does not consist in making 
declarative statements. It should not be difficult to discern why the same verdict must 
equally apply to linguistic items which are primarily used for the expression of 
statements, such as the sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’. For if one supposes 
that some linguistic unit expresses that p one cannot consistently suppose that the 
same linguistic unit expresses (the fact) that it expresses that p — or that it expresses 
that it expresses (the fact) that it expresses that p. Expressing something or the other 
and expressing (the fact) that something expresses something or the other constitute 
two different contents so that the assumption that some linguistic unit should express 
the latter militates against the assumption that it expresses the former. It might be 
tempting to object that since expressions can exhibit equivocations it should be at least 
conceivable that one and the same linguistic item conveys two different contents which 
are related to each other in the above indicated manner. This objection is, however, 
invalid.  
 
To be sure, the idea that one and the same linguistic expression could possess both an 
ordinary and a meta-linguistic import is not necessarily incongruous. Even if it is 
(nowadays) an established convention to indicate in the written medium meta-linguistic 
uses of expressions by special devices, in particular quotation marks, a difference such 
as that between 
 

(7) Oslo is a capital in Scandinavia. 
 
and 
 

(8) ꞋOsloꞋ is a word that contains four letters. 
 
or 
 

(9) ꞋOsloꞋ possesses as many vowels as consonants.2 

                                        
2 Or alternatively:  
 

ꞋOsloꞋ possesses twice as many consonants as vowels. 
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is usually not reflected in the spoken language. Hence it should not be eccentric to 
suppose that natural languages can possess elements which are capable of being used 
either as ordinary or meta-linguistic expressions and hence exhibit ordinary as well as 
meta-linguistic meanings. Even though the preceding consideration is most suited to 
support the supposition of equivocations with respect to linguistic types rather than 
tokens it indirectly strengthens the plausibility of the hypothesis that even tokens might 
simultaneously convey ordinary and meta-linguistic imports because if some language 
possesses ambiguous types it is in principle possible to exploit the ambiguity for 
conveying different imports by one and the same token. Hence a sentence, such as 
 

(10) Siglinde heard someone speaking about Oslo. 
 
(occurring in the spoken medium) need not necessarily possess one correct and one 
incorrect interpretation, but could be deliberately used to convey two different imports, 
such that one implies that somebody heard someone speaking about some capital in 
Scandinavia whereas the other entails that ‘Oslo’ is an expression which has been 
mentioned at least once (on some particular occasion).3 
 
But the above contention concerning the impossibility of self-ascription with respect to 
possession of expressed content is not motivated by the view that linguistic units 
cannot simultaneously express meta-linguistic and other functions. The claim is 
absolutely compatible with the assumption that even linguistic tokens might be used to 
express both ordinary and meta-linguistic statements at the same time. Let us suppose, 
for example, that some stipulation were made to the effect that all sentences occurring 
in some specific context, such as a particular text or some section of it, should be 
interpreted not only in the way they are usually interpreted but also in the sense of 
sentences expressing corresponding ascriptions of their respective contents to them 
and let us concede for the sake of argument that it is (in some sense at least) 
appropriate to assert about all the concerned sentences that they express p and 
express that they express that p, given that ‘p’ is replaced by expressions possessing 
the same meaning as the concerned sentences according to the ordinary interpretations. 
The decisive crux is that under the pertinent premises those sentences would not 
provide an exhaustive description of their content. This verdict holds good even if the 
readings which equal expressions of the form ‘s expresses that p’ should correctly 
reflect the import those sentences ordinarily convey. For precisely on the assumption 
that those items express a content which expressions of the form ‘s expresses that p’ 
would express they must be credited with an import which they possess but do not 
correctly ascribe to themselves. Although it appears unproblematic to suppose that the, 

                                                                                                                               
 
which is true, if one does not count occurrences but types of phonetic constituents. 
3  The circumstance that the first sentence of a tourist-guide coud read 
 

The capital of Norway is named ‘Oslo’ because …. 
 
shows that the supposition that sentences like (10) can express truths in different readings is 
by no means unrealistic. 
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so to speak, ‘secondary’ import can be ascribed to them in principle, for example by 
sentences of the form ‘s expresses that s expresses that p’ and that any arbitrary 
import which linguistic items might express can be correctly ascribed to them by some 
linguistic means, the idea that linguistic items provide exhaustive ascriptions of their 
content remains incoherent, as long as one rejects as incoherent the supposition that 
sentences express an infinite number of contents possessing infinitely many readings.  
 
Even if the notion of expressing infinitely many propositions were not incoherent, 
ascription of possession of content can certainly not perform the function of making 
expression of content possible. In other words, one cannot suppose that an 
indispensable requirement for its expressing that p should lie in the circumstance that a 
linguistic item expresses the fact that it expresses that p. The infinite regress which 
acknowledging the universal validity of this dependency entails is definitely 
unacceptable. But this is not all. Concerning sentences like 
 

(11) ꞋDie Hauptstadt Norwegens’ means (in German) the same as Ꞌthe capital of 
NorwayꞋ (in English). 

(12) ꞋOslo ist die Hauptstadt NorwegensꞋ expresses that Oslo is the capital of 
Norway. 

 
one can legitimately assert that they provide exhaustive explanations of the meaning or 
the content of the expressions occurring within quotation marks at the beginning of (11) 
and (12), inasmuch as they give correct and non-deficient specifications of what those 
expressions mean in standard German. But it should be evident that not only the 
meaning of (11) but even the content of (12) fundamentally differ from that of the 
expressions whose import they elucidate. A substitution of the German expressions by 
corresponding English equivalents within the quotation marks would not in the least 
alter the situation. The only relevant consequence of such substitutions would be that 
the resulting sentences would be pretty non-informative. There is no need to disclaim 
that the chains of words or letters which (11) and (12) exhibit could conceivably mean 
exactly the same as that which the explained expressions actually mean and that by 
acts of stipulation they could be even allocated imports which would render them 
equivalent to the explained expressions. For the decisive point is that on condition that 
the concatenations of letters and words exhibited in (11) and (12) perform the function 
of stating the meaning or content of the actual import of the expressions occurring 
within quotation marks they are bound to express a content that differs from that of the 
items explained and which is not the object of any comment on the part of the 
sentences concerned. Even if this content could be in principle explained by different 
linguistic items — such as  
 

(11) expresses that ꞋDie Haupstadt Norwegens’ means (in German) the same as 
Ꞌthe capital of NorwayꞋ (in English)  

 
etc. — an explanation of this content is definitely not provided by the concerned 
sentences themselves. Hence the relevant principle can be explicated as follows: 
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(C) No linguistic item of any syntactic category can provide an exhaustive 
explanation of its content by expressing the proposition that it possesses this 
content. 

 
A corollary is the following theorem: 
 

(C*) For all linguistic items I of any category: If I expresses that p then (either I 
does not express that it expresses that p or) there is some proposition q such that I 
expresses that q and I does not express that it expresses that q. 

 
It might be contended that the addition of the phrase Ꞌby expressing that it possesses 
this contentꞋ in (C) is superfluous. As a matter of fact, the additional phrase would be 
redundant if the formulation without it did not exhibit vagueness in a vital respect. For 
it is fairly obvious that whenever a linguistic unit expresses a particular content in 
accordance with some legitimate reading this property is suited to make obvious for 
anyone who understands it that it expresses that content. Hence there is some possible 
understanding of ‘explain’ according to which meaningful expressions are suited to 
explain their content precisely by being meaningful. Nevertheless, the import of ‘explain’ 
which is virulent in this regard comes rather close to that of ‘manifest’, ‘make 
ascertainable’ or other similar expressions. This is most perceptible in connection with 
grasping the content of linguistic tokens that are being uttered. Typically a hearer who 
is not in a position to possess any definite opinion about the content of a token before 
it is expressed recognizes by understanding the token that it expresses some content or 
the other. In this manner meaningful expressions possess a potential to communicate 
to beings who are capable to understand a language the fact that they express a 
particular content, and in the case of tokens they possess this potential just by 
expressing that content. However, the conclusion that deserves to be drawn from this 
phenomenon is that different sorts of relations must be neatly distinguished with 
respect to all items expressing some propositional content and that a) the relation of 
communicating a content by expressing it and b) the relation of communicating a 
corresponding proposition to the effect that a linguistic item expresses that content 
constitute semantic relations of different kinds. This difference always exists even if it is 
usually least perspicuous with respect to the special class of sentences which explain 
the content of linguistic items but do not assign contents by stipulation. 
 
Type D: Failure of expressing a truth 
 
There are innumerable expressions in various languages which fail to express any truth 
and can be allocated to two major classes: 1) Items belonging to a category whose 
members do not exhibit a content which could be true (or false) and 2) items that 
express a content of a type which allows for this possibility but are nevertheless untrue. 
Although typical examples of the first class are non-sentences, in particular possible 
constituents of sentences like conjunctions, names, definite descriptions etc., whereas 
sentences are most representative units of the second category, the difference between 
1) and 2) is certainly not equivalent to the linguistic dichotomy between sentences and 
other expressions. On the one hand there are expressions such as ‘yes’ and ‘no’, which 
under appropriate circumstances can be associated with a true content but are at least 
against the background of syntactic criteria not (ordinary) sentences, and on the other 
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hand it need not be unwarranted to allocate to the first category (particular) 
interrogative and imperative sentences — or even some items which are syntactically 
constructed like sentences but exhibit strong semantic anomalies. Regarding certain 
(linguistically) declarative sentences, such as 
 

(13) I request you to close the window. 
 
common intuitions might waver concerning the question as to whether they can express 
something true or not. Yet in the present connection the query as to how examples like 
this should be properly assessed can be left open. What matters is that if quandaries 
about borderline cases are settled the dichotomy between expressions expressing 
something true and expressions that fail to do so encompasses expressions of any 
linguistic category and represents a most comprehensive division among all possible 
expressions of any possible language. The (initially presented) formulation Ꞌexpressions 
which fail to express any truthꞋ permits a fairly clear demarcation between the two 
domains by excluding from the pertinent realm specimens which can be considered as 
expressing some true content in some regard and in some other not, for example 
ambiguous or vague expression which might convey a true import against the 
background of certain readings or explications and fail to do so otherwise. Since it 
appears indubitable that there is a large realm of expressions that fail to express 
anything true it should be possible to correctly assign this property to all of them by 
sentences expressing such ascriptions. Hence any verdict to the effect that ascriptions 
of this sort must be further restricted, that, for example, a restriction ought to be 
imposed that excludes all non-sentences or meaningless sentences, appears highly 
artificial and implausible.4 Nevertheless, even if it should be permissible to attribute to 
linguistic items of any type failure of expressing any truth whenever this failure occurs it 
does not follow that those ascriptions can be correctly made by any arbitrary sentence 
in so far as it expresses this attribution.  
 
It is definitely unwarranted to assume that self-ascription of failure of expressing a truth 
cannot be expressed in a language. A sentence like 
 

(14) The sentence which I am uttering just now does not express any truth. 
 
can be naturally interpreted as expressing the proposition that the item produced on 
the pertinent occasion, that is (14), lacks the property of expressing anything true. By a 
slight extension of the linguistic inventory this idea could be made expressible even in a 

fully unambiguous manner. Let us always use ‘this’ as well as ‘this’ as two devices 

for expressing self-reference, such that the first one refers to the linguistic unit of which 
it is a constituent and the second one to units containing the linguistic unit of which it is 

a constituent as a member of a sentence-structure.  Thus the expression ‘this 
sentence’ should always denote the sentence to which this expression belongs as a 
constituent.5 Accordingly the expression 

                                        
4   The view adopted here stands in contrast to an outlook expounded in Sainsbury 1988 § 5.2, 
in particular pp. 124, named Ꞌgap accountꞋ. 
5   In contrast a complex sentence like: 
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(15) This sentence does not express any truth. 
 
non-equivocally conveys a self-ascription of lack of truth. Evidently the crux lies in the 
circumstance that self-ascription of failure of expressing something true can be 
expressed in language but can never be correctly expressed, given a sense of ‘correct’ 
which entails truth. Hence a point of affinity between the present case and specimens 
belonging to type B above can be clearly discerned. Whereas in the latter category 
impossibility of correct self-ascription results from the circumstance that a linguistic unit 
expresses a content whose truth is incompatible with the existence of any self-
ascription, the problem which items like (14) and (15) create is caused by the fact that 
an expressed content precludes the correctness of a self-ascription. However, the 
disparity between external ascription and self-ascription is surely not the only 
phenomenon calling for an explanation. Most notorious is a puzzling feature which is 
induced by the intuitive notion that whenever a linguistic unit expresses a content 
which is the case it expresses something which is true and hence cannot exhibit the 
property of failing to express any truth. Hence the hypothesis that (14) or (15) in fact 
fail to express any truth appears to entail the opposite proposition and lead to a 
contradiction. In itself the idea that a linguistic item should be assessed as true since a 
supposition to the effect that it fails to express anything true leads to a contradiction is 
not absurd even if it is ascertainable that a different item possessing an equivalent 
content would fail to express a truth if it had been used instead. Regarding an uttered 
sentence-token which reads 
 

(16) Something is being uttered here just now. 
 
the supposition that it fails to express something true is incoherent and it appears 
imperative to credit to any specimen of (16) the quality of expressing something true. 
However, it can be consistently assumed that if instead of (16) another item had been 
used referring to exactly the same place and time but uttered under different 
circumstances an untruth would be expressed. In such cases a simple explanation is 
available: The occurrence or non-occurrence of linguistic acts correspond to different 
states-of-affairs which can obtain relevance for the truth or untruth of contents 
expressible by possible linguistic units. However, the mere idea that the occurrence of a 
self-ascription expressing a truth-denial creates a special situation due to which a 
pertinent statement could be automatically vindicated offers no help for the present 
case. According to another intuitive notion it holds good that whenever a linguistic unit 
expresses something which is true then it expresses something which is the case. 
Hence given that items such as (14) or (15) are not ambiguous and do not express two 
or more non-equivalent propositions it seems that from the assumption that those 

                                                                                                                               
Oslo is the capital of Norway and this sentence does not express any truth. 

 
would convey a denial of truth with respect to the complex unit containing ‘Oslo is the capital of 

Norway’, ‘this sentence does not express any truth’ and the linking conjunction ‘and’. In the 
present connection it can be left open whether the defined symbol relates to sentence-types or 
sentence-tokens although an interpretation according to which a reference to sentence-tokens 
is envisaged would correspond to the primarily intended reading. 
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sentences express something true the consequence follows that those items must fail to 
express any truth. It deserves to be noted that even if it could be maintained that the 
individual examples mentioned above are ambiguous the disconcerting consequence 
arises from the mere supposition that there are linguistic items which unequivocally 
express failure of expressing any truth with respect to themselves.  
 
One must resist the temptation to derive bold metaphysical claims from those 
observations, in particular the thesis that it is a feature of reality that certain things are 
the case and are not the case. The fault does not primarily lie in the circumstance that 
such metaphysical contentions are demonstrably wrong but in the fact that the solution 
they offer for the pertinent problem is too poor. As long as such allegations are not 
supported by independent reasons they are worthless for the pertinent purpose. Even if 
such reasons were offered one would need to demonstrate that the metaphysical view 
they support offers a good explanation for the special problem which is at stake. 
Likewise the idea that self-ascriptions of the pertinent kind are bound to be ambiguous 
cannot be easily exploited. It is far from obvious that the examples (14) and (15) are 
linguistically ambiguous and the contention that self-denials of expressing a true 
content are necessarily equivocal is even more doubtful. But given that at least one of 
those propositions could be vindicated it must be also shown that the existing 
equivocations are relevant inasmuch as they justify conflicting verdicts about whether 
or not something true is expressed. On the other hand, it should be noted in this 
connection that non-existence of ambiguity in linguistic respect as well as the 
correlating assumption that pertinent sentences express at most one content under a 
linguistic perspective is compatible with the supposition that expressions of a language 
are equally connected with other types of content and that accordingly even 
linguistically non-equivocal items could be related to pluralities of propositional contents. 
At any rate, the delineated problem is entangled with an intuitive principle which could 
be spelled out as follows: 
 

(D) Whenever something is the case which a linguistic item expresses then it 
expresses something which is true and whenever a linguistic item expresses 
something which is true then something it expresses is the case. 

 
Although (D) is suited to evoke the impression of stating a truism it deserves to be 
acknowledged that it embodies a combination of two claims, corresponding to 
 
(D1)  Whenever something is the case which a linguistic item expresses then it 
expresses something which is true. 
 
(D2)  Whenever a linguistic item expresses something which is true then something it 
expresses is the case. 
 
In case a linguistic item is free from equivocation and expresses at most one content, 
those claims amount to: 
 
(D1*) Whenever that which a linguistic item expresses is the case then it expresses 
something which is true. 
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(D2*) Whenever a linguistic item expresses something which is true then that which it 
expresses is the case. 
 
The dissection of (D) into its components is convenient because it makes transparent 
not only that possible reasons against (D) could leave one or the other of its ingredients 
unaffected but also that a supposition to the effect that (D) should not be applied to 
derive certain consequences from certain assumptions is compatible with the contention 
that one or the other of its constituents is nevertheless relevant. For the time being this 
issue need not be further pursued. Attention deserves to be drawn to a number of 
phenomena which are pertinent for later considerations. 
 

1) Self-ascription of failure of expressing a truth need not be a sufficient 
condition for the generation of a paradox. 

 
Let us consider the following sentence: 
 

(17) Copenhagen is the capital of Norway and this sentence does not 

express anything true. 
 
Let us further assume that, conforming to the previously suggested stipulation, the 

expression Ꞌthis sentenceꞋ denotes the entire sentence(-token) of which it is a 
constituent, i.e. (17). It can be argued that whenever in a sentence of the form ‘A and 
B’ one of its conjoint elements expresses a falsehood the entire sentence must fail to 
express a truth irrespective of what the other member expresses (and whether it 
expresses anything at all). Under this premise it would be legitimate to assign to (17) in 
a definite manner the attribute of failing to express something which is true. The 
pertinent premise might be challenged, but in the present connection it suffices to 
acknowledge that it is by no means implausible or absurd. On the other hand it is easy 
to see that the situation becomes more embarrassing if ‘and’ is replaced by ‘or’. 
 

2) Direct self-ascription is not a necessary condition for the generation of a 
paradox. 

 
This proposition is not a novelty and can be easily illustrated by the example of a paper 
containing the sentence  
 

(18) The sentence on the reverse expresses a truth. 
 
and nothing else on the front and the sentence 
 

(19) The sentence on the front does not express anything true. 
 
on the reverse and nothing else. Hence the crucial feature is not the expression of a 
self-ascription but the circumstance that a linguistic item makes a comment on itself. 
Whether this self-comment is of a direct or more or less indirect nature does not 
essentially matter. 
 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        41 
 

3) Linguistic items incompatible with principle (D) need not involve formal 
contradictions. 

 
A most forthright expedient for expressing denials of (D)’s truth provide formulations 
which refer to the principle by a name or explicitly formulate its content and employ a 
predicate expressing ascriptions of untruth, such as  
 

(20) Principle (D) is not true. 
 
Expressing the negation of (at least) one of (D)’s ingredients (D1) or (D2) would be an 
alternative means. On the other hand there are ways of implying denials of (D) 
involving neither any reference to it nor any description of its content. This effect could 
be accomplished by  
 

(21) Oslo is the capital of Norway and if it is true that the capital of Norway is 
Oslo then the preceding sentence-phrase  does not express any truth. 

(22) Oslo is the capital of Norway and the German sentence ‘Oslo ist die 
Hauptstadt Norwegens’ does not express any truth. 

 
as well as a number of other linguistic specimens. To be sure, those examples do not 
demonstrate that (D1) is wrong because one can only ascertain that (21) or (22) on the 
one hand and (D1) on the other cannot hold true together. But the trust that those 
sentences do not express true propositions and are not able to establish the 
incorrectness of (D1) has to rely on particular assumptions concerning the nature of 
linguistic expression as well as the content those items express. Thus an incompatibility 
is not immediately manifested by the formal structure of those items. The same would 
hold good for similar sentences incompatible with (D2).  
 

4) The notion of expressing a truth is equivocal. 
 
Let us consider the following sentences: 
 

(23) Oslo is the capital of Norway and Aristotle knew that Oslo is the capital of 
Norway. 

(24) Oslo is the capital of Norway and the phrase preceding the conjunction 

‘and’  in this sentence does not express anything true. 
 
Do those sentences express the true proposition that Oslo is the capital of Norway? 
Obviously common intuitions permit conflicting verdicts. Anyhow, there is a fully 
legitimate notion of what sentences express according to which (23) expresses 
something which is true only if it is both the case that Oslo is the capital of Norway and 
Aristotle knew this fact so that, given that Aristotle did not know that Oslo is the capital 
of Norway, the sentence (23) does not express a truth. As, however, this understanding 
is not absolutely mandatory it is suitable to introduce a terminological distinction 
according to which it should be said that the sentences (23) and (24) express the 
proposition that Oslo is the capital of Norway in a non-finalized mode whereas the same 
proposition would be expressed in a finalized mode by the sentence: 
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(25) Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
The idea is that if some linguistic unit expresses something in a non-finalized mode the 
truth or lack of truth of a proposition expressed in this way does not necessarily yield a 
final verdict about whether or not the item in which it occurs expresses something true 
or not. It might be recommendable to employ the term ‘non-finalized mode’ in such a 
manner that it also encompasses cases where propositions are merely mentioned so 
that it can be applied to the content of linguistically embedded units, such as 
 

(26) Siglinde believes that Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
etc. Against this background it could be said that the function of ‘it is true’ applied to a 
ꞋthatꞋ-clause consists in transforming a non-finalized mode of expression of a content 
into a finalized mode. Given that the truth of the content expressed by sentence (23) in 
a finalized mode requires that the propositions that Oslo is the capital of Norway and 
that Aristotle knew this fact are the case, sentence (24) by analogy exhibits a content 
expressed in a finalized mode whose truth requires a) that Oslo is the capital of Norway 
and b) that the phrase ꞋOslo is the capital of NorwayꞋ expressing the proposition that 
Oslo is the capital of Norway in a non-finalized mode in (24) fails to express a truth. 
Hence the attribution of truth to (24) obviously militates against principle (D). It might 
be contended that the incompatibility with (D) is only apparent because the pertinent 
failure could pertain to the circumstance that the concerned phrase does not express 
the proposition that Oslo is the capital of Norway in a non-finalized mode. It is indeed 
true that the formulation in (24) does not make explicit whether the alleged failure 
concerns expression in a finalized or non-finalized mode. But this does not refute the 
fact that the latter alternative corresponds to a possible reading of (24) and could be 
even made fully explicit by the addition of suitable clauses explicating that the failure 
pertains even to expression in a non-finalized manner. For the moment the most 
noteworthy upshot is that maintaining the validity of (D) in the face of (24) rests on the 
consideration that this item expresses (in a finalized mode) a content whose untruth 
results from the falseness of the second member of the conjunction because it revokes 
the truth of the claim expressed in the preceding segment of the sentence. 
 
Do (15) and — given the pertinent assumptions about context — (18) express 
respectively the proposition that (15) does not express any truth and that (19) 
expresses a truth in a finalized or in a non-finalized mode? Prima facie the verdict that 
those contents are expressed in a finalized form appears indubitable because the items 
expressing them do not occur as syntactical constituents of larger sentences. But is the 
syntactical consideration conclusive?  
 
It is easy to see that since (18) expresses an ascription of the property of expressing 
something true to an item, viz. (19), which itself expresses an ascription of a property, 
viz. failure of expressing anything true, to (18), the expression of a truth on the part of 
(18) requires both that (19) expresses something which is the case and that (18) itself 
exhibits the property which (19) ascribes to it, i.e. failure of expressing anything true. 
This connection must be accepted if (D) were supposed to be valid for the present case. 
In this manner (18) imposes a restriction on the possibility of its expressing something 
true by expressing an ascription of expressing a truth on the part of (19) which in the 
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present case consists in the requirement that (18) fails to express anything true. But 
this need not deprive (19) of the possibility of expressing a truth. If, on the other hand, 
(19) expresses a truth and (18) fails to do so, then the ascription of truth to (19) on the 
part of (18) cannot comply with (D). But (D) represents a credible principle only if it is 
consistently taken as relating either to expression in a finalized mode or to expression 
in a non-finalized mode, whereas it is utterly implausible if the different occurrences of 
the verb  ꞋexpressꞋ contained in its two components (D1) and (D2) were interpreted as 
referring to different modes of expressing a content. Hence, in the same way as the 
finalized content of (24) can never be satisfied although the content expressed in a 
non-finalized mode by the first member of the conjunction corresponds to an actual fact, 
it can be supposed that (18) lacks any content which is both the case and expressed by 
that item in a finalized manner, whereas the circumstance that (18) expresses the 
ascription of truth to (19) in a non-finalized form vindicates that (19) expresses a truth. 
There is no need to deny with respect to (18) as well as (24) the existence of contents 
expressed in a finalized form. It is only required to dispute the identity of the two 
varieties of content in those cases. 
 
One can ascertain that (18) by expressing ascription of truth to the content of (19) 
makes a comment about (19) and thereby makes an indirect comment about itself 
because (19) expresses a comment about (18). Since, however, the comment on the 
part of (19) refers exclusively to the matter of expressing or not expressing something 
true on the part of (18) and the content of (18) consists in making a comment on 
another item it is most natural to assess the issue of whether or not (18) expresses a 
truth both under the aspect of whether it makes a correct comment about the item 
about which it expresses a comment and under the aspect of whether or not it makes a 
correct comment concerning its own comment on that item. If (18) expressed a truth 
by ascribing truth to (19) it would correctly disclaim the expression of any truth with 
respect to itself and the correctness of this denial entails the impossibility of its making 
a correct comment by expressing an ascription of truth with respect to (19). The 
situation of (15) is analogous. The difference between (15) and (18) on the one hand 
and (24) on the other is that in (24) the revocation of a stated content is explicitly 
formulated whereas it is merely entailed in the other cases. Making a (direct or indirect) 
self-comment pertaining to content produces an effect equivalent to prefixing ꞋthatꞋ to a 
complete sentence or conjoining a sentence with another sentence by ꞋandꞋ, which 
transforms a (potentially) finalized form of expression of a propositional content into a 
non-finalized mode. 
 
It might be contended that items like (15), (18) and (24) should not be credited with 
the expression of a finalized content capable of being assessed as definitely true or 
untrue because in such cases truth and lack of truth would partly depend on conditions 
of being true that items stipulate with respect to themselves and because this idea 
militates against ordinary intuitions. Presumably this consequence is not compelling. 
Anyhow, it will be argued later that linguistic items which by involving comments on 
themselves impose restrictions on the conditions of expressing something true in fact 
permit the ascription of propositional contents which can be assessed as true or untrue. 
It is admitted, however, that not only the finalized contents they express must differ 
from contents expressed in a non-finalized mode but that they are connected with 
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linguistic units by a relation that differs from the ordinary relation of linguistic 
expression. 
 
All the phenomena assigned to the four types A – D exhibit the feature that they 
indicate restrictions imposed on the ascription of properties on the part of linguistic 
items possessing them, which are not necessarily binding for items that differ from 
them. Only in some cases — specifically in cases of type A — this impossibility can be 
brought into a close connection with belonging to a particular syntactic category. 
Moreover, unfeasibility of linguistic self-ascription is not always a trivial issue. Whereas 
the reason generating the impossibility appears quite obvious with respect to specimens 
of types A and B the underlying mechanisms are not immediately discernible regarding 
types C and D. There are two major subsets divided by the criterion of whether self-
ascription is just impossible or whether it is impossible on condition that an ascription 
must be correct. Main exponents of the latter category are type B and D. 
Notwithstanding differences in detail all specimens satisfy the following general 
condition: 
 

(E) If a linguistic unit L possesses the property P then, if an item I correctly ascribes 
P to L, I ≠ L. 

 
In the subsequent paragraphs unfeasibility of linguistic self-ascription of type C as well 
as the principle (C) which reads 
 

No linguistic item of any syntactic category can provide an exhaustive 
explanation of its content by expressing that it possesses this content. 

 
will be the main concern. Yet the exposition concerning ascription of failure of 
expressing truth will come into play as an expedient to clarify certain matters in this 
context.  
 
Two counterparts of the idea embodied in (C) can be formulated as follows: 
 

(F) If an expression E possesses the meaning M and F expresses the statement that 
E possesses the meaning M then E ≠ F. 

(G) If a sentence S expresses that p and if a sentence S* expresses that S expresses 
that p then S ≠ S*. 

 
It is worthwhile to note that (F) and (G) do not entail that the possession of meanings 
or the fact that a sentence expresses some content are always stateable by 
(numerically) different linguistic items. It merely implies that if such things occur then 
the items expressing those statements differ from those about which the statements 
are made. 
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III. Ascription of semantic functions and the initial segment of the 

Saṃbandha-Samuddeśa in the Vākyapadīya 
 
 
Possibly these thoughts are not a novelty and can be traced quite far back in the history 
of linguistics and philosophy. This needs to be acknowledged if it is true that not only 
the central idea but even many of the considerations expounded in the section dealing 
with type C are foreshadowed in a treatise which is supposed to have been written in 
the 5th century AD. Various considerations call for an investigation of the initial segment 
of the third chapter of the third book, entitled Saṃbandha-Samuddeśa (SS), of a work 
commonly referred to by the designation Vākyapadīya — but perhaps more suitably 
named Trikāṇḍī — composed by an author called Bhartṛhari who is  mainly known as a 
writer of treatises on grammar and philosophy of language. Following reasons are 
pertinent: 
 
1)     There is a realistic possibility that in the mentioned textual passage not only a 
theorem equivalent or at least closely akin to (C) is propagated but that even a number 
of thoughts are expressed that have been presented before, in particular in the chapter 
on type C. An examination of the truth of this conjecture possesses accordingly 
relevance under the aspect of an interest in the history of philosophy. It is, moreover, 
conducive to fairness to assess with more precision whether or to which extent 
theoretical views and individual theorems as well as considerations which are pertinent 
to them might exhibit uniqueness or novelty. This holds good in general and not merely 
in the present case. 
 
2) It appears that in previous interpretations of this segment it was not assumed 
that principle (C) and issues closely related to it constitute a major topic of the whole 
pertinent textual passage. It had been advocated, however, that the role which in the 
present study is attributed to (C) should be assigned to a different theorem which, due 
to its formal structure must represent a stronger — and hence an objectively more 
dubious — claim entailing that there are entities which cannot be ‘designated’ or 
‘signified’ as what they really are by any expression.6 Ignoring, for the time being, the 
precise import of vague relational expressions like ꞋsignifyꞋ, the following two structures 
deserve to be neatly distinguished: 
 
[A] It holds good for some R that there is some x so that for for all (linguistic 
expressions) y: not y R x. 
 
[B] It holds good for some R that for all (linguistic expressions) y there is some x so 
that not y R x.7 

                                        
6  See e.g. Aklujkar 1990: 157; J.E.M. Houben 1995: 173; Houben 1995a: 385-386.  
7 Or: 

There is some relation R and some x, such that for all (linguistic expressions) y: y is not 
related by R to x. 
There is some relation R, such that for all (linguistic expressions) y there is some x, such 
that y is not related by R to x. 
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Even if one leaves aside the question whether or not (C) faithfully reflects the content 
of some statement made in the relevant textual passage, it deserves to be examined 
whether a theorem which is credited with comparable roles in different interpretations, 
exhibits the formal structure of [A] or, as (C), that of [B]. It should not be difficult to 
discern that given identical interpretations of the involved relation and identical 
assumptions about the domain of the ‘x’-variable, in particular the assumption that the 
range comprises (also) relational objects and propositions, the credibility of 
corresponding claims exhibiting the form of alternatively [A] or [B] can significantly 
differ. 
 
3) It has been suggested that within the pertinent textual passage the author of the 
text has addressed the problem of the notorious ‘Liar Paradox’. Even the bold assertion 
has been put forward that Bhartṛhari Ꞌprovides us with the key to an interesting and 
elegant solutionꞋ to the family of paradoxes to which the Liar Paradox belongs.8 As a 
matter of fact, it is not difficult to establish that if the author of the Trikāṇḍī  in fact 
dealt with the liar paradox or a closely related problem then he treated the issue in a 
rather perfunctory, not to say superficial manner. A demonstration to the effect that the 
writer of the work was, at least in the pertinent textual passage, not at all concerned 
about any variety of liar paradox but rather with problems connected with some 
different issue, such as (C) or something similar, could have the effect of rescuing a 
thinker of the past from the threat of being put in an embarrassing situation by 
Western scholars. 
 
4)   The interpretation of the initial segment of the SS poses a number of exegetical 
problems of a general kind and methodological bearing. They present a suitable 
background for a critical assessment of underlying principles of a prevailing practice of 
exploring parts of philosophical tradition in certain disciplines. 
 
It must be acknowledged that problems and accordingly even shortcomings that have 
occurred or occur are partly rooted in objective circumstances which cannot be 
abolished. A major, and presumably the most crucial, source impeding the practice of 
textual exegesis lies in an extraordinary conciseness of expression possessing as a 
corollary an extreme degree of equivocation and elusiveness. These features which are 
characteristic for classical Sanskrit literature in general are in the present case 
intensified by the circumstance that the relevant textual passage has been composed in 
metrical form. Hence it is unavoidable to analyze in detail the individual verses 
constituting the concerned section bringing into play not only matters of grammar and, 
to some extent, features of the historical and ideological background, but also 
considerations of argumentative relevance, consistency in the sequence of thoughts, 
and objective theoretical reasonability. Moreover, it is recommendable to expose 
various linguistically legitimate possibilities of interpretation separately, at least to the 
extent to which their irrelevance is not obvious from the outset. This is the only 
available means to effectively counteract the danger of imposing prejudice on 
interpretation, which deserves to be avoided even if a prejudice should be reasonable. 

                                                                                                                               
 

8  Cf. Houben 1995a: 382. 
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The SS has been thoroughly studied in Houben 1995 and the segment of the verses 1- 
29 was also investigated by me some years back.9 The present analysis deviates from 
those two studies regarding content as well as methodology. The differences of 
interpretation concern both the exegesis of several individual verses and the account of 
the sequence of thoughts. They result from the modification of a supposition accepted 
in earlier analyses. Divergences in methodological respect are motivated by the high 
degree of equivocation and vagueness of formulation exhibited by the text. The practice 
of presenting various linguistically legitimate readings does not merely serve the 
purpose of diminishing the risk of imposing undue prejudice to the text. Whenever a 
formulation exhibits equivocation or vagueness it is often not suitable and sometimes 
even impossible to transfer all indeterminacies to a translation or paraphrase. Hence 
the presentation of a content in accordance with some particular preferred choice 
concerning reading or explication need not rule out the legitimacy of alternative choices. 
In such situations it typically occurs that scholars favoring different alternatives are 
disposed to raise objections which are irrelevant for an interpretation itself. It is a most 
salient feature of the present textual passage that divergent readings or explications on 
the level of individual words or syntagmas are compatible to (almost) the same degree 
with identical interpretations on the level of entire verses or sequences of verses. Hence 
emphasis will be laid on a critical examination of the relationship between possible ways 
of understanding individual expressions or phrases appearing as constituents of larger 
syntactical units and possible interpretations of more comprehensive textual segments. 
Evaluation of the theoretical plausibility of any tenet advocated in the pertinent textual 
passage and assessment of the intelligibility of the presentation of any assumed 
sequence of propositions in the way exhibited by the text will be another maxim for the 
subsequent investigations. This entails, among others, that existence or lack of 
argumentative relevance of individual remarks whose occurrence some exegesis implies 
has to be explicitly examined. The reason lies in the supposition that the type of 
interpretation which is at stake does not conform to a principle of linguistic 
compositionality, that is to say, the issue of correctness or incorrectness of 
interpretations of the pertinent type cannot be definitely settled on the basis of the 
attribution of meanings to expressions and a way in which meaningful expressions 
determine the meaning of larger units of which they are constituents. Hence additional 
criteria are indispensable among which objective reasonability and coherence provide 
most important tools for controlling the acceptability of exegeses in the context of 
theoretical treatises. 
 
Since the verses 1 – 29 of the SS constitute only a third of the entire chapter, the 
segregation of this segment cannot be based on formal criteria. It is true that any 
assumption to the effect that the textual passage consisting of those verses can be 
considered as a unit with respect to content is not only bound to be hypothetical but 
also crucially rests on the acceptance of particular criteria of division which need not be 
shared by everybody and could be inconvenient in the light of certain interests. 
Nevertheless, those aspects of arbitrariness inherent on segmentation based on non-
formal criteria do not possess any vital relevance in the present context. For the central 
aim of this investigation lies in the examination of whether or not a theorem related to 

                                        
9  Oetke 2000:301-341. 
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principle (C) has been advocated in the SS and whether some of the considerations 
presented in the preceding chapter have been foreshadowed in the earlier history of 
linguistic philosophy. Given this purpose it is entirely immaterial whether the verses 1 – 
29 deserve to be segregated from the subsequent portions of the chapter on criteria 
which can be independently justified. Decisive is the fact that the verses 1 – 29 
constitute a unit which is most pertinent for an assessment of the correctness or 
incorrectness of the conjectures. It can be definitely asserted that if their hypothesis 
cannot be sustained in the light of this segment then it deserves to be discarded for the 
chapter as a whole. Therefore the inquiry on the verses 1 – 29 should be regarded as a 
requisite expedient for tracing back ideas connected with (C) in the tradition of 
philosophy. 
 
In the subsequent quotation of the verses 1 – 29 of the SS textual variants are 
mentioned only to the extent to which they are conceivably relevant for the 
interpretation. The textual segment reads as follows: 
 
1 jñānaṃ prayoktur bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ svarūpaṃ ca pratīyate / 

śabdair uccaritais teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ // 
 
2 pratipattur 10 bhavaty arthe jñāne vā saṃśayaḥ kva cit / 
 svarūpeṣūpalabhyeṣu 11 vyabhicāro na vidyate // 
 
3 asyāyaṃ vācako vācya iti ṣaṣṭhyā pratīyate / 

yogaḥ śabdārthayos tattvam apy ato vyapadiśyate 12 // 
 
4 nābhidhānaṃ svadharmeṇa saṃbandhasyāsti vācakam / 
 atyantaparatantratvād rūpaṃ nāsyāpadiśyate // 
 
5 upakārāt 13 sa yatrāsti dharmas tatrānugamyate / 

śaktīnām api sā śaktir guṇānām apy asau guṇaḥ // 
 
6 taddharmaṇos tu tācchabdyaṃ saṃyogasamavāyayoḥ / 

tayor apy upakārārthā niyatās tadupādhayaḥ // 
 
7 kācid eva hi sāvasthā kāryaprasavasūcitā / 

kasyacit kenacid yasyāṃ saṃyoga upajāyate // 
 
8 nirātmakānām utpattau niyamaḥ kvacid eva yaḥ / 

tenaivāvyapavargaś ca prāptabhedena 14 yatkṛtaḥ // 
 
9 ātmāntarasya yenātmā tadātmevāvadhāryate 15/ 

                                        
10  Variant: pratipattir 
11  Variant: °ūpalabdheṣu 
12  The variant ity ato instead of apy ato is potentially relevant. 
13  Variant: upakāraḥ 
14  Variant: prāptyabhede sa 
15  Variant: tadātmaivāvadhāryate 
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yataś caikatvanānātvaṃ 16 tattvaṃ 17  nādhyavasīyate // 
 
10 tāṃ śaktiṃ samavāyākhyāṃ śaktīnām 18 upakāriṇīm / 

bhedābhedāv atikrāntām anyathaiva vyavasthitām // 
 
11 dharmaṃ 19 sarvapadārthānām atītaḥ sarvalakṣaṇaḥ / 

anugṛhṇāti saṃbandha iti pūrvebhya āgamaḥ // 
 
12 padārthīkṛta evānyaiḥ sarvatrābhyupagamyate / 

saṃbandhas tena śabdārthaḥ 20 pravibhaktuṃ na śakyate // 
 
13 samavāyāt sva ādhāraḥ svā ca jātiḥ pratīyate / 

ekārthasamavāyāt tu guṇāḥ svādhāra eva ye // 
 
14 dravyatvasattāsaṃyogāḥ svānyādhāropabandhanāḥ / 

tatpradeśavibhāgāś ca guṇā dvitvādayaś ca ye // 
 
15 kecit svāśrayasaṃyuktāḥ kecit tatsamavāyinaḥ / 

saṃyuktasamaveteṣu samavetās tathāpare 21// 
 
16 svāśrayeṇa tu saṃyuktaiḥ saṃyuktaṃ vibhu gamyate / 

samavāyasya 22 saṃbandho nāparas 23 tatra dṛśyate 24 // 
 
17 saṃbandhasyāviśiṣtatvāt na cātra niyamo bhavet / 

tasmāc chabdārthayor naivaṃ 25 saṃbandhaḥ parikalpyate  // 
 

18 adṛṣṭavṛttilābhena yathā saṃyoga ātmanaḥ / 
kvacit svasvāmiyogākhyo Ꞌbhede Ꞌnyatrāpi sa kramaḥ // 

 
19 prāptiṃ tu samavāyākhyāṃ vācyadharmātivartinīm / 

prayoktā pratipattā vā na śabdair anugacchati // 
 
20 avācyam iti yad vācyaṃ tad avācyatayā yadā / 

vācyam ity avasīyeta vācyam eva tadā bhavet // 
 
21 athāpy avācyam ity evaṃ na tad vācyaṃ pratīyate / 

vivakṣitāsya yāvasthā saiva nādhyavasīyate // 

                                        
16  Variant: caikasya nānātvaṃ 
17  Possible also: caikatvanānātvatattvaṃ (Cf. Houben 1995: 180, footnote 289) 
18  Variant: śaktānām 
19  Variant: dharmaḥ 
20  Variant: śabdārthe 
21  Variant reading: tathā pare 
22  Variant: samavāyaḥ sa  
23  Variant: saṃbandhenāparas 
24  Variant: vidyate 
25   Variant: naiva 
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22 tathānyathā 26 sarvathā ca yasyāvācyatvam ucyate / 

tatrāpi naiva sāvasthā 27 taiḥ śabdaiḥ pratiṣidhyate // 
 
23 na hi saṃśayarūpe Ꞌrthe śeṣatvena vyavasthite / 

avyudāse svarūpasya saṃśayo Ꞌnyaḥ pravartate 28 // 
 
24 yadā ca nirṇayajñāne nirṇayatvena nirṇayaḥ / 

prakramyate tadā jñānaṃ svadharme nāvatiṣṭhate 29 // 
 
25 sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmīti naitad vākyaṃ vivakṣyate / 

tasya mithyābhidhāne hi prakrānto Ꞌrtho na gamyate // 
 
26 na ca vācakarūpeṇa pravṛttasyāsti vācyatā / 

pratipādyaṃ na tat tatra yenānyat pratipādyate30 // 
  

27 asādhikā pratijñeti neyam evābhidhīyate / 
yathā tathāsya dharmo Ꞌpi naiva 31 kaścit pratīyate // 

 
28 vyāpārasyāparo yasmān na vyāpāro Ꞌsti kaś cana / 

virodham anavasthāṃ vā tasmāt sarvatra nāśrayet // 
 
29 indriyāṇāṃ svaviṣayeṣv anādir yogyatā yathā / 

anādir arthair śabdānāṃ saṃbandho yogyatā tathā // 
 
Since in the present context of investigation the need arises to discuss questions of 
explication of individual verses separately it is appropriate to present first a fairly literal 
translation which by transferring features of vagueness from the source to the target 
language reduces the probability of imposing unwarranted prejudice of understanding 
on the relevant textual passage. On this basis the verses could be rendered as follows: 
 

1 By words that are uttered a cognition of the one who uses [them], an 
external object and the own form [of the words] are comprehended. Their 
relation is fixed. 

2 For the recipient there occurs sometimes doubt with respect to the object or 
cognition; with respect to the own forms that are to be ascertained a 
deviation does not exist. 

3 ꞋThis is a signifier/an expression of this [and this] is its [correlate] [which is] 
to be signified/expressedꞋ, thus the connection between word and [its] object 
is comprehended by the sixth case ending (= the genitive suffix); hence also 
a state of things is pointed out. 

                                        
26  Variant: athānyathā 
27  Variant: saiva nāvasthā 
28   Relevant variant: pratīyate 
29   Variant: svadharmeṇāvatiṣṭhate 
30   Variant: pratipadyate 
31   Variants: nātra, naivaṃ, tatra (kaścit) 
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4 There is no term which is a signifier/expression of the relation in accordance 
with its own characteristic; due to complete dependence its form is not 
indicated. 

5 Where[ever] it occurs because of a service [which is rendered] this 
characteristic is recognized. This is also a capacity of capacities [and] that is 
also a quality of qualities. 

6 But contact (saṃyoga) and inherence (samavāya) are designated by that 
word [on account of] having this quality; also their functions of service are 
restricted possessing this as a limiting factor. [Reading A] 
But contact (saṃyoga) and inherence (samavāya) are designated by that 
word [on account of] having this quality; also these two have objects 
[rendering] service [which are] fixed as their determining factors. [Reading B] 

7 For this state in which a contact of something with something arises, which is 
indicated by the production of an effect, is a particular one. 

8 That by which the restriction which [pertains] only to something in the 
origination of things not possessing [independent] individuality 32 , and (by 
which) non-separation from specifically that, which has become distinct, is 
brought about 

9 by which the individuality of a different entity is ascertained as if it were 
something of the same individuality and on account of which unity and 
difference are not ascertained as being [genuinely] real, 

10 This capacity, called inherence (samavāya) which renders service to the 
capacities, which has surpassed difference and identity, which is established 
only otherwise,  

11 is assisted by the relation (saṃbandha) which has gone beyond the nature of 
all the objects of words (the ꞋcategoriesꞋ of Nyāya and Vaiśeṣika) [and] which 
is characterized by everything — this is the tradition from the ancients. 

12 By others relation is acknowledged everywhere only as something which is 
made into an object of words; [but] thereby word-meaning cannot be sorted 
out [in the way which is required]. 

13 On account of inherence (samavāya) the own substratum and its own genus 
is recognized. But on account of inherence in one and the same object the 
qualities which are in the own substratum [are recognized]. 

14 Substance-ness, existence, contact and the separations which [occur only] in 
a part of it as well as the qualities such as ꞋdualityꞋ etc. are tied to the own 
and another substratum. 

15 Some are connected by contact with the own substratum, some inhere in 
these and others still inhere in those which inhere in [objects] connected by 
contact. 

16 An all pervading [entity] is understood as being in contact with what is 
connected by contact with the own substratum. No further relation of 
inherence (samavāya) is seen there. 

17 Since the relation is not differentiated no restriction would exist here. 
Therefore the relation of word and object is not [properly] conceived in this 
manner. 

                                        
32  Or: That which is a restriction [arising] somewhere only (i.e. with respect to particular 
entities) in (= with respect to) the origination of entities lacking [independent] existence …. 
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18 Just as thanks to the operation of the unperceived factor (the adṛṣṭa) the 
Soul has a contact with respect to some [specific objects only] called 
Ꞌconnection of owner and ownedꞋ, although there is no difference [as far as 
the connection between different all-pervading souls and different bodies, 
sense-faculties and mind-organs is concerned] so it happens also elsewhere. 

19 Yet neither the utterer nor the hearer approaches through words the [relation 
of] attainment [between words and their objects] called ꞋinherenceꞋ, which 
goes beyond the characteristics that are to be expressed. 

20 If that which is to be signified/expressed by Ꞌ[it is] not to be 
signified/expressedꞋ would be ascertained as [something which] is to be 
signified/expressed, then it would become something which is to be 
signified/expressed. 

21 If on the other hand that is not ascertained in this manner as something 
which is not to be signified/expressed, [then] the very situation of it which is 
to be signified/expressed is not ascertained. 

22 It is definitely not so that by those words this situation is negated even 
regarding that about which it is said that it is not to be signified/expressed in 
this, in another and in every manner. 

23 For regarding an object which has the nature of a doubt and is subordinate 
[with respect to its object] no other doubt is operative in so far as it does not 
lose its own nature. 

24 And when a cognition of ascertainment is ascertained as an ascertainment 
then the cognition does not persist in its own character. 

25 [With the words:] ꞋEverything [which I speak] I speak falselyꞋ this sentence is 
not intended to be meant. For if it is said falsely the intended object is not 
attained. 

26 And what is operative in the form of a signifier/a [means of] expression is not 
something to be signified/expressed. That by which something else is 
communicated is not there (in the same context) to be communicated. 

27 Just as [with the words:] ꞋAn assertion is not provingꞋ  this very assertion is 
not designated in the same manner also no characteristic of it is ascertained 
[there]. 

28 Because there is no further operation of an operation therefore one should 
not resort to a contradiction or an infinite regress in all cases. 

29 In the same manner as the beginningless fitness of the sense-faculties with 
respect to their objects the relation of words with their objects is a 
beginningless fitness. 

 
It should go without saying that even a most literal translation cannot avoid to veil 
possibilities of understanding which are warranted on purely linguistic grounds. Hence 
in order to counteract the risk of conveying an unbalanced or even tendentious view in 
particular respects the English translation offered in Houben 1995: 145 - 233 as well as 
a German rendering published in W. Rau 2002: 174 – 179 will be subsequently quoted. 
Houben’s translation reads as follows: 
 

1 The cognition of the speaker, the external thing meant and the own form [of the 
word] are understood through words which are uttered. The relation of these 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        53 
 

(namely, the cognition, external thing meant and own form) [with the words which 
are uttered] is well-established. 

2 For the hearer, there is sometimes doubt with regard to the thing-meant or the 
[speaker’s] cognition; with regard to the own forms to be ascertained, there is no 
deviation. 

3 "This is the signifier of this, [and this] is the signified [of this]," thus the connection 
of word and thing-meant is known through the sixth nominal ending (genitive). 
On this ground, the real nature (tattvam, sc. of word and thing-meant) is also 
indicated. 

4 There is no word that signifies the relation according to its specific property. Because 
it is extremely dependent, its form cannot be pointed out. 

5 Where this [relation] is, because some service is rendered [from one thing to 
another, or: from signifier to signified and vice versa], there one arrives at a 
property (viz. dependence) [but not at the relation itself]. It is even a capacity (i.e. 
something dependent) of capacities [which are themselves dependent upon the 
entity which possesses the capacity]; it is even a quality (i.e. something dependent) 
of qualities [which are themselves dependent upon the entity which possesses the 
quality] [so it is extremely dependent]. 

6 As regards saṃyoga (connection) and samavāya (inherence), they (are tacchabdāḥ:) 
are called by that word (sc. ꞋrelationꞋ), because they have (as it were) that property 
(sc. dependence). 
Even these two have restricted functions of rendering service, with this [relation] as 
limiting factor. 

7 The state in which saṃyoga (connection) of one particular thing with another 
particular thing takes place is a particular one, indicated by the production of an 
effect. 

8 [That] which [is a] restriction to some particular [cause] in the production of things 
without [previous] individual existence, 
by which non-separation is produced from precisely that [particular cause] which has 
become distinct [from the things newly produced from it], 

9 by which the individuality of a different entity is ascertained as if being something of 
the same identity; 
on account of which neither unity nor diversity is determined as the reality; 

10 that capacity, called samavāya (inherence), rendering service to capacities, beyond 
difference and identity, being established otherwise, 

11 is assisted by saṃbandha (relation), which is beyond the attribute of all categories or 
objects (padārthas) and which is characterized by everything. 
This is the tradition from the ancients. 

12 By others it is taken for granted that saṃbandha  (relation) be always made into a 
category or object. 
[But] with this, word meaning cannot be sorted out. 

13 Through samavāya (inherence) the own substratum and the own universal is 
understood [from the word]. 
And through samavāya (inherence) in one and the same thing, the qualities which 
are in the substratum [are understood]. 

14 'Substanceness', 'existence' and 'connection'; and the 'disjunctions' [that concern] 
only a part of the [substratum]; and the qualities 'duality' etc., are tied down to the 
own and another substratum. 

15 Some [objects] have a connection with the own substratum, others inhere in these; 
others still inhere in things which inhere in those which are connected. 
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16 As regards something all-pervading, it is understood as being connected with what is 
connected with the own substratum. Herein no other relation of samavāya 
(inherence) is seen. 

17 There would be in this case no restriction, because the relation is not particularized. 
Therefore, saṃbandha 'relation' between word and meaning should not be 
postulated in this way. 

18 Just as the Self, when the unperceived factor (adṛṣṭa) operates, has a connection 
called 'connection of owner and owned' [only] with regard to particular objects (sc. 
the own body, mind, sensefaculties), though they are not different [from other 
objects in having a connection with the omnipresent Self], just so it happens in 
another case too. 

19 However, neither the speaker nor the hearer can approach with words the relation 
(prāpti) called samavāya (inherence), which is beyond the property of things that 
can be signified. 

20 If it is ascertained that what is to be signified by ꞋunsignifiableꞋ is signifiable as being 
unsignifiable, then it would become signifiable. 

21 But if it is understood that it cannot be signified this way by ꞋunsignifiableꞋ, that very 
situation of its which one wants to signify is not apprehended. 

22 If something is signified as unsignifiable, in this way, in another way or in all ways, 
then with regard to that thing this situation (avasthā, sc. being unsignifiable) is 
certainly not (na eva) also denied by those [very] words [that signify its being 
unsignifiable]. 

23 No other doubt2 is operative with regard to an object which is [itself] a doubt1 and is 
[as such] subordinate, if [doubt1] does not lose its own character [of a doubt or, 
more generally, of a cognition which functions towards and is subordinate to some 
object]. 

24 And when an ascertainment2 is undertaken, with the characteristics of an 
ascertainment, concerning [another] ascertaining cognition1, then that [other] 
cognition1 does not remain in its own nature. 

25 With "everything I am saying is false," that statement itself is not meant. For if its 
own expressing is false, one does not arrive at the point in question. 

26 For what proceeds as signifier cannot be signified. That by which another thing is 
expressed, cannot be expressed in the same context (tatra). 

27 Just as "A thesis has no proving force" does not refer to that [thesis] itself, in the 
same way also no property whatsoever of that [statement itself] is understood [from 
the statement "everything I am saying is false"]. 

28 Because there is no other (i.e. opposite) mode of functioning of a mode of 
functioning, therefore one should not resort to contradiction or infinite regress in all 
cases. 

29 Just as the sense-faculties have a beginningless suitability to their objects, like that 
the saṃbandha (relation) of words with their meanings is a beginningless suitability. 

 
The German rendering given in Rau 2002 reads: 
 

1 Die Absicht des Sprechers, das äußere Ding und die eigene Form des Wortes 
werden durch ausgesprochene Wörter mitgeteilt. Ihre Verknüpfung ist 
festgelegt. 

2 Manchmal gibt es einen Zweifel des Hörers hinsichtlich des [äußeren] Dings 
oder die Absicht [des Sprechers]. Wenn die eigenen Formen [der Wörter] 
erkennbar sind, gibt es kein Fehlgehen.  
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3 Dies ist sein Wort; dies ist seine Bedeutung — die Verbindung von Wort und 
Bedeutung ergibt sich durch den Genetiv. Sie wird daher auch ꞋGrundprinzipꞋ 
genannt. 

4 [Außer dem Genetiv] gibt es kein sprachliches Ausdrucksmittel für diese 
Verbindung mit ihrer Eigenbedeutung. Weil sie in höchstem Maße abhängig 
ist, wird ihre Form nicht ausgedrückt. 

5 Wo diese besondere Eigenschaft aufgrund einer Hilfeleistung vorhanden ist, 
da wird sie erkannt. Es ist dies auch die Kraft der Kräfte, auch ist jene das 
Attribut der Attribute. 

6 [Unmittelbare] Berührung (saṃyoga) und Inhärenz (samavāya) werden mit 
diesem Worte [d.h. als Relationen] bezeichnet, weil sie deren Attribute 
aufweisen. Die beiden haben feste beschränkende Faktoren, deren Zweck in 
Hilfeleistung besteht. 

7 Es gibt nur einen solchen Zustand, der durch den Antrieb zu einem Zweck 
angedeutet ist, bei welchem eine Berührung (saṃyoga) von etwas mit etwas 
entsteht. 

8 Die Einschränkung, welche obwaltet bei der Entstehung von Dingen, die keine 
individuelle Existenz besitzen, durch diese findet keine Trennung [von 
Ursache und Ergebnis] statt, weil sie [d.h. die Nicht-Trennung] von jener 
bewirkt ist, wobei es keinen Unterschied gibt zur Berührung (saṃyoga) — 

9 wodurch das Wesen eines anderen Wesens wie dieses Wesen verstanden 
wird, und woher die Identität bzw. Verschiedenheit als wahres Wesen nicht 
festgelegt wird 

10 diese Inhärenz (samavāya) genannte Kraft, welche [andere] Kräfte fördert, 
Unterschied wie Identität überschreitet und eben auf andere Weise existiert. 

11 Die Beziehung (saṃbandha) tranzsendiert die Bestimmung aller Dinge, ist 
durch alles gekennzeichnet und begünstigt diese Inhärenz (samavāya) 
genannte Kraft … 
so kommt die Überlieferung von den Altvordern. 

12 Von anderen wird die Beziehung (saṃbandha = saṃyoga und samavāya) 
überall als Kategorie zugestanden. Damit kann die Beziehung zwischen Wort 
und Bedeutung nicht erklärt werden. 

13 Aus der Inhärenz ergibt sich das eigene Substrat und die eigene Gattung. 
Durch die Inhärenz in einem und demselben Dinge ergeben sich die 
Eigenschaften im Substrat. 

14 Substanz-Sein, Dasein und Beziehung sind gebunden an eigene und fremde 
Substrate; ebenso die auf diese Orte verteilten Eigenschaften wie Zweiheit 
usw. 

15 Einige sind mit ihrem Substrat in Kontakt, andere inhärieren ihm, noch andere 
inhärieren solchen, welche in Kontakt befindlichen inhärieren. 

16 ꞋAll-GegenwärtigesꞋ bezeichnet, was in Berührung ist mit Dingen, die mit dem 
Substrat in Berührung sind. Dabei gibt es keine weitere Beziehung der 
Inhärenz. 

17 Weil die Beziehung nicht definiert ist, gäbe es hier [d.h. beim Worte] keine 
Beschränkung [auf eine fixierte Bedeutung]. Daher wird keine Beziehung 
(saṃyoga oder samavāya) zwischen Wort und Bedeutung angenommen. 
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18 Wie der Kontakt des ātman, welcher Verbindung von Eignem und Eigner haißt, 
durch Erlangung einer Wirkung des adṛṣṭa zustandekommt, so geht es auch 
in anderen Fällen, obwohl kein Unterschied in der Beziehung besteht. 

19 Weder der Sprecher noch der Hörer gelangt durch Wörter zu dem ꞋInhärenzꞋ 
genannten Nebeneinander, welches über die Attribute des Ausdrückbaren 
hinausgeht. 

20 Wenn das, was nicht-ausdrückbar ist, als nicht-ausdrückbar ausgedrückt wird, 
würde es dabei eben als ausdrückbar bestimmt. 

21 Weiter auch, Ꞌnicht-ausdrückbarꞋ [wenn man] so [sagt], wird dieses 
Auszudrückende nicht verstanden. Der Zustand dessen, was ausgesagt 
werden soll, — auch der wird nicht begriffen. 

22 Wessen Unausdrückbarkeit so, anders, und immer ausgesprochen wird, — 
auch bei dem wird gerade diesem Zustand durch diese Wörter nicht 
widersprochen. 

23 Wenn ein Wissen (artha = jñāna), welches die Form des Zweifels besitzt, in 
den Zustand des ꞋśeṣaꞋ  übergeht, ergibt sich ja kein zweiter Zweifel, ohne 
daß die eigene Form aufgehoben wird. 

24 Und wenn bei einem entscheidenden Wissen die Entscheidung mit 
Entschiedenheit eintritt, dann bleibt das Wissen bei seiner Eigenschaft. 

25 Der Satz ꞋIch sage alles falschꞋ, ist nicht wörtlich gemeint. Denn wenn ja die 
Aussage ꞋfalschꞋ gemacht wird, wird ja der intendierte Sinn nicht verstanden. 

26 Und nicht kann das, was vom Gemeinten ausgesagt werden soll, in Gestalt 
eines Aussagenden erscheinen. Wodurch etwas anderes erklärt wird, kann 
nicht das Zuerklärende sein. 

27 ꞋEine [bloße] Behauptung ist [noch] kein BeweisꞋ, — gerade wie diese 
Behauptung [selbst] hier nicht gemeint ist, so wird auch keine Eigenschaft 
[d.h. das ꞋFalsch-SeinꞋ] hier [an dem Satze] erkannt. 

28 Weil es für eine Funktion keine weitere Funktion gibt, deswegen soll man 
überall [d.h. in allen diesen Beispielen] nicht mit einem Widerspruch oder 
einem regressus ad infinitum argumentieren. 

29 Wie die Sinnesorgane eine anfangslose Angepaßtheit an ihre [jeweiligen] 
Sinnesobjekte besitzen, so ist die anfangslose Verbindung der Wörter mit 
[ihren] Bedeutungen eine Angepaßtheit. 
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IV. The verses 1 – 29 of the Saṃbandha-Samuddeśa 
 
 
It is appropriate to begin the investigation with a discussion of the verses in the order 
in which they appear in the original text because the sequence of the contents which 
the writer of the SS intended to convey by individual textual segments is possibly not 
accidental. Against the background of the previously emphasized fact that the linguistic 
wording exhibits numerous equivocations and a high degree of vagueness the question 
of whether or not envisaged interpretations and explications with respect to single parts 
permit the reconstruction of a coherent train of thought attains utmost importance for 
the assessment of the probability of their correctness. The interaction between 
contemplations on plausibility and ascertainment of explications will become manifest in 
the subsequent investigations and are highlighted in the deliberations regarding the 
first verse. 
 

Verse 1 
 
A) 
 
Despite the fact that the first two verses of the SS have been thoroughly discussed in 
Houben 1995 a number of indeterminacies have been left undecided which possess 
vital importance under the perspective of the question of whether or not the first kārikā 
expresses a statement which can be acknowledged as objectively true or justified. The 
following comments focus primarily on points of ambiguity and vagueness which are 
crucial in this regard and it will be claimed that explications can be provided which 
entail that the author of the text expresses a proposition that is both objectively 
acceptable and relevant. It deserves to be emphasized that the thesis that the first 
verse of the SS expresses a contention which is true and significant is not incompatible 
with the assumption that their statement was based on mistaken beliefs or intimately 
connected with erroneous opinions on the part of its author. For reasons which will 
become clearer it is important in this connection to strictly distinguish between an 
import which the producer of an utterance intended to convey in a particular context 
and beliefs which can be legitimately ascribed to him precisely because he made the 
pertinent utterance in that context. Since, as a matter of fact, the considerations to be 
found in Houben 1995 mostly pertain to the latter issue — even if Houben himself does 
not make this distinction explicit — there need not be a genuine conflict between the 
present contention and the supposition that Houben presents valid evidence for the fact 
that Bhartṛhari cherished eccentric beliefs concerning (in particular) the relation 
between linguistic expressions and their meanings.  
 
The first verse of the SS exhibits in an exemplary manner the crucial role of linguistic 
equivocations and semantic indeterminacies for the assessment of the acceptability of 
the relevant statement. It is easy to discern that its content embraces two constituent 
propositions which are represented by the expressions jñānaṃ prayoktur bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ 
svarūpaṃ ca pratīyate śabdair uccaritais  on the one hand and on the other by teṣāṃ 
saṃbandhaḥ samavastitaḥ or possibly śabdair uccaritais teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ 
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samavastitaḥ respectively. With respect to the first phrase it can be safely assumed 
from the outset that it it is intended to convey a tenet which at least entails a 
proposition to the effect that on the basis of words which are uttered three types of 
items are or can be recognized, termed by the expressions jñānaṃ prayoktur (Ꞌcognition 
of the uttererꞋ), bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ (Ꞌexternal thingꞋ) and svarūpaṃ  (Ꞌown formꞋ). The 
occurrence of the expression uccaritais (ꞋutteredꞋ) suggests that the writer of the verse 
primarily intended to refer by the expression śabdais uccaritais (Ꞌuttered 
words/expressions’) to spoken words and one might accordingly surmise that his 
statement should pertain to token expressions which are produced in oral 
communication. This raises the question whether the circumstance that expressions are 
uttered in the oral dimension is really essential for the pertinent tenet or whether it is 
compatible with its import that it can be equally related to linguistic inscriptions in a 
written medium. It will be assumed here that the latter alternative is correct. To be sure, 
the first verse of the SS does not provide any clue supporting this conjecture. It will, 
however, turn out that not only none of the answers to questions which become 
relevant in the subsequent discussions vitally depend on the supposition that the scope 
of the tenet must be restricted to the oral dimension but that on any realistically 
conceivable reading the verse formulates a statement which becomes less objectionable 
and more significant by understanding it as relating to linguistic tokens of any 
dimension. 
 
B) 
 
Given that the question of scope with respect to dimension should be settled in the 
suggested manner the points of vagueness which beset the expressions a) jñānaṃ 
prayoktur (Ꞌcognition of the uttererꞋ) , b) bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ (Ꞌexternal thingꞋ), c) svarūpaṃ  
(Ꞌown formꞋ) and d) pratīyate (Ꞌare  comprehended/understoodꞋ) are most crucial for the 
assessment of the tenet represented by the first constituent phrase of verse 1. The 
problem with d) is that the idea that three types of objects are comprehended or 
understood by linguistic tokens can represent claims of different import and strength. 
As far as strength is concerned a relevant issue is whether it should be taken as 
embodying a claim to the effect that the three items are i) always, ii) regularly or 
usually or iii) potentially recognized on the basis of linguistic tokens. Although it can be 
reasonably surmised that in the given context the present tense of the verb should 
definitely not possess the function to relate to a specific event at the time of utterance 
of the verse itself, the options i) – iii) are equally compatible with the linguistic import 
of the relevant verb. It appears that the question could only be settled on the basis of 
objective adequateness or reasonability.33 The same holds good with respect to the 

                                        
33  One might be tempted to remark that option i) is in any case unrealistic because if it were 
intended then the writer must have asserted a thesis which is most evidently refuted by the 
existence of acts of soliloquy or by situations in which an utterer erroneously believes that 
somebody else witnesses his utterance. We suppose that the relevance of this option is not 
refuted on this account because the remark of the verse could be meant to relate exclusively to 
situations in which an utterer intends to communicate to some other person(s) witnessing the 
utterance either directly or indirectly some content with the help of linguistic means and that 
the generality inhering in i) is restricted. The hypothesis that the first verse of the SS can refer 
to some subclass within the class of all utterances is justified if it can be supposed that the 
writer of the text referred to some particular phenomenon in order to derive from its existence 
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exact import represented by the verbal root. In this regard the question of whether or 
not the verb pratī- should represent a factive or non-factive notion, i.e. whether it 
entails real existence or truth with respect to one of its relata, is potentially relevant. 
These distinctions attain significance with respect to the notion of the recognition of 
mental states of an utterer on the basis of (the recognition of) linguistic tokens. 
 
Even before assessing a more precise import for the expression jñānaṃ prayoktur 
(ꞋuttererꞋs cognitionꞋ) it can be ascertained that a statement to the effect that on the 
basis of linguistic tokens an utterer’s cognition is comprehended presumably relates to a 
relationship between certain mental or psychological states belonging to a producer of 
linguistic tokens on the one hand and potential interpreters of the relevant utterance on 
the other. Now it is easy to see that the relevant tenet can attain utmost implausibility 
on various explications of the verb (pratīyate). Supposed that the import of the present 
tense is understood in accordance with i) and the verbal root interpreted as 
representing a factive concept and that the tenet should entail a proposition to the 
effect that on the basis of linguistic tokens interpreters invariably attain correct 
knowledge about mental states of their producers, the consequence ensues that the 
first constituent of verse 1 embraces pretty absurd claims. To be sure, the notion that 
somebody correctly recognizes a certain mental state of some producer of an utterance 
can be itself implemented by different concepts. According to a strong understanding 
somebody who correctly recognizes a mental state of some utterer U has to possess a 
knowledge to the effect that U is (at some time) in some particular mental state. This 
would entail that somebody who hears words or reads written inscriptions produced by 
some U without knowing who exactly the producer of the pertinent items is — a 
situation which is by no means uncommon — inevitably fails to possess the relevant 
knowledge. But even if the notion is understood as requiring merely knowledge to the 
effect that mental states of some sort have occurred (sometimes and with respect to 
somebody) the tenet would be questionable. If an utterance is misunderstood and no 
further biographical data about its producer available it can be presumed that an 
interpreter might develop beliefs about the occurrence of certain mental states on the 
part of any producer of the utterance, but that all his beliefs in this regard are false and 
that accordingly no knowledge about mental states exists. But even if cases of 
misunderstanding are left out of account it remains doubtful that correct understanding 
inevitably entails the attainment of correct beliefs regarding mental states of a producer. 
Since, however, the degree of acceptability of this supposition crucially relies on the 
issue of the nature of the mental states which come into play and accordingly depends 
on the question of the interpretation of the term jñāna (ꞋcognitionꞋ), it is appropriate to 
postpone a discussion of this topic for the time being. At present it suffices to point out 
that the difficulties would be decisively diminished by supposing that the expression 
pratīyate does not represent a factive notion. The problem is that apart from indications 
to the effect that such reading militates against intentions of the writer of the verse it is 
far from clear that this modification removes the difficulties of objective non-
acceptability. It is at least debatable that correct interpretation of utterances must 
involve the formation of any belief regarding mental states of possible producers of 
pertinent linguistic tokens. Isn’t it a usual phenomenon that while listening to a speech 

                                                                                                                               
specific tenets which were important in his eyes. It will become apparent later that precisely 
this supposition is probably true. 
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or reading a text we focus on grasping some relevant content without wasting a single 
moment for the formation of hypotheses concerning mental states of their producers? 
Hence it appears recommendable to embrace an explication of the present tense of the 
verb pratīyate in accordance with either ii) or iii) instead of i). In this way even a factive 
understanding of the verb can be hypothesized without risking the ascription of 
erroneous tenets to the writer of the text. 
 
It has, however, equally emerged that divergences of explications regarding the import 
of prayoktur jñānaṃ (‘cognition of the/an utterer/producer’) potentially affect the 
tenability of the statement pronounced by the first constituent of verse 1. At first glance 
one might be tempted to assume that the expression jñāna should be primarily 
understood as relating to opinions or beliefs of producers of linguistic utterances. This 
accords with the phenomenon that, typically, somebody who hears someone uttering 
the sentence 
 

(27) Oslo is the capital of Denmark. 
 
is inclined to infer that the producer of the sentence entertains the (wrong) belief that 
Oslo is the capital of Denmark. The crux is, however, that notwithstanding the fact that 
such inferences with respect to beliefs represent a typical ingredient of the 
interpretation of utterances of (27) and similar sentences, recognition of beliefs is by no 
means a typical component of linguistic understanding in general. Understanding of 
items below the level of complete sentences is typically associated with absence of 
formation of beliefs about other people’s belief and the same holds good, although to a 
more limited extent34, for utterances of non-assertive sentences. Accordingly the scope 
and significance of the tenet associated with the words jnānaṃ prayoktur … pratīyate 
śabdair uccaritais (ꞋThe/a cognition of the utterer is comprehended by uttered words’) 
would be enhanced if the import of the expression were related to the recognition of 
intentions on the part of speakers or writers, in particular the expressive intentions 
correlating with the utterance of linguistic tokens. This could, in principle at least, be 
brought in harmony with the assumption that interpretation of linguistic utterances 
involves the recognition of expressive intentions with respect to items lying below the 
level of complete sentences. It remains doubtful, nevertheless, that one should 
recommend a contention to the effect that interpretation of linguistic utterance at least 
typically encompasses a recognition of expressive intentions associated with individual 
words or other units below the sentence-level. It appears at any rate highly implausible 
that an interpretation of e.g. (27) regularly involves the formation of a number of 
different hypotheses concerning expressive intentions correlating with ‘is’, ‘the’, ‘of’ etc. 

                                        
34  The restriction is merely limited because it is by no means illegitimate or unusual to infer 
from the expression of an imperative sentence, such as 
 

Please open the window! 
 
the existence of a belief to the effect that some particular window is closed at some particular 
time. On the other hand utterances of question-sentences are typically accompanied with 
inferences to the effect that particular beliefs have not yet been formed and accordingly are 
suited to provoke inferences regarding mental states of producers of utterances with respect to 
the existence or non-existence of beliefs. 
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and it is not easy to see how the idea of the recognition of intentions with respect to 
individual words should be implemented without involving incredible consequences. 
 
One might be tempted to evaluate the probability of interpreting jñānaṃ prayoktur as 
relating to intentions pertaining to individual sentence-constituents against the 
background of Bhartṛhari’s general views regarding sentences and sentence-meaning 
including the alleged tenet according to which the writer of the present text advocated 
a theorem of primacy of sentences and sentence-meaning (whatever that means). This 
would, however, amount to a grave mistake. It cannot be taken for granted that any 
opinions which the writer of the text might have possessed concerning the relation 
between words and speaker intentions as well as their recognition on the part of 
possible interpreters is relevant for the interpretation of any ingredient of verse 1 at all. 
This holds good at least to the extent to which interpretation of the verse aims at 
identifying the communicative import(s) which the writer of the text intended to convey. 
It is absolutely illegitimate to hypothesize from the very outset that the pertinent kārikā 
was meant to characterize its author’s specific opinion about some particular issue. 
Equally possible — and in the final analysis even more probable — is the supposition 
that the pertinent verse was designed to state a collection of facts which everybody 
should acknowledge irrespective of his scholarly affiliation or ideological background. 
This is a reason why exploration of the question of whether or not the wording of the 
verse can be brought into line with objective acceptability and truth possesses high 
significance. On the other hand the question of whether or not by the reference to 
cognitions of producers of linguistic tokens the writer of the text accounted for opinions 
of other schools, in particular certain Buddhist teachings, and other issues which have 
been brought into play by the commentator Helārāja (cf. Houben 1995: 150 and 153 ff) 
could be absolutely irrelevant, at least in the present context. If the first verse of the SS 
should mention phenomena which must be acknowledged by everybody requiring only 
reflection on the basis of common sense then it is futile to discuss matters pertaining to 
outlooks embraced by various teachings before the SS was composed. 
 
In this light the issue of the possible import of bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ (Ꞌexternal thing/objectꞋ) and 
of the tenet that by linguistic tokens an external object is comprehended needs to be 
settled. A major problem results from the fact that the exact import of the expression 
bāhya-  (‘external’) is far from evident. At first glance one could be inclined to suppose 
that the expression possesses the meaning ‘exterior’ in the sense of ‘physically existing 
outside’. Accordingly the expression bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ might designate a range which, 
among others, encompasses states of affairs, as correlates of entire sentences, and 
individual objects, such as animals, towns etc. or even genera, such as the genus of 
cows, dogs etc., in so far as they belong to the domain of the physical word. However, 
even Houben 1995:148 casts doubts on this understanding on the basis of 
considerations about what has been stated elsewhere in the text or in the light of views 
which the writer of the Trikāṇḍī  presumably held. It can be easily seen that an 
understanding in the sense of ‘physical (object)’ renders the statement objectively 
implausible. Thus the interpretation is problematic also against the background of the 
assumption that verse 1 should refer to phenomena which need to be acknowledged 
independently of particular theoretical outlooks or scholastic commitments. A reading of 
the expression ‘external object’ entailing that interpretations of sentence-tokens usually 
result in the recognition of existing states-of-affairs as constituents of a physical world 
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militates against the circumstance that uttered sentences can state something false and 
that it would be a gross distortion of actual facts to suppose that interpreters are 
usually confronted with sentence-tokens used to state true propositions. To be sure, 
this difficulty could be circumvented by supposing that the expression need not relate 
to actual constituents of the physical world but merely relates to either actual or 
possible elements of that domain. But this supposition engenders equally intriguing 
consequences. Should we suppose that the writer of the SS intended to proclaim a 
tenet which entails that among others the sentences: 
 

(28) The author of the Trikāṇḍī held the view that (in some sense) sentences 
are prior to sentence-constituents. 

(29) Goldbach’s conjecture might be false. 
(30) Even if Goldbach’s conjecture were false (it would still be true that) the 

author of the Trikāṇḍī held the view that sentences are prior to sentence-
constituents. 

 
express possible states-of-affairs of the outer physical world? Even conceding that the 
terms ‘Oslo’ and ‘Denmark’ might designate physical objects (which is by no means 
undeniable!) it appears problematic to make similar assumptions with respect to 
expressions like ‘the’, ‘of’, which appear also as constituents of (27), or sentence-
constituents such as ‘and’, ‘if …. then’ and many others. To be sure, it cannot be ruled 
out from the outset that the author of the SS cherished completely mistaken views 
about linguistic expressions and their meaning. But on the other hand it needs to be 
emphasized that as long as the formulation of the pertinent verse does not compel one 
to suppose that its writer intended nothing else by his remark than to proclaim certain 
eccentric beliefs adopted by himself it should not be taken for granted that all the 
vague elements of this textual passage have to be brought in exact correlation with 
ingredients of those opinions. Hence the possibility that the expression bāhyo ‘external’ 
in bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ (‘external object/thing’) possesses a different import is relevant in 
various respects. 
 
It is almost a platitude that the expression artha is often employed in a sense which 
licenses its translation by ‘meaning’ and that its import can often be correlated with 
‘meaning’ in some sense of this word. Houben’s deliberation that the word bāhya- 
might be taken in the sense of ‘externally projected [meaning]’ accords with this fact. 
Since the ingredient ‘projected’ does not possess a basis in the literal import of the 
original term and threatens to affect its interpretation by a theoretical bias it appears 
advisable to disregard it. On the other hand another circumstance is significant, which 
is only vaguely indicated by Houben’s remark to the effect that a contrast with svarūpa 
‘the own form [of the word]’ might exist, due to the fact that ‘external’ points to a 
relation between the denotation of artha and something else with respect to which it 
can be considered as ‘exterior’. Now it is easy to see that all the counterexamples 
envisaged above concern linguistic expressions possessing meaning in some language. 
It is equally evident that if one a) considered being meaningful as possession of some 
meaning and b) conceived that which all those items possess in virtue of their being 
meaningful in some language as objects one can reasonably say that all meaningful 
expressions, including sentence-constituents like ‘the’ or ‘and’, are related to objects 
which are not identical with linguistic expressions themselves, and this holds good not 
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only regarding linguistic tokens but even with respect to corresponding types. Let us 
use the term ‘content’ for any objects fulfilling the outlined requirement. Against this 
background it can be asserted that all meaningful expressions possess some content 
which differs from themselves irrespective of whether linguistic expressions are 
conceived as types or tokens. But couldn’t it be possible to assume that the expression 
‘exterior’ is nothing but a reflection of the difference between meaningful linguistic units 
and their contents? 
 
It deserves to be emphasized that a thesis to the effect that all linguistic units are 
related to objects as their contents provided they are meaningful in some language is 
perfectly compatible not only with certain varieties of the tenet that sentences are prior 
to sentence-constituents but even with the supposition that contents of entire 
sentences are not on the same par with contents of sentence-constituents. For it is at 
least conceivable that certain types of contents, say contents of individual words, are 
essentially dependent on the existence of contents of sentences inasmuch as those 
sentence-constituents could not possess any meaning if there were not sentences 
possessing a content in a similar manner as surfaces could not exist if physical bodies 
would not exist or certain characteristic functions of parts of a body could not exist if 
organisms of which they are parts would not exist etc. Hence it can be maintained that 
the proposition that all meaningful linguistic expressions possess some content which is 
‘external’ with respect to themselves and that this content is ‘understood’ or 
‘comprehended’ if linguistic tokens are interpreted is suited to represent a common-
sense tenet which can or even must be acknowledged by everyone who performs 
rudimentary reflections on the nature of linguistic communication. The only theoretically 
problematic ingredient is the theorem that for all meaningful expressions there are 
meaning-objects representing that which those expressions mean and that linguistic 
expressions are related to such objects. Nevertheless the mere tenet saying that in acts 
of communications interpreters comprehend contents of expressions as their meanings 
(= things meant) or objects need not involve a commitment to theoretically debatable 
suppositions. For a formulation which presents meanings as objects to which linguistic 
expressions are related can be regarded as a convenient façon de parler on the basis of 
which theoretical reflection can raise questions concerning the real status of such 
purported objects or purported relations to linguistic items.  
 
It should go without saying that the above considerations do not definitely vindicate the 
interpretation assigning to the expression bāhyō Ꞌrthaḥ ‘external object’ the import of 
‘content’ as something which differs from linguistic tokens — as well as corresponding 
types. This claim could not even be maintained if it were granted that the first verse of 
the SS was intended to state a collection of undeniable facts about linguistic 
communication and interpretation because no proof exists so far that the proposed 
explication is the only one which meets the pertinent requirement. Nevertheless, the 
plausibility of the conjecture that the first verse can be understood as representing the 
pronouncement of a common ground to which everybody can consent by reflecting on 
the nature of the pertinent subject matter is enhanced in this manner. It might be 
apposite to point out that the result that the expression with the literal meaning 
‘external object’ should relate to the content of meaningful linguistic tokens could be 
equally derived if it were supposed that the relation inherent in the expression ‘external’ 
does not pertain to a connection between expression and content but rather to a 
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relationship between content and the realm of the mental. Under this hypothesis the 
point of characterizing the content as ‘external’ could lie in the circumstance that there 
is at least one variety of content possessed by meaningful linguistic items which is not a 
psychological event or state. This view could be supported by the consideration that 
content of linguistic tokens can be related to something which different individuals can 
share, which is in particular such that an interpreter can grasp the same content as that 
which the producer of a linguistic token intends to express. To be sure, the assumption 
that the import of the expression ‘external object’ should be interpreted along these 
lines entails the danger of an anachronism by attributing to the writer of the SS views 
which appear natural to those who are familiar with present discussions about meaning. 
Nevertheless, the possibility is by no means eccentric that the writer of the text 
recognized the fact that linguistic interpretation encompasses the identification of 
something which cannot be equated with mental states or events on the part of 
speakers or listeners but represents rather a possible object of mental acts, in particular 
expressive intentions and understanding on the part of speakers and interpreters 
respectively. This would objectively entail a repudiation of any reduction of meaning to 
expressive intentions on the part of producers of utterances because the very existence 
of the pertinent psychological acts depends on the reality of linguistic content as their 
(intentional) objects. It remains, admittedly, completely unclear whether the writer of 
the first verse had such considerations ‘in mind’ at the time he composed the pertinent 
textual segment. It can only be definitely asserted that if his statement was initiated by 
such considerations then the writer of the text had made it on a rational and fairly 
reasonable basis. 
 
An immediate consequence of the hypothesis that the term ‘external object’ occurring in 
the first verse should pertain to the content of linguistic expressions, in particular that 
of meaningful linguistic tokens, is that the expression svarūpaṃ = ‘own form’ can 
hardly be meant to relate to any variety of content of linguistic items. To be sure, there 
are various non-equivalent conceptions of the notion of content. But it appears quite 
improbable that the difference between ‘external object’ and ‘own form’ should pertain 
to different sorts of content, at least as long as the term ‘content’ is not understood in 
some unusual sense. The circumstance that the expression svarūpa is reminiscent of 
occurrences of this or similar expressions in the earlier grammatical literature is at most 
of limited avail in the present context. The decisive crux is that the following pertinent 
propositions cannot be taken for granted, namely a) that the writer of the text correctly 
grasped the intended import of those expressions as used by earlier writers, b) that 
there exists exactly one precise idea conveyed by different occurrences of this 
expression and c) that the author of the work intended in the present context to 
employ the word exactly in the same way as it has been employed elsewhere. Those 
factors (specifically b and c) also affect the reliability and relevance of considerations 
pertaining to other uses of the same expression by the same writer. It might be 
nevertheless assumed that the occurrence of the expression svarūpa- in the first verse 
of the SS at least roughly accords with other employments of this word where it is 
related to linguistic expressions. Any explication meeting this requirement deserves to 
be given preference to any explanation not complying with it at least by default.  
 
According to this maxim it should be presumed that the expression svarūpa- functions 
in the manner of a functor and occurs in the present verse as an elliptical variant of an 
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expression that might be spelled out by formulations such as ‘own form of uttered 
words’ or ‘own form of linguistic tokens’. Even if an interpretation according to which 
the term ‘svarūpa of x’ represents a functor that maps arguments to themselves cannot 
be ruled out on the basis of purely linguistic considerations it appears fairly improbable 
that it is pertinent in the present context. For under this assumption an assertion to the 
effect that by uttered linguistic items their ‘own form’ is comprehended would amount 
to the tenet that linguistic items are comprehended by uttered linguistic items so that it 
becomes difficult to attribute much significance to the pertinent statement. At any rate, 
the supposition that in the present context ‘svarūpa of x’ should not signify an identity 
function is not only a realistic possibility but even accords with a natural understanding 
of  ‘form’ as well as of rūpa, according to which a form or a rūpa of an object, 
irrespective of what it precisely is, should not be exactly the same as the object itself. It 
appears, moreover, that this understanding corresponds to established interpretations 
of the term inasmuch as it occurs in the SS or other textual segments of that work. It is, 
however, far less conspicuous whether or not svarūpa-  in the present context shares 
with the expression ‘form’ a property which the latter often possesses whenever it is 
employed in constructions of the form ‘the form of x’, namely that of designating 
something which a pertinent object potentially shares with numerically different objects. 
With respect to the notion of a form of linguistic items the decisive difference is 
between a) conceiving it as something which different items impossibly share, as one 
can e.g. conceive of the surface of a material body as something which only the 
pertinent and no other material body could possess, or b) regarding it as something 
that potentially or even actually is exhibited by different linguistic units. It can be 
ascertained, however, that b) would possess relevance even if in the present context 
the expression ‘svarūpa of uttered expressions’ were (primarily) meant to represent a 
concept that accords with a). The reason is that anybody who asserts that some 
individual characteristic of some individual object is grasped or recognized can hardly 
defend his statement if he would not equally concede that something is apprehended or 
recognized about that object which numerically different objects could exhibit too. 
Therefore it is by no means arbitrary to attribute to the writer of the first verse of the 
SS a disposition to the effect that he would claim that from words which are uttered 
(either in the oral or written medium) characteristics are discerned which numerically 
different linguistic items can share apart from their content. 
 
At this point it is tempting to appeal to the modern distinction between linguistic types 
and tokens and allege that, since the writer of the pertinent textual passage intended to 
proclaim that on the basis of uttered words features of tokens are recognized which 
they — potentially or actually — share with other tokens apart from their content, the 
author of the text possessed an at least rudimentary awareness of the type-token 
distinction. It is, however, mandatory to proceed carefully here. Even if such an 
allegation should be justified to some extent, crucial issues need to be settled. The vital 
crux lies in the vagueness of the notion of something which different linguistic items 
can share apart from their content deriving from the circumstance that it is not 
immediately obvious which characteristic features are relevant.   
 
The formulation of the SS does not explicitly rule out that the common features of 
linguistic items to which the expression ‘svarūpa of uttered words’ alludes are purely 
perceptual characteristics, i.e. acoustic properties, in the case of spoken utterances, 
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and visual properties, in the case of linguistic productions made in the medium of 
writing. If, however, the formulation that by uttered linguistic expressions their own 
form is comprehended were merely meant to convey that such items possess 
perceptive qualities which can be exhibited by different units and could be perceived by 
somebody or the other, it is justified to raise the question of the significance of the 
concerned statement. The circumstance that the usage of the term svarūpa with 
respect to linguistic entities does not closely correspond to other employments of this 
expression in other passages of the same text or in other works of the grammatical 
literature is by no means the most essential problem. No one is obliged to connect 
particular expressions always with exactly the same import, and the supposition that 
this maxim should be operative is in blatant contradiction with actual linguistic 
practice.35 A more serious objection could be raised on the basis of the consideration 
that being properly understood is always a pertinent goal of communication and that 
the employment of a formulation which, due to its affinity with formulations occurring in 
other contexts, is suited to induce a different understanding, would be detrimental to 
this objective. But even this could not provide a compelling argument. Therefore it is 
important to acknowledge that a remark to the effect that linguistic items when they 
are uttered permit the recognition of perceptual qualities which they might share with 
other items possesses comparatively little significance in the context of an account of 
linguistic interpretation. At any rate, perceptual qualities and similarities in general are 
irrelevant for understanding. Perceptually utterances of (25) and (27) spoken by a man 
might be more similar than two utterances of (25) made by a male and a female 
speaker. But for matters of interpretation the latter difference is pretty irrelevant 
whereas the difference between (25) and (27) is most important. If the remark that an 
own form of expressions is realized meant only that common perceptual qualities are 
discerned when words are uttered, then there would be no valid basis for attributing to 
the author of the text an at least rudimentary grasp on the type-token distinction on 
this account. For linguistic types cannot be abstracted from linguistic tokens on the 
basis of acoustic or visual features but only from linguistic properties which could be 
instantiated by perceptual qualities. Moreover, a translation of the verb pratīyate by 
‘(are) understood’ (cf. Houben 1995:331) would be inappropriate in this case because 
one can neither legitimately say that acoustic or visual qualities of expressions are 
understood nor that perceptions of such properties amount to acts of understanding. 
 
There is no need to insist at present that an interpretation along the above lines can be 
definitely refuted. It suffices to postulate that as long as an explanation of the import of 
the expressions jñānaṃ prayoktur (‘utterer’s cognition’), bāyho Ꞌrthaḥ (‘external thing’) 
and svarūpaṃ  (‘own form’) implies that the first verse of the SS does not provide an 
account of linguistic understanding that is exhaustive or optimally relevant, i.e. 
maximally relevant as long as compliance with linguistic meaning is preserved, one 
should be obliged to look for alternative possibilities of exegesis. In this manner the 

                                        
35   One could even maintain that non-validity of this maxim is essential for linguistic 
communication. The fact that — presumably all — natural languages are replete with vague 
terms can be explained by the circumstance that the desideratum of communicating an 
immense variety of content by a fairly limited vocabulary is most effectively accomplished by 
adopting terms designed for being implemented by different semantic values in accordance with 
specific requirements of communicative context. 
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supposition that the pertinent kārikā provides a theoretically unbiased explication of 
linguistic interpretation is not dogmatically taken for granted. But even hypothesizing 
for the sake of argument that the idea of cognition of an own form of linguistic items 
embodied by the words svarūpaṃ pratīyate qualifies as an act of understanding — and 
that Houben’s rendering is appropriate — provides room for a considerable number of 
alternatives. This fact does not deserve to be ignored. 
 
Against the pertinent background it would be natural to suppose that the variety of 
understanding which is allegedly concerned with an own form of linguistic items is 
nothing but perceptual understanding. Here ‘perceptual understanding’  concerns that 
variety of understanding of linguistic utterances whose absence is typically signaled by 
utterances like: 
 

Could you speak a bit louder? I cannot understand you.36 
 
What, however, is precisely grasped in perceptual understanding? There are alternative 
replies to this question. A natural answer to the query of what a listener or reader has 
recognized if he perceptually understands an utterance of, say (27), could be that he 
has correctly identified a particular pattern of a sequence of phonemes or of letters 
beginning with ‘o’, followed by ‘s’ etc. This situation could exist even if the acoustic 
perception of the interpreter is defective, if e.g. he could not clearly perceive the 
element ‘i’ in ‘capital’, if the acoustic input would be (almost) indistinguishable from that 
of ‘c-a-p-t-a-l’ etc. — and the same can be said mutatis mutandis regarding 
interpretation of written items. But it is easy to see that often more has to be discerned 
about linguistic items in order to correctly grasp their content. As long as somebody has 
not discerned that the sequence ‘c-a-p-i-t-a-l-o-f-d-e-n-m-a-r-k’ contains ‘c-a-p-i-t-a-l’, 
‘o-f’ and ‘d-e-n-m-a-r-k’ as segments he will be  unable to connect it with an import 
equaling that of the concatenation of the words ‘capital’, ‘of’ and ‘Denmark’ in (27). It 
might appear that a failure of this kind is quite improbable. But it needs to be duly 
acknowledged that identification of segments involves a capacity that transcends that of  
identifying sequences of phonemes or letters and that this capacity can be inhibited not 
only in pathological cases but also whenever linguistic competence in a particular 
language is deficient. Moreover, someone who is confronted with a sequence, such as 
‘t-a-th-ā-g-a-t-a-s’ in Sanskrit can make a definite choice about the import only after he 
has decided whether he should read it as ‘t-a-th — ā-g-a-t-a-s’, meaning ‘(the) one how 
has come in this manner’, or as ‘t-a-th-ā — g-a-t-a-s’, meaning ‘(the) one how has gone 
away in this manner’, and somebody who reads the word ‘Staubecken’ in a German text 
has the option of taking it either as a compound having ‘Stau’ and ‘Becken’ as 
components interpreting it in the sense of ‘reservoir’ or as a composition of ‘Staub’ and 
‘Ecken’ presumably meaning ‘corners (with) dust’ = ‘corners in which dust has been 
accumulated’. Concerning the interpretation of the remark that by uttered words an 
own form of linguistic expressions is comprehended the preceding deliberations suggest  
the consequence that if the pertinent statement implies that understanding of linguistic 
utterances involves the identification of types instantiated by pertinent tokens and 
relevant for the grasp of linguistic content then comprehension of a svabhāva of words 
should involve more than the identification of sequences of phonemes or letters. 

                                        
36  This is characterized as the first level of understanding in Künne 1985. 
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This conjecture could be corroborated by the supposition that there should be an 
affinity between the present occurrence of svarūpa (‘own form’) and other occurrences 
of this or closely similar terms in the literature, in particular with the Pāṇini-Sūtra 1.1.68 
(cf. Houben 1995:149). For it appears difficult to maintain that the aphorism, which 
reads svaṃ rūpaṃ śabdasyāśabdasaṃjñā, should express that in Pāṇini’s grammatical 
treatise terms which are not technical terms have to be understood meta-linguistically 
in the sense that they denote sequences of linguistic units which they themselves 
exhibit. For presumably a statement such as that of P 4.2.33 agner ḍhak should not 
mean that the affix called ḍhak is to be introduced after the sequence of (phonemic or 
graphemic) units that compose the first word of the pertinent aphorism. One could 
accordingly surmise that comprehension of an own form of linguistic items must 
comprise even more than segmentations of identified patterns and sequences of 
phonemes or graphemes and that it encompasses identifications of abstract linguistic 
units such as lexemes requiring an ability on the part of an interpreter to discern for 
example that in the German correlates of (27), viz. 
 

(27)G1 Oslo ist Dänemarks Hauptstadt. 
(27)G2 Oslo ist die Haupstadt von Dänemark. 

 
the items ꞋDänemarksꞋ in (27)G1 and ꞋDänemarkꞋ in (27)G2 instantiate an identical 
linguistic entity or even that the element ‘can’ in  
 

(31) Flying planes can be dangerous. 
 
could instantiate two different grammatical forms of a common lexical unit — 
corresponding to the difference between ‘kann’ and ‘können’ in possible German 
translations of (31). One can ascertain that the writer of the first verse of the SS would 
have made a plausible and significant statement about linguistic interpretation if he had 
intended to convey those facts. The crux is that ascribing such intentions to the author 
of the work threatens to generate conflicts with the context. Since the immediately 
subsequent kārikā is crucial in this regard it is appropriate to postpone the discussion 
about this topic for the time being.37 
 
It has emerged that the first segment of the first verse of the SS embodied by the 
words jñānaṃ prayoktur bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ svarūpaṃ ca pratīyate śabdair uccaritais permits 
the attribution of a great variety of imports due to the indeterminacies of the 
expressions jñānaṃ prayoktur (‘cognition of utterer/speaker’), bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ (‘external 
thing/object’), svarūpam (‘own form’) and pratīyate (‘is comprerhended/understood’). 
In contrast to this the degree of indeterminacies due to the constituent śabdais is 
modest. Although one cannot definitely rule out that the import of this item 
corresponds to that of ‘word’ in the ordinary sense and that the entire statement relates 
exclusively to the understanding of individual words, it appears recommendable not to 

                                        
37  It might be appropriate to point out that in the previous discussions it has been considered 
as indubitable — in accordance with Houben 1995:146 — that the pertinent occurrence of 
svarūpaṃ should relate to an own or characteristic form of words and not to that of things 
meant.  
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hypothesize this restriction from the very outset. This means that the statement of the 
first kārikā could also pertain to the interpretation and understanding of linguistic units, 
in particular sentences or even sequences of sentences, containing words in the 
ordinary sense of the term as constituents. Thus the word ‘expression’ has been 
regularly employed here for rendering its content, following a convention according to 
which ‘expression’ is a more comprehensive term encompassing both atomic words and 
linguistic units of any complexity which usually contain words as constituents. Hence it 
could also be argued that a translation of occurrences of śabda- in the SS by 
‘expression’ is preferable to the common translation by ‘word’ adopted, among others, 
in Houben 1995. 
 
The circumstance that apart from particular mental states or events recognition of 
content and other features shared by different linguistic units are brought into play 
renders the supposition improbable that the import of the verb pratīyate should be seen 
as specifically referring to acts of judgments. To be sure, as far as the recognition of 
mental states of subjects of utterance are concerned, one could suppose that they are 
usually realized in the form of explicit judgments to the effect that such and such 
person(s) means, believes or intends to say such and such. But a similar supposition is 
less plausible with respect to the comprehension of content and even unlikely with 
respect to identifications of other recurrent linguistic features or types which tokens 
instantiate. As far as one can see, neither the original text nor explanations of the SS 
have elucidated the specific character of the pertinent cognitions under this aspect. 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that the wording of the first verse of the SS does not offer a 
clear and precise representation of its intended content and although the statement of 
the first segment of verse 1 raises a host of questions which are not dealt with either in 
the SS or Helārājs’s commentary or in treatises of Western scholarship one can view 
them as embodying a significant account of linguistic interpretation and understanding. 
The points of vagueness which beset the individual expressions occurring in the verse 
do not prevent the recognition of the tenet that interpretation of linguistic utterances 
concerns three different dimensions, viz. that of mental states of a subject of utterance, 
that of the content of linguistic expressions (types or tokens) and that of recurrent 
features of individual tokens apart from their content. One could be tempted to suppose 
that the indeterminacy with respect to the issue of what exactly belongs to those three 
dimensions was even intended, that Bhartṛhari’s overriding aim was to point out that 
elements of those dimensions constitute possible objects of understanding assuming 
that this is something which everybody can acknowledge as true even if opinions 
regarding the precise nature of the elements in those dimensions might differ. Since 
speculations about a writer’s actual psychological states at the time of his writing a 
certain textual passage are here as most often elsewhere pretty futile it should suffice 
to say that objectively the feature of vagueness exhibited by the formulation of the 
verse is not only unfortunate. For in this manner the fact is put into relief that questions 
about the specific nature of objects of understanding corresponding to different 
accounts of the import of ‘mental state of an utterer’, ‘content’ as well as ‘linguistic 
property which is neither psychological nor semantic’ can be dealt with separately on 
the basis of the acknowledgment that interpretation concerns three different 
dimensions. 
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Given that the hypothesis is not completely mistaken that the writer of the text was, 
presumably among other things, concerned with linguistic interpretation and that he 
referred to this topic in the first verse it should be allowed to raise the question of 
whether he has presented an adequate account of this issue. Since it appears difficult 
to dispute that the three dimensions as we have understood them represent highly 
significant aspects of understanding a most relevant question is: Is the account 
appropriate under the aspect of exhaustiveness?  
 
One could be tempted to give a sweeping negative answer to this question based on 
the consideration that no room has been provided for a most central function of 
linguistic communication, namely that of giving information about actual states-of-
affairs. To be sure, this verdict is only justified if our previous contention is accepted 
that the import of bāhyo Ꞌrthaḥ does not correspond to ‘object of the external world’. 
Otherwise it could be assumed that the author of the text intended to convey that the 
recognition of actual states-of-affairs is or can be an outcome of linguistic interpretation. 
But, as a matter of fact, an omission of the aspect of attaining knowledge about non-
linguistic states-of-affairs would not constitute a flaw for the account proposed in our 
text. Rather could the disregard be justified by the consideration that it is proper to 
regard acquisition of knowledge about non-linguistic facts not as an essential ingredient 
of the interpretation of utterances. Under usual circumstances one attains a correct 
belief about the external world by being informed by other persons via a previous 
recognition of the fact that the informing subject intends to convey a particular 
proposition making the additional assumption that the subject of utterance was himself 
not mistaken about the pertinent matter and had sincere intentions. Accordingly it is 
appropriate to consider acquisition of correct belief on the basis of linguistic 
communication not as an integral part of understanding or interpretation itself, but only 
as a most important outcome of the interpretation of certain varieties of sentences.  It 
could be objected that by the same token also the recognition of mental states on the 
part of producers of utterances should be disqualified. But the validity of that objection 
is far from certain. No absurdity lies in the idea that one can on the one hand 
understand what an expression uttered by someone means and that on the other hand 
one can equally understand what the producer of some utterance meant by some 
linguistic unit or what he intended to express. Those things can clearly fall apart under 
certain circumstances and one can presume that the author of the SS was aware of this 
phenomenon. It would be equally invalid to object that the account embodied in the 
first verse does not encompass everything which can be known about linguistic 
utterances. To be sure, if an utterance is made on the first of March 2011 is Oslo then 
one could know not only about the utterance but even about certain individual linguistic 
entities that they have been produced on the first of March 2011 in Oslo and this 
knowledge might even possess vital importance for the interpretation of the utterance. 
But evidently knowledge about such facts pertaining to the origination or existence of 
linguistic items might be an indispensible means for understanding something, but that 
which is known in this case does not qualify as something which is understood by the 
pertinent linguistic units. Since the range of what can be understood is more restricted 
than the range of what can be known about linguistic entities it would be unfair to 
reproach the writer of the text for not referring to all ingredients of the former realm. A 
more serious point could be made on the basis of the observation that the text does not 
explicitly talk about the identification of speech-acts. Recognition of speech-acts is 
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arguably an ingredient of possible understanding. Somebody who wrongly interprets an 
utterance as a mere assertion instead of a command is usually considered as someone 
who has misunderstood something. Thus one might surmise that by the reference to 
cognitions of speakers the text indeed takes understanding of speech acts into account. 
It is, however, not necessarily the case that some act which somebody in fact performs 
by making an utterance is also something which he intended to do. But the 
appropriateness of  the account provided by the SS might be alternatively defended by 
contending that properly speaking the objects of understanding in those cases are not 
linguistic expressions but rather utterances which are made by the production of 
linguistic units and that the remark of the initial verse should only pertain to the 
understanding of linguistic expressions in the strict meaning of the word. Whatever it is, 
the merits of the account of linguistic interpretation presented in the SS should hardly 
be obliterated by possible shortcomings regarding completeness.  
 
C) 
 
The first segment of the first verse does not provide any valid reasons against the 
assumption that in this textual passage the writer intended to proclaim a tenet which 
can be accepted irrespective of any specific theoretical stance regarding linguistic 
communication, and the preceding observations are even suited to support this 
hypothesis. The tenability of that conjecture could only be endangered by the second 
segment, embodied by the words teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ (Ꞌtheir 
relation/connection is fixed/established’). But first of all equivocations and aspects of 
vagueness exhibited by the formulation must be duly considered. 
 
The circumstance that the chain of words śabdair uccaritais is most suitably connected 
with the first half of the verse does not furnish an absolutely compelling reason against 
construing it with the subsequent expressions. It is admittedly relatively uncommon but 
not impossible that a writer employs a formulation with the intention that particular 
elements should be syntactically construed both with preceding and subsequent 
constituents. In this case it would be most natural to interpret the words śabdais 
uccaritais as relating to a means or cause by which the relation mentioned in the 
second half of the verse is fixed or established because this would conform with its 
import construed with the first half. However, this reading is not mandatory. If the 
supposition is dropped that the import of the constituent śabdair uccaritais if construed 
with the preceding and subsequent segments must be identical the way is open to 
interpret the concatenation of the words śabdair uccaritais teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ 
samavasthitaḥ in the sense of ‘their connection/relation with the uttered words is 
fixed/established’. It follows that even if the expression sabdais uccaritais were 
syntactically related to the subsequent words, the formulation would exhibit an 
equivocation. As a matter of fact, it is far more probable that from a syntactical point of 
view the pertinent expressions must only be connected with the preceding expressions. 
Since, however, this circumstance does not refute the possibility that the syntagma 
teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ is elliptical and has to be connected with expressions 
possessing the import of (tais) śabdair uccaritais as an implicit constituent the above 
discerned equivocation remains relevant. 
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Prima facie the wording teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ suggests that the writer intends in this 
manner to claim the existence of a three- or even four-place relation connecting either 
a) mental states of producers of utterances, contents of linguistic units and other 
recurrent features of linguistic tokens or b) all those items with the individual units 
which are uttered in particular acts of communication. It is, however, far from certain 
that this assumption is mandatory because the alternative that the pertinent expression 
should refer to a plurality of binary relations connecting uttered expressions with mental 
states, linguistic contents and other recurrent features respectively is equally 
conceivable. In this case the occurrence of the singular form could possess a similar 
basis as its occurrence in sentences expressing a distributive import in English or 
German, such as: 
 

(32) All the inhabitants have left their home. 
(32) G Alle Einwohner haben ihr Haus verlassen.38 

 
It appears that all those differences are irrelevant for the pertinent issue of whether the 
first kārikā of the SS expresses a statement whose acknowledgment does dot require 
some particular theoretical outlook.39  
 
Anyhow, a similar verdict can not be given with respect to the alternative explications 
licensed by the vagueness of the expression teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ and in 
particular of its constituent samavasthitaḥ (‘fixed’/’well-established’). Supposing that the 
pertinent syntagma should be connected with an implicit constituent equivalent to tais 
or śabdair uccaritais it could be supposed that it represents a remark to the effect that 
by uttered words some connection linking various items is fixed or that several 
connections are simultaneously established. A problem of this reading is that it makes it 
difficult to discern a significant import. For, given that it had been said in the preceding 
segment that by uttered linguistic units various items are recognized, the existence of 
some relation immediately follows, and due to the unspecific nature of the term 
saṃbandhaḥ one cannot learn from the subsequent remark, in which respect the 
relation which allegedly results differs from that of recognition itself. This difficulty 
would not exist if the term samavasthitaḥ possessed an epistemic import and had been 
employed to make a remark to the effect that by uttered items a connection between 
them and other items is established in the sense that its existence is recognized. In this 
manner the plausible point could be conveyed that whenever words are uttered and 
(correctly) understood this happens on the basis of the existence and the recognition of 

                                        
38   Since the employment of the singular form in such cases possesses a communicative 
function by signaling that each item in one domain is related in some way to at most one item 
in another domain it can be presumed that the possibility of using singular nouns in ‘distributive’ 
propositions occurs in various languages. 
39  It is equally uncertain that they imply important consequences for the ascription of some 
theoretical stance to the writer of the text. The discussions in Houben 1995:146-147, where the 
distinction between a) and b) but not that between those interpretations and the ‘distributive’ 
reading is considered, do not establish the existence of a major theoretical significance of that 
difference. Presumably the reason is that all those readings are compatible with identical views, 
e.g. the opinion that linguistic understanding of tokens involves the recognition of linguistic 
types whose recognition permits the identification of contents which in its turn allows the 
ascertainment of particular communicative intentions of producers of utterances. 
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regular connections between linguistic tokens and types as well as between (tokens and) 
types and their content and between contents and communicative intentions. Hence the 
phenomenon of linguistic understanding vindicates the existence of objective 
connections between uttered linguistic units and items of other categories. Thus 
understood the statement of the first verse could be brought in harmony with common 
sense. 
 
Unfortunately the correctness of this reading cannot be taken for granted. There are 
mainly two facts which could be exploited in support of the contention that the phrase 
teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ should convey an import which definitely militates 
against common sense. One factor is the existence of suggestions to be found in other 
chapters of the work to which the SS belongs as well as in other treatises whose 
outlook the author of the Trikāṇḍī is supposed to share. According to those insinuations 
there should exist an eternal connection between words and their meanings. But this 
fact can merely furnish a faulty argument for the claim that by the second component 
of the first verse of the SS the thesis of an eternal connection between uttered units 
and their content as well as other items is proclaimed. It involves the confusion 
between communicative intentions and beliefs of an author pointed out before. Even if 
it could be safely supposed that Bhartṛhari firmly believed that particular words and 
particular meanings are inseparably connected from immemorial times and must remain 
in this connection forever and that the same holds true for connections between uttered 
linguistic units and other items it does not follow that in the pertinent passage of the 
text he had the intention to proclaim exactly this belief. A more serious argument could 
be provided by the second pertinent fact that in verse 29, which has been supposed to 
represent the end of the segment beginning with the first kārikā of the SS, the thought 
is expressed that there is a beginning-less connection between words and meanings in 
the form of a suitability comparable to the suitability between particular perceptual 
capacities and their objects (such as visual, acoustic and other qualities). It might be 
surmised that this last verse of the pertinent section gives the summary of a discussion 
whose beginning consists in an assertion to the effect that uttered linguistic entities, 
semantic and non-semantic properties they instantiate and mental states they license to 
infer are (inter)connected by eternal relations. But even this circumstance cannot 
furnish a compelling argument. First there is, as far as one can see, no conclusive 
evidence to the effect that verse 29 merely presents an elaborate repetition of a 
statement which has been made previously in the text. Second, it is not certain that the 
expression ‘beginning-less’ occurring in kārikā 29 conveys an import implying eternal 
existence. It has been remarked in Houben 1995:148 that even the term nitya (‘eternal’) 
is sometimes to be understood as ‘relatively permanent’ or ‘continuous’, and in a similar 
manner one could connect with the word ‘beginning-less’ a more modest import 
entailing merely the non-existence of some definite ascertainable beginning.40  Hence 
both the second component of verse 1 and verse 29 could be used to make only an 
uncontroversial statement — or be designed to embody a controversial and non-
controversial tenet at the same time. Also the fact needs to be considered that the 

                                        
40   This could be brought in perfect harmony with the comparison with sense-organs or 
perceptual capacities with their objects given that those entities are ordinarily not supposed to  
be eternal but as exhibiting priority of temporal existence relative to individual acts of 
perception. 
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supposition of eternal relations involving among others items produced at certain times 
of utterance threatens to engender absurdity. To be sure, this difficulty could be 
avoided by either excluding uttered items as ingredients of the relation or supposing 
that even uttered items possess everlasting existence. — In the latter case one could 
not suppose that the view underlying the pertinent kārikā(-s) is compatible with 
common sense. 
 
There is so far no valid reason against the hypothesis that the writer of the initial verse 
of the SS primarily intended to assert that in typical cases of linguistic communication 
mental states of some producer of an utterance, contents of linguistic entities as well as 
other recurrent properties apart from content are recognized and that because of this 
objective relations between the pertinent items must exist. This raises two questions, 
viz. i) what can be meant by ‘objective relation’ and ii) why should a communication of 
this proposition be so significant that it deserves to be communicated at the beginning 
of the present chapter of the work? The subsequent kārikā can provide answers to 
those queries. 
 
 

Verse 2 
 
The assertion expressed in the second verse saying that a hearer or recipient 
sometimes entertains doubt regarding the content of words or a ‘cognition’ of an 
utterer can be employed for giving a possible explication regarding the import of 
‘objective’ with respect to the pertinent relation(s), provided that this statement can be 
taken to entail that the connections between linguistic units and the concerned items, 
i.e. content and cognition, are equally objects of possible doubt. Under this premise it 
could be derived that the relations can be considered as objective in the sense that 
their existence is independent of their recognition by any hearer or recipient. Couldn’t 
one suppose that the existence of a doubt concerning the relation between uttered 
tokens (or types) and their contents or mental states of their producer presuppose that 
there is a particular relation between those units which particular beings are unable to 
identify under certain circumstances? If it is assumed in addition that communicative 
intentions of producers of utterances have to be subsumed under the pertinent 
category of ‘cognitions’ then it emerges as a natural consequence that there are 
specimens of contents functioning both as possible objects of speaker-intentions and 
expressible by linguistic units which interpreters might fail to grasp but which they are 
able to grasp as long as special circumstances do not obstruct this ability. Does not this 
come tantalizingly close to the idea that linguistic items possess contents which can be 
shared by different persons, more specifically intended to be communicated by subjects 
of interpretation and understood by possible interpreters? Doesn’t this intimate a view 
according to which relations are objective both in the respect that their existence is 
independent of being recognized as such and in the respect that they pertain among 
other things to entities which are objective in the sense that they can be commonly 
shared objects of different mental attitudes on the part of different rational beings? To 
be sure, the wording of the verse does not permit a fully precise explication of the 
concerned position, because it remains unclear whether the independence of existence 
from recognition exists merely with respect to possible interpreters or more generally 
with respect to both producers and interpreters of utterances. Against the ‘ideological 
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background’ of the present text it could be surmised that the latter explication accords 
with the actual view of its author. On the other hand, it needs to be duly acknowledged 
that strictly speaking the formulation of the second verse does not imply that linguistic 
items must be related to contents of linguistic items which could exist even if they were 
never intended by anyone. In this respect also the first half of the second verse exhibits 
a wording whose content can be easily brought in accordance with common sense.41  
 
Even the uncontroversial remark that interpreters are sometimes uncertain about what 
expressions really mean or what other persons really mean by them bestows relevance 
to the statement in the first verse. For the assertion that uttered items exhibit relations 
to mental states, contents as well as other entities constituted by recurrent properties 
of those items appears less trivial if it is connected with the theorem that those 
relations are not essentially dependent on their being recognized. On the other hand, 
the first half of the second verse can be credited with contextual relevance because it 
intimates that the relation mentioned in the first kārikā should not be understood as a 
result of the interpretation of utterances but rather as something which guides linguistic 
understanding insofar as interpreters should employ it for recognizing additional facts. 
It could appear that the second verse is relevant also in so far as it definitely rules out 
the previously envisaged omnitemporal reading of the grammatical present tense 
inherent in the verb pratīyate in the first kārikā. But this argument is faulty. The remark 
to the effect that interpreters sometimes have doubts concerning the content or mental 
states of utterers is at best suited to refute an omnitemporal reading on the condition 
that the concept represented by the verb is factive. However, even in the light of the 
second verse it cannot be definitely ruled out that the verb pratīyate possesses an 
import which is both omnitemporal and non-factive. Possession of doubt regarding 
content or mental states of an utterer characteristically involves the possession of some 
conception of what might be a content or which state might occur. The 
acknowledgment of doubts of this sort is compatible with the tenet that interpreters 
always entertain conjectures concerning matters of content or mental states even if 
they might be sometimes uncertain whether their suppositions are true. Hence the 
issue of the correct interpretation of the expression pratīyate cannot be settled against 
the background of the first half of the second verse alone. 
 
The second part of the second verse presents a major difficulty due to the circumstance 
that it could amount to the statement of a patent untruth if it were interpreted in the 
usual manner. The problem results from the circumstance that it is not mandatory but 
extremely natural to attribute to the sentence svarūpeṣūpalabhyeṣu vyabhicāro na 
vidyate an import contrasting with that of the first half of the verse  and to assign to 
the expression vyabhicāro a meaning involving an epistemic ingredient. Hence the 
remark of the second half appears to imply that with respect to own forms of linguistic 
items interpreters never have any doubt. But isn’t this blatantly false in view of the fact 
that even competent speakers of a language often fail to attain a perceptual 
understanding, e.g. when words are uttered in a soft voice or spoken or written in an 

                                        
41  This should not mean that ascriptions of existence to contents of linguistic expressions which 
nobody ever intended to express are necessarily absurd. At least with respect to types such a 
contention could be well intelligible if it merely claimed that sentence-types which have never 
been uttered can possess a definite content. 
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indistinct manner or for other reasons? Hence one might surmise that in the pertinent 
assertion it is just presupposed that perceptual understanding has been attained and 
that the thesis advocated in the second half of the verse reads, if properly explicated, 
that if an interpreter has perceptually understood an utterance and knows that he has 
perceptually understood it then a doubt concerning the ‘own form’ cannot occur on his 
part. But this does not remove difficulties. The thesis is at best tenable if recognition of 
an own form of linguistic expressions only amounts to the discernment of patterns of 
phonemes or graphemes involving no segmentation of sequences or recognition of 
linguistic types or lexemes. It might be presumed that reference to crude patterns of 
this kind does not correspond to an established import of the term svarūpa in the 
context of grammatical and linguistic inquiries. If this is true then those who feel 
themselves committed to interpret textual passages of an author ‘in the light of their 
context’ and suppose that the import of individual tokens in some segment of a text 
should conform to other usages of expressions of the same type are forced to accept 
the following alternative of choices: a) Forsake their beloved principle of interpretation. 
b) Adopt the view that the writer of the SS has reflected about a pertinent topic in a 
superficial manner. c) Assume that the claim expressed in the second half of the second 
kārikā is weaker than it appears to be, specifically that the writer wants to contend 
merely that doubt about ‘own forms’ occurs significantly more seldom than doubts 
pertaining to matters of content and communicative goals or that he intended to signal 
in this manner that on the part of an interpreter certainty about ‘own form’ can coexist 
with doubt concerning content or psychological states of subjects of utterances. d) Drop 
the natural assumption that the word vyabhicāra- possesses an epistemic import and 
assume that the second half should express the proposition that ‘own forms’ are 
invariably connected with uttered linguistic items which in its turn could be understood 
in various ways, among others in the sense that any linguistic token can instantiate at 
most one linguistic type.  
 
As questions pertaining to the interpretation of the second half of the second kārikā 
have at best limited relevance for the exegesis of the textual passage of SS 1 – 29 
there is no need to pursue those matters in further detail. It should only be remarked 
that Houben 1995: 169-170 is probably right in disputing Helārāja’s thesis that the 
plural form svarūpeṣu  signals an acknowledgment of three types of own form 
postulated by this commentator. On the other hand, the occurrence of a plural form 
could indicate that the writer of the text was not merely concerned with individual 
words but also, or even primarily, with syntagmas containing words as constituents and 
wanted to express that a (relative) certainty on the part of interpreters of utterances 
prevails with respect to the own forms of the different units which occur in a sequence. 
 

 
Verse 3 

 
Even without going into details of interpretation regarding this kārikā it appears 
apparent that concerning the expression teṣāṃ saṃbandhaḥ samavasthitaḥ in the first 
verse either the ‘distributive’ interpretation is correct or the distinction between this and 
other alternative readings is irrelevant. This holds good at least if it is a) assumed that 
the expression yogaḥ in the second half of SS 3 and the word saṃbandhaḥ in SS 1 
should refer to a connection of the same kind and that b) the intended import of the 
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occurrences of the term artha- in the two verses does not differ. Under this premise 
kārikā 3 must express an acknowledgment to the effect that between expressions and 
their content a relation is discernible. On the other hand, the formulation is suited to 
raise the doubt whether the expression śabda- within yogaḥ śabdārthayos should relate 
to the same sort of item as the term śabdais uccaritais in the first verse. This is relevant 
in so far as if it were supposed that this must not be the case then the relation between 
words and (content-)objects need not specifically pertain to uttered linguistic items. It 
could hence be supposed that the statement expressed in the third verse could, at least 
among other things, relate to linguistic types and their meanings. An indeterminacy 
which is parallel to this is also acknowledged in Houben 1995:171, where it is remarked 
that ‘[a]s for śabda, it could refer to the uttered word, to the own form of a word or to 
a combination of these’. As a matter of fact, the assertion made in the third verse could 
be interpreted in such a manner that it embodies a plausible contention both with 
respect to linguistic tokens and with respect to linguistic types. In order to appreciate 
this point better it is, however, necessary to elaborate a difference which remains 
unacknowledged in the first two verses of the SS and, as far as one can see, both in 
Helārāja’s commentary as well as in Western studies on the text — and which had been 
tacitly kept aside in our previous discussions. It is a difference which tends to remain 
concealed in view of interpretation of spoken utterances but can be clearly elaborated 
against the background of understanding written inscriptions. 
 
It is easy to see that in the sentences 
 

(33)   The expression pratīyate is a third person singular indicative present  
passive form of the verb pratī-. 

 
and 
 

(34)   The expression pratīyate  in the first verse of the SS might possess an 
atemporal import. 

 
one (presumably) talks in different ways about expressions.42 It is pretty obvious that 
anyone who employs (34) will probably not intend to make a statement concerning a 
possible meaning which a particular linguistic type of the Sanskrit-language can possess. 
On the other hand, however, it can be equally clearly realized that (34) in its most 
natural reading relates to an entity which can be discerned as a consequence of 
perceiving particular sequences of letter symbols in some printed or non-printed written 
edition of the SS which, however, cannot be identified either with sequences of letter 
symbols or with certain physical properties whose existence could make their 
recognition possible. One colleague might use a Devānāgarī edition and another a Latin 
transcription so that the visual inputs as well as the visual aspects of the letters they 
perceive must be very different. Nevertheless, anyone who appropriately understands 
(34) could become aware of the fact that the singular term ‘the expression pratīyate’ in 
(34) should denote something which can be identified by employing different editions of 

                                        
42  One must say ‘presumably’  because the interpretation according to which pratīyate in (33) 
does not refer in an elliptical manner to the word occurring in SS 1 — but to the expression as 
element of a language-system — corresponds merely to a default reading of the sentence. 
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the SS and which cannot be equated with any physical part of any possible physical 
book. If, on the other hand, one conceives linguistic tokens as items which are not 
physical objects but can be recognized as linguistic units with the help of physical 
objects in the above delineated manner then it is appropriate to consider those 
elements as capable of possessing meaning or content. But since this view goes well 
together with the tenet that in the first and the third verse of the SS two tokens of the 
expression pratīyate occur it must be appropriate to assign possible meaning and 
content both to linguistic tokens and to linguistic types. It would, however, be a serious 
mistake to think that by assigning meaning to tokens and equating the svarūpa of 
uttered items with linguistic tokens of the above defined sort the assertion of the 
second kārikā that no doubt occurs with respect to ‘own forms’ which are perceived or 
perceivable would be established as true. Initially the sequence 
artharūpaśabdanādabhedena appearing within Helārāja’s commentary on SS 2 was 
segmented by me as artharūpaśabdanāda + bhedena and after some moments of 
‘doubt’ it was reinterpreted as artharūpaśabdanād + abhedena. Even clear perception 
of printed or spoken items does not yield any specific way of segmentation and a 
fortiori  cannot provide a valid basis for confidence about identifications of tokens.  
 
It follows that the implication of verse 3 to the effect that a relation between words and 
content-objects exists could be taken as referring either to linguistic tokens or linguistic 
types. Since in both cases the proposition is prima facie plausible one could even 
surmise that in this kārikā — as well as in the subsequent verses — the author of the 
text did not attribute relevance to that difference.  
 
The commentator Helārāja suggests that the third verse of the SS should provide an 
inferential mark for the existence of a relation between linguistic expressions and 
content-objects. This means that (the occurrence) of the genitive marker in expressions 
of the sort ‘this (is a) signifier of this’, ‘this (is an object) to be signified of this’ makes it 
possible to ascertain the existence of the pertinent relation. In contrast, the account of 
the first verse presented before intimates that linguistic understanding provides the 
basis which enables one to recognize that a relatively permanent connection between 
linguistic expressions and some content they possess needs to be acknowledged. It is in 
fact true that the formulation of the first verse does not provide any clue to the effect 
that some of the remarks formulated there should furnish a reason for some possible 
contention. It could be read as presenting merely a number of claims. On the other 
hand, however, it can be maintained that at least objectively the considerations of the 
first verse are better suited to provide an argument for the existence of an objective 
relation between expressions and contents than those brought forward in the third 
verse. For it is far from clear that the mere occurrence of a genitive marker supports 
the thesis that expressions are related to contents independently of their being 
recognized by interpreters. After all, the existence of expressions of the form ‘A’s 
alleged B’ — meaning ‘that which A alleges to be B’ — or of expressions not exhibiting 
‘alleged’ as an explicit component but used equivalently to them can hardly be disputed. 
At any rate, the supposition that the third verse of the SS was meant to furnish the 
decisive evidential support for the existence of relations between words and contents is 
definitely not more supported by the formulation than the analogous assumption 
regarding the first verse. As it stands the remark that by the genitive marker a relation 
between words and ‘objects’ is perceived or recognized could merely mean that the 
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occurrence of a genitive marker in certain expressions is a result of the relation which 
has been mentioned in the preceding verses. By this the writer might have intended to 
suggest that the occurrence of the genitive morpheme is an outcome of the very same 
relation whose existence he has established before or alternatively that the observation 
of the use of a genitive in certain formulations provides additional support for the 
previous contention.43 
 
Concerning the constituent asyāyaṃ vācako vācya iti one must doubt whether it was 
meant to refer to the specific formulations meaning ‘this is the signifier of this’ and ‘this 
is the signified /object) of this’. It would be more natural to suppose that the writer 
intended to specify in this manner an entire range of expressions resulting by 
substituting for the two occurrences of the demonstrative pronoun respectively 
designations of linguistic expressions and of content-objects. If the latter is true a more 
appropriate way of rendering the phrase asyāyaṃ vācako vācya iti ṣaṣthyā pratīyate 
yogaḥ śabdārthayos would read: 
 

[In expressions of the form:] ‘This is signifier of this’ [or] ‘This is signified of this’ 
[and similar ones] the connection between expressions and [their] content is 
ascertained by the sixth-case [suffix] (the genitive marker)  

 
or even:  
 

[In expressions of the form:] ‘… is signifier of ___ [or] ‘… is signified of ___’ [and 
similar ones] the connection between expressions and [their] content is 
ascertained by the sixth-case [suffix] (the genitive marker).  

 
It deserves to be noted that the formulation, apart from failing to specify whether the 
statement pertains to specific sorts or to all sorts of linguistic objects, does not make 
clear the exact character of the relevant relation due to the vagueness inhering in the 
term vācaka- and vācya-. Hence one might relate it, among others, to individual 
singular terms and the relation of denoting specific objects or to complex 
concatenations of expressions, such as sentences and the relation of expressing some 
content. Assuming — by default — that the author of the text did not fall prey to fatal 
confusions and had reasons to believe that those differences are not vital for the 
discussions in the pertinent segment of the SS it will be attempted to explore the 
possibility of interpretations which do not presuppose any decisions in that regard and 
do not imply the ascription of highly implausible opinions. 
 
The second segment of the verse represented by the words tattvam apy ato 
vyapadiśyate presents major problems for the interpretation due to the obscurity of the 
formulation. Significantly, two divergent alternative explanations are offered in 
Helārāja’s commentary Prakīrṇakaprakāśa (= PP). First it is said that the meaning of the 

                                        
43  On the other hand, one could plausibly claim that SS 3 by highlighting the possibility of 
explaining the meaning of linguistic units performs the function of substantiating the tenet 
implied in the first kārikā that expressions are related to something differing both from their 
‘own form’ and from mental states of a speaker. Houben’s rendering of pratīyate in the third 
verse by ‘is known’ is at any rate unduly tendentious. 
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phrase is that precisely for this reason, i.e. due to the relation belonging to own-nature 
(svābhāvika), in [expressions like] ‘this object is a cow’ the same-ness (tattva) of word 
and object is communicated as being without difference. But alternatively one could 
explain the phrase by saying that for this reason, on account of the presence of the 
sixth nominal ending, the own form of the relation is stated.44 The oddities of the first 
explanation could be explained against the background of some idiosyncratic opinions 
on the part of the commentator. At any rate, if it were assumed that in the present 
context the author of the SS intended to assert that linguistic and non-linguistic objects 
are (in some sense) the same, one would need to relinquish the hypothesis that in this 
part of the text only propositions are stated which are fairly uncontroversial and could 
be acknowledged without presupposing some particular theoretical bias. Even if it were 
supposed that the relation between linguistic and non-linguistic entities pertains to 
expressions and their content and never to ‘external objects’ like cows or the genus of a 
cow, a contention of sameness would be fairly bold. One would ordinarily believe that 
different linguistic items can possess the same content and a stern denial of the 
possibility of synonymy could be made here only without offering any plausible 
argument to that effect. What weighs more is, however, the fact that it is difficult to 
attribute argumentative significance in the present context to any contention which says 
that certain linguistic and non linguistic objects are just the same — and this without 
clarifying what this exactly means.45 
 
The second interpretation offered in Helarāja’s PP Houben considers ‘not likely’ (Houben 
1995:173). Apparently a main reason for the reluctance on Houben’s part lies in the 
circumstance that if the remark in verse 3 were interpreted in this way it appears to 
entail that ‘the nature of relation is still indicated in a certain way’ which is supposed to 
stand in contrast with a remark in verse 4 according to which ‘the form or nature of 
relation is meant as something which cannot be pointed out’. Hence Houben wonders 
whether  
 

the tattvam ‘real nature’ that is indicated in 3 is not that of relation (which is 
inferred from the sixth ending), but of word and thing-meant  

 
and whether perhaps   
 

[t]he word śabdārthayos immediately preceding tattvam may be taken as a śleṣa 
belonging not only to yogaḥ but also to tattvam.  

 

                                        
44   PP 128,3-5 (the citations refer to the edition of Iyer 1963) ata eva ca svābhāvikāt 
saṃbandhāc chabdārthayos tattvaṃ gaur ayam artha ity abhedena vyavahriyata ity arthaḥ / 
yadi vā ataḥ ṣaṣṭhyā sakāśāt tattvaṃ svarūpaṃ saṃbandhasyocate. 
45   We have followed Houben 1995 in assuming that chabdārtayos should be syntactically 
construed together with tattvaṃ and not with saṃbandhāc. The assumption of the other 
alternative does not offer a solution of the impasse because not only is the mere contention 
that sentences like ‘this object is a cow’ express some sort of identification pretty trivial but it is 
even difficult to see why it should significantly follow from the claim of the existence of a 
relation between expressions and contents. — If anything follows from this fact then it is 
obviously not something that concerns identity sentences in particular. 
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Inasmuch as those misgivings are motivated by the supposition that in the subsequent 
verse a statement is made to the effect that the form or nature of relation cannot be 
pointed out, they rely on an assumption which is doubtful and which might be false or 
irrelevant. As the question whether and possibly in which precise sense the author of 
the SS might assert in verse 4 that the nature of relation cannot be specified will be a 
central topic of discussion, a decision about the validity of Houben’s objections and the 
probability of his suggested alternative understanding ought to be postponed.  
 
It deserves to be pointed out, however, that there is no compelling reason to interpret 
the third kārikā as containing an assertion which entails that the sixth case ending in 
statements [of the form:] ‘This is signifier of this’ etc. signifies a relation implying that 
there is a relation between the genitive marker and a relation as its content object. 
Neither the verb pratīyate — rendered in Houben by ‘is known’ — nor vyapadiśyate — 
which Houben renders by ‘is indicated’ — make such a reading compulsory. An 
argument to the effect that the writer of the SS presumably believed that such a 
connection between genitive markers and their contents exist would be definitely invalid 
because here, as in general, it is not legitimate to conflate opinions of a writer or 
speaker with communicative intentions. Hence an understanding according to which 
verse 3 should say that on the one hand statements such as ‘this is a signifier of this’ 
prove the existence of a relation due to the occurrence of a genitive marker and that on 
the other hand by the sixth case ending the essence or substance of a relation is 
signified could at most represent a possible reading.46  
 
Current dictionaries present as equivalents of the lexem tattva in the first place ‘true 
state or condition’, ‘fact’ (Apte) ‘true or real state’, ‘truth’, ‘reality’ (Monier-Williams), 
‘das Verhältnis wie es ist’, ‘das wahre Verhältnis’, ‘Wesen’, ‘die wahre Natur’, ‘Wahrheit’ 
(PW). The expression tattvena (and similary tattvatas) can be used in the sense of 
‘truly’, ‘really’ ‘accurately; ‘according to the true state’, ‘in truth’, ‘dem wahren Verhältnis 
ensprechend’, ‘wie es sich in Wahrheit verhält’, ‘in Wahrheit’, ‘genau’. The expression 
tattva- occurs in Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24,9 which reads: 
 

ye Ꞌnayor na vijānanti vibhāgaṃ satyayor dvayoḥ / 
te tattvaṃ na vijānanti gambhīraṃ buddhaśāsane // 

 
and could be suitably rendered by ‘truth’ assuming that the verse says that those who 
do not recognize the difference between the two levels of truth do not recognize the 
profound truth in the Buddha-teaching. Could not the expression tattva- in the third 
verse of the SS possess a similar import so that the phrase tattvam apy ato 
vyapadiśyate is to be interpreted as saying that expressions like asyāyaṃ vācakaḥ, 
asyāyaṃ vācyaḥ also express a truth or are able to express a truth? In this connection 
it is significant that, because of the fact that a copula is commonly omitted in Sanskrit, 
the mentioned expressions could be read alternatively as ‘this signifying [expression] of 
this [object]’, ‘the signified [object] of this signifying [expression]’ or as ‘this is a 
signifying [expression] of this [object]’, ‘this is a signified [object] of this signifying 

                                        
46  It is surely not a smooth reading because the exact import of the expression tattva- remains 
obscure and because it is difficult to discern a point in referring to a tattva of a relation instead 
of a relation simpliciter. 
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[expression]’. Since in the last mentioned readings the pertinent expressions represent 
sentences they can possess a content which is capable of being either true or false. It is, 
however, by no means difficult to see why sentences of the specified type could 
express truth. Making statements about the meanings of linguistic items is a common 
practice and if in such statements one ascribes to concerned items meanings which 
they actually possess then their content should be true. Even Helārāja recognizes the 
existence of situations in which one says, for example: ‘when the word ‘cow’ is uttered, 
then the object possessing a dewlap etc. has to be understood’ obviously implying that 
in such cases true information about an established linguistic convention is to be 
conveyed.47  

 
Here the following objection might be raised:  
 

If the second segment of the third kārikā were understood as asserting that 
expressions of the form ‘This linguistic item possesses this content’ conveys 
possible truths by saying something true about a conventionally established 
connection between a linguistic item and its content, then the statement must be 
regarded as unacceptable. But its objective non-acceptability renders also the 
interpretation doubtful. 

 
It is true indeed that sentences of this sort are not exclusively employed in that manner 
because they could also occur in the context of stipulations, such as ‘Here the 
expression E is used in the sense (of) S’ etc. There is, however, no compelling need to 
assume that either the proposed reading is wrong or the writer of the text was 
fundamentally mistaken. For nothing in the formulation of the text involves a 
commitment to the effect that apart from ‘reproducing’ meaning statements no other 
types of meaning declarations can occur. Since the argumentative connections of the 
entire relevant segment of the SS have not yet been settled it is most important to be 
aware of the fact that possibly the mere circumstance that meaning statements 
reflecting established conventions exist at all is relevant. In this regard the present 
situation resembles that of the first verse. According to the previously elaborated 
explication the first kārikā omits to account for the situation of learning a natural 
language. About language learning it could be plausibly assumed that a child develops 
hypotheses about the linguistic content of an expression by entertaining specific 
hypotheses regarding communicative intentions of a speaker. Given that the verb 
pratīyate is used in a sense equivalent to ‘recognize’ or ‘understand’ such possibilities 
appear to be excluded by the claims voiced in the initial verse. But even there the 
formulation does not involve any commitment to the effect that all acts of linguistic 
transactions result in understanding on the basis of knowledge of linguistic conventions. 
If the above presented account is correct then the first verse involves only the 
commitment that there are transactions of this sort. It is, moreover, easy to see that 
the mere existence of this type of transaction supports a tenet which appears to play a 
central role in this chapter, namely the proposition that meaningful linguistic items are 

                                        
47  Cf PP 123, 14 yadā gaur ity ucyate tadāyaṃ sāsnādimān artho boddhavyaḥ ity apy ayam ity 
abhadenaiva parāmarśe saṃketapravṛttiḥ. Apparently the plausibility of this contention is not 
affected by the possibility that the commentator also expresses questionable tenets concerning 
identifications between linguistic expressions and objects. 
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related to contents which can be grasped with the help of recognizing the way in which 
they are conventionally related. So far there is no reason to ascribe to the author of the 
text the flaw of making questionable claims. 

 
 

Verse 4 
 

A) 
 
The subsequent kārikā endangers the picture intimated till now because commentators 
of the text suggest an import which can hardly be made plausible. It has been indicated 
above that according to Houben verse 4 involves a claim to the effect that the form or 
nature of relation cannot be pointed out, and it is even contended that ‘there can be 
little doubt’ about this (Houben 1995:173). A paraphrase of the 4th verse is given which 
reads as follows: 

 
While the connection between word and thing-meant is understood from 
the sixth nominal ending, there is no word or name to signify it directly 
according to its specific property. Its rūpam ‘form’ or ‘nature’ cannot be 
pointed out or indicated, because it is extremely dependent. Precisely 
because it is a relation between two entities it has no independent identity. 

 
This characterisation is reminiscent of rewordings and explications given in other 
publications. In Iyer 1971:80 the verse is translated as: 
 

There is no verbal element (besides the genitive suffix) which denotes this 
relation in its essential property. Being extremely dependent, its own form is 
never cognized. 

 
In the account given in Aklujkar/Potter 1990:157 verse 4 is interpreted as saying, 
among other things, that there is no expression that designates the relation between 
word and meaning as a relation, for expressions reify  — turn dependent entities like 
relation into independent, apparently substantive entities.  
 
The mentioned explanations have in common that they ascribe to the verse an import 
which implies that relations between linguistic and non-linguistic items cannot be 
‘signified’ (Houben), ‘denoted’ (Iyer) or ‘designated’ by linguistic units, at least not in 
certain ways. The cited formulations do not make fully clear which types of linguistic 
expressions are affected by this restriction. Whereas Houben’s paraphrase intimates 
that single words, in particular names, are concerned, at least primarily, the statement 
in Aklujkar/Potter could be interpreted as referring to linguistic expressions of any kind, 
i.e. irrespective of whether they are complex or not complex. The formulation in Iyer’s 
translation is puzzling in a specific regard because it refers to a category named ‘verbal 
element’ suggesting that the genitive marker belongs to this category. This 
circumstance could induce one to conclude that the only category of items concerned 
lies below the level of complete words, i.e. morphemes which can be used for forming 
linguistic units which can occur as sentence-constituents. It is nevertheless improbable 
that Iyer’s remark should be interpreted in this manner. For on the one hand 
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immediately after Iyer’s translation an elucidation follows which begins with the words: 
‘There is no word which directly denotes relation’. On the other hand it can be safely 
presumed that all the different designations used for linguistic items in the cited 
translations and commentaries should correspond to the term abhidhānam in the 
original text. The expression creates indeed considerable problems because of its 
vagueness. But in spite of this one can take for granted that in the present context the 
term is not used to relate exclusively to linguistic items below the word-level. If, 
however, Iyer’s phrase ‘verbal element’ is interpreted as relating to linguistic 
expressions of any complexity, then his formulation is puzzling. For on the one hand it 
should be conceded on this hypothesis that genitive markers denote (among others) 
relations between linguistic expressions and their meaning-objects. On the other hand it 
should be denied that any terms of higher complexity can denote those relations. If one 
even admits the contention that sixth case endings denote relations between 
expressions and contents then it should all the more be legitimate to assign the 
capacity to denote relations to complex syntagmas of the form ‘the F between x and y’ 
or similar ones. This predicament affects in a distinctive manner the translation of Rau 
2002:174 ‘[Außer dem Genetiv] gibt es kein sprachliches Ausdrucksmittel für diese 
Verbindung mit ihrer Eigenbedeutung‘. For the only natural reading of the formulation is 
one according to which the statement implies that a) the genitive marker is a means of 
expressing the pertinent relation(s) and b) there is absolutely no other means of 
expressing it. 
 
It might even be contended that the view that genitive markers designate relations is 
absurd because it ignores the fact that linguistic items of this sort can possess purely 
syntagmatic functions. Isn’t it odd to suppose that the relation of brotherhood should 
be denoted, designated or expressed by the element ‘of’ in ‘brother of’, ‘being a brother 
of’ or ‘the relation of being a brother of’ and not by the complex term of which it is a 
part? Isn’t it patent that in languages like English or Sanskrit genitive markers 
sometimes perform the function of signalling the relational character of a term and that 
this device does not appear in the surface-structure of a number of other languages? 
Doesn’t the contention that sixth case endings designate a relation naïvely overlook the 
possibility that ‘of’ and corresponding terms in certain other languages play a role which 
could be suitably represented by employing expressions with a hyphen like ‘brother-of’ 
etc? 
 
At this point it might be objected that, even if the remarks in SS 4 in the context of SS 
3 rely on the view that sixth case endings designate or express relations, one must not 
deduce the commitment of assigning this function to their occurrence in connection 
with relational terms, like ‘father’, ‘brother’ etc. The illustrations presented in SS 3 do 
not suggest occurrences of genitive markers in connection with relational but rather 
with non-relational terms, for example terms for linguistic expressions and syntagmas, 
such as ‘the denotation of ‘’Oslo’’, ‘the meaning of ‘horse’’ etc. Presumably the 
expression ‘of’ as well as other genitive markers in English or in other languages (in 
particular in Sanskrit) sometimes indeed signal a possessive relationship corresponding 
to the verbs ‘have’ or ‘possess’ whose exact import can differ in accordance with 
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contextual circumstances. 48  This phenomenon highlights the fact that in natural 
languages like English or Sanskrit identical linguistic items can play fundamentally 
different semantic roles. Hence one ought to neatly distinguish between the question 
whether the theorem that sixth case endings designate or express relations is too crude 
and deserves criticism on that account and the question whether the train of thought 
presented in the initial segment of the SS exhibits a fallacy due to the circumstance that 
it depends on a mistaken view about the function of genitive markers.  
 
Against this objection it need not be denied that genitive markers can indeed perform 
diverse functions, among which that of signaling a possessive relationship occupies a 
central place. The decisive point is that this circumstance does not license the assertion 
that in connection with relational terms those linguistic units perform that function too. 
This fact is pertinent just because the import of the genitive markers is discussed here 
against the background of the expressions vācaka and vācya which are derived from 
relational terms. This means that the relevant function of the genitive-suffix 
corresponds to that of ‘of’ in expressions like ‘(the) teacher of’. It is true that in those 
cases the existence of ‘of’ reflects an underlying relation, but it neither expresses nor 
denotes the relation which is in fact expressible or denotable by expressions like ‘teach’, 
‘be taught’ or corresponding nominalizations or by syntagmas, such as ‘the relation of 
(someone’s) teaching somebody’ etc. One might object that in the present connection 
only this special function of the particle ‘of’ as well as its correlate in other languages, 
which signals a link between a relation and related items — in technical terms, between 
a relation and arguments of the relation — is at stake. But this supposition is 
implausible. First, it militates against the general form of the statement of SS 4, which 
does not signal any reference to some specific variety of function. Furthermore, it 
contradicts the occurrence of the phrase yogaḥ śabdārthayoḥ in SS 3 according to 
which the genitive marker should signify the relation or connection between word and 
object and not any link between that relation and its relata. 
 
It could be tempting to conclude from the previous observations that in verse 4 the 
author of the SS might have propounded a thesis to the effect that relations can never 
be designated ‘as what they are’, as long as one restricts the domain of pertinent 
linguistic expressions to words or linguistic elements below that level. Such function 
could be merely performed by syntagmas of higher complexity exhibiting the essential 
semantic characteristic of relation-expressions. A consequence of this reading would be 
the necessity to suppose that the expression abhidhāna- in the pertinent kārikā 
possesses a restricted import excluding linguistic entities of levels of higher complexity. 
Here the vagueness of abhidhāna-  as a non technical word attains crucial importance, 
a vagueness which is reflected by the circumstance that current dictionaries offer as 
equivalents e.g.  ‘telling’, ‘mentioning’, ‘speaking’, ‘naming’, ‘denotation’, ‘asserting or 
predicating something of another’, ‘predication’, ‘assertion’, ‘name’, ‘appellation’, ‘title’, 
‘designation’, ‘expression’, ‘word’, ‘speech’, ‘discourse’ and others (cf. Apte). Hence it 
would follow that the formulation of the verse would be pretty inadequate in certain 
respects if it should have been employed to convey exactly this tenet. To be sure, this 
hypothesis would, on the other hand, allow one to assign to the expression 

                                        
48  This is usually the case when the head nouns are not relational terms, as in ‘the new house 
of the teacher‘, ‘some pupil’s books’ etc. 
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atyantaparatantratvād, which obviously should present a reason for the alleged 
impossibility, a clear import: It would convey the thought that since a relation can only 
exist as something which connects several items its essential character can never be 
adequately represented by non-complex linguistic expressions. This surely precludes the 
supposition that the writer of the verse assigned to genitive markers such a function 
provided he was not beset by a gross confusion. Thereby the observation emphasized 
before that the preceding verse does not make an attribution of this tenet mandatory 
attains relevance.  Thus SS 4 could be regarded as conveying a plausible contention. As 
a matter of fact, its significance would not merely pertain to particular relations 
between linguistic items and non-linguistic objects, such as denotation, but to relations 
in general. On the other hand, however, notwithstanding its plausibility and great scope 
it appears quite irrelevant in other respects. First it it questionable whether this tenet 
could be considered as an important discovery because its recognition does not require 
particularly deep insights in the pertinent subject matter. Second it is not clear how it 
might entail relevant consequences. Since, however, relevance is a matter of context a 
definite answer to this second point cannot be given before the subsequent verses are 
investigated. Anyhow, it is pretty certain that the above delineated exegesis is not 
adopted by any of the previous commentators. 
 
B) 
 
In Houben 1995:174 an account is presented purporting to offer a rationale for the 
tenet that a relation between word and thing-meant cannot be signified by any word 
according to its specific property. It reads as follows: 
 

Therefore, it is never possible to isolate the relation itself from the things which 
are connected through that relation, and, consequently, it is not possible to 
attribute specific attributes or qualities to the relation itself, without transforming 
it into something which it is not. In the case of qualities, for instance, language 
may sometimes present them as independent entities, as in ‘this white is 
dazzling’. If one does the same in the case of relation, one goes against its very 
nature (which consists in having no own nature at all). In other words, if one 
reifies the relation it is not a relation anymore. 

 
Obviously Houben assumes that SS 4 involves a contention pertaining to relations in 
general and not to relations between linguistic items and non-linguistic objects in 
particular. In this respect his account accords with the above delineated hypothetical 
reading. On the other hand it certainly contrasts with the alternative inasmuch as it 
lacks the same degree of plausibility regarding the content of the attributed tenet. First 
it deserves to be pointed out that, if one eliminates in the first sentence of the quoted 
passage the component ‘without transforming it into something which it is not’, a 
statement results which is extremely difficult to accept. It is not clear what should be 
meant by the assertion that it is never possible to isolate the relation itself from the 
things which are connected through that relation. At least in one sense this contention 
seems blatantly false. Isn’t it legitimate to assert that, given that Socrates was teacher 
of Plato and Aristotle teacher of Alexander the Great, Socrates stood in the same 
relation to Plato as Aristotle to Alexander the Great? Cannot the relation of being a 
teacher be conceived as something by which an immense amount of persons are 
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related? Doesn’t the same hold good for being a father, being a brother etc. and 
similarly for synonymy or being synonymous with, denoting etc.? Evidently there is a 
conception of relation which can in the above characterized way be isolated from 
particular items which are or could be connected through it. — This sort of ‘detachment’ 
is nowadays commonly represented by the use of variables, in expressions such as ‘x is 
brother of y’, ‘x is related to y by a relation of brotherhood’ etc. — To be sure this 
needs to preclude an acknowledgment of another type of relation, which might be 
called ‘relation-particular’, for which being connected with particular items is essential, 
such as the (alleged) relation of Cain’s being a brother of Abel as something distinct 
from, say, the (alleged) relation of Bhārata’s being a brother of Rāma etc. Anyhow, 
against the background of either conception it is queer to contend that ‘it is not possible 
to attribute specific attributes or qualities to the relation itself’. Regarding relations of 
the first type one commonly employs terms for relational properties, such as being 
symmetric, being transitive, being reflexive. But even regarding relations conceived in 
the alternative manner it appears implausible to maintain that no attributes can be 
ascribed to them. What is wrong with sentences such as  
 

(35)   The marriage between Paul and Petra lasted only two years. 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that (35) could be paraphrased by 
 
     (35)* Paul and Petra were married only two years. 
 
it would need an additional argument to establish that in (35) it is not the case that 
lasting for merely two years is ascribed to the marriage-relation between Paul and Petra. 
It might be objected that one must lay due weight to the qualification ‘specific’ and that 
the above examples do not show that it is possible to characterize relations in such a 
way that it is impossible that the presented characterizations apply to more than one 
relation. But this reproach appears unjustified because the possibility that presented 
specifications, no matter how detailed they are, apply to more than one object is 
nothing which distinguishes relations from other entities like persons or material bodies. 
Even the contention that relations cannot be defined is hardly defensible. One would 
suppose that by saying things, such as 
 

(36)   X is brother of Y precisely if X is sibling of Y and X is male. 
(37)   Being grandfather is a relation which holds good between any X and Y if 

and only if either X is the father of Y’s mother or X is the father of Y’s father. 

(38)   Let  be the function (and a fortiori a relation) from natural numbers to 

natural numbers such that  (x) = x2 + 3.49 
 
one gives definitions for relations — which might be correct or incorrect, fruitful or 
unfruitful. The situation does not essentially differ with respect to relations connecting 
linguistic and non-linguistic items. Thus it appears that the addition of ‘without 
transforming it into something which it is not’ should play a most decisive role in the 
present connection. But this allegation appears baffling. Wouldn’t it follow that the so-
called lambda-operator introduced by A. Church to permit the construction of 

                                        
49  Cf Partee/Meulen/Wall 1990:339. (This type of explanation is called ‘contextual definition‘). 
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expressions which unambiguously denote functions is bound to ‘transform’ something 
‘into something which it is not’ — provided, of course, that functions represent a special 
variety of relations? Should it be really true that in the fourth verse of the SS the author 
asserts a proposition which objectively entails that, e.g. expressions like  
 

x(x2 + 3) 
 
are commonly employed in a manner which involves a misrepresentation of the ‘real 
nature’ of relations — and that this holds good despite the intention to give a more 
adequate representation by denoting functions compositionally? To be sure, if the 
fourth verse implied a contention to that effect then it would be highly significant. On 
the other hand, however, one is entitled to expect that in those circumstances the 
writer of the text should present to the reader some insight or an argument which is at 
least suited to provide a plausible support for the ambitious claim. Otherwise the work 
or its author could be blamed on account of an unjustifiable discrepancy between 
pretention and reason. 
 
It is pretty certain that at least the above quoted passage does not present the required 
support. Extremely puzzling is the last sentence in the passage saying that if one reifies 
the relation it is not a relation anymore. This raises two questions, viz. a) ‘Why could it 
be said that the relation is reified?’ And b) ‘Why is a relation not a relation anymore if it 
is reified?’. As far as a) is concerned it evokes an impression of internal inconsistency. 
By employing the phrase ‘the relation’ it is intimated that there are objects which can 
be classified as a relation. On the other hand, by saying ‘it is not a relation anymore’ it 
is suggested that those objects which were originally relations can become objects 
which are not relations anymore. But if something is a relation what else should it 
become? Should we believe that it might occur that something which originally was the 
relation of brother-hood should later become the quality of being red-haired? And even 
if such miraculous transformations should be possible why should we suppose that they 
can be effected by acts of reifying? If on the other hand acts of reifying make 
something into what it is not in the sense of making it into something which it is not in 
reality then it should be rather supposed that, as far as relations are concerned, there 
are no objects of this sort. This means that expressions like ‘the relation of brotherhood’ 
etc. merely purport to refer to objects, whereas in reality there is no such object, and 
the same holds true for relation-expressions in general. This is in itself not an absurd 
thesis. Its proclamation could rest, for example, on the conviction that — in the final 
analysis — there are no abstract objects. Be that as it may, the tacit assumption which 
was presumably made by of the writer of the above quoted passage, namely the 
supposition that his account presents an essentially faithful reflection of the 
commentator Helārāja’s views can hardly be correct. It is explicitly asserted in PP (127, 
18) in connection with the third verse of the SS 
 

tasya sadbhāve liṅgam āha 
 
and this phrase evidently communicates the proposition that in SS 3 an inferential mark 
is presented which establishes the existence of the relation between words and what 
they mean. If the same commentator held the opinion that the commented text 
propagated the doctrine that there are no relational objects at all, that their existence 
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can be at best shammed by certain nominal expressions, then he has definitely fooled 
his readers here. But then one must deeply regret that Helārāja is not living anymore, 
because in view of his disposition to fool his readers and of his considerable success in 
fooling also Western academics he should be regarded as a most suitable candidate for 
assuming the post of a German Defence Minister in the future. 
 
Since it has been ascertained, however, that the reading of the third verse which 
Helārāja suggested is by no means mandatory it cannot be taken for granted that the 
author of the SS held in fact the position that objects which are relations do not exist at 
all. But the problem of making a contention to that effect plausible remains virulent. It 
is true that SS 4 by using the expression atyantaparatantratvād suggests a possible 
rationale for the thesis that relation-objects do not exist — or should not be 
acknowledged as existing on a level of final analysis — which has to do with their 
dependence. A reason for ascribing dependence to relational items is surely not difficult 
to find: It lies in the fact that it can only occur if there are entities connected in some 
way or the other. But dependence on other entities is not an exclusive property of 
relations. It is equally exhibited by qualities which must be instantiated in substances, 
and it is a commonly known fact that philosophical teachings which the writer of the SS 
must have known acknowledged such sort of dependence. This might in fact explain 
the choice of the expression atyantaparatantra-  — usually rendered in Houben 1995 by 
‘extremely dependent’ — in contrast to paratantra-, which would merely mean 
‘dependent’.  
 
The crux is, nevertheless, that whereas it is easy to recognize a difference between 
relations and qualities as far as their manner of being dependent is concerned, it is far 
from evident why this difference should provide a valid reason for attributing to 
relations a completely different status than to qualities or other types of objects which 
could be brought in connection with monadic predicates. Houben in fact suggests a 
reason which is, however, faulty and absolutely unconvincing. For it is pointed out in 
the quoted passage that ‘language may sometimes present’ qualities ‘as independent 
entities’, as, for example, in ‘this white is dazzling’. This means that the criterion of 
whether or not something possesses the status of an object should lie in the way in 
which language presents things. But in this case there should be all the more a reason 
to acknowledge relations as entities because, as the previously quoted sentences make 
patent, language ‘presents’ relations as if they were entities due to expressions like 
‘brother-hood’, ‘synonymy’, ‘denotation’ etc., and this does not only hold good for 
English but for many other languages, including Sanskrit, as well. In view of the 
illustration provided in the cited passage one could infer that quality expressions 
possess nevertheless a specific feature for which it is not easy to find a parallel in the 
realm of relation-expressions: There are nouns which can be interpreted as expressions 
denoting qualities which are indistinguishable in form from adjectives and expressions 
which can occur in predicate position.  
 
Exactly the same consideration — given that ‘being expressed as a main thing’ amounts 
here to being referred to as something which is to be qualified — can be found in 
Helārāja’s commentary where it is said that qualities (guṇa) which depend on 
substances (dravya) are sometimes expressed as a main thing by the word ‘white’ etc. 
This phenomenon does, according to Helārāja, not occur in the case of relations and 



90                    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 

provides the rationale for employing the element atyanta-. 50  This is not only an 
objectively weak argument for any contention to the effect that relations possess a 
fundamentally different status than qualities, but involves also a contradiction. The 
contradiction is that on the one hand it was assumed that dependence of a specific kind 
is the reason of denying relations a status corresponding to that of, e.g. substances, 
and on the other hand it is claimed that morphological peculiarities of specific natural 
languages provide a criterion for attributing a specific status to relations. If the 
morphological criterion is relevant at all then it is difficult to see why dependence or 
independence should matter. It appears in fact a characteristic feature of various (Indo-
European) languages that they allow the employment of terms denoting colours which 
are indistinguishable from adjectives. So one can say: 
 

(39)   White is a colour which appears in the Japanese national flag. 
(40)   Weiß ist ein Bestandteil der japanischen Nationalflagge. 

 
etc. But even in those languages which permit the use of such nominal colour words 
the fact that expressions denoting qualities can be identical with adjectives does not 
hold good in general. Obviously one cannot easily say: 
 

(41)   ? Honest is a quality which politicians often lack. 
(42)   ? Ehrlich ist eine Eigenschaft, die Politikern oftmals abgeht. 

 
whereas sentences, such as 
 

(43)   Honesty is a quality which politicians often lack. 
(44)   Being honest is a quality which politicians often lack. 
(45)   Ehrlichkeit ist eine Eigenschaft, die Politikern oftmals abgeht. 
(46)   Ehrlich zu sein ist eine Eigenschaft, die Politikern oftmals abgeht. 

 
are unproblematic. Here quality terms are more akin to terms signifying relations which 
require abstract markers. Rather than for a distinction between qualities and relations 
the morphological peculiarities provide a basis for a distinction within the realm of 
qualities, particularly between colours and other qualities — or between terms for them. 
At any rate, the fact that expressions, such as ‘this white is dazzling’, are grammatical 
and semantically regular, cannot provide a sound basis for attributing to qualities and 
relations a difference of status which goes beyond the difference that in contrast to 
qualities relations involve simultaneous dependence on different entities. It is equally 
unsuited to yield a plausible argument for the contention that relations cannot be 
signified, denoted, designated or expressed. Since in verse 4 the only explicit reason 
supporting a restriction on the possibility to relate to relations with the help of linguistic 
expressions lies in their ‘extreme’ dependence, one would need to attribute either 
carelessness or confusion to the writer of the kārikā if he should have intended to 
advocate the thesis that relations cannot be signified or expressed due to the fact that 
terms denoting them always require explicit  linguistic elements marking their nominal 
character. Should one really assume that the author of the text was incapable to see 

                                        
50   PP 128,11 guṇā dravyādhīnā api prādhānyena śuklādiśabdena kadācid ucyante, naiva 
saṃbandha iti atyantagrahaṇam. 
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the difference between properties pertaining to linguistic expressions and properties 
pertaining to objects which those expressions might signify, denote or express?  
 
The preceding remarks provide a basis for replying to the conceivable contention that 
SS 4 reflects an insight into the functional character of relations recognizing them not 
as objects but as something akin to ways of mapping objects to (possibly abstract) 
objects.51 The crux is not merely that this interpretation is suited to evoke the suspicion 
of an anachronism imputing modern ideas to a text which has been written many 
centuries before. The attractiveness of the possibility of detecting an objective 
theoretical basis for the thesis propounded in the verse and of relating it to an 
approved outlook is counterbalanced by the consequence that the author must have 
failed to recognize its actual significance. This circumstance also diminishes the 
historical — or biographical — plausibility of the hypothesis: If is were really true that 
the author of the SS had envisaged the idea that relations might be conceived (not as 
concrete or abstract objects but) as ways of assigning to several objects a certain value 
corresponding to some larger unit, in particular sentences, then it would be surprising if 
he did not recognize the fact that also non-relational terms, in particular ordinary 
predicates, can be interpretated as standing for items, such as concepts, mapping 
individual objects to whatever semantic value sentences are supposed to possess. As 
long as no indication is revealed either in the present text itself or in other works closely 
related to the SS by links of tradition attesting that the conception of a functional 
character of concepts has been clearly envisaged, the exegetical basis for connecting 
the present verse with the theorem that relations cannot be objects of linguistic 
expressions because they are not objects at all remains extremely frail.52 
 
Comments to be found in the other publications mentioned above do not offer much 
help for the detection of an intelligible argument. Presumably the reason is that they all 
accept more or less the same exegesis based on an interpretation of Helārāja’s 
commentary on verse 4. The affinity between the explanation offered in Houben 1995 
and the understanding conveyed in Aklujkar/Potter 1990 is quite evident. According to 
Iyer 1971 the thought underlying SS 4 should be that in the case of relations one 
cannot do what one can ordinarily do, namely to observe things and their properties 
and use appropriate words for them, because we cannot observe relations directly. 
Whereas qualities like ‘white’ reside in some substance or other and can be 
nevertheless expressed in isolation, there is no word expressing a relation between 
words and what they mean in isolation because such relations are always dependent on 
something and because they are nothing more than a certain mutual requirement of 
two things.53 It deserves to be noted that some of Iyer’s remarks could be taken as 

                                        
51  In Dummett 1981:166-181 the significance of this idea is discussed in detail. 
52  The improbability of the hypothesis is increased by the circumstance that details of 
formulation, in particular the occurrence of the expression atyantaparatantra-, do not 
harmonise with the assumption that the text was meant to convey that relations cannot be 
designated by linguiustic expressions (of any type) in so far as they are functional in the 
manner of concepts. 
53  Iyer 1971:80 ‘There is no word which directly denotes relation. Ordinarily we observe things 
and their properties and use appropriate words to define or describe them. We cannot do that 
in the case of relation, because we cannot observe it objectively (idaṃtayā 
svarūpānavadhāraṇāt). Qualities like ‘white’ reside in some substance or other and yet words 
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supporting the thesis that the only expressions which are capable to adequately denote, 
define or describe relations are complex syntagmas containing at least two proper-
names or other singular terms or alternatively variables replacing them. But this is 
definitely not Iyer’s intention because he attempts to paraphrase Helārāja’s remarks, 
who explicitly declares that apart from the genitive marker no expression (abhidhāna) 
for a relation between words and their objects exists giving as reason that its own 
nature or specific character is not ascertained as (being) this (or that).54 To be sure, if 
no intuitively plausible train of thought can be discerned for a textual passage on the 
basis of a particular interpretation this is no definite proof for the incorrectness of that 
interpretation because an argument might be based on specific theoretical or 
ideological assumptions hypothesized or believed as true by an author. But lack of 
plausibility from an unbiased viewpoint deserves to be a sufficient reason for not taking 
an interpretation for granted and looking for alternative ways of understanding. In the 
present case this attitude is all the more justified in view of the circumstance that a 
fundamentally different account has been presented in Herzberger 1981.55 
 
C) 
 
Like in the above considered studies it is assumed in Herzberger 1981 that the writer of 
the SS advocated a proposition — associated with the term ‘Bhartṛhari’s paradox’ — 
which implies the impossibility of referring to relations between linguistic and non-
linguistic objects. Different varieties of the tenet are considered in the article, viz. 
 
B1 The significance relation is unnameable 
B2 The inherence relation is unnameable 
B3 The inherence relation is unsignifiable 
R1 The significance relation is unsignifiable 
 
—  and some others which can be regarded as specifications of these. It it pretty 
obvious that all those terms intimate an internal inconsistency. For all those statements 
contain definite noun phrases purporting to refer to something and on the other hand it 
is denied that the item they refer to is nameable or signifiable. It might be accordingly 
supposed that the definite descriptions are vacuous in the same way as the famous 
example ‘the present king of France’ is supposed to be vacuous due to the circumstance 
that there is no object satisfying the descriptions inherent in the definite noun-phases. 
This is, however, not an assumption underlying Herzberger’s interpretation. It is rather 
supposed that the author of the SS presumed that there are relations complying with 
the characterizations which can not be named or signified. Accordingly B1 or B2 are 
considered as tenets which entail a proposition which could be expressed by: 

                                                                                                                               
like śukla sometimes express the whiteness in isolation. There is no word which can express 
this relation in isolation because it is always dependent on something (nityaparatantra). It is 
nothing more than a certain mutual requirement of two things (saṃbandhinoḥ 
parasparaunmukhyasvabhāvaḥ). It is a mere attribute (dharma). It has, therefore, no word of 
its own to express it. It has to be inferred from its effect (kāryaikagamyaḥ).’ 
54  PP 128, 11 abhidhānaṃ ṣaṣṭhīvyatiriktaṃ nāsti idaṃtayā svarūpānavadhāraṇāt. 
55  We refer to the article by ‘Herzberger 1981’ although it is presented as a paper written by 
two authors, viz. Hans.G. Herzberger and Radhika Herzberger. 
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There are some things which are unnameable. 

 
and which is called ‘Unnameability Thesis’ in the article. In an analoguous manner one 
can derive on the basis of B3 and R1 a proposition expressible by: 
 

There are some things which are unsignifiable. 
 
and which could be called ‘Unsignifiability Thesis’. The authors of the article recognize 
the perplexing character inhering in B1 – R1 and employ the term ‘Bhartṛhari’s Paradox’ 
in this connection. 
 
It is easy to see that even if it were supposed that the definite noun-phrases in B1 – R1 
designate, name or signify something they are not necessarily paradoxical in an 
intuitive sense. For it might be supposed that they are simply false and that their false-
ness is a consequence of their internal inconsistency between the fact that (by 
hypothesis) the noun-phrases designate something and the circumstance that the 
predicates imply a denial of this possibility. In this place it is recommendable to point 
out a number of differentiations relating to the connection between inconsistency and 
paradox. First one could differentiate between different varieties of inconsistency. 
Inconsistencies can be ‘immanent’ and ‘non-immanent’ or ‘internal’ and ‘external’. An 
item might be classified as inconsistent either a) if the inconsistency pertains to the 
concerned unit and other items (for example different statements made by one and the 
same author) or b) if the inconsistency persists even if other items are completely left 
out of account. On the other hand inconsistencies can result a) from the content of a 
statement, such as in 
 

(47)   My mother does not have any children. 
 
or b) between a content and some attitude pertaining to the content, if e.g. someone 
believes that everything he believes is incorrect, or c) between a content or attitude to 
a content and some way of behavior, for example if one believes that animals should 
never be killed and eats meat in abundance or if one makes a statement saying 
 

(48)   Today I do not utter anything. 
 
etc. Since in the present context variations concerning the mode of inconsistency are 
not primarily important those distinctions will not be further elaborated and it should 
suffice to merely indicate that there are such distinctions. Most relevant are in the 
present connection distinctions which can be drawn in the realm of conflicts between 
different propositions. One possibility is that the items standing in conflict to each other 
are such that they could be considered as true or have been regarded as true for 
contingent reasons either by few or many individuals. Another possibility is that 
acceptance of some or even all items involved in the conflict is necessitated by 
commitments which individual beliefs, doctrines or theories involve. A third possibility is 
illustrated by a situation in which a set of propositions is inconsistent and at the same 
time each individual member of that set appears to be undeniable. As far as ‘paradox’ is 
concerned, it is neither usual nor recommendable to employ this term in situations of 
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the first kind. Regarding the second type of situation it is debatable whether or not one 
should employ the term ‘paradox’, but if one gives an affirmative answer one should 
make an explicit terminological distinction allowing to differentiate between situations of 
the second and of the third kind. Accordingly one could employ the term ‘dogmatic 
paradox’ for assigning all the varieties within the second type to one category, whereas 
‘genuine paradox’ might exclusively relate to situations of the third sort. It follows from 
this that one ought connect the items B1 – R1 with the concept of a paradox only if it 
can be established that the content(s) which they affirm are either supported by 
particular scholastic views or theoretical assumptions on the part of anyone who 
propagated them or are such that if they are not themselves evidently true can be at 
least established as credible by plausible considerations. Whereas in the first case one 
can at most ascertain a dogmatic paradox, satisfaction of the last mentioned 
requirement is a necessary condition for diagnosing a genuine paradox. It is a 
distinctive feature of Herzberger’s article that it undertakes a serious effort to establish 
the pertinent requirements for the existence of genuine paradox. In this regard the 
account presented in this paper is potentially more significant than the explanations of 
the previously discussed studies taken together. 
 
Herzberger’s article intends to demonstrate the undeniableness of the apparently 
inconsistent statements in a most general way and takes R1 as basis supposing that the 
other varieties can be considered as its specification. As a matter of fact, the point can 
be made in a most general form pertaining to all instances of the schema 
 

The -relation cannot be -ed 

 
supposing that ‘’ is replaceable by any relation-verb, such as ‘name’, ‘denote’, ‘signify’, 

‘love’, ‘hate’ etc. and ‘’ by any corresponding noun. 56  Accordingly in the realm of 
linguistic expressions the scope of relevance of the considerations must not be 
restricted to nouns. It equally encompasses expressions of any sort as well as any 
conceivable sort of relation that might exist between linguistic expressions and their 
contents. A crux of Herzberger’s presentation is, however, that it could appear to be 
theory-bound by invoking a theorem that ‘can be derived from the standard principles 
of the mathematical theory of sets called ‘Regularity Theorem’, and which reads: 
 

No relation can be one of its relata 
 
(Herzberger 1981:13). But appearance is misleading in the present case because the 
decisive point can be illustrated without invoking the above mentioned theorem simply 
as axiomatic.  
 
Given that the alleged tenet propounded in SS 4 could be applied to arbitrary types of 
linguistic expressions and arbitrary kinds of relations between expressions and what 
they mean, in any sense of ‘mean’, its justafiability can be confirmed by considering 

                                        
56  The examples of ‘hate‘ and ’love‘ are remarkable in so far as they illustrate that in English 
even relation-terms can occur in identical forms as verbs and as nouns in contrast to e.g. 
German. This is suited to foster the reservations against Helārāja’s explication if he really 
intended to offer the fact that e.g. śukla (‘white’) can appear as a noun as an argument. 
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denoting terms and any items they denote, assuming that all expressions of any 
complexity which stand in the same sort of relation to objects as names stand to 
objects named by them should belong to this category. (For this argument a more 
precise specification is not required). Let us, for the sake of simplicity, begin by 
supposing a universe containing exactly one denoting term and one object as the only 
non-relational items, i.e. the only objects which are not relations. Let us call the 
linguistic item ‘s’ and the object ‘o’ and let ‘D’ represent the relation of denotation. Let 
us now suppose that s denotes o so that 
 

s D o 
 
holds true. Now, Herzberger invokes the modern conception of relation which conceives 
binary relations as sets of ordered pairs — represented by expressions of the form 
‘<x,y>’. These sets contain exactly those pairs as elements, whose members are 
related in the pertinent way, that is to say: if for any a and any b, a is related to b by R, 
then <a,b> is an element of the set, otherwise not. With respect to the current 
hypothesis this means that the relation symbolized by ‘D’ 57  contains <s,o> as an 
element. Let us now further suppose that o is the only object denoted by s. Then the 
corresponding relation equals the set containing <s,o> as only elements, or employing 
a common notation: 
 

{<s,o>} 
 
Now it is apposite to lead the conceptual analysis one step further and employ the idea 
that ordered pairs can be identified with sets containing a set having the first pair-
element and a set, having both the first and second pair-element as elements, that is to 
say, any <a,b> equals {{a},{a,b}}. — The circumstance that there are also alternative 
definitions of pairs which equally reduce them to sets and satisfy pertinent 
requirements does not matter in the present connection. — This means that the 
relation of denotation which on the pertinent hypothesis connects s and o and nothing 
else amounts to the same as 
 
 {{{s},{s,o}}} 
 

Let us use ‘’ as an alternative term for this set and assume that some relation 

connecting s and o also connects s with . Obviously this is a relation corresponding to: 

 
{<s,o>,<s,<s,o>>}58 

                                        
57  Saying that the relation is symbolized by ‘D‘ is strictly speaking not exact because in ‘s D o’ 
‘D’ represents a relational predicate expressible by ‘s stands in the relation of denotation to o’. 
Accordingly a term designating a relation occurs only as a part of the expression which ‘D’ 
symbolizes. Nevertheless, the above adopted way of formulating the idea should be intelligible. 
58  Note that a relation connecting s only with  would equal 
 

{<s, <s,o>>} 
 
which differs from . 
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that is: 
 

{{{s},{s,o}}, {{s},{{s},{s,o}}}} 
 

Let us designate this set by ‘*’. For establishing that  cannot be identical with * it 
suffices to evoke the theorem that sets can be the same only if they contain exactly the 
same elements. This identity is evidently not the case as the expansions make patent. 
Hence any relation which connects s with  must differ from a relation which connects s 

with o. The point can be easily generalized by replacing the assumption that  connects 

merely s and o by the supposition that   relates an arbitrary number of linguistic items 

s1, ….sn to an arbitrary number of objects o1 … om granting the possibility that a) some 

sj within s1, ….sn is related by  to various objects oi, oj, such that oi ≠ oj, b) different 
items in s1, ….sn are related to an identical object, c) some of the objects are the same 
as some of the linguistic items, i.e. for some sk and some ol, sk = ol. Under all 

circumstances  must equal some set of pairs 
 

{P1, … Pq} 
 

(where each Pi is a pair connecting some s with some o). But for any * connecting at 

least one linguistic item  with , it must hold good that 
 

 <, {P1, … Pq}>, i.e. {{},{{}, {P1, … Pq}}} 
 

is an element of * so that the principle that sets can be identical only if they contain 

exactly the same members precludes the identity of  and *  — even if it were 

assumed that some <{}, {P1, … Pq-1}> might belong to {P1, … Pq}. The supposition 

that for some item   has, possibly among other things,  itself as a relatum surely 

deserves to be rejected given that the assumption entails that  equals some * that 

equates some set containing the pair of  and  as elements and given that the 
consequence in turn militates against the principle that sets can be equal only if they 
contain the same elements. However, the supposition that for any ‘a’ and ‘B’ it might 
hold good that 
 

{a,{a,B}} = B59 
 
and that ‘{a,{a,B}}’ and ‘B’ contain exactly the same elements would be possible only if 

‘{a,{a,B}}’ = ‘{a,{a, {a,{a,B}}}}’ etc. ad infinitum. Hence the difference between  and 

* is inferable on the basis of the principle that identical sets must contain the same 
elements as long as it is taken for granted that relations could not be identified with 
sets of an infinitely high order. Since relations pertaining to relations between linguistic 
items and their objects are necessarily different from relations not pertaining to those 
relations it follows that if linguistic items are related to objects at all there is always 

                                                                                                                               
 

59  This expression results by substituting ’a‘ for ‘{}’ and ‘B’ for ‘{P1, … Pq}’ in 

‘{{},{{}, {P1, … Pq}}}’. 
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some relation between linguistic items and objects which is not a relatum of the same 
relation and this is the contention which had to be established.   
 
It is evident that the previous considerations do not disprove that linguistic items can 
be related to relations between linguistic units and objects. But in Herzberger 1984 that 
proposition is not disproven either. It is not even attempted to disprove this because 
the principle that no relation can be one of its own relata does not mean that a relation 
cannot be a relatum of a relation but that whenever some x is related by some relation 
R* to some relation R, then R* ≠ R. In view of this one might wonder why the 
concerned thesis should be paradoxical or how it could be the basis for a conclusion 
which evokes at least an appearance of paradoxality. Therefore it is appropriate to 
consider again the original supposition which was that some linguistic item s denotes 
some object o, such that o is the only non-relational object denoted by any linguistic 
expression. Supposing, in apparent concordance with the author of the SS, that this 

supposition demands the assumption of some relation  connecting s and o and 
assuming that an expression like  
 

{<s,o>} 
 
—  whether exactly this or a different one, does not matter — would denote this 
relation, it follows, again in apparent accordance with the SS, that there is also a 

relation ’ connecting its expression — for example the expression ‘{<s,o>}’ — with the 
(relational) object it denotes. Hence there are several denoting expressions which have 
something in common, namely the property of denoting some (relational or non-
relational) object by a relation of denotation. But now it appears that the term ‘the 
relation of denotation’ should denote exactly that relation by which all the linguistic 
items denoting some object(s) are connected with their object(s).60 But does not this 
intimate that ‘the relation of denotation’ stand in a relation of denotation to the relation 
of denotation as its object because it should denote that relation? Does, on the other 
hand, this consequence not militate against the theorem that no relation can possess 
itself as a relatum? Isn’t there a genuine conflict discernible inasmuch as it can be 
plausibly established that any relation R* by which items are related, possibly among 
other things, to a relation R differs from R and on the other hand particular examples 
suggest that items must be related to some object by a relation which is the same as a 
relation to which they are related by that relation? In this place it could be objected 
that the allegation of the existence of a genuine conflict rests on a confusion between 
numerical and qualitative identity. Isn’t the idea that a number of expressions denoting 
objects have something in common distinct from the idea that some expression denotes 
precisely that which they have in common? Shouldn’t one assume that there are 
numerically different relations exhibiting the same quality of being relations of 
denotation? Couldn’t a similar argument be made for any other relation irrespective of 
whether it concerns, among others, linguistic items or not? But it could be also argued 
that this plays down a problem too much. Let us assume a relation of reference or 

                                        
60  Here the expression ‘object(s)‘ indicates the view that, technically speaking, ‘denotation’ 
signifies merely a relation and not a function. But in the present content this aspect is not 
relevant. 
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denotation which connects linguistic tokens with linguistic or non-linguistic objects.  We 

could easily imagine the existence of two different tokens  and ’ which both read: 
 

The relation by which all tokens t and all objects o are related if and only if t 
refers to/denotes o 

 

Does’t the principle that no relation can be one of its own relata imply that only , but 

not ’ can denote a relation which contains as a relatum the denotation-relation 

between ’ and the relation which it denotes, and that the same holds good vice versa 

for ’, provided that the quantification of at least one of the two tokens does not pertain 

to the other?61 But here it could be objected that the supposition that  and ’ refer to 

or denote different objects is by no means peculiar because it is an extremely common 
phenomenon that definite noun phrases exhibiting the same formulation refer to or 
denote different objects even without exploiting any sort of linguistic ambiguity. Surely 
the individual tokens in the series 
 

the immediately preceding noun phrase, the immediately preceding noun phrase, 
the immediately preceding noun phrase 

 
do not coincide as far as their reference or denotation is concerned. Whereas the first 
token denotes nothing, the second token denotes the first and the third the second. It 
might be contended that although the different tokens express the same notion they 
signify different concepts, given that concepts determine extensions relative to specific 
states-of-affairs.62 The idea that reference of definite noun-phrases depends on context 
is surely not novel. On the other hand, however, it could be surprising if the mere 
identity of a token could play the role of a contextual factor determining conceptual 
content and denotation or reference even if an expression does not exhibit ‘token-
reflexive’ expressions as constituents. But this need not mean that the consequence is 
perplexing or paradoxical. 
 
The above presented considerations suffer from the defect that they essentially rely on 
a specific theoretical assumption concerning the nature of relations, which has been 
brought into play in Herzberger 1984. Apart from the possible objection that any 
disconcerting consequences supported by the so-called ‘regularity-theorem’ in 

                                        
61  Here ‘denote’ could be substituted by ‘refer to’ or similar terms. 
62  This difference between expressing a notion and signifying a concept could also be drawn 
for expressions such as 
 

today’s TV programme 
 
and many others. We can say that the expression ‘today’s TV programme’ expresses by itself a 
notion but signifies a concept only in collaboration with a context of utterance. Apparently in 
the humanities the expressions ‘concept’ and (German) ‘Begriff’ are commonly employed in a 
sense which comes closer to that of ‘notion’ than to that of ‘concept’. It might be worth 
mentioning that in the present article it has not been attempted to use the two words always in 
accordance with the above explicated distinction and that in many places stylistic considerations 
determine the choice between the two words, assuming that this does not cause relevant 
misunderstandings. 
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combination with the conception of (binary) relations as sets of ordered pairs might 
merely indicate the inadequateness of that view, the criticism could be voiced that the 
above exposition completely ignores the fact that — in all probability — the writer of 
the SS did not entertain any ideas about relation which come close to the set-
theoretical interpretation. As far as Herzberger 1984 is concerned this circumstance 
permits at most a qualified criticism because the authors of the paper intend in 
pertinent sections of the article merely ‘to deal’ with insights an author might have had 
‘using analytical resources beyond those that were available to’ him and to support a 
possible thesis by some arguments of considerable strength and generality (Herzberger 
1984:10). In the present connection, however, the question of the reasoning which 
actually underlies the statement of SS 4 cannot be dismissed as irrelevant.  
 
D) 
 
It is not improbable that in the present passage the writer of the SS was concerned 
with a variety of relation differing from the one which could be explicated by the idea of 
sets of ordered pairs, which was succinctly indicated previously by the term ‘relation-
particulars’. For apparently a central concern from the the first kārikā onwards lies in 
the connection which individual expressions have to their own contents. That means 
that, taking denotation as an example, not the relation of denotation, but the 
denotation-relation between, say, ‘Copenhagen’ and Copenhagen, and other analogous 
connections are the primary topics of inquiry. It had been moreover suggested before 
that in the third verse of the SS the author acknowledges that the fact that linguistic 
items are connected with particular content-objects can be correctly stated with the 
help of linguistic means. In standard cases statements of this sort pertain to relations 
between expressions which differ from the expressions used to make those statements. 
But against this background it is most natural to raise the question whether the role 
which linguistic expressions sometimes play with respect to different expressions could 
also be played by linguistic items with respect to themselves. Any argument showing 
that certain roles which expressions play with respect to other expressions cannot be 
played by the concerned expressions themselves is surely not irrelevant, at least 
theoretically, irrespective of whether such situations often occur. Hence the task exists 
to investigate whether such an argument could be indicated in SS 4 and whether it 
could be corroborated by considerations which do not require conceptual resources that 
definitely lie beyond those available to the author. In this connection it emerges that 
the previous considerations related to Herzberger 1984 are not irrelevant. 
 
Relation-particulars are more essentially dependent on their relata than relations 
because the mere assumption that related items differ does not permit the assumption 
of their identity.63 Thus if it is originally supposed that an item ‘a’ is related in some 
particular way to some item ‘b’ and only to ‘b’ and if it turns out that ‘a’ is not related to 
‘b’ but to ‘c’ or that ‘a’ is not only related to ‘b’, but also to ‘c’, then the original 
assumption hypothesized a relation which does in fact not exist, according to the 
present conception. Against the background of linguistic expressions and their content 
this is an intuitively plausible idea since it corresponds to the view that if one believes 
that some expression has a particular meaning and it turns out that it possesses 

                                        
63  This must not be confused with the idea that every item is related to at most one item. 



100                   ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 

another meaning or some other meaning in addition then one has wrongly assumed a 
relation between an expression and its meaning which does not exist. According to an 
interpretation of the last component of the third verse, suggested above, the author 
expresses the view that a linguistic item can correctly express that some expression is 
related to some particular content. Even if that interpretation were not adopted, it 
appears completely consistent to suppose that the writer of the text admitted this 
possibility, and if he should have admitted this then he presumably also admitted the 
possibility that certain expressions, such as ‘the relation of naming between ‘cow’ and 
the species cow’, or similar ones can denote existing relations between linguistic items 
and certain objects to which they are semantically related. Under ordinary 
circumstances it is immediately evident that the content of the expressions presenting 
an explanation of meaning differ from the content of the expressions to be explained. 
Similarly it is patent that, for example, ‘the relation of naming between ‘cow’ and the 
species cow’ can only name a relation which differs from the relation between itself and 
that which it might name because it is not a relation between ‘cow’ and anything else, 
but a relation between the expression ‘the relation of naming between ‘cow’ and the 
species cow’ and that which the linguistic item names, if there is anything named by it. 
But the question remains whether it is always like that. Instead of investigating 
potentially relevant examples like 
 

the relation between this expression and that which it means 

 
it is surely preferable to provide a proof which generally shows that the situation that a 
relation-particular connects a linguistic item with this relation itself cannot occur. A 
consideration meeting the requirement can run as follows: 
 
According to a principle of absolute dependence a (binary) relation R can only be 
instantiated if both an item of the domain of the relation and an item of its range are 
connected by it. Now let us suppose that there is some e which is related by R to R 
itself. In such a situation an item of the range of the relation is a relation which, 
however, is itself such that that an item of its range is a relation and so on. The infinite 
regress would not necessarily occur if the relation to which e is related by R differed 
from R because in this case it is conceivable that the relation R* to which e is related by 
R connects only items which are not relations and even if an item of the range of R* 
were a relation R** then R** could pertain to non-relational objects so that at least at 
some stage the regress might be stopped. If we suppose, for example that some item 
e1 is related by a relation of denotation to some object o and that some other item e2 
denotes the relation of denotation between e1 and e2 no infinite regress need result if 
the relation of denotation between e1 and o is not an item denoted by e1.

64 Under this 
circumstance it can be supposed that e1 denotes o — possibly among other objects 
differing from the pertinent denotation-relation — and e2 denotes the denotation-
relation between e1 and (among others) o. Here the principle that a relation can be 
instantiated only if items of a domain and of a range are connected by it creates no 
difficulty because the relational object which e2 denotes does not possess a relational 

                                        
64  Let us take for granted that ‘e1’ and ‘e2’ do not read: ‘the relation between e2 and its content’ 
and ‘the relation between e1 and its content’ respectively. 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        101 
 

item in its domain and even if it did the items which the latter connects might be 
specifiable without an infinite chain of recourses to relations.  
 
The principle of absolute dependence also implies an answer to the question of why the 
above discerned infinite regress is not acceptable: A relation can be instantiated only if 
it connects determinate objects. But, whereas for example the concept of the father of 
the father of the father of Bismarck determines an object, there is no such concept 
corresponding to ‘the father of the father of the father of …. ‘ (ad infinitum). 65  It 
emerges that even if it should be true that the author of the SS envisaged relations, at 
least primarily, as relation-particulars in the above specified sense, the validity of the 
underlying consideration against the supposition that relations are their own relata does 
not essentially depend on that premise. 
 
It deserves to be emphasized that this result could be connected with SS 4 against the 
background of diverging linguistic interpretations or explications. For example the 
assumption that the expression atyantaparatantratvād has been used to refer to the 
fact that the instantiation of (binary) relations is, in contrast to qualities and other items, 
dependent on two items, which, in modern terminology, belong to a domain and a 
range of a relation, would be natural but not mandatory. One could equally suppose 
that the expression possesses the force of a universal quantification relating to the 
circumstance that the dependence holds universally good for all relations. Thus even 
Helārāja’s interpretation suggesting an equivalence between the pertinent occurrence of  
atyantaparatantra- and nityaparatantra- in the sense of always, i.e. universally 
dependent, need not be rejected. The only consequence would be that, if that 
interpretation were assumed, it would follow that an aspect has been highlighted whose 
importance for the argument appears less central. On the other hand it should be duly 
recognized that the above presented account furnishes an excellent basis for the 
attribution of a most central ingredient of the semantic content of the expression 
atyanta-, which current dictionaries render by ‘excessive’, ‘beyond the proper end or 
limit’, ‘über das Ende, über die Grenze hinausreichend’ (Apte, Monier-Williams, PW). For 
the dependence of relations can be aptly characterized as excessive or reaching beyond 
a limit in view of the fact that relations are too dependent for permitting the possibility 
that they relate themselves to anything. This is due to the fact that binary relations 
connect items of a domain with items in a range which implies that the mere fact that a 
definite object, for example a specific linguistic expression, can be specified for one of 
those realms (i.e. either for the domain or the range) can never guarantee that such a 
relation is instantiated. That the writer of the SS was capable to acquire an at least 
intuitive grasp of this circumstance is by no means improbable.   
 
It had been widely assumed that the expression svadharmeṇa possesses the sense of 
‘according to its specific property’ and is meant to convey that a relation cannot be 
named, designated or signified in such a manner that its characteristic or most essential 
features are manifested. Not even against the above presented account is this 
understanding impossible because if a linguistic item cannot denote or characterize its 
own denotation or characterization it should all the more hold good that it cannot 

                                        
65   This would all the more hold good for curious notions like ‘NN’s fatherhood of NN’s 
fatherhood of NN’s fatherhood ….’ 
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denote or characterize that entity as it is. The point could thus be that notwithstanding 
the fact that an expression could be used to say something about relations between 
linguistic items and their meaning-objects including their own meaning-relations, they 
can never present an exhaustive specification of their nature as relations which would 
have to include a complete portrayal of all relata with which an expression is connected. 
On the other hand an interpretation which assumes that the component sva- (‘own’) in 
svadharmeṇa refers to the grammatical subject and not to a subordinate constituent of 
the predicate-noun, viz. saṃbandha- in saṃbandhasya vācakam, would allow us to 
assume that the verse highlights a most essential aspect of the theorem which it 
proclaims.66 For if it would be said in the present kārikā that no linguistic expression is 
by force of its own expressive power able to signify a relation between itself and its 
content or to express the fact that it expresses the content which it de facto expresses, 
then the employment of svadharmeṇa could be interpreted as emphasizing the decisive 
circumstance that the restriction affects a connection between linguistic items and their 
own contents in particular but not a connection between linguistic expressions and 
contents in general. Furthermore, under the hypothesis that sva- relates to the subject 
of the sentence the phrase could be also taken to express that no expression can 
signify a relation inasmuch it is its own quality, thereby indicating a contrast with 
respect to the possibility of specifying meaning relations of other linguistic objects. It is 
not absolutely imperative to hypothesize an irreconcilable conflict with the different 
ways of reading the expression svadharmeṇa. It had been mentioned before that in 
Houben 1995 the conjecture has been voiced that a particular component of the third 
verse should be read as a śleṣa implying that an expression is understood as conveying 
different meanings simultaneously. Why could one not make a similar assumption 
regarding svadharmeṇa? 
 
It had been observed before that the formulation of SS 4 exhibits indeterminacies with 
respect to the precise nature of the relationship between expressions and that which 
they mean as well as regarding the kind of expressions which are concerned. It can be 
merely safely assumed that formatives of words which in no way contribute to 
meanings of sentences or even larger units by their own meaning, e.g. syllables like ‘ma’ 
in ‘formative’ should be excluded from the relevant realm, whereas on the other hand it 
appears very probable that in the eyes of the writer of the text his verdict is applicable 
to complete words, such as ‘sentence’, ‘goes’, ‘only’ etc.. But no compelling reason 
exists to eliminate from the pertinent range more complex units like composite noun-
phases and sentences. At least the argument provided in the text is so general that it 
could be applied to meaningful linguistic expressions of any complexity and even 
beyond the domain of linguistic items. On the other hand meaningful sentences could 
be seen as related to a content, more specifically propositions or thoughts to which 
they are related by a relationship of expressing, if declarative sentences are at stake. 
But evidently relational objects, in particular relations of expressing, are not suitable 
correlates of the meaning relation of expressing on the part of sentences. In this regard 
the remarks of SS 4 could be simply irrelevant on account of the fact that nobody would 
ever dream that e.g. 
 

(27)  Oslo is the capital of Denmark. 

                                        
66 It deserves to be kept in mind that this interpretation is syntactically more natural. 
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might express a relation. Although, however, one cannot reasonably say that sentences 
like: 
 

(49)   ‘Oslo ist Dänemarks Hauptstadt’ expresses (in German) that Oslo is the 
capital of Denmark. 

 
express the relation of expressing between the German sentence between quotes and 
the proposition that Oslo is the capital of Denmark, it is by no means eccentric to 
contend that items like (49) express that the quoted sentence is related to the 
proposition that Oslo is the capital of Denmark by a relation of expressing. Now, the 
possibility had been considered that in the final part of SS 3 the author of the text 
acknowledges the fact that meaning-statements can be made which, like (49), express 
correct statements concerning the relationship between meaningful linguistic items and 
their content. If the pertinent hypothesis is correct, one can presume that the decisive 
factor motivating the contention of SS 3 lies in the occurrence of statements of the type 
of (49), where a sentence ascribes to a linguistic item which differs from it the quality 
of exhibiting a particular (semantic) relationship to some content. Against this 
background it would be most natural to pose a question which is analogous to the 
previously considered one, namely the question whether the same role which 
expressions can play with respect to expressions which differ from them could be 
equally played by expressions with respect to themselves. Regarding sentences and the 
content which they express the question is whether in the same way in which e.g. (49) 
correctly expresses about the German sentence ‘Oslo ist Dänemarks Hauptstadt’ that it 
expresses that Oslo is the capital of Denmark some sentence could also correctly 
express about itself the fact that it expresses the content which it actually expresses. 
An intuitive argument which appears to refute this possibility is not difficult to find: Let 
us assume that some sentence S expresses that p. Hence (the proposition) that p is the 
content which S expresses. But if it were supposed that S expresses that S expresses 
that p, then a contradiction results with the original assumption. For it seems 
indubitable that the proposition that p differs from the corresponding proposition that S 
expresses that p. Hence the assumption that the content of some sentence is the 
proposition that p and that the content of the same sentence is the proposition that the 
pertinent sentence expresses that p militate against each other. This consideration does 
not lose its point in view of the possibility that sentences might be equivocal or express 
different propositions for some other reason. If some S expresses that p and expresses 
in addition that p*, where ‘that p*’ is the proposition that S expresses that p and if S 
expresses nothing else then S does not express that it expresses that p*. Hence there 
is something which S expresses without expressing the fact that it expresses it. The 
same principle can be applied whenever some sentence expresses even three or any 
other finite higher number of propositions.67 The significance of this result relies on the 
circumstance that for every sentence there is always some fact concerning the relation 

                                        
67  As a matter of fact, there is no compelling need to account for the possibility of ambiguity. 
For the relation expressed by ‘x unambiguously expresses the proposition that p’ has to be 
regarded as a separate relation differing from ‘x expresses the proposition that p’. It follows 
that there is at least one relation between linguistic items and contents whose existence cannot 
be conveyed by the same relation. 
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between the sentence and its content which it does not express provided that a 
sentence does not express an actually infinite number of contents. 
 
But couldn’t one object that those considerations must be completely irrelevant at least 
as the SS is concerned because they are not necessitated by the theorem proclaimed in 
SS 4 according to the interpretation advocated here and because an argument 
resembling the above presented train of thoughts has not been discovered in the text? 
Against this criticism four points are worth mentioning: 
 
1.  It is indeed true that the ‘regularity theorem’ concerning relations cannot 
establish the proposition that sentences do not express true facts pertaining to the 
content expressed by them. Even on the assumption that only non-ambiguous units are 
concerned it cannot be derived from the theorem alone that sentences or sentential 
phrases are incapable of expressing the fact that they express such and such contents. 
The reason is that facts are not relations and the pertinent regularity theorem licences 
only to deduce certain consequences about relations as relata of relations. It is however 
a salient feature of philosophical theories developed in the framework of the classical 
Indian tradition of thought in general that they disregard the concept of facts — as well 
as that of propositions in the sense(s) prevalent in modern philosophies. Against this 
background it is by no means improbable that the writer of the SS did not take any 
notice of the difference between relations as possible objects and facts which exist 
whenever items are connected by relations. This in its turn is suited to blur the 
distinction between items such as the semantic relation of denotation between a 
linguistic item and an object denoted by it on the one hand and the fact that a linguistic 
unit exhibits a relation of denotation with respect to some object denoted by it on the 
other hand or the relation of expressing a content on the part of a sentential unit on 
the one hand and the fact that a sentential unit expresses a content on the other. A 
tendency to conflate those issues is apt to provoke the belief that because of the 
impossibility of a relation’s being related to itself a phrase expressing a content can 
never express the fact that it expresses that content. It can even provide a basis for the 
view that a term denoting an object cannot simulateously express the fact that it 
denotes an object — if different sorts of semantic relations pertaining to diverse 
linguistic categories are not explicitly kept apart. Therefore objections based on 
allegations of invalid reasoning must not refute suppositions pertaining to matters of 
interpretation. 
 
2.  It is true that neither the present verse, however interpreted, nor the preceding 
verses of the SS contain an articulation of the thought that expressing a content and 
expressing the fact that a content is expressed by some linguistic item are essentially 
different ideas and that the contents of linguistic units expressing those different ideas 
must differ too. But precisely this thought is insinuated in subsequent verses of the SS 
which will be investigated below. 
 
3.  Although the principle of dependence of relations sustaining the ‘regularity 
theorem’ does not necessitate the impossibility of self-ascriptions of semantic functions 
it is by no means true that it possesses no relevance in this respect. Considering the 
circumstance that relata of denotation-relations and relata of relations pertaining to 
semantic facts fudamentally differ the assumption that linguistic expressions are linked 
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by the same relation to those different types of entities loses much credibility. On the 
other hand the clear contrast between semantic and non-semantic facts is suited to 
diminish the plausibility of the supposition that identical linguistic units are 
simultaneously connected with them by one and the same relation. It is admittedly 
impossible to ascertain that the author of the text entertained the above described 
considerations or similar ones. It appears, nevertheless, very probable that the obvious 
phenomenon that ordinary linguistic items apparently do not perform with respect to 
themselves the function which expressions explicitly ascribing semantic functions to 
other units perform was also for the writer of the SS a suitable reason for adopting the 
belief that self-ascriptions of semantic functions are not an integral part of their content.  
 
4.  The theorems of dependence and regularity regarding relations are suited to 
sustain the contention that there are expressions possessing semantic functions which 
cannot be expressed by them. Let us regard as content of a (declarative) sentence the 
totality of the propositions which it expresses. 68  If C is such a totality and some 
expression e is related by some R to it, any content C* containing the entire content of 
C and some additional proposition(s) differs from C and thus any relation R* which e 
might exhibit with respect to C* differs from R. This can be justified by the ‘principle of 
absolute dependence’ advocated in SS 4, given that it implies that identical relations 
must pertain to identical relata. It follows that if ‘R’ is a relation of expressing 
connecting linguistic items with contents of the specified kind then the fact that e is 
related by R to C cannot be something to which e is related by R although it could be 
related by a different R* which might belong together with R to some common type of 
relations. If alternatively R would be conceived as a relation connecting an expression e 
with individual members in C, then the ‘principle of absolute dependence’ requires that 
any relation R* connecting e with some content to the effect that e is connected by R 
to p, where ‘p’ represents one of the individual members in C, must differ from R. All 
those results are compatible with the supposition that some linguistic items are capable 
to express with respect to different items that they express some content or the other 
and that they express even a truth by saying this. But if it can be demonstrated 
concerning some type of meaningful expressions that there are some semantic facts 
which expressions cannot state about themselves then the plausibility of the contention 
is enhanced that it holds true for all types of expressions that their being meaningful 
does not require the occurrence of statements concerning semantic relations. 
 
The view that linguistic expressions might correctly state that other expressions exhibit 
some semantic relation to some object or content harmonizes with an acknowledgment 
of relation-particulars, such as a relation of denoting between ‘Copenhagen’ and 
Copenhagen or a relation of expressing between, e.g. (27) and the (at present at least, 
false) proposition that Oslo is the capital of Denmark. But such a concept of relation-
particulars is most natural in the realm of considerations about linguistic units and what 
they mean or might mean. The concept can be exploited for accounting for the 

                                        
68  In the case of sentence types it would be natural to define as the relevant totality and as 
content the sum of all the propositions which the sentence can express in accordance with its 
(linguistically) legitimate readings, whereas in the case of individual tokens it could be 
appropriate to define as the content the whole plurality of meanings which the producer of the 
token intended to express by it. Those details are not relevant for the present argument. 
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individual semantic value of individual expressions and the difference of semantic 
values pertaining to different expressions. In this place one could be tempted to object 
that such conception of relation-individuals does not have a place in the ontologies of 
common Indian scholastic systems and that accordingly the above presented account is 
bound to be irrelevant because it can never reflect what the author of the SS ‘really 
thought’. This criticism is, however, extremely unconvincing. First the thesis that Indian 
philosophical doctrines lacked a conception of relation-particulars is true only to the 
extent that, as far as one can see, there is no special technical term representing this 
concept. But the concept itself is implicit in the conception of saṃyoga (‘contact’) which 
is relegated to the category of guṇa in Vaiśeṣika and some other orthodox teachings. 
Second, there is no plausible basis for the contention that every author merely repeats 
what others have taught before him and that the writer of the SS in particular was in all 
respects a slavish follower of doctrinal views which others propagated. However, even 
in view of the context of the SS itself the allegation is implausible. It seems quite 
obvious that a major topic of the present passage is the relationship between individual 
linguistic expressions and what they mean, hypothesizing (whether correctly or 
incorrectly is certainly a different matter) that the relationship between linguistic items 
and their content equals a (binary) relation between objects. Moreover, the 
presumption that the author of the SS acknowledged relation-individuals furnishes a 
most appropriate basis for making intelligible the occurrence of the remarks which 
follow after SS 4. This holds good in particular for SS 5. 
 
 

Verse 5 
 
One can interpret the fifth verse as furnishing both an explanation and a justification of 
the preceding statements, in particular the assertion of SS 4. This is achieved by 
referring to analogous cases. It appears that the pertinent items which are alleged to 
represent a similar state of affairs are potencies or capacities (śakti) and qualities 
(guṇa). Unfortunately the text does not mention any specific examples for the two 
types of entities and one has to depend to some extent on conjectures about the range 
of possible instances. Nevertheless, it seems probable that for example a capacity to 
intoxicate, to burn and possibly to produce objects like pots would clearly fall within the 
pertinent range of capacities, whereas dispositions like a disposition to break under 
pressure lie beyond the range. As far as qualities are concerned it can be supposed that 
their range more or less correlates to that of the category guṇa in Vaiśeṣika, so that a 
blue colour or a particular sweet taste would be typical instances. If one poses the 
question, in what respect such entities could exhibit a relevant analogy to semantic 
functions of linguistic expression, a most natural answer seems available: In the same 
manner as relations between expressions and what they mean essentially depend on 
other entities so also capacities and qualities essentially depend on other entities. 
Intoxicating power is what it is only as the intoxicating power of a particular stuff, such 
as alcohol, a capacity to burn is what it is only as a burning capacity of some object like 
a fire and a capacity of making a pot is what it is only as a capacity of producing certain 
objects belonging to some or the other person. In the case of qualities in the sense of 
guṇa the philosophical doctrine of a specific school, in particular Vaiśeṣika, explicitly 
hypothesizes a precisely determined kind of dependence. Against the background that 
guṇa-s differ from sāmānya-s (‘universals’), inasmuch as the latter ones can inhere in 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        107 
 

indefinitely many objects, it can be discerned as a specific characteristic of the former 
ones not only that they inhere in substances alone (whereas universals can also inhere 
in objects of certain other categories) but also that, so to speak, their numerical identity 
varies in accordance with the numerical identity of the items in which they inhere. If 
two lotus-flowers exhibit an indistinguishable shade of blue colour only the universal 
they exhibit is the same whereas their guṇa-s pertaining to colour numerically differ. 
Thus the concept of guṇa-s corresponds to that of universals in a similar manner as, 
say the concept of ꞋOsloꞋ’s denoting Oslo corresponds to the concept of denotation. This 
could be exploited as an argument to the effect that the supposition of relation-
particulars is not eccentric against the background of traditional teachings because their 
concept relies on an acknowledged principle. To be sure, this does not amount to a 
proof to the effect that SS 5 was meant to convey exactly this thought. 
 
On the other hand it is by no means unreasonable to presume that the reference to 
potencies or capacities and qualities in the sense of guṇa is not a matter of mere 
coincidence. It could be surmised that the reference to capacities should convey the 
idea that the connection between linguistic expressions and the content they possess is 
based on a capacity of the former to express specific contents. On the other hand a 
connection to the notion of qualities could be established by interpreting the semantic 
capacities of individual linguistic units as their specific qualities. Anyhow, the 
supposition that capacities and qualities possess something in common with relations 
between linguistic units and their content(s) is suggested by the occurrence of the 
expression api = ‘also’, ‘even’ in the second half of the verse. 
 
But all this does not furnish an intelligible explanation of the apparently odd remark 
implying that something is the capacity of capacities and something the quality of 
qualities. Houben 1995:174 interprets it in the light of Helārāja’s commentary and 
suggests the following explanation: 
 

Even with regard to capacities, which are themselves always dependent on the 
entity which possesses them, and which are related through it through a relation, 
relation functions as another capacity. Similarly, with regard to qualities, which 
are themselves always dependent on the entity which possesses them, relation 
functions as a ‘quality’ belonging to the entity and the quality. 

 
The possibility that this interpretation is correct cannot be denied. It implies, however, 
that the writer of SS 5 did not merely attempt to provide a support for contentions he 
expressed before but proclaims additional tenets concerning the topic of relation. A 
problem is that the view underlying the assertion expressed in the quoted passage is 
objectively questionable. According to the above account the contention should be that 
items like the capacity to burn wood and the quality of being blue, are connected with 
their possible substrata by the same kind of link as, say, a son and his father, a singular 
term with the object it denotes or a sentence with the content it expresses. Apart from 
generating the danger of an infinite regress it appears fundamentally wrong to equate 
the link between an item and an object in which it is instantiated with a relation in the 
(proper) sense of the term in which being a father of is a relation. Most significantly, if 
our suggested account of SS 4 is mainly correct, the remarks expressed in that verse 
are even suited to reveal the essential fault lying in the equation: In the case of 
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somebody’s being a brother of somebody or of something’s being denoted by 
something independent items are connected by the relational link. But in the case of a 
capacity or a quality inhering in some substratum at least one of the connected items is 
— even according to Helārāja’s and presumably also to Bhartṛhari’s own view — not 
independent. To be sure, against the background of the previously mentioned ‘crude 
view’ regarding the significance of genitive markers this improper assimilation can be 
easily expected. For English is by no means the only language where the connection of 
instantiation is usually marked by ‘possession markers’ as in in ther expression ‘the 
intoxicating power of alcohol’ and many others. Hence the possibility cannot be ruled 
out that Helārāja — and Houben — correctly attribute to the writer of the SS mistaken 
views in this respect. It is therefore important to point out that there is no irreconcilable 
conflict between the supposition that the author of the text wanted to express in SS 5 a 
substantial extension of the scope of relation and on the other hand intended to justify 
in the same kārikā assertions made before. Possibly both aims were pursued although 
the former point would have to be considered as the primary communicative goal due 
to which the other has been relegated to the background. 
 
But is it really mandatory to accept the account adopted by Helārāja and Houben? 
Presumably not. Obviously a remark saying that something is the capacity of capacities 
and the quality of qualities should possess a rhetorical force and must not be taken 
literally. But it is far from certain that the rhetorical import can only lie in the 
proposition that capacities and qualities are connected with substrata by a relation 
similar to that between father and son, a name and a denoted object or an expression 
and its meaning. There is at least one alternative which is surely not less natural, rather 
the opposite. Could not the phrase that something is the capacity of capacities in the 
present context convey that every capacity is what it is, namely a capacity, due to its 
dependence on some substrate, which in its turn might insinuate the idea that as long 
as capacities are not occurring in some substratum they are no objects at all? 
Intoxicating power is in itself absolutely ineffective, only in so far as it occurs in some 
substratum, such as alcohol, can it be considered as a causally relevant factor. In a 
similar manner, being blue is an object of the sort of a quality merely on condition that 
it occurs in an object. Only then does it become potentially causally efficient by 
affecting some sense-organs.69  
 
A major problem is posed by the uncertainty of reference regarding sā and asau in the 
phrase śaktīnām api sā śaktir guṇānām apy asau guṇaḥ which constitutes the second 
line of the verse. If it were supposed that those pronouns are co-referential with 
saṃbandhasya as well as asya in verse 4 and if it were supposed that the import of the 
second line of SS 5 were equivalent to: ‘the relation is also the capacity of the 
capacities and the relation is also the quality of the qualities’, then the interpretation 
according to which the remark means that the same sort of relation which was 
mentioned before also connects capacities and qualities with their substrata appears 
most natural. However, it seems relatively improbable that the two pronouns sā and 

                                        
69 Here the fact should not be disregarded that the tenet that causal efficacy is a hallmark of 

existence plays a most central role in certain doctrines of that time. Even if the most prominent 
proponents of this tenet developed their views after the SS, there exist connections of tradition 
and milieu. 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        109 
 

asau  are co-referential with elements in verse 4 but not with the term dharma- in the 
first line. In other words, one should suppose that if those terms should be co-
referential with saṃbandhasya at all then they should be equally co-referential with 
elements appearing immediately before in the first half of SS 5. But remarkably even 
Helārāja does not make the assumption that dharma- is a variant term of ‘relation’ but 
interprets the word as relating to the feature of being always dependent.70 This view 
seems to be also adopted by Houben 174 who offers the following paraphrase for the 
first line of SS 5: 
 

From the fact that something is going on between one thing and another (some 
‘service is rendered’ from one thing to another), it can be inferred that there is a 
relation between the two. If a relation is in this way inferred to be there, we 
have still not arrived at a specific own form of the relation itself which is entirely 
dependent upon the things related. At the most one may conclude that the 
property of dependence is there where relation is. 

 
Even if one rejects this interpretation and its underlying assumption that the phrase 
dharmas tatrānugamyate = ‘the/a dharma is made to follow there’, or ‘the/a dharma is 
arrived at/to be understood/to be inferred there’71 should possess the import of ‘only 
the property of dependence (exhibited by relation), but not a specific form of relation 
itself is arrived at’, Helārāja’s and Houben’s readings appear quite plausible at least to 
the extent that dharma (‘property’) is employed here to refer to the feature of 
dependence, which in the case of relations is exhibited in a most extreme form. It has 
to be admitted, however, that it is far more probable that the pronoun sa in upakārāt sa 
yatrāsti refers to relation than to the property of dependence because a statement to 
the effect that in items where dependence occurs due to a rendered service the 
property of dependence results, is ‘arrived at’ or recognized appears trifling and it 
seems difficult to connect the terms upakāra- (‘help’, ‘assistance’, ‘benefit’, ‘service’, 
‘favour’; ‘use’, ‘advantage’; ‘preparation’, ‘ornament’, ‘decoration’, ‘embellishment’ — cf. 
Monier-Williams) and anugam- (‘to go after’, ‘follow’, ‘seek’, ‘approach’, ‘visit’, ‘arrive’; 
‘to practice’, ‘observe’, ‘obey’, ‘imitate’; ‘to enter into’; ‘to die out’, ‘be extinguished’ — 
Monier-Williams) with an explication that can render the remark significant. This surely 
mitigates the implausibility of connecting the pronouns sā and asau in the second line 
with the item denoted by saṃbandhasya and asya- in SS 4. Nevertheless, presuming 
that in the first line of SS 5 the pronoun sa refers to relation and the word dharma- to 
dependence it is not only linguistically possible to suppose that the pronouns sā and 
asau in the second line refer to the property of dependence but it is even possible to 
attribute on the basis of this hypothesis a plausible import to the whole verse. Hence 
we can suggest the following explication: 
 

The property of dependence is ascertainable generally in cases where a relation 
exists due to a service rendered. The same dependence (though not always in 

                                        
70  PP 129, 2 dharma iti nityapāratantryam āha 
71  Cf Houben 1995:170, footnote 278. 
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the same ‘extreme’ form)72 exists for capacities and qualities and makes them to 
that which they are and is thus essential for those items. 

 
On the other hand, it appeared fair to concede the possibility that the pronouns in the 
second line are co-referential with any noun in the first line. But then it is not 
compelling to suppose with Houben and Helārāja that co-reference with sa exists given 
that one should not connect sā and asau with dharmas. The alternative that the two 
pronouns are co-referential with upakārat is hardly less likely. Assuming that this is in 
fact the case one could adopt an explanation which deviates from the last one merely 
with respect to the second line and runs as follows: 
 

The property of dependence is ascertainable generally in cases where a relation 
exists due to a service rendered. This service can also be viewed as the capacity 
of capacities and the quality of qualities because it is due to this service 
(rendered by objects instantiating them) that capacities and qualities are 
instantiated and become the objects which they are. 

 
If one of those readings of SS 5 is at least feasible it follows that no compelling need 
exists to suppose that any part of the train of thought developed so far in the text 
crucially rests on crude and presumably erroneous opinions regarding the significance 
of genitive markers. Whether the author of the text in fact held such mistaken views is 
surely not disproven by this. But the circumstance that if they existed, they do not 
(necessarily) become virulent in the context of the present argumentation possesses 
significance in its own right. According to the present account the first line of SS 5 
presents a clarification to the effect that a feature which had been previously claimed 
regarding a connection between linguistic items and what they mean in particular is 
exhibited by relation in general. The second line, on the other hand, points out that the 
same — or at least an intimately related — feature occurs also in other items and is 
moreover accepted regarding some of them in other schools. This is suited to present a 
support for the claim made in SS 4 that semantic relations between expressions and 
their content are essentially dependent and indirectly even for the contention that 
relations can be conceived as relation-particulars connecting, for example, individual 
expressions with individual contents. 
 
At first glance the reference to a service that might be rendered appears surprising. 
Obviously it involves a metaphor as also assumed in Houben 1995:173. According to 
the last proposed interpretation the items metaphorically connected by a relation of 
doing a service are on the one hand objects and on the other hand, so to speak, 
‘deficient’ entities, units which themselves do not yet qualify for possessing the status 
of particular types of objects, but are able to attain such a status, if objects ‘render the 
service’ to them for attaining this status. It is quite easy to see that all the considered 
examples illustrating deficient units of this kind could be linguistically represented by 
terms containing empty places or variables, e.g. ‘the intoxicating capacity of ….’, ‘the 
intoxicating capacity of x’. One commonly supposes that such expressions, which are on 

                                        
72  The expression ‘always‘ has been inserted because it can be assumed that items which 
would be in the view of the author standard specimens of capacities exhibit a relational 
character — in contrast to (most) qualities. 
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a par with ‘the capital of x’ and many others, do not themselves designate objects, 
whereas expressions resulting by substituting designations of objects — ‘whisky’, 
‘Norway’ etc. — for the empty spaces or variables, are indeed capable of designating 
objects. 73  It is not insignificant that in the modern Western tradition, in particular 
following G. Frege, also a metaphor is current for referring to the process of replacing 
the open spaces of incomplete expressions by terms possessing as outcome terms 
which are not any more incomplete and can denote or express (concrete or abstract) 
objects. Expressions like ‘saturation’ embody this metaphor. Although comparisons 
between different philosophical traditions are usually more confusing than revealing, it 
might be appropriate to draw a parallel in the present case: Is not the metaphor of 
‘saturation’ the linguistic counterpart of the metaphor of ‘service’ seen under a non-
linguistic perspective? Does not, to some extent at least, the theoretical account 
developed at the beginning of the SS contain an anticipation of the modern notion of 
incompleteness associated with the notions of concepts, relations and functions? To be 
sure, this claim could only be maintained if the interpretation presented above were 
accepted and the accounts given by Helārāja and Houben 1995 rejected. 
 
Given that the relations which are at stake in the case of linguistic expressions and their 
contents are genuine relations and that the ‘of’ in expressions like ‘the meaning of 
‘horse’’ does not fulfil exactly the same role as the first occurrence of ‘of’ in: ‘the surface 
of the football which the Spanish team shot into the goal in the finals of the World Cup 
in 2010’, the theoretical account presented in the text so far permits the assumption 
that different linguistic expressions can possess identical contents as their meaning. To 
be sure, this circumstance does not settle the question of what should count as the 
content of a linguistic item. In various passages before it had been intimated that 
reference and denotation are primary specimens of semantic relations and that the 
content of a name like ‘Oslo’ might be regarded as the object referred to, i.e. the capital 
of Norway. It could be objected that such an account is inadequate or at least too 
incomplete because it entirely ignores the circumstance that the relationship between 
e.g. ‘Oslo’ and the capital of Norway is not established ad hoc and presupposes the 
existence of some factor inherent in the name which is responsible for the fixed 
relationship between a name and its bearer and that only this factor deserves to be 
considered as the content, the meaning or the sense of a proper name. In this 
connection it deserves to be emphasized that the previous references to reference and 
denotation should only serve for the purpose of illustration and should not imply that 
the writer of the text considered external objects as the contents of linguistic 
expressions in general or of singular terms in particular. It appears even that in the SS 
itself the author reveals an awareness of difficulties which ensue from the conception of 
linguistic content as external perishable objects. Since, however, the relevant passages 
do not occur in the section of SS 1 – 29 those issues will not be pursued in this 
investigation. At present most pertinent is the question whether against the background 
of the subsequent verses the allegation can be maintained that in the initial section of 
the SS views have been proclaimed which appear acceptable without being trifling. 

                                        
73  This surely does not mean that names for arbitrary objects can be replaced in arbitrary 
contexts, implying that it is guaranteed that, say, ‘the capital of whisky’ denotes an object. — 
Whether the quoted term might in fact denote some town, presumably in a metaphorical 
manner, is a different story. 
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Verse 6 
 
More than features of vagueness linguistic ambiguities play a crucial role for the 
identification of the content of SS 6. The differences between various linguistically 
permissible readings possess critical importance because they affect the problem of the 
extension of the relation-concept propagated in the text and in particular the above 
highlighted question, whether the present section of the SS advocates the thesis that 
relations and the objects in which they are instantiated are always linked by a (second) 
relation. The sixth verse of the SS exhibits mainly two features which are suited to 
support this assumption: 1) It is explicitly declared in the first verse that contact 
(saṃyoga) and inherence (samavāya) are called by the name ‘relation’. 2) The second 
half of the verse allows for readings implying that both contact and inherence have 
relation as a ‘limiting factor’ which can mean that those two relational items can be 
instantiated only if particular objects are connected with them by a, so to speak, 
second-order relation.  
 
If it is true that the first half of the verse contains an assertion to the effect that contact 
and inherence, as they are taught in the system of Vaiśeṣika, are relations then it 
inevitably follows that a concept of relation is propagated permitting the 
acknowledgment of relational connections which (allegedly) hold good even if at least 
one of the connected units is not an independent entity. For it had been propagated in 
the Vaiśeṣika school that in contrast to contact (saṃyoga) inherence (samavāya) is a 
connection between entities which do not occur separately (ayutasiddha-) and which 
are related as ‘bearer’ and ‘to be borne’ (ādhāryādhārabhūta-). 74  Thus quality-
particulars (guṇa) are related to substances by inherence. The consequence that also 
relations can be connected with objects in which they are instantiated by a relation 
follows from the fact that according to Vaiśeṣika contact inheres in objects which are 
connected by contact. However, it equally follows from the same premises that not all 
relations are instantiated in objects by a relation because it had been explicitly 
stipulated in the school that no inherence can inhere in inherence. With respect to 
linguistic objects and their contents the consequence is that their relation should only 
be related to those items by a relation if the connection between them is that of contact. 
If, however, the relation between linguistic items and their content should be that of 
inherence it would be needed to assume that they are not related by a relation inhering 
in them. 
 
To be sure, the result that at least some relations are not instantiated in objects by a 
(further) relation ensues only if it were supposed that in the present connection at least 
the writer propagates a view which strictly follows the doctrinal tenets of another school, 
specifically Vaiśeṣika. Since this premise must not be taken for granted the possibility 
cannot be ruled out that the theory propagated in the SS implies that linguistic units are 
related to content-objects by a relation which is not identical with contact which, 
however, is instantiated in their objects due to a second relation linking the relation 
with the linked objects. If that were really the case one should expect that somewhere 

                                        
74  Cf. Frauwallner 1956:151. 
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in the context arguments are presented supporting this particular view. For the 
supposition that the relation between linguistic expressions and their contents has to be 
related to the connected items by a further relation because all relations must be 
instantiated in objects by a relation evidently engenders an infinite regress suited to 
destroy the credibility of the whole account. Even if it were supposed that the writer of 
the text in fact propagated a tenet implying a regressus ad infinitum because he held 
the view that this consequence can be accepted — supposing perhaps that not every 
infinite regress is fatal — one should expect that some justification for this stance is 
presented. If the acceptability of this view were simply taken for granted in this text, it 
becomes difficult to attribute authority to the work and a further reason to question the 
appropriateness of financing future research on a topic might ensue. 
 
It had been assumed for the sake of argument that the impression is correct that the 
first half of SS 6 implies that both contact and inherence as conceived in Vaiśeṣika are 
genuine relations. A more careful re-consideration reveals, however, that this 
assumption is not mandatory. For strictly speaking it is said that one and the same 
expression, namely ‘relation’, is employed for designating saṃyoga and samavāya 
because the two items exhibit dependence. The first line of the verse contains no 
element indicating that this way of employment is fully appropriate. Remarkably both 
Helārāja and (presumably) Houben 1995 assume that the statement of the first half of 
SS 6 implies a claim to the effect that saṃyoga and samavāya are not relations in the 
primary but only in a secondary sense of the word. Connected with this is the 
assumption that the expression taddharmaṇos has to be taken as a so called upamā-
bahuvrīhi meaning that contact and inherence are as if they possess a property which 
relation possesses, namely dependence (cf. Houben 1995:177). As a matter of fact, the 
supposition that the compound involves a comparison is not only not indicated in the 
text by linguistic means but is even dispensable for the assumption that the statement 
does not imply the appropriateness of the pertinent usage. For its import could be seen 
as lying in a mere explanation of the circumstance that contact and inherence are 
sometimes designated by the term ‘relation’. Thus the phenomenon can be explained 
by the circumstance that the two alleged entities, viz. saṃyoga and samavāya, exhibit 
an analogous dependence due to the fact that without instantiation in two items they 
cannot be ascertained as existent anywhere at all. In this manner one can even 
attribute an argumentative function to the remark in the pertinent context which runs 
as follows:  
 

Dependence is an essential feature of all relations and some other items, which 
is (further) vindicated by the fact that contact and inherence are and can be 
designated by the expression ‘relation’ at best on the basis of the circumstance 
that they exhibit the same dependence.  

 
The intelligibility of this statement requires only an intuition of the binary character 
inhering in the notions of contact and inherence. Hence the remark could be made on 
the basis of a clear acknowledgment of the difference between contact and inherence in 
so far as only the former (viz. contact) but not the latter (viz. inherence) can relate 
objects which themselves do not depend on being in any way connected with 
something, and the remark could be even made on the basis of the view that inherence 
is not a relation in the strict sense. To be sure, whether, as a matter of fact, the author 
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of the SS, apart from recognizing an essential difference between contact and 
inherence, also denied, or was disposed to deny, inherence the status of a genuine 
relation is a completely different matter. It is not even certain that the writer had the 
communicative intention of conveying in the present verse the possibility that inherence 
is not classifiable as a relation in the same manner as contact. Anyhow, the preceding 
considerations establish the most important point that so far no compelling basis exists 
for attributing to the writer of the SS an identification between instantiation and relation 
and specifically a conflation between relation and its own instantiation, i.e. the link 
between a relation and the objects which instantiate it. 
 
In view of the second line it can, however, appear that such consequences are 
unavoidable. In this connection the linguistic ambiguity of the expression tadupādhayaḥ 
is especially crucial. Houben 1995:177, following Helārāja, interprets it as a Bahuvrīhi in 
the sense of ‘having that (sc. relation) as upādhi’ and depicts the content of the second 
line by the following words: 
 

Saṃyoga (connection) and samavāya (inherence) therefore have relation as a 
limiting factor or condition. In addition, they have some other, specific limiting 
factors or conditions, if Helārāja is followed … 

 
Houben 1995:178 cites as support another verse occurring in the same work, where it 
is said that ‘relation, a limiting factor of theirs, delimitates their (other) limiting factors’. 
It is not needed to pursue the question of the correctness of the assumed interpretation 
of that verse and the appropriateness of the suggested consequences. For the relevant 
issue does not concern the question of beliefs which the author of the SS might have 
held among others but whether the second line of SS 6 is the expression of the belief 
that saṃyoga as well as samavāya are connected by relation to other items or whether 
a thought is expressed in this verse which entails this proposition and whether such a 
tenet is relevant for the argumentation and possibly makes the entire discussion of the 
pertinent part of the work worthless. Therefore it is relevant to ascertain that this threat 
vanishes if one attributes to the second line a different interpretation which has been 
indicated in the translation as ’reading B’. According to that reading the expression 
tadupādhyayaḥ  is not a Bahuvrīhi but possesses the sense of ‘its limiting factors’. On 
this basis the second line can be connected with an import which runs as follows: 
 

Saṃyoga (contact) as well as samavāya (inherence) possess ‘service-objects’, i.e. 
objects for service or objects rendering service to them, which are fixed for them 
as their limiting factors, i.e. which, by being invariably connected with them 
constitute contact- or inherence-specifications analogous to the denotation-
relation between ‘Oslo’ and the capital of Norway which is a denotation-particular 
specifying denotation in general and is essentially connected with ‘Oslo’ and the 
object denoted by it. It is precisely this close analogy which justifies the 
subsumption of contact, inherence and semantic relations under a common 
category. 

 
It appears that this thought would perfectly match the argumentative context — as 
reconstructed so far. It is indeed true that in this manner the extension of the notion of 
relation would be expanded beyond the range of a concept which hypothesizes that 
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contact and inherence exhaust the realm, provided semantic relations are not identified 
with either saṃyoga or samavāya. But this circumstance cannot be regarded as a valid 
counterargument. For it should be indeed possible to suppose that the writer of the text 
intended to signal his deviance from a certain tradition and intended to point out that 
such consequences ensue from taking the notion of ‘extreme dependence’, which lies at 
the core of the argument of SS 4, as the central criterion for delimiting the range of 
relation. This would suggest that it is not the case that relation cannot be defined, just 
because extreme, i.e. binary, dependence yields the defining criterion. It could be 
maintained at most that relation cannot be defined in the manner in which many 
objects might be definable by recourse to non-structural properties. So far there is no 
definite proof that this reading is also ‘biographically’ correct, i.e. that it correctly 
reflects the author’s intentions. But it can be definitely assessed that if the writer of the 
SS developed a train of thought along the above sketched lines he would be exempt 
from the threat of contradicting himself in an apparently foolish manner by saying: 
‘There is no word for relation’.75 
 

 
Verse 7 

 
In Houben 1995 (and elsewhere) it is assumed that the seventh verse deals with the 
first item mentioned in the preceding verse, viz. contact, whereas the verses 8 - 11 are 
concerned with inherence. There is no reason to call into question the correctness of 
this supposition. 
 
Apparently Houben does not believe that the particle hi occurring in verse 7 is 
connected with some argumentative function. One can doubt that this is correct. As a 
matter of fact, against the background of the explanation of kārikā 7 advocated above, 
it is possible to attribute to the word a clear connecting function in as much as hi 
signals a reason justifying the assertion propounded in the second line of SS 7. The 
argument can be depicted as follows: 
 

The claim formulated in SS 6 that apart from inherence also contact is inevitably 
linked to particular objects, rendering the service of particularisation, must be 
correct because the situation which arises whenever something is connected with 
something, a situation which can be inferred from the creation of a particular 
result — such as a blue cloth as a result of contact between blue threads — , is 
always merely some situation76. This means that the situation of contact between 
objects must always be a situation which is particular in the sense that if some of 
the items in contact were substituted by another item the situation would not be 
any more the same. This could be related both to numerical and to qualitative 
identity. In the latter case the consideration would be pertinent that if one 
replaced, say, threads of silk by threads of wool to produce a piece of cloth the 
outcome would be qualitatively different and also the other way around, if 

                                        
75  Or: ꞋThere is no expression correctly attributing to relation a property because relation is 
extremely dependent’.  
76  Possibly the occurrence of eva is meant to possess a quantifying — ‘inevitably’, ‘always’ — 
and a grading — ꞋmerelyꞋ — import at the same time. 
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products qualitatively differ this indicates a difference in the material causes. If 
the matter is related to numerical identity the dependence on the numerical 
identity of product on the numerical identity of material causes is a special case 
of the dependence of the numerical identity of guṇa-s on the identity of their 
substrata, and in Vaiśeṣika contact is regarded as a guṇa. There is no contact 
which is, so to speak, ‘insensitive’ to the objects which are in contact. 

 
It should be obvious that against the background of any admissible reading SS 7 does 
not express a proposition which entails that all relations must be linked to relata by a 
further relation, even if it should be true that in the eyes of the author of the text the 
particular relation of contact is connected with objects by a relation of inherence. As far 
as one can see the same result is obtained if one understands SS 7 in accordance with 
the exposition presented in Houben 1995:178-179. 
 

 
Verses 8 – 11 

 
A) 
 
The section of SS 8 – 11 constitutes a unit both from the syntactical aspect and as far 
as content is concerned. From a grammatical point of view the segment can be divided 
into two major parts, in so far as the verses 8 – 9 represent various relative clauses 
which are syntactically connected with the pronoun tāṃ in kārikā 10, which is itself a 
constituent of a complex noun phrase that functions as the object of the verb 
anugṛhṇāti in the last line of verse 11. It can be presumed that the difference of gender 
manifested by the relative pronoun yena in verse 9 and the correlative tāṃ in SS 10 
results from the circumstance that a masculine substantive, most probably samavāya- 
(inherence), is an implicit constituent of the relative clauses. Apparently inherence 
(samavāya) is the major topic of the entire segment. It is not completely clear, how 
many relative clauses correlating with (tāṃ śaktiṃ ….) the complete sentence that 
constitutes SS 8 – 11 contains. Whereas the translation presented in Houben 1995:180 
presupposes the assumption of four relative sentences, it seems that the interpretation 
of Iyer 1971:82 hypothesizes three — although the underlying syntactical analysis does 
not become completely clear from Iyer’s translation. Our rendering given above 
suggests three relative clauses admitting that Houben’s reading represents an 
admissible alternative. One can establish that this difference need not entail significant 
deviances regarding content and import. 
 
Assuming that inherence (samavāya) is the overarching topic in the present section the 
verses 8 – 11 can be understood as enumerating a number of characteristic features of 
inherence. It is appropriate to consider the various statements about inherence first in 
the form in which they are presented in the text and elaborate on this basis a more 
precise explication. Thus, in accordance with the sequence in the original text, the 
following assertions can be distinguished: 
 

(a) Inherence is a restriction to something particular in the origination of things 
‘having no self’ (nirātmaka). 
Or: 
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Inherence is something, by which in the case of the origination of things 
possessing no self the restriction is produced which (restrains this origination) 
with respect to particular things only. 

(b) Inherence is something by which non-separation from that which has obtained 
difference is caused. 

(c) Inherence is something by which the ‘self’ of something which has another ‘self’ 
is ascertained as if it were (of) the same ‘self’. 

(d) Inherence is something on account of which neither one-ness nor difference is 
ascertained as the true state of affairs. 

(e) Inherence is a capacity, named ‘inherence’, which assists capacities. 
(f) Inherence surpasses difference and non-difference and is established only 

otherwise. 
(g) Inherence is something which is assisted by saṃbandha (relation), and this 

saṃbandha is beyond the dharma of padārtha-s and characterized by everything. 
 
The first line of verse 8 in the interpretation adopted in Houben 1995 — corresponding 
to the first alternative of (a) — literally expresses an identification between inherence 
and a restriction affecting the origination of certain items. The idea that inherence is a 
restriction of some kind appears odd, however, as long as one hypothesizes that the 
word ‘inherence’ represents the concept which is embodied in the Vaiśeṣika term 
samavāya. Apparently Houben (1995) does not assume that the import of the first line 
of SS 8 amounts merely to an identification between inherence and restriction because 
an explanation is provided on page 182 according to which the verse tells us ‘that 
something which has no individual existence comes into being (nirātmakānām utpattau), 
that this coming into being is tied down to something specific through a restriction 
(niyamaḥ kvacid eva)’. If one combines this thought with an identification between 
inherence and restriction one concludes that inherence is a constraint by which coming 
into being is restricted to something specific. This result could be connected with the 
literal import of the first line of verse 8 on the basis of the pertinent syntactical analysis 
in various ways. One possibility is to assume that the statement by exhibiting a literal 
content of the form ‘that which is an A to B in C’ conveys an import of the form ‘that 
which is an A to B functions as an A in C’ which yields by substituting ‘restriction’, ‘some 
particular’ and ‘the production of things without individual existence’ for ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ 
respectively: ‘that which is a restriction to some particular functions as a restriction in 
the production of things without individual existence’, and this outcome is connected 
with an identification between restriction and inherence. Another possibility is that the 
intended import does not entail any identification between restriction and inherence and 
that the literal expression of an identification functions as a rhetorical means for 
conveying a ‘conversational implicature’ saying that inherence amounts to a restriction 
on account of causing that restriction or being responsible for it. Hence the first half of 
SS 8 should convey the proposition that inherence is a factor which makes possible the 
restriction affecting the origination of certain items. The latter interpretation would 
possess the advantage of avoiding the implausible consequence that inherence in the 
sense of samavāya can be regarded as being identical with a restriction. In this manner 
one can on the basis of a syntactical analysis apparently advocated in Houben 1995 
arrive at the same result as on the basis of the syntactical analysis underlying the 
second alternative of (b). There it is assumed that SS 8 contains one relative clause 
correlating with tāṃ (śaktiṃ ….) which contains an embedded relative clause. The 
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scope of this embedded relative clause can be alternatively identified with the 
expressions kvacid eva or nirātmakānām utpattau … kvacid eva. Accordingly the first 
line conveys a proposition to the effect that inherence is something by which a 
restriction is produced (yatkṛtaḥ) and this restriction is something by which in the case 
of the origination of things not possessing a ‘self’ it is precluded that arbitrary things 
originate from arbitrary things. 
 
It is obvious that further explication would be needed if one wanted to understand 
which phenomena might be referred to in the remark expressed in SS 8. Houben 
1995:182-183 highlights the fact that in Vaiśeṣika-doctrine inherence plays a role in the 
context of different phenomena, among which the connections between products and 
material causes, between universal and individual instance, between qualities (guṇa) 
and substances and between particulars and permanent substance possess primary 
importance. There is no need to follow the suggestion in Houben 1995:183 that the 
different relative clauses in SS 8 – 10 refer to different phenomena individually. 
Apparently all the statements concerning inherence can be explicated against the 
background of the constitution of products such as a blue cloth from material causes 
such as blue threads, but other phenomena like the relationship between a guṇa-quality 
and an individual substance (dravya), such as the individual blue colour possessed by a 
particular lotus-flower, could equally illustrate some of the remarks. Taking constitution 
of products by material causes as an example it can be easily ascertained that there 
should be a restriction preventing that arbitrary material causes can produce arbitrary 
effects. In the case of a blue cloth constituted by blue threads as material causes it had 
been assumed in the scholastic system of Vaiśeṣika not only that products are 
connected with material causes by inherence but also that they are produced due to the 
fact that particular material causes, such as blue threads, are mutually connected by 
contact which is instantiated in the individual material causes by inhering in them. In 
this manner a phenomenon highlighted at the beginning of the segment of SS 8 – 11 is 
related to a phenomenon which had been highlighted in SS 7, namely the instantiation 
of contact in substances which is based on a relation of inherence between substances 
and guṇa-particulars. This makes also intelligible why it can be said that inherence is 
something which makes possible a restriction preventing that anything can originate 
from anything. 
 
In (b) it has been supposed that the reading prāptabhedena in the second line of verse 
8 is correct. In Houben 1995:185 ff the question of the textual transmission regarding 
the last quarter of SS 8 is discussed in great detail. It seems that not only the different 
possibilities have been carefully considered but that also the suggestion to hypothesize 
prāptabhedena yatkṛtaḥ as the correct reading of the last quarter is very credible. At 
any rate, it is possible to connect a plausible interpretation with this reading. Even if 
another reading should be preferred, this circumstance does presumably not affect the 
interpretation in a crucial manner. The import of the second line can be equally 
illustrated against the background of production by material causes. A product which 
has been constituted from material causes, usually persists for a period of time in a 
state in which it exists — according to Vaiśeṣika, but also in accordance with common 
intuitions — as something which is different from its material causes or which has, so to 
speak, ‘obtained’ a difference because it has been produced by the causes as a different 
entity. It is due to inherence that a blue cloth persists as something constituted by and 
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still different from its material causes, viz, the blue threads, not only because of the 
inherence between products and material causes but also because the product exists as 
one and the same as long as the contact inhering in all the individual threats is not 
replaced by separation (viyoga) as another guṇa-quality. Such products can be 
characterized as being without ‘self’ (nirātmaka) due to the fact that they have not any 
independent existence. The existence of a cloth does not entirely rely on itself but 
depends on something which — in the view of Vaiśeṣika as well as common sense — is 
different from it, namely the material causes. 
 
The last described phenomenon explains also (c). A product possesses a different ‘self’ 
in as much as it numerically differs from its material causes. But on the other hand its 
‘self’ is ascertained ‘as if’ it had the material causes as its self not only because its 
existence depends on the existence of the material causes and the way they are related 
to each other but also because there is no clear separation in space between product 
and material causes. The paradigmatic situation of difference, such as the numerical 
difference between two individual pieces of fruit located at different places, does not 
occur in the present case. This peculiarity is even more manifest in the case of quality-
individuals and substances in which they inhere.77  
 
Presumably the same phenomenon is the basis for the contention (d). It could appear, 
though, that the author distorts Vaiśeṣika-views in the last line of verse 9, because 
according to Vaiśeṣika a product is different from its material causes or a quality 
different from the substance in which it inheres, and even a universal is supposed to 
differ from quality-individuals in which they inhere. Hence Houben (1995:183), 
following Helārāja, suggests that the remark of the second line of SS 9 refers to the fact 
that regarding identity and difference there are discrepancies of opinions between 
different schools. Whereas Vaiśeṣika assumes difference, other schools interpreted the 
same phenomena as illustrating non-difference. Although this interpretation is not 
impossible it is not compelling either. One might also understand the remark as 
referring to a fact that must be even acknowledged by a proponent of Vaiśeṣika, 
namely that the relationship between products and material causes, qualities and 
substances in which they inhere etc. can never be fully determined in terms of identity 
or difference. This is an import which the expression nādhyavasīyate could suitably 
convey. The relationship cannot be adequately determined in terms of identity and 
difference because by doing this one inevitably disregards relevant distinctions. One 
could assert that, for example, saying that a product differs from its material causes 
does not impart the whole truth of the matter. 
 
Seen in isolation the statement (e) could merely imply that inherence, among other 
things, performs also the role of a capacity. However, seen against the background of 
the formulation of the beginning of SS 10 it emerges that this understanding must be 

                                        
77  Deviances from paradigmatic cases of numerical difference have apparently caused major 
problems in the tradition of philosophical thought in ancient India. It is obvious that not only in 
the dimension of space but also in the dimension of time the possibility of coincidence between 
numerically different entities must be admitted if one maintains that the surface of a globe is 
something different from the globe, an artifact like a statue different from the matter 
constituting the artifact, a person different from a body etc. 
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irrelevant. For the juxtaposition of tāṃ and śaktiṃ obviously precludes an interpretation 
according to which functioning as capacity constitutes merely an optional role of 
inherence. Such a supposition could be made at best concerning the function of 
assisting capacities suggested by the words śaktīnām upakāriṇīm. However, the 
circumstance that inherence is characterized as a capacity could relate to the fact that it 
is — according to Vaiśeṣika — not always the case that inherence connects particular 
items at all times. But one might contend that inherence, which is supposed to be only 
one in Vaiśeṣika, has the capacity to ‘glue’ items like substances as material causes to 
other substances as products, substances to certain perishable qualities etc. On the 
other hand the remark that inherence assists capacities could induce the supposition 
that it should be related to the same fact as the phrase śaktīnām api sā śaktir  in SS 5. 
Given the suppositions that inherence constitutes merely a variety of relation and that 
the pronoun sā in SS 5 refers to relation, this hypothesis is surely not inconsistent. But 
it is equally possible that the similarities regarding formulation are delusive. Given that 
at least a considerable number of items connected by inherence are not necessarily and 
invariably so connected, one can plausibly contend that such items are potentially 
connected in some way or the other by inherence. But saying that such entities possess 
the potency of being connected in some way or the other by inherence could represent 
merely a variant formulation of the same fact. Since, however, being actually connected 
by inherence is a necessary additional condition for the circumstance that things which 
are potentially connected are actually connected or that the potency of being connected 
by inherence is realized one could suitably refer to this situation by saying that 
inherence is a potency of potencies. The circumstance that this account presupposes 
that a genuine thought has been conveyed in a fairly indirect manner should be no 
counter-argument because presumably the same feature would be exhibited by any 
alternative explication. Houben (1995;183) expresses some degree of surprise on 
account of the alleged fact that in this passage the text implies a deviance from the 
views of the Vaiśeṣika tradition because ‘[n]one of the ancient Vaiśeṣika sources 
describes inherence as a capacity’. However, there is no compelling need to suppose 
this deviance. According to the above presented account the term śakti- is not used as 
a technical term. It is merely employed as a means for formulating a consequence 
which can be drawn from the Vaiśeṣika-concept of inherence in combination with the 
scholastic tenets adopted in the school concerning samavāya. This possibility remains 
valid even if the above presented account were not accepted in all details or replaced 
by an alternative conclusion from Vaiśeṣika-teachings. 
 
An affinity between (f) and (d) is obvious. Supposing that ekatva- and nānatva- in SS 9 
are merely variant expressions of abheda- and bheda- in SS 10 one could wonder 
whether one and the same statement might have been made in different verses. While 
the equation between the pertinent occurrences of ekatva- and abheda- as well as 
nānatva- and bheda- appears in fact plausible it is presumably wrong to suppose 
repetitiousness regarding the statements themselves. According to SS 9 inherence is a 
factor due to which identity or difference is not ascertainable and this obviously relates 
to things which differ from inherence itself. In contrast SS 10 contains a statement to 
the effect that even inherence cannot be adequately described in terms of identity and 
difference. Houben, following Helārāja, mentions two thoughts which could explain 
what the alleged going beyond identity and difference with respect to inherence 
precisely means, although they are suggested not in connection with the remark 
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concerning difference and non-difference but in connection with the assertion contained 
in SS 10 that inherence can be established only otherwise (anyathaiva vyavasthitām). 
According to the first explanation it should be said in the original text that the so-called 
capacity called ‘inherence’ is established in another way than categories and their 
objects and according to the second explication it should be conveyed that inherence 
‘though being one’ ‘has divisions postulated on the basis of the multiplicity of the 
factors through inherence’ (cf Houben 1995:184). Houben himself prefers the second 
explanation because it does not imply any incompatibility with the spirit and content of 
Vaiśeṣika teaching. Adopting the second alternative interpretation is, however, not an 
indispensible requisite for avoiding any conflict with Vaiśeṣika doctrine. It seems, 
moreover, preferable to interpret the second line of SS 10 as representing a unitary 
remark — and not as a conjunction of two statements made by bhedābhedāv 
atikrāntām and anyathaiva vyavasthitām. In a similar manner as before the point can 
be that something is not adequately accounted for in terms of identity or difference. A 
reason could be that inherence itself cannot satisfy the paradigmatic standards of 
difference because it does not possess any separate segment in space and time. 
Another reason can be seen in the circumstance that on the one hand Vaiśeṣika teaches 
that there is only one entity in the category of inherence and on the other hand it 
allows for internal differentiation in accordance to the items which are connected by 
inherence. The latter thought seems to represent the gist of Helārāja-Houben’s second 
explanation. On the other hand the circumstance that one can connect the postulation 
of one inherence which is everywhere the same with the assumption of internal 
differentiation could support the contention that inherence cannot be neatly separated 
in place and time from objects belonging to other categories taught in Vaiśeṣika. In this 
way two ideas might be so intimately connected that one should not distil one of them 
as representative of the ‘intended import’. Moreover, the basis of the suspicion that 
something might be said which militates against spirit and content of Vaiśeṣika vanishes 
thereby. 
 
The last verse of the present section offers remarks which appear most crucial for the 
understanding of saṃbandha (relation). There are three components in (g) which 
require explication, viz. 
 

i) saṃbandha is beyond the dharma  of padārtha-s 
ii) sambandha is characterized by everything 
iii) saṃbandha assists inherence 

 
An account of i) is proposed in Houben 1995:185, which reads as follows: 
 

Padārtha ‘meaning or object of a word’ is in the Vaiśeṣika system a ‘category’, i.e. 
one of the six categorial notions which cover the entire world; and it is also the 
object of such categorial notion. Bhartṛhari’s relation (kārikās 3-5), altogether 
lacking any independent identity, is by definition too abstract to fit into any of 
such well-defined categories. It is too abstract either to be a category in its own 
right (as the Vaiśeṣikas’ samavāya ‘inherence’) or to be an object of a category 
(as the Vaiśeṣikas’ saṃyoga ‘connection’, which belongs to the category of 
qualities). 
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The argument that saṃbandha cannot be either a ‘category’ or an item belonging to 
some ‘category’ because it is too ‘abstract’ could be reasonable if ‘abstract’ were taken 
in the sense of ‘general’. For if saṃbandha designated something of a higher generality 
than both inherence and saṃyoga and if the latter items could be at best a species of 
saṃbandha or a species within a species of saṃbandha, then it would be in fact 
inappropriate to subsume saṃbandha under any ‘category’ acknowledged in Vaiśeṣika. 
The crux is, however, that this consideration in itself provides a completely 
unconvincing argument against regarding saṃbandha  as a category or something 
belonging to some category because the alleged fact that there is something more 
general than inherence and contact would yield an excellent reason for rejecting the 
teaching of Vaiśeṣika and claim that instead of inherence and quality (the category to 
which contact allegedly belongs) saṃbandha (relation) presumably together with 
quality (and some others) deserves to occupy the rank of a category. The argument is 
only convincing if the expression padārtha- in the phrase dharmaṃ sarvapadārthānām 
atītaḥ were understood in the sense of padārtha as defined in the school of Vaiśeṣika. 
This could, admittedly, be a legitimate reading, but its supposition does not eliminate all 
difficulties. First it deserves to be noted that it is by no means clear that Houben 
employs in this context the word ‘abstract’ in the sense of ‘general’. For on p. 185 in 
connection with an exposition which should demonstrate that Bhartṛhari’s notion of 
relation is more ‘abstract’ than the Vaiśeṣika’s inherence Houben offers a diagram which 
looks as follows: 
 

relation (most abstract)  inherence  other capacities 

 
and says that here the arrows should stand for ‘assists’, ‘renders service to’, ‘restricts to 
a well-defined domain’. But it appears bizarre to suppose that something of a higher 
generality ‘assists’, ‘renders servive’ or ‘restricts to a well-defined domain’ something of 
a lower generality which is subsumable under the former item. Rather the opposite 
seems plausible, namely that a more specific variety of something general restricts the 
latter to a well-defined domain. Anyhow, the suggestion in the above quoted passage 
that relation is too abstract to fit into any ‘well-defined’ category because it ‘lacks any 
independent identity’ is, to put it mildly, a weak argument both from an objective point 
of view and in the framework of the doctrine of Vaiśeṣika. For it is indubitable that in 
the school of Vaiśeṣika entities are acknowledged which lack an independent identity 
and precisely this fact seems to be highlighted in the relative clauses in the section of 
SS 8 – 11. Accordingly someone who argues against a proponent of this school that 
saṃbandha cannot be a category or an item within a category because it lacks an 
‘independent identity’ commits a petitio principii and takes the risk of making himself 
excessively critiquable. But even from an objective perspective the argument is 
extremely frail. It takes for granted a questionable assumption which presumably has 
been adopted in certain schools of Buddhism but blatantly contradicts common sense, 
namely the doctrine that entities which require for their existence the existence of other 
entities cannot ‘really’ exist, yielding the consequence that most common sense objects 
are non-existent under an appropriate perspective. The crux is that in the present 
connection the author does not offer the slightest hint showing why such a tenet should 
be considered true and does moreover not indicate that differences between ‘levels of 
reality’ should be pertinent for the present discussion. At any rate, if it should be 
nevertheless the case that the author of the SS intended to convey this thought then 
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one could not anymore suppose that the train of thoughts in the present textual section 
of the work does not essentially rely on specific doctrinal assumptions. But possibly the 
pertinent remark in the above quoted passage is not based on the supposition that the 
writer of the SS argues by taking specific dogmatic views for granted without argument. 
In view of the reference to the kārikās 3 – 5 it is most likely that the tenet that relation 
cannot be ‘signified’ by any word should constitute the decisive reason for denying the 
possibility that relation is a category or an item belonging to a category, understanding 
‘being a category’ or ‘belonging to a category’ as implying the possibility to be the 
meaning or object of a word. Hence the plausibility of the explanation presented in the 
quoted passage crucially relies on the plausibility of the account provided by Houben in 
connection with SS 3 – 5. 
 
In this context one must also consider the fact that strictly speaking the initial segment 
of verse 11 does not say that relation is beyond all categories but that it is beyond the 
dharma of all categories. This raises the question of what could be meant by dharma of 
category. At any rate, on the basis of the hypothesis that contact and inherence are 
considered as varieties of relation it would be absurd to contend that it holds good for 
relation in general that it cannot exhibit any dharma of a category except  on the 
premise that contact and inherence do not exhibit any dharma of a category. But if this 
were an underlying premise of the statement, where is an argument offered supporting 
this apparently odd contention regarding contact and inherence? Furthermore, where 
does the text present any consideration which could at least support the proposition 
that contact and inherence cannot be considered as varieties of relation? Now, the 
singular form dharmaṃ  in dharmaṃ sarvapadārthānām atītaḥ suggests that the term 
refers to something which pertains in the same manner to all ‘categories’ or padārthas, 
whereas the expression atītaḥ attributed to saṃbandha intimates that the item denoted 
by it (i.e. saṃbandha) does not completely belong to the realm of that which exhibits a 
common characteristic of the ‘categories’. But couldn’t it be possible to assume that 
saṃbandha  is only partly a member of the range of padārtha-s? It is in fact not merely 
possible but even plausible to make this assumption. The Vaiśeṣika doctrine of 
padārtha-s has been developed as an account of what there is in the world aiming at 
allocating all that which supposedly exists to common sorts and most general types. In 
this context ‘world’ primarily relates to the realm of everything which can be located in 
space and time, allowing for entities which possess pervasive and everlasting existence 
as special cases. But the preceding verses of the SS clearly show that for the author of 
the work saṃbandha encompasses also relations between the linguistic and the non-
linguistic realm. This suggests that the range of saṃbandha does not merely pertain to 
relations in the world of external reality but pertains also to relations between language 
and reality. It might be objected that the underlying subdivision between the domain of 
the linguistic and the range of the non-linguistic as a division between language and 
reality is not absolutely compelling because one could consider linguistic items 
themselves as parts of the world of external reality. But this assumption is problematic 
in itself. First it has been emphasized before that it is objectively at least highly 
questionable to identify contents of linguistic items with physical objects or states-of-
affairs, and it is far from probable that the author of the SS was naively unaware of 
such problems. Moreover, it is presumably inappropriate to equate linguistic tokens and 
types with physical realizations. But even if one supposed, for the sake of argument at 
least, that the linguistic domain consists of physical items it appears that the argument 
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of ‘extreme dependence’ conclusively establishes that there must always exist at least 
one relational item which is neither a linguistic unit nor the content of any linguistic unit. 
Now one has to take into account the fact that the term padārtha, which is usually 
translated by ‘category’ or similar expressions in Western languages, literally means 
‘object of word’, ‘meaning of word’ or ‘content of expression’, and it is implicit in the 
ideology of Vaiśeṣika that the realm of padārtha-s coincides with the realm of that 
which is a possible ‘object’ of words. Hence the contention that relation can never be 
exhaustively allocated to the realm of padārtha-s appears justified even if it were 
supposed that linguistic items belong to the realm of padārtha-s. Since the subsequent 
verses of the SS intimate that the writer of the work anticipated the objection that 
linguistic units might be considered as parts of the world of physical reality it is justified 
to abstain from going into further details of the matter now. 
 
The preceding considerations provide a clue for making intelligible the contention that 
saṃbandha is something which has everything as a lakṣaṇa. This possibility exists at 
least if one concedes that in the present connection lakṣaṇa might have been employed 
to refer to any factor which bestows a higher degree of specificity to relation and thus 
to items occurring as relata in a relation.78 Accordingly the import of the remark that 
saṃbandha has everything as lakṣaṇa is that everything can occur as a relatum in a 
relation. This should provide room at least for connections between linguistic units and 
any element in the realm of padārtha-s. A crucial question is whether the remark should 
also clarify that even relations between linguistic items and anything with which they 
are connected are possible relata of linguistic items — to be sure with the sole 
exception of relations between linguistic items and their own relations to content-
objects. 
 
Concerning the remark that saṃbandha assists inherence an explication has been 
proposed in Houben (1995:184-185) which reads as follows: 
 

Saṃbandha  (relation) is said to assist or favour (anugṛhṇāti) samavāya. Earlier 
(kārikā 5 – 6) we have seen that this assistance or rendering service in the case 
of relations implies that the applicability of a certain factor is restricted to a 
limited domain. The intention is therefore  probably that it is saṃbandha 
(relation) which restricts samavāya (inherence) to the specific domain where it 
functions. 

 
Unfortunately the cited quotation exhibits features of vagueness which obstruct the 
possibility to clearly discern what the author precisely means. Although uncertainties 
due to vagueness cannot be completely eliminated even against the background of the 
previous comments in connection with SS 5-6 it appears quite probable that the quoted 
sequence of sentences should impart that saṃbandha ‘assists’ inherence because 
inherence which is supposed to be the only item in the category of inherence — there is 
only numerically one entity which is inherence — can nevertheless appear in specified 
variants, such as the inherence between particular threads and a particular piece of 

                                        
78   A possible lexical justification for this supposition is provided by standard dictionaries 
inasmuch as they affirm that –lakṣaṇa in a compound is equivalent to ‘marked or characterized 
by’, ‘possessed of’ (cf Monier-Williams) 
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cloth or the inherence-relation between a particular blue lotus and its individual blue 
colour. But this raises the question in what form relation might ‘render a service’ for 
inherence that connects specific particulars with other specific particulars. Since, as far 
as one can see, Houben’s account does not provide any clue in this respect the answer 
must be speculative to a certain degree. Nonetheless it is fairly probable that it has 
been supposed that the rendered service consists in the fact that saṃbandha connects 
items like individual threads and other particulars with the particular inherence relations 
which connect them with other particulars, such as a piece of cloth or an individual 
contact or some other quality or even items which are neither substances nor qualities. 
It is immediately evident that in this way an outlook has been ascribed to the author of 
the SS which involves the threat of an infinite regress. There is no need to investigate 
in the present connection the question whether or not elsewhere in the Trikāṇḍī 
(Vākyapadīya) the view has been expressed that relations reside in inherence-relations 
because a reconstruction of the entire system of beliefs — which, of course, could 
involve some abstruse opinions — is not the objective at present. It only deserves to be 
emphasized that due to the high degree of ambiguity and vagueness besetting the 
entire work of which the SS is a part any textual passage which could be read as 
propagating such a view should be carefully reconsidered and examining the 
compellingness of any particular reading is absolutely indispensible under such 
circumstances. 
 
But here we have to ask: Is it imperative to interpret the remark concerning the service 
which saṃbandha allegedly renders to inherence in a manner which entails an 
acknowledgment of the proposition that sabandha resides in samavāya? There is a 
possibility avoiding even the threat of ascribing an acknowledgment to this effect which 
could, however, militate against views which some scholars have attributed to the 
writer of the SS. It is at any rate a most obvious fact that in the passage of SS 8 – 11 
the writer not only refers to inherence but even employs the expression samavāya- 
(namely as a member of the compound samavāyākhyāṃ in verse 10). One should 
therefore suppose that the author of the text does not consider samavāya- as a 
meaningless expression. For even if it were regarded as significant that in the present 
passage samavāya- might be only mentioned and not used, the use of this word is 
clearly testified in subsequent verses of the SS. Against the background of the pertinent 
pre-theoretical framework saying that samavāya is meaningful is equivalent to saying 
that the expression samavāya is connected by a (meaning-)relation to some content. 
Accordingly on the basis of the same principles which have been previously advocated 
for attributing function of service to inherence it could be maintained that saṃbandha 
renders service to possible contents of linguistic expressions by making it possible that 
such contents are signified by particular linguistic items and this might hold good in 
particular for the possibility to refer to inherence by certain linguistic expressions, most 
specifically by the word samavāya.  
 
 
B) 
 
It could appear that this account involves an inconsistency which is hardly less frightful 
than the threat of an infinite regress invoked before. For if a meaningful employment of 
samavāya should involve the commitment that inherence can be designated by the 
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expression samavāya, must not the employment of the expression saṃbandha- in verse 
11 involve the commitment that relation can be designated by ‘relation’? Does, however, 
this consequence not contradict the theorem which had been previously established by 
invoking ‘extreme dependence’ as an argument? Here it is appropriate to draw attention 
to an important parallel which has been brought into focus in the previously mentioned 
article of Herzberger 1981. In Herzberger 1981:12 a passage occurs which reads as 
follows: 
 

…. let us consider a parallel question that has received much attention in the 
theory of sets: could any set be a member of itself? As Bertrand Russel observed 
at the beginning of the century, sets are not ordinarily members of themselves; 
but there might be thought to be some extraordinary sets which are members of 
themselves. Let us consider this possibility. The set of all mangoes is certainly 
not itself a mango; but then, the set of all things which are not mangoes isn’t a 
mango either, and so it does or ‘should’ belong to itself. This line of thought 
leads directly into what is known as Russel’s antinomy concerning the set of all 
sets which are not members of themselves. In order to resolve this and allied 
antinomies, standard axiomatic set-theories deny the existence of any sets which 
are members of themselves. In accordance with those theories, there is no set of 
all things which are not mangoes; for if there were, per impossibile it would have 
to be a member of itself. 

 
Since the previously presented exposition designed to demonstrate the so called 
‘regularity theorem’ saying that no relation can be one of its own relata implicitly 
displays why the supposition that sets are members of themselves should be rejected, 
no need exists to present further justification for this contention. Important are merely 
questions regarding consequences which might be drawn.  
 
Here the following reasoning appears to merit some consideration. It should help to see 
clearer whether there can be an intuitively intelligible basis for the tenet that relations 
surpass the realm of objects or the domain of padārthas. Thus let us suppose a 
universe which includes a certain number of mangoes and merely two entities which 
are not sets, namely the person which is referred to by the name ‘Eve’ in the Old 
Testament and one apple, which we might name here ‘Eve’s apple’. Thus we imagine 
for the sake of argument that the Bible contains at least some partial truths. Now it 
requires merely little common sense to ascertain that Eve and Eve’s apples are not 
mangoes and should belong to the set of things which are not mangoes. Given the 
pertinent assumption there is precisely one set 
 

{Eve, Eve’s apple} 
 
whose elements are all the objects which are neither sets nor mangoes. Let this set be 
S. But since we were reminded before that sets are not mangoes there should also be a 
set S’  
 

{Eve, Eve’s apple, {Eve, Eve’s apple}} 
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containing only objects which are not mangoes. Clearly S and S’ must be different 
because they do not contain exactly the same elements as members. The same would 
hold good for a set S’’ 
 

 
{Eve, Eve’s apple, {Eve, Eve’s apple},{{Eve, Eve’s apple, {Eve, Eve’s apple}}} 

 
and so on. Hence one should think that S, S’, S’’ and others should be elements of the 
set of all things which are not mangoes. But it is obvious that by merely using the 
expression ‘the set of all things which are not mangoes’ no guarantee has been 
provided that there is exactly one object which is identical with the set of all non-
mangoes, since nothing stands in the way against also using expressions like ‘the sister 
of all descendents of Eve’ etc. It can only be safely ascertained that S, S’ or S’’ ought be 
elements of a set S* containing as elements all objects which are not mangoes, if there 
is such a set. A set of all things which are not mangoes is a set which on the one hand 
must only contain elements which are not mangoes and on the other hand a set which 
has all entities as elements which are not mangoes. Whereas the examples S, S’, S’’ as 
well as an indefinite number of sets which could be specified in an analogous manner 
vindicate the existence of sets which fulfil the first requirement (of containing only non-
mangos) none of those items illustrates the satisfaction of the second requirement. On 
the contrary. On the supposition that there is a set which is identical with S there is at 
least one set which is not member of S, namely S itself. On the supposition that apart 
from Eve, Eve’s apple and S there is a set identical with S’ there is at least one set 
which is not member of S’, namely S’ and so on. But patently if all available universes of 
objects exhibit the features of the above considered cases, namely of containing some 
objects which are neither mangoes nor sets and sets which do not have themselves as 
elements then no set exists which contains all objects as elements which are not 
mangoes. Thus no basis exists for supposing the existence of a set containing itself as 
an element. 
 
At this point the following objection could be raised: If one supposes the existence of 
some definite universe of objects it is always decidable which items are members of the 
set of all non-mangoes.79 Thus supposing a universe of a number of mangoes plus Eve 
and Eve’s apple, the set would contain Eve and Eve’s apple as its elements, no more 
and no less. If it were supposed instead that a universe contains some mangoes plus 
Eve, Eve’s apple and the set {Eve, Eve’s apple}, then the pertinent set would contain 
apart from the elements contained in the former set also the set {Eve, Eve’s apple}, 
which is precisely the former set, and apparently the process could be always reiterated. 
The existence of the first set would be based on the fact that in the first universe all 
objects which are not mangoes are identical either with Eve or Eve’s apple, whereas the 
existence of the second set follows from the fact that in the second universe all non-
mangoes are identical either with Eve, Eve’s apple or {Eve, Eve’s apple}, and so on. But 
this shows that if some universe of objects is given then the extension of all objects 
which are not mangoes and hence a corresponding set can be specified. The realms of 
Eve plus Eve’s apple, Eve and Eve’s apple plus the set containing Eve and Eve’s apple 

                                        
79 It is presupposed here that the universes do not contain ‘borderline-cases’ thwarting definite 
verdicts about whether or not items are classifiable as mangoes. 
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etc. are equally characterizable as realms of all objects which are not mangoes against 
the background of different universes of objects. Evidently analogous results ensue if 
‘mango’ were replaced by any other general term. Those observations suggest that 
expressions like ‘the set of all things which are not mangoes’ express notions which 
determine concepts in collaboration with universes of objects in a manner which is 
related to the way in which ‘today’s maximal temperature’ determines concepts in 
collaboration with contexts of utterance, such that the resulting concepts determine 
values according to contingently prevailing circumstances. There is an intuitive basis for 
conceiving the notion of universal quantification in this manner because in ordinary 
discourse quantifiers are employed against the presupposition of universes of objects 
more or less vaguely conceived.  
 
To be sure, the previously presented considerations suggest also that universes of 
objects are not fixed but permit expansions ad infinitum. But shouldn’t one deem it a 
fallacy to conclude from this that there should be a universe of objects which comprises 
everything and hence even itself? Does not this suggestion even entail counter-intuitive 
consequences? In the expression ‘the set of all objects which are not mangoes’ the 
description embodied in ‘all objects which are not mangoes’ should play the role of a 
criterion determining (in principle) for any object whether it is a member of the 
pertinent set or not and finally whether some arbitrary set could count as identical with 
the pertinent set or not. But it should surely not play the role of determining which 
objects there are. Evidently functioning as a criterion determining the identity of a set 
by involving a principle which definitely specifies which items are elements of the set is 
not functioning as a criterion determining whether the pertinent set is itself an element 
of some set. Hence the consideration that the set of all non-mangoes must be a 
member of the set of all objects which are not mangoes because a set can impossibly 
be a mango involves a transformation of a criterion designed to determine the identity 
of a set and nothing else to a criterion determining both its identity and set-
membership. But postulating that a set is a member of itself does not only take for 
granted that the concerned set is an existing object but also impairs the basis for its 
existence as an object. For sets are conceived as objects whose identity depends on the 
identity of its elements. But if the set of all non-mangoes should contain the very same 
set as its element its identity would at least partially depend on its own identity. One of 
its elements would have to be an item which must possess exactly the same members 
as itself and hence itself and so on ad infinitum. But what can vindicate the thesis that 
there are objects of this sort and that such objects qualify for the status of a set? The 
mere circumstance that it can be ascertained regarding some objects that they must be 
elements of an item if that item should exist can hardly establish its existence as a set. 
Thus the fact that whenever a universe of objects is given one could always spacify a 
set of objects which are not mangoes does not by itself license the conclusion that 
there is a set containing as its element a set of non-mangoes of all universes of objects 
— or of no universe in particular. Surely, in the same manner as the proposition that for 
every natural number there is a natural number which is higher than that number does 
not entail  that there is a natural number which is higher than every natural number, 
the proposition that for every universe of objects there is a set containing all and only 
those objects (of the universe) which are not mangoes does not logically entail that 
there is a set containing for every universe all and only those objects which are not 
mangoes. If propositions of the latter form should be in fact true they would need to be 



    ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES                                        129 
 

true on other grounds than that propositions of the former kind are true. 80 Even if 
‘mango’ is replaced by another term the situation is always like this: Relative to some 
universe of objects there can be sets containing none, some or even all the objects of 
the universe. But those sets do not belong to the concerned universes because the 
principle that sets not containing exactly the same elements are always numerically 
different implies that they cannot be identical with objects of the universe even if a 
universe should encompass objects which are sets.  
 
These considerations can be employed for rejecting the accusation that by employing 
tokens of the expression saṃbandha as a meaningful unit the writer of the text 
automatically commits himself to acknowledge that he must denote some class of 
objects to which the relation between the pertinent expression and the denoted item 
belongs. It merely follows that if the relation(s) between the pertinent word-token(s) 
and their content belong to a realm of denotable items, then some token of the word-
type saṃbandha is suitably used to denote them or some class to which they belong. 
 
Against the background of a conception of relations as sets of ordered pairs which are 
themselves identified with particular sets the statement that relation ‘surpasses’ all 
categories could be vindicated in a particular sense: Given any universe consisting of 
sets representing particular semantic relations between linguistic expressions and their 
contents, a set representing a similar relation between some expression and those sets 
could not be part of the concerned universe of objects. If such a universe were 
considered as equating the realm of ‘categories’ in the sense of padārtha-, then it could 
be appropriate to say that relation ‘surpasses’ all padārtha-s. In the present connection 
a most decisive point is, however, that precisely this consideration could not justify a 
contention saying that relations are never padārtha-s.  Accordingly the contention that 
terms for semantic relations cannot signify semantic relations is completely unfounded 
on this basis. This holds good even for terms specifying semantic relation in a most 
general form such as in: 
 

the relation which any x has to any y if and only if x is semantically related to y 
 
The possibility that relative to a universe of linguistic and non-linguistic objects and 
semantic relations between them the defined term specifies a definite realm of 
relational objects is not inhibited by the circumstance that the semantic relation 
between the defining expression and its content is not comprised in the pertinent 
universe of objects. If the author of the SS should have proposed a tenet implying 
precisely this consequence it would be a grave mistake to say that according to 
Bhartṛhari relations cannot be signified because they reify, or similar things. The most 
which could be asserted is that in the view of the author of the SS relation can always 
be only partly reified. That such a characterization can hardly be regarded as satisfying, 
as long as the import of ‘reify’ remains obscure and vague, is surely a different story. 
 

                                        
80  In this context it might be appropriate to note that apart from sentences of the form ‘For 
every x there is a y, such that y R x’ and ‘There is an x, such that for every y y R x’ also 
sentence-pairs of the form ‘For every x there is a y, such that x R y’ and ‘There is an x, such 
that for every y x R y’ express incompatible propositions for certain instantiations of ‘R’. 
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It is usually assumed by scholars that the concluding phrase iti pūrvebhya āgamaḥ 
(‘such is the tradition of the ancients’) signals the writer’s own assent to the preceding 
statements. One ought indeed to presume that, even if this should not hold good of all 
the statements made in the section of the verses 8 – 11, at least the remarks in the last 
verse pertaining to saṃbandha reflect the author’s personal opinion regarding the 
subject matter. Therefore it should be expected that the assertions concerning relation 
which are expressed in kārikā 11 are not disconfirmed by anything stated in the 
subsequent verses. 
 
 

Verse 12 
 
SS 12 is suited to support the preceding account in various respects. First the remark to 
the effect that others conceive saṃbandha differently sustains the assumption that in 
verse 11 the authors own opinion had been stated. Moreover, the occurrence of 
sarvatra (‘everywhere’, ‘always’) in padārthīkṛta evānyaiḥ sarvatrābhyupagamyate 
saṃbandhas  (‘Others take relation always only as something which is made into a 
padārtha’) markedly insinuates the thought that the contrast between the author’s own 
view and the conception of others lies in the circumstance that, whereas the latter ones 
suppose that relation always or entirely belongs to the domain of the padārtha-s, the 
writer himself believes that saṃbandha is only sometimes a padārtha and that relation 
only partially falls in the scope of the padārtha-s.81 It appears that the last remark of 
the verse represented by tena śabdārthaḥ pravibhaktuṃ na śakyate (‘By this the 
meaning-object of words cannot be separated/distributed’) has been made for providing 
an argument in favour of the implicit contention that the author’s own view is superior 
to that of others. This statement provides a further instance of the considerable degree 
of indeterminacy and vagueness affecting the interpretation of the SS in general. 
Without possessing any legitimacy of discarding deviant readings on purely linguistic 
grounds it can be ascertained that interpreting the remark as saying that on the basis 
of the saṃbandha-conception of others it cannot be made intelligible how particular 
expressions possess particular meanings is a plausible option. 
 
It is commonly supposed that the view which the author contrasts with his own is the 
one adopted in the Vaiśeṣika teaching. This is probably true, but in the the present 
connection the question to whom the deviant conception should be attributed is fairly 
irrelevant. What matters is the fact that the remark that the alternative account does 
not make possible to ‘separate meanings of words’ requires an argument which should 
be presented in the following section of the text. 

                                        
81  Obviously Houben  believes that the occurrence of sarvatra is irrelevant. This is intimated at 
least by the following pertinent remark: 
 

Moreover, both connection and inherence could be called padārtha, in the sense of some 
entity designated by a word. But Bhartṛhari’s idea of relation is that it is neither an 
independent category or categorizable object, nor an entity that can be designated by a 
word. 

 
Cf. Houben 1995:191. — Note that the last remark is particularly puzzling in view of the fact 
that the author of the SS uses in SS 12 the expression saṃbandha. 
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Verses 13 – 17 
 
In the present context it is not required to explain all the details of the verses 13 – 17 
pertaining to scholastic matters of other schools, in particular Vaiśeṣika, which 
apparently constitute the theoretical background of the exposition. What matters is the 
argumentative function of the present textual passage. We suppose that the kārikās 13 
– 17 constitute the beginning of a justification for the contention formulated at the end 
of  verse 12, which encompasses apart from the kārikā-s 13 – 17 also the verses 18 – 
19. Apparently the remarks formulated in the section of SS 13 – 16 (or SS 13 – the first 
line of SS 16) should present a proposal showing that the relational connections 
saṃyoga (contact) and samavāya (inherence) as defined in Vaiśeṣika are suited to 
establish connections between all the words and their content-objects, and one can 
conjecture that the goal lies in demonstrating that the contention expressed in Verse 11 
to the effect that saṃbandha (relation) ‘surpasses the dharma of all padārtha-s’ is 
unjustified. This circumstance could also explain why the text does not pay attention to 
a fact which has been emphasized in Houben 1995:192 ff, namely that the main 
scholastic tradition of Vaiśeṣika teaches that there is no relation between word and 
word-meaning. Obviously the point at stake is not the presentation of a historically 
faithful description of some philosophical doctrine but the demonstration that the 
theoretical foundations provided by other schools are insufficient for accounting for a 
relevant phenomenon. 
 
It could appear that the writer of the text over-simplifies the matter because he 
considers a crude and quite unsophisticated attempt to confirm the thesis that 
connections between linguistic expressions and their contents can be established by 
taking recourse to contact and inherence as the only relational ties. The crudeness of 
the proposal lies in the fact that it interprets the relation between linguistic items and 
their meaning-objects as a connection between produced sounds and (physical) objects 
which words realized by sounds could signify. It seems, however, that against the 
background of the overarching argumentative goal this simplification does not 
constitute a major flaw. For given that the primary aim lies in establishing that 
saṃbandha cannot be reduced to contact and inherence, any concession to the effect 
that linguistic items or their contents belong to a type for which connections of the sort 
of saṃyoga (contact) and samavāya (inherence) are not defined would automatically 
grant the truth of the pertinent contention.  
 
A salient feature of the attempt to establish relational ties between linguistic items 
interpreted as produced sounds and signified objects on the basis of saṃyoga and 
samavāya  is that the relations are supposed to be either direct, i.e. items are directly 
connected by a relation of saṃyoga or samavāya (where only the latter possibility is 
relevant), or indirect in the sense that the link between connected items is constituted 
by concatenations of relations of saṃyoga or samavāya. The manner in which the 
connections are combined depends on the objects which are signified. The details have 
been expounded in Houben 1995:192 – 198. Since the account presented there is clear 
and presumably correct no additional comments are required here. Only some 
illustrations might be appropriate: Since Vaiśeṣika supposes that sound inheres in space 
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(ākāśa), being a quality (guṇa) of space, words denoting space are connected with their 
meaning-object directly by a relation of inherence, whereas words signifying other 
qualities of space, such as the quality of greatness or extensiveness (mahattva), are 
connected with their objects by inherence in one and the same substratum 
(ekārthasamavāya), i.e. words inhere in the same substance, viz. space, in which the 
signified quality inheres. There are cases where the connection between word-sound 
and the object signified is extremely intricate. The word-sound denoting the universal 
‘redness’ provides a relevant example. It must be supposed that the pertinent word-
sound inheres in space which is in its turn linked to some substance like an individual 
pot by a relation of contact, which, i.e. the pot, in its turn possesses a red-quality-
individual inhering in it, in which, i.e. the quality-individual, inheres the universal 
redness.82 In this manner it can be assumed that various linguistic expressions are 
linked in various ways with objects they allegedly signify without postulating any other 
type of elementary relation than saṃyoga and samavāya. Still there are problems, one 
of which is expressed in verse 17 and the other at least indicated in the second line of 
verse 16. Against the pertinent doctrinal framework the word samavāya which should 
denote inherence creates a difficulty because it is taught that no inherence can inhere 
in another inherence. This rules out even the possibility that ‘inherence’ and inherence 
are connected by contact because a contact must be connected with its substrata by a 
relation of inherence.83 The formulation of the second line of SS 16 does not clearly 
reveal whether the remark that no further relation can inhere in inherence should 
merely point out the fact that this is the assumption made in the doctrine under 
discussion or whether the author intends it to be part of a refutation of the considered 
proposal adopting himself the stance that no relation can inhere in inherence. At any 
rate, the statement of verse 17 obviously implies that the suggested solution is 
untenable. It is not difficult to see what is wrong with the proposal even if one leaves 
the question of how ‘inherence’ can be related to inherence out of account. The 
hypothesis is committed to assume that, for example, different material objects, like a 
stick and a pot are linked with words which should signify them by exactly the same 
type of relational concatenations. The same holds good for many other cases as for 
example the link between word-sounds and different universals inhering in one and the 
same substance etc. The vital point is that one has to find an account which makes the 
fact intelligible that arbitrary expressions cannot be interpreted in arbitrary ways. As a 
matter of fact, the suggested proposal is suited to even worsen the predicament 
because if every word-sound can be linked in one or another way with almost 
everything it becomes mysterious how arbitrariness of interpretation and futility of 
linguistic communication could be prevented. The subsequent two verses are obviously 
meant to show that the difficulty is fatal. 
 
 

Verses 18 – 19  
 
It appears that verse 18 should formulate a possible answer to the criticism. The reply 
implicitly concedes that interpretation and linguistic communication are a mystery. 

                                        
82  Cf the diagram (illustration 3) in Houben 1995:195. 
83  This means that the possibility is ruled out even if the assumption were dropped that contact 
can only inhere in substances. 
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Again a doctrinal element occurring in Vaiśeṣika is used for explaining a phenomenon. 
The term adṛṣṭa (‘unseen’) has been invoked in teachings of Vaiśeṣika for explaining 
phenomena which did not find another explanation in the framework of the scholastic 
system. Among others, the ‘unseen’ was employed for explaining natural phenomena 
like the disposition of fire to move upwards or of wind to move horizontally or the 
tendency of iron particles to move towards a magnet. In the present context another 
alleged function of adṛṣṭa appears to be relevant. It is the supposition that adṛṣṭa can 
effect a special connection between individual souls and individual bodies. Since souls 
were conceived in classical Vaiśeśika as possessing infinite magnitude it was impossible 
to suppose that different souls could be related to particular bodies by particular 
contact-relations and accordingly adṛṣṭa is invoked as a factor making particular 
restrictions possible. Hence the reply represented in SS 18 appears to amount to the 
suggestion that the same function which adṛṣṭa (allegedly) performs in the case of 
souls and bodies could also be played by it in the context of linguistic expressions and 
objects which they signify. 
 
Verse 19 can be interpreted as formulating a rejection of the suggestion, which is 
indicated by the particle tu (‘but’).84 In the present argumentative context two sorts of 
reply might be most expected: 1. It is pointed out that invoking adṛṣṭa amounts to an 
acknowledgment of one’s incapacity to explain a pertinent phenomenon. 2. It is clarified 
that even if adṛṣṭa might explain how particular words evoke the recognition of 
particular objects as their corresponding meanings merely a causal explanation of how 
utterances of particular sounds trigger particular ways of understanding is accomplished. 
But arguably semantic relations cannot be causal relations of that sort. Even if it were 
assumed, for the sake of argument, that a) saying about certain atomic expressions 
that they mean such and such and b) saying that they are, as a matter of fact, regularly 

                                        
84  This interpretation is not mandatory, however. Possibly Helārāja considers the remark of SS 
19 as presenting a concession or rather a qualification pronounced by the speaker who 
propounds his outlook in the preceding verses. The idea would be that the proponent of the 
view explicated in SS 13 ff first advocates the proposition that adṛṣṭa performs an operation 
causing a restriction between individual words and individual meanings and adds a qualification 
to the effect that notwithstanding the existence of this operation the connection between 
individual words and individual meanings is not a focus of attention in linguistic communication 
neither on the part of a speaker nor on the part of a hearer. It should be noted, however, that 
the question of whether SS 18 and SS 19 should be allocated to the same or to different 
participants in the debate could be irrelevant if SS 19 was intended to refer to a common 
ground which all participants share. Under those circumstances the particle tu might possess 
the function of signaling that the statement made in verse 19 should be acknowledged even by 
the advocate of the view presented in SS 13 – 18. But this statement can be made by someone 
who differes from the supporter of the outlook expounded before. In the following exposition it 
will be assumed that verse 19 represents a genuine objection against the preceding remarks 
and that accordingly it reflects the view of the author of the work. Importance is attributed to 
the exploration of how SS 19 and the subsequent verses should be interpreted against the 
background of that assumption. This is considered as legitimate because the relevant results 
are apparently not affected by the question of whether the present verse represents a genuine 
objection, the formulation of a common ground for an argument or a specification of the view 
expounded before. It must be emphasized, nevertheless, that the way of presenting the 
subsequent issues here does not presuppose that an interpretation according to which the 
entire section of SS 13 – SS 28 accounts for opinions held by others cannot be maintained.  
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used and understood in particular ways, amount to exactly the same this sort of 
account runs into serious difficulties where meanings of more complex expressions are 
concerned, among them certain ones which have hardly been ever uttered before. 
Apparently none of those replies are embodied in verse 19. It might even seem that the 
kārikā does not present any refutation at all. How should a fact about what persons 
engaged in linguistic communication usually do be able to refute any account of how it 
is possible that individual expressions possess individual meanings? Supposed that the 
noun-phrase prāptiṃ … samavāyākhyāṃ vācyadharmātivartinīṃ (‘the attainment called 
samavāya which surpasses the dharma of that which is to be said’) refers to the relation 
between linguistic expressions and their content. Then the contention of SS 19 is 
equivalent to the assertion that neither speaker nor hearer pursue or approach by 
words the relation between words and their content-objects. Again an aspect of 
vagueness is virulent lying in the expression anugacchati. Since the verb possesses 
according to standard dictionaries (among others) ‘go after’, ‘follow’ as translation-
equivalents the remark could be understood as saying that neither speaker nor hearer 
pursue semantic relations and this in its turn could amount to the proposition that 
speakers do not intend to denote or express relations between words and contents but 
rather the contents themselves, whereas hearers intend to grasp contents and not 
relations between words and contents. But this appears pretty trivial. To be sure, it is 
possible to assign a stronger import in accordance with Houben 1995 and others85 
resulting by attributing to the verbal phrase a modal ingredient implying impossibility. 
Then the upshot is that neither hearer nor reader can pursue or attain the semantic 
relation between expressions and their content. But this evokes not only the problem 
why such impossibility should exist but also the question arises of how this fact, if it is 
one, refutes the tenability of the previously expounded account. 
 
According to the explication of the ‘dependence-argument’ presented before it can be 
established that semantic relations between linguistic items and their content cannot 
fulfil the role of contents with respect to the concerned linguistic items. Hence it should 
be correct to assert that neither an utterer nor an interpreter can convey or grasp a 
relation between a linguistic expression and its content as its content. Isn’t it 
conceivable that SS 19 offers to the readers a formulation which is not completely 
explicit in every respect, whose import is, however, retrievable against the contextual 
background? This could mean that the verse should convey the following proposition: 
 

Neither speaker nor hearer can respectively convey or recognize a relation 
between any linguistic expression and its content as the content of the 
concerned expression. 

 
This could be associated with the proposition that speakers and hearers, as a matter of 
fact, usually do not intend to convey or identify semantic relations between linguistic 
items and their content. But from an argumentative point of view this thought is 
secondary. In this place one is entitled to ask what bearing the modal proposition 

                                        
85  Cf. the translation in Iyer 1971:88, which reads: 
 

Neither the speaker nor the hearer can reach through words that juxtaposition (prāpti) 
called inherence which is beyond the attributes which things expressed have. 
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possesses for the issue dealt with in the preceding verses. It appears possible to 
provide an intelligible answer to this query. The entire discussion subsequent to verse 
11 has, according to our proposed analysis, the purpose to establish that saṃbandha 
can at most partially fall within the range of padārtha-s. Taking the term padārtha- in 
its genuine sense as object or meaning of words the argumentative connection 
becomes patent: Even if it were accepted, at least for the sake of argument, that 
particular meanings are restricted to particular linguistic items as their contents due to 
the mysterious force of adṛṣṭa the central contention that relation cannot be reduced to 
items in the categorical system of Vaiśeṣika or any other conceivable system of 
padārtha-s remains valid. This is so because semantic relations cannot function as 
contents of the linguistic items which are relata of the concerned relations and because 
of the ensuing consequence that neither speakers nor hearers can convey or grasp 
them as such. The idea that persons engaged in linguistic transaction in fact do not 
attempt to convey or understand semantic relations is suited to render additional 
plausibility to the thesis.  
 
It is most obvious that against the backdrop of the proposed reading the addition of 
vācyadharmātivartinīm (‘surpassing the dharma of that which is to be 
signified/said/expressed’) appears most appropriate in this connection. One could even 
speculate whether the apparent redundancy resulting from the fact that the same idea 
had been suggested before in verse 11 is a result of the intention to make clearer that 
the alleged transcendence mentioned before should not be misunderstood as excluding 
any reference to semantic relations but only as a transcendence relative to a particular 
communicative situation since the idea emerges in verse 19 in connection with 
communicative actions and corresponding reactions.  
 
The point of employing the expression samavāyākhyāṃ (‘called inherence’) remains 
unsettled to some degree because it appears difficult to decide whether the author 
intended to express his own acknowledgment that semantic relations are (presumably 
special) instances of inherence or whether he intended to convey that in the framework 
of possible opponents semantic relations would need to be considered as cases of 
inherence. Not even the possibility can be completely ruled out  that the expression 
should allude to some specific teaching unknown to us where it had been advocated 
that semantic relations are varieties of inherence. At any rate, if the author should have 
wanted to convey his own acknowledgment the point can lie in clarifying that contents 
functioning as relata of semantic relations are not — as suggested by the opposite 
account — items which are completely detachable from linguistic expressions. This need 
not mean that they are inseparably tied to relation-particulars. It might merely imply 
that linguistic contents cannot exist without being the content of some expression 
leaving room for the possibility that different linguistic items can share the same 
content in the same manner as one and the same universal can inhere in different 
particulars. Possibly samavāya- is employed in an extended sense not entirely 
coinciding with its use as a technical term in Vaiśeṣika. 
 
The assertion that semantic relations cannot and are not a central concern in linguistic 
communication is suited to arouse misunderstandings. It could be easily confused with 
the contention that semantic relations are not relevant for linguistic communication. 
The subsequent verses can be understood as facing such problems of misinterpretation. 
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Verses 20 – 21 
 
A) 
 
According to a widely acknowledged opinion the verse 20 together with verse 21 
formulates an objection directed against some tenet advocated in the preceding 
passage of the SS. Accepting this contention it can be ascertained, however, that 
divergent possibilities of interpretation need to be taken into consideration because 
ambiguity and vagueness exhibited by the formulation play again a critical role. This is 
partly due to semantic indeterminacies besetting the expressions vācya as well as 
avācya. Apart from the circumstance that the so-called ‘future passive participles’ or 
‘gerundives’ can be interpreted either in the sense of ‘can be …’ or ‘should be …’ the 
fact is crucial that the vagueness of the verbal root licences differing explications. Thus 
translating the term avācya either by ‘cannot be signified’ or ‘should/ought not be 
signified’ merely transfers part of the indeterminacy from the original to the target 
language and poses the question as to how exactly the import of the term ‘signify’ 
should be explicated. The following varieties represent most significant reconstructions 
of the gist of the objection. They have to be primarily considered notwithstanding the 
fact that they might not exhaust all possibilities that are permissible from a purely 
linguistic perspective. 
 
Type A: 
 
In the preceding textual passage of the SS a tenet is advocated entailing the 
proposition that there is some object which cannot be signified. But one can recognize 
two alternative possibilities of explicating what the proposition that something cannot 
be signified amounts to. It might either amount to the fact that there is something 
which can be signified by ‘cannot be signified’ or to the fact that there is something 
which cannot be signified even by ‘cannot be signified’. In the first case a conflict 
results on account of the circumstance that on the one hand a tenet is asserted 
implying that something cannot be signified whereas on the other hand one would need 
to concede that some item which allegedly cannot be signified can be in fact signified 
given that it can be signified by ‘cannot be signified’. In the second case the 
incorrectness of the proposition implied by the tenet results as a consequence which by 
modus tollendo tollens entails the falsity of the tenet itself. 
 
Due to the crucial vagueness of the term ‘signify’ employed in the preceding exposition 
it cannot represent a particular relevant objection but at most the structure of a 
possible counter-argument. For obtaining a pertinent objection one needs to substitute 
the notion of signifying by a more precise concept. It is in fact feasible to achieve this 
aim by reading ‘can be signified (by …)’ in the sense of ‘can be correctly characterized 
(by …)’ or ‘being such that (….) can be truly said about’. On this basis the following 
train of thought could be explicated: There is a tenet T entailing that something cannot 
be correctly characterized in any way. Supposing that the entailed proposition amounts 
to the same as the proposition that there is some object such that no expression exists 
which says something true about it (i.e. about that object) an inconsistency results if 
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the expression ‘is such that there is no expression which says something true about it’ 
says something true about the pertinent object. If it were assumed, however, that the 
concerned expression, viz. ‘is such that there is no expression which says something 
true about it’, does not say something true about the pertinent object the intention of 
making a true claim by advocating T is frustrated because anything contradicting 
something entailed by T deprives T itself of its credibility. It is patent that a tenet 
implying the existence of some object which is uncharacterizable in the sense that 
nothing is true of that object would be confronted with the same difficulty. 
 
Type B: 
 
In the preceding textual passage of the SS a tenet is advocated entailing the 
proposition that some alleged entity cannot be signified because, as a matter of fact, 
the concerned item does not possess the status of something that qualifies as an object 
which could be signified in one way or the other. Hence any assumption to the effect 
that the concerned item could be signified as being unsignifiable militates against the 
implication that it does not meet the necessary requirements of being signifiable in 
some way or the other. On the other hand the assumption that the item could be 
signified as something which fails to be signifiable as unsignifiable runs into the same 
predicament. 
 
The structure of this reasoning could be implemented in various ways. As before the 
notion of being signifiable could be understood in the sense of being characterizable. A 
conceivable basis for the contention that something is in fact not an object that could 
be signified or characterized in some way or the other could lie in the supposition that 
certain items are not real but merely imaginary, fictional or even illusory. A nominalist 
rejecting abstract objects of any kind might disclaim the existence of relations or 
universals in general because he admits only concrete particulars as real objects in the 
world. Another basis for disputing the possibility of being characterized in any way 
could lie in the recognition that there are terms which on account of their grammatical 
form insinuate that they refer to objects whereas reflection reveals that this assumption 
is questionable. Possible candidates could be, among others, the expressions ‘the world’ 
or ‘the universe’. Although we commonly employ sentences like ‘The world is bad’ it 
could be reasonably disputed that we are also committed to acknowledge that being 
bad is a property which pertains to some existing object denoted by ‘the world’. 
However, an argument to the effect that some alleged item can be neither 
characterized as characterizable nor as non-characterizable could constitute a valid 
objection against a tenet only if either the concerned tenet entailed both the 
proposition that some pertinent item cannot be the object of any characterization and 
the proposition that it can be characterized in some way or the other, implying an 
internal inconsistency of the relevant tenet, or if the proposition that the pertinent item 
can be characterized in some way is supported by evidence that is considerably 
stronger than the evidence for the disputed tenet. 
 
Type C: 
 
Version 1: In verse 19 a statement is made equivalent to the statement that the 
relation between (meaningful) linguistic expressions and their content cannot be 
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signified. Supposing that ‘signify’ amounts to ‘denote’ in this context the consequence 
follows that the author of the SS has stated a proposition equivalent to the proposition 
that the relation between (meaningful) linguistic expressions and their content cannot 
be denoted. But since this is a general statement it must be applicable to the 
relationship between expressions used to formulate the pertinent statement and its 
content. Hence it must be possible to correctly assert that the relation between the 
expressions used to formulate the relevant statement in verse 19 and its content cannot 
be denoted. But the very possibility to make such a correct assertion about this relation 
proves that the relation between the expression used to formulate the statement of 
verse 19 and its content can be denoted and since this contradicts a proposition 
entailed by the statement of verse 19 the statement must be false. It is true that the 
assumption that the relationship between the expressions formulating the statement of 
verse 19 and its content are exempt from the rule would rescue the author from being 
entangled in a self contradiction. But this cannot be a solution of the problem because, 
if the pertinent statement were understood in such a manner that it should be itself 
exempted from the general rule which it advocates, then the situation which should be 
communicated by the statement of the tenet ( vivakṣitā avasthā) could not be 

ascertained as existing and the communicative intention would be distorted — because 
the statement ought in fact represent a fully general claim. 
 
Version 2: In verse 19 a statement is pronounced entailing that the relation between 
(meaningful) linguistic expressions and their content cannot be signified. Supposing 
that ‘signify’ can be read in the sense of ‘express’ in this context it follows that the 
author of the SS has made a statement implying that expressions cannot express the 
fact that they express a content which they actually express or, even more generally, 
that usually no linguistic item expresses with respect to the content it actually expresses 
either that it expresses or that it does not express this content. Since this is a general 
statement it must be applicable to the expressions occurring in verse 19. But given that 
as a matter of fact the expressions of verse 19 should — among other things — express 
the proposition that expressions cannot express an affirmation or denial of the fact that 
they express a content which they actually express it must be possible to express a true 
proposition by saying that the expressions in verse 19 express that which they actually 
express, namely the proposition that expressions cannot express the fact that they 
express a content which they actually express. Hence it must indeed be possible to 
express the fact that some expression expresses a content which it actually expresses. 
For evading this impasse it could be supposed that the expressions in verse 19 should 
not express the proposition that expressions cannot express the fact that they express a 
content which they actually express, but this is no solution because it necessarily 
contradicts the actual communicative intentions associated with the words employed in  
verse 19. 
 
Although previous explanations of SS 20 – 21 exhibit affinities with the above 
mentioned types, particularly with type A, they cannot be identified with one of the 
above delineated accounts in a straightforward manner. This is partly due to the reason 
that those explanations are represented by formulations which are not completely clear 
in relevant respects. Helārāja’s remarks concerning kārikā-s 20 – 21 appear to offer an 
explanation involving an unconvincing piece of reasoning because with respect to verse 
21 it is said in the commentary that if the item that should be signified as unsignifiable 
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— which is supposedly inherence — can or should not be even signified by the 
expression ‘unsignifiable’ then the impossibility to signify inherence by a word, which is 
wished to be established, would not be conveyed and thus it would be signifiable so 
that a contradiction results. The crux is that from the mere circumstance that somebody 
fails to convey the impossibility to signify inherence it obviously does not follow that 
inherence should or can be in fact signified. This incoherence is noted in Houben 
1995:220 and motivates the author to envisage an alternative interpretation. It is 
possible, nevertheless, that the deficiency in Helārāja’s reasoning is only apparent 
because the commentator intends to insinuate an argument of the following structure: 
If something is, as a matter of fact, F then it can be correctly characterized as being F 
so that any general term characterizing items as being F will be true of that item. Hence 
there must be at least one predicate or general term which is true of the pertinent item 
and the item can be correctly characterized at least in some manner so that it must be 
false that the concerned entity cannot be characterized in any manner and that no 
general term is true of it. If, on the other hand, it were assumed that the pertinent item 
cannot be correctly characterized as being F and that even a term characterizing it as 
being F is not true of it, then the item must be, as a matter of fact, not F. By 
substituting ‘unsignifiable’ for ‘F’ a reasoning results which can be paraphrased as 
follows: If some item i is in fact unsignifiable and can be characterized as being 
unsignifiable and if accordingly ‘x is unsignifiable’ is true of i, then something is true of i 
and i must be correctly characterizable in some manner, which militates against any 
contention to the effect that i cannot be characterized at all. If, on the other hand, it 
were assumed that ‘x is unsignifiable’ is not true of i or that i cannot be correctly 
characterized as being unsignifiable then the consequence follows that i is in fact 
signifiable and can be characterized at least in some way, which again militates against 
any contention to the effect that i cannot be characterized at all. On the basis of this 
consideration it can be claimed that if some proponent intends to characterize an item i 
as uncharacterizable he is committed to acknowledge that i is in fact uncharacterizable 
and hence characterizable as being uncharacterizable. If, on the other hand, the 
proponent even intended to convey that i is not correctly characterizable as being 
uncharacterizable he is committed to acknowledge that i can be correctly characterized 
as being characterizable.86 In either case he is obliged to admit that the pertinent item 
can be characterized in some way. The objection that the formulation of Helārāja’s 
commentary does not make the structure of the underlying argument immediately plain 
could be countered by the consideration that in his role as a commentator the author 
felt himself committed to adapt his presentation to the formulation of the original text 
and that as a consequence the comment failed to reflect the commentator’s intentions 
to an optimal degree. On the other hand it could be contended, however, that precisely 
the fact that the formulation of the original text compelled the commentator to present 
his own account in an imperfect or even misleading manner is suited to support the 
conclusion that the commentator’s account does not adequately reflect the ideas of the 

                                        
86  Possibly the expression api in the context avācyaśabdasya … avācyatve possesses a ‘scalar’ 
import having the entire clause in the absolute locative as its focus so that an interpretation in 
the sense of  

if it is signifiable by all other expressions apart from ‘unsignifiable’ and in addition by 
‘unsignifiable’  

is not compelling. 
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original author.87 It is plain, at any rate, that an objection corresponding to the above 
described account, is valid and relevant only under two premises, namely 1) the 
premise that if something is not correctly characterizable in a certain way then it is 
correctly characterizable by resorting to the negated counterpart of the original 
characterization and 2) the premise that the thesis which deserves criticism amounts to 
the ascription of some attribute, such as being unsignifiable, to an item which 
possesses the status of an object of possible attribution or characterization. In the light 
of pertinent remarks concerning relation to be found in Houben 1995 as well as in 
Aklujkar/Potter 1990 it would be natural to consider the second premise as faulty.  
 
 
B) 
 
The accounts presented in Houben 1995 as well as in Houben 1995a and Houben 2001 
exhibit similarities with type A without being completely equal to the above given 
presentation. Houben assumes that the kārikās  20 and 21 concern a statement which 
reads: 
 

[Something is] unsignifiable. 
 
without specifying the particular item that is concerned and asserts in addition that for 
the argumentative context ‘it is by no means essential what this ‘something’ is’. 
Regarding verse 20 Houben supposes that in this verse it is assumed that this 
‘something’ is signified by ‘unsignifiable’, which is in contradiction with the stament 
itself.88 As indicated before, Houben calls into question the correctness of Helārāja’s 
explanation of verse 21 and in Houben 1995:220 the following remarks are made in this 
connection: 
 

Is it possible that Bhartṛhari had something else in mind? This, indeed, seems 
very well possible. If the speaker wants to express that X is unsignifiable1, and if 
this unsignifiability1 of X is not apprehended, it means that the very situation1 of 
being unsignifiable1 turns out to be unsignifiable2. In other words, the problem 
has shifted to another level, without having been solved for the previous one. 
Worse still, there seems to be no end to our problems. One has to conclude that 
not only situation1 of being unsignifiable1 is unsignifiable2, but that also situation2 

                                        
87   Helārāja’s commentary on SS 20-21 reads as follows: avācyam ity anena śabdena yad 
vācyaṃ vaktum abhipretaṃ tad yadaivāvācyatayā avācyaśabdena vācyaṃ vyavahartavyam iti 
pratīyate tadaiva vācyaṃ bhavati, pratipādanakāla eva vācyatām upaitīty arthaḥ / tathā 
cāvācyam (cf. Houben 1995:354, footnote 636) ity ukte Ꞌvācaśabdasyaiva vācyam ity 
avācyatvaṃ virudhyate // avācyaśabdasyāpy avācyatve pratipādayiṣitaṃ śabdānabhidheyatvaṃ 
samavāyasya na gamyetety asya vācya eva / tathā ca virodha ity arthaḥ // 
— Possibly asya in asya vācya eva has been used as a ‘pronoun of laziness’ which should 
abbreviate the word vācya- and not avācya. The formulation would then in fact be 
inappropriate in the context, but it could have been caused as an effect of the mixture of 
occurrences of both avācya- and vācya- in the preceding phrases. 
88  See Houben 1995: 219 and 1995a:387 as well as Houben 2001: 185-186 (‘Si l’on comprend, 
à partir de l’assertion, que quelque chose est insignifiable, cette chose a en effect été signifié 
comme étant insignifiable, et ceci est une contradiction’). 
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of being unsignifiable2 is unsignifiable3, next that situation3 of being 
unsignifiable3 is unsignifiable4, etc. ad infinitum. The problem which arises if the 
assumption in the first part of 21 is followed, concerns not just an isolated 
instance of an unsignifiable thing, but leads to an infinite series of unsignifiable 
situations. In cases like this, Indian logic speaks of the fault of anavasthā  
‘infinite regress’. 

 
In Houben 1995a:387-388 as well as in Houben 2001:186 similar explanations are 
presented and identical formulations occur. The crux is that it is difficult to discern a 
plausible argumentation from those accounts. First the statement to the effect that if an 
unsignifiability of something is not apprehended, ‘it means’ that the very situation of 
being unsignifiable turns out to be unsignifiable appears puzzling. For if the statement 
should rely on a principle saying that if some item is not apprehended as being such 
and such then it cannot be such and such so that the situation or state of affairs of its 
being such and such cannot be correctly ‘signified’ just because this situation does not 
exist and because, as a matter of fact, the pertinent state-of-affairs does not obtain, 
then a fallacy is threatening. Evidently from the circumstance that a situation is not 
apprehended it cannot be validly derived that the situation does not exist and that it 
could be correctly ‘signified’ or stated. The hypothesis that in the above quoted passage 
the formulation ‘is not apprehended’ is merely an imprecise representation of ‘should 
not be apprehended’ or ‘cannot be apprehended’ might eliminate this particular problem. 
For if it were supposed that in a particular communicative situation some item should 
not be characterized as being such and such it might be plausibly concluded that under 
the prevalent circumstances the fact or the proposition that the concerned item is such 
and such should not be expressed. If on the other hand it is assumed that something 
cannot be apprehended as being such and such it could validly follow that the fact or 
proposition of its being such and such cannot be correctly ‘signified’ or expressed, given 
that impossibility of being apprehended in some way is conceived as a mere 
consequence of the circumstance that the concerned item is actually not such and such, 
if for example the impossibility of being apprehended as unsignifiable exists because 
the pertinent item is in fact not unsignifiable. Possibly Houben wants to understand the 
alternative envisaged in verse 21 as amounting to the supposition that not even the fact 
that the concerned entity cannot be signified can or should be signified. Maybe it is 
futile to speculate about the question of what exactly Houben had in mind when he 
asserted that if something is not apprehended as unsignifiable it follows that its being 
unsignifiable cannot be signified. What matters is that the relevance of the construction 
of an infinite regress is difficult to discern.  
 
If it were supposed that the alternative dealt with in kārikā 21 implies that the very fact 
that a pertinent item is unsignifiable cannot or should not be expressed then the mere 
circumstance that a proposition which is regarded by a proponent as true and should be 
imparted as a truth to others is not to be expressed should by itself suffice to discredit 
any attempt to justify the proponent’s behaviour by resorting to this idea. Why should 
any infinite regress possess significance in this connection? Moreover, the construction 
of the regress itself is dubious. If it is true that the statement that the very situation1 of 
being unsignifiable1 turns out to be unsignifiable2 amounts to the statement that the 
fact that something cannot be signified cannot be signified then it is not easy to see 
why the circumstance that something’s unsignifiability is unsignifiable should generate 
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an unsignifiability of a higher order. It is definitely a fallacy to suppose that whenever 
something can be said about a fact, if, in other words, it were a fact that something can 
be said about the former fact precisely the same thing can be equally said about the 
latter fact. Somebody who is not in a position to know the fact that Jupiter is the largest 
planet in the solar system might nevertheless be in a position to know the fact that he 
is not in a position to know that Jupiter is the largest planet in the solar system. A 
sentence used to state a fact about a fact is usually unsuited to state the fact about 
which a fact is stated. Whereas one could correctly say that the fact that Jupiter is a 
planet can be expressed in German by the sentence ‘Jupiter ist ein Planet’ it would be 
definitely incorrect to say that the very fact that the fact that Jupiter is a planet can be 
expressed in German by the sentence ‘Jupiter ist ein Planet’ can be expressed in 
German by the sentence ‘Jupiter ist ein Planet’. It remains mysterious why Houben 
could be so confident about the truth of the hypothesis that if some fact is unsignifiable 
then the fact that the fact is unsignifiable is unsignifiable too. Admittedly, the 
plausibility of this contention crucially relies on the precise specification of the vague 
notion of unsignifiability. But since, as far as one can see, no serious attempt has been 
made to connect this notion with a more specific concept the elucidation represented in 
the above quoted passage remains quite unsatisfactory89 even if this need not mean 
that no meaningful train of thought could be extracted from the exposition.  
 
Let us suppose that in the present context of discussion it is first assumed that the 
tenet to be criticised should say concerning some existing object that it is unsignifiable. 
Then it appears to follow that the pertinent object can be characterized as being 
unsignifiable and that it is therefore characterizable at least is some way. This would 
create an inconsistency if the tenet were understood as implying absolute non-
characterizability. If on the other hand the possibility were envisaged that the tenet 
might not involve the presupposition that the attribution of unsignifiability pertains to an 
existing object then it could be legitimate to claim that even unsignifiability could not be 
attributed because there is no object to which anything could be attributed at all. But 
on the same principle on which it is illegitimate to ascribe unsignifiability to something it 
would be equally illegitimate to ascribe the impossibility of ascribing unsignifiability to 
something as well as the impossibility of ascribing the impossibility of ascribing 
unsignifiability to something and so on. The crux is, however, that it is hard to see why 
this possibility to construct expressions of arbitrary complexity which are not ascribable 
to something in a particular context constitutes the basis for a reproach. For the 
consequence could be considered as a consistent outcome of the premise that a 
pertinent tenet was not meant to represent a statement about some object whose 
existence is presupposed. The deliberation would yield a valid objection only if it could 
be assumed as a matter of course that the criticisable tenet must be interpreted as a 
statement about some existing object. 

                                        
89  In Houben 2001:186 the alleged point of SS 21 is paraphrased by the following words: ‘Mais 
si l’on accepte que cette chose X ne peut pas être signifiée, même en disant qu’elle est 
insignifiable, c’est l’insignifiabilité1 même de cette chose X qui devient insignifiable2. En 
s’appuyant sur la dernière observation de 3.3.28, on peut conclure que Bharṭhari présente la 
deuxième option comme source d’un cas de regressus ad infinitum, c’est-à-dire l’insignifiabilité2 
de cette insignifiabilité1 de l’objet X est aussi insignifiable3, puis l’insignifiabilité3 de cette 
insignifiabilité2 est de nouveau insignifiabilité4, etc. 
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It should be plain that the mere possibility of connecting a ‘recursive’ generation of 
expressions of arbitrary complexity in combination with a denial of their ascribability 
with a conceivable argumentative point cannot vindicate the account given in the above 
quoted passage. Not only can it be questioned whether the interpretation suggested in 
Houben 1995, 1995a and 2001 really reflects something which the writer of the SS ‘had 
in mind’ but it is also doubtful that the alleged regress is suited for the construction of a 
relevant objection. To be sure, from the fact that nobody exists who is a predecessor of 
A in some office it follows that nobody exists who is the predecessor of a predecessor 
of A in his office and that there is nobody who is a predecessor of a predecessor of a 
predecessor of A in his office etc. ad infinitum. But should we claim that the supposition 
that somebody does not possess a predecessor in his office must be wrong because the 
assumption of this fact allows the derivation of an infinite amount of other facts? Given 
that it is true that Oslo is the capital of Norway it should be legitimate to claim that it 
cannot be correctly denied that Oslo is the capital of Norway, but if it is the case that it 
cannot be correctly denied that Oslo is the capital of Norway it should equally hold good 
that it cannot be correctly denied that it cannot be correctly denied that Oslo is the 
capital of Norway and so on. Should this be a refutation of the proposition that Oslo is 
the capital of Norway? Thus it can be clearly ascertained that Houben’s presentation 
fails to address a most decisive point: It needs to be made plausible why the possibility 
to derive from the non-signifiability of some fact the existence of an unlimited number 
of facts which are equally unsignifiable really refutes the proposition that some fact is 
unsignifiable and that this case essentially differs from examples like the last considered 
ones. Since it is not our aim to prove the correctness of Houben’s interpretation of SS 
21 we can leave the task to find an answer to this question to the author of the above 
quoted passage. 
 
As long as it is not verified that the alleged regress argument disproves the alternative 
envisaged in verse 21 of the SS it is not guaranteed that the consideration ascribed to 
the author of the SS in Houben 1995, 1995a as well as in Houben 2001 is suited to 
establish the untenability of a presumably exhaustive dichotomy of consequences 
following from the assumption that something is unsignifiable. Accordingly there could 
not be a valid basis for the claim formulated both in Houben 1995:220 and 1995a: 388 
which reads as follows: 
 

As for the paradox, it may be considered as strong as a strengthened paradox in 
which both options lead to contradiction; it is in any case more than just a weak 
one in which only one option leads to a clear contradiction. 

 
However, even if it were assumed, for the sake of argument, that Houben’s 
reconstruction establishes a refutation of the two members of the dichotomy envisaged 
in the verses 20 and 21 respectively, his claim that this situation amounts to a paradox 
‘as strong as a paradox in which both options lead to contradiction’ is unwarranted. The 
same is even true on the supposition that the argumentations of the types A, B and C 
or of our suggested reconstruction of Helārāja’s argument validly establish a refutation 
of two members of a dichotomy entailed by the proposition that some item is 
unsignifiable, uncharacterizable or inexpressible. Such a claim is unwarranted at least as 
long as one discards a conflation between the concepts of a paradox and that of a 
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reductio ad absurdum. To be sure, if on the one hand a disjunction is logically 
exhaustive and appears to be patently true and if it can be shown by an equally 
plausible reasoning that both members of the disjunction should not be true then it 
would be admissible to recognize a genuine paradox. But even against the background 
of Houben’s own presentation the present situation is not like this. Here a dichotomy 
arises as a consequence of a tenet which is treated as debatable in the context of the 
verses 20 – 21. Thus if it is granted that the disputable tenet in fact entails a logically 
exhaustive disjunction of two propositions and that the concerned propositions are 
indeed inadmissible either because of contradictions between them and the pertinent 
tenet or on independent grounds then in follows that the proposition entailing the 
disjunction is inadmissible too. But if this situation would establish the existence of a 
paradox then even the statement of a patent contradiction of the form ‘P and not P’ 
could be classified as the statement of a paradox. To be sure, the possibility to attribute 
novel imports to existing words or to extend the application-range of current 
expressions might be a vital feature of natural languages enhancing their ability to 
convey novel concepts and thoughts with the help of a limited vocabulary. But this fact 
does not prove that it is recommendable to characterize as paradoxical every 
proposition that entails an inconsistency. In the present case it is even mandatory to 
employ the expression ‘paradox’ with special care because otherwise fundamental 
differences between the situation that is at stake in the kārikā-s 20 – 21 on the one 
hand and exemplary  specimens of philosophical paradoxes threaten to be blurred. Only 
if it were shown that the thesis that something is unsignifiable — whatever that means 
— can be supported by considerations suggesting that it must be true this reproach 
would be unjustified. For in this situation a tenet would be called into question whose 
truth appears to be supported by strong evidence. But as far, as one can see, it is a 
characteristic of Houben’s account that precisely this demonstration is not provided. 
One is even entitled to suspect that such a task cannot be accomplished as long as one 
identifies the disputed tenet with a proposition entailing or equivalent to the proposition 
that something exists which is absolutely unsignifiable. For if one interprets the notion 
of unsignifiability as amounting to the impossibility to be denoted, characterized or 
expressed and if one takes this impossibility as amounting to essentially more than a 
purely contingent impossibility then reflection suggests that this tenet is presumably 
false, if not absurd. But the reconstruction of the train of thought of SS 1 till SS 19 
which has been advocated here does not provide a basis for the attribution of an 
absurd tenet of unsignifiability to the author of the work. Hence it can be plausibly 
expected that the passage subsequent to kārikā 19 might, among other things, pursue 
the goal to clarify the fact that the thesis advocated in the SS differs from an absurd 
tenet of unsignifiability and to put into relief some most decisive points regarding which 
the actually advocated principle differs from a proposition which deserves to be 
discarded. It is true, however, that even the accounts presented in the publications of 
Houben or in Aklujkar/Potter 1990 need not amount to the attribution of an absurd 
thesis of unsignifiability to the author of the SS. For it is surely not absurd to advocate a 
thesis saying that neither unsignifiability nor lack of unsignifiability can be attributed to 
relation as an object because such an object does not exist, at least not on a level of 
final analysis. Whether there could be a plausible theoretical motivation for this tenet 
and in particular for the contention that relations fundamentally differ from qualities or 
universals in this regard is of course a completely different story. Given that the 
accounts of the types A, B and C are alike in not implying that the writer of the SS in 
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fact advocated some incongruous theorem it is appropriate to address the question 
which replies would constitute suitable answers to objections of those three varieties.90 
 
 
C) 
 
It is easy to see that an objection of type A constitutes a valid objection only against a 
tenet entailing the proposition that some object exists which cannot be signified, where 
the import of the term ‘cannot be signified’ must amount to a possible meaning of the 
expression avācya, provided that the tenet in fact militates against the possibility of 
correctly stating the pertinent tenet. Given that ‘signify’ (and its original equivalent) 
should represent the concept of characterizing or saying something true about 
something the criticism could possess relevance merely if in the sections of SS 1 – 19 
the proponent had endorsed a thesis which actually exhibits a content implying the 
acknowledgment of an object about which it cannot be truly said that it is 
uncharacterizable and about which it cannot be truly said either that it is 
characterizable in some way or the other. Provided that a proponent has in fact not 
advocated a claim entailing this consequence an adequate reply would be to make 
evident that the concerned tenet must be understood in a manner which does not 
license the derivation of the alleged corollary. To be sure, this answer does not 
definitely refute the possible objection that the proponent is actually committed to 
acknowledge a theorem possessing the crucial consequence or that he deserves to be 
blamed for a misleading behaviour if, as a matter of fact, his position should not involve 
a commitment to that effect. But even those points of reproach could be countered.  
 
Decisive is the apparent illogicality of the proposition that some object exists of which 
nothing is true and of which even the attribute that nothing is true of it does not hold 

                                        
90  A more detailed discussion of previous accounts of SS 20 – 21 is not needed here. It 
deserves only to be remarked that, whereas on the one hand affinities to type A are discernible, 
aspects of unclearness can be detected too. In Iyer 1971:88 the following paraphrase is offered: 
‘The Naiyāyika points out that to say that inherence is inexpressible (avācya) is a contradiction 
in terms because it comes within the range of the expression ‘inexpressible’ (avācya). If it is 
maintained that it is not expressed even by the word ‘inexpressible’ , then what is intended to 
be conveyed by all this is not understood, namely that inherence does not come within the 
range of words’. The first sentence is suited to suggest that the phrase ‘inherence is 
inexpressible’ should be taken in the sense of ‘nothing can be said about inherence’. Whereas 
this in its turn could be understood as equivalent to ‘nothing true can be said about inherence’ 
the second sentence intimates that this is not the pertinent import but that rather the 
impossibility to speak in any way about inherence is at stake because, after all, a sentence 
expressing a falsehood can be understood, at least as long as ‘understand’ is interpreted in a 
usual manner. The description occurring in Aklujkar/Potter 1990:158, which reads: ‘You say 
that inherence is inexpressible; but because you have just expressed it, it has become 
expressible! Or if you say even the word “inexpressible” does not express it, we would not 
understand what your claim means’ insinuates that impossibility to say something about 
something in any way is pertinent. On the other hand interpretation is hampered by the fact 
that it is prima facie incongruous to say that the word ‘inexpressible’ expresses inherence. The 
crux is that reading Ꞌ‘inexpressible’ expresses inherenceꞋ in the sense of Ꞌ‘inherence can be 
correctly characterized by the word ‘inexpressible’Ꞌ does not harmonize with the first sentence. 
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true. Thus any proponent who is confronted with the criticism of advocating a position 
committing him to accept this consequence has only two reasonable choices: Either he 
discards or modifies his previous stance or he demonstrates that his position does in 
fact not involve this commitment. An adequate way of meeting the criticism by 
establishing that one’s stance does actually not imply the alleged commitment is to 
make plain that one does not advocate any tenet entailing the proposition that an 
object exists regarding which nothing can be correctly said in principle. For the 
statement that an object exists such that nothing is true of it is hardly more credible 
than a statement to the effect that some object exists of which nothing is true and of 
which even the attribute that nothing is true of it does not hold good. But it can indeed 
happen that some tenet or statement insinuates the acknowledgment of a theorem 
saying that there is some object about which nothing can be said or which cannot be 
characterized in any way and which does not amount to the claim that an object exists 
about which nothing is true. In this situation an appropriate way of meeting an 
opponent’s criticism would be to clarify a relevant reading of the expression saying that 
something exists about which nothing can be said which must be weaker than a 
reading implying the existence of an object of which absolutely nothing is true. It 
should be beyond any doubt that a sentence expressing that something is not 
describable or characterizable can be naturally interpreted in a manner implying a 
denial of the possibility to ascribe attributes inasmuch as they belong to some 
presupposed realm. In particular sentences of the form ‘Nothing can be said about the 
F’ characteristically convey the thought that nothing can be said about some unique 
object which is F apart from the fact that it is F. So one might utter declarative 
sentences like 
 

(50)  Nothing can be said about the first snowflake which fell on earth. 
 
and reasonably expect that an interpreter will not understand the sentence as 
expressing a contradiction but as conveying a thought which could be paraphrased by 
the formulation: 
 

About any entity characterizable as being the only snowflake which first fell on 
earth nothing else can be said with certainty apart from being the only snowflake 
which first fell on earth.91  

 
Although particular features of individual contexts can be determinant factors specifying 
the relevant range of attributes whose ascribability is at stake,92 a recurrent principle 
always governs the interpretation of sentences expressing denials of the possibility of 
saying something about objects: If readings representing stronger forms of denials 
imply contradictions, inconsistencies or highly unreasonable theorems then the 

                                        
91  It is assumed here that in the present context the definite description ‘the first snowflake 
which fell on earth’ need not involve a commitment to the effect that there is exactly one object 
which fell on earth as the first snowflake. For the present argumentation this detail is however 
not important. 
92  One can for example imagine contexts in which disclaimers of saying something about an 
object should merely rule out possibilities of attributing certain qualities without affecting the 
issue of attributing relational properties etc. 
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concerned expressions should be understood in accordance with readings implying 
weaker and more specific varieties of denial. Given that the idea of an object about 
which nothing can be said due to the fact that nothing is true of that object amounts to 
an inconsistency, any stated or implied denial of the possibility of saying something 
about something deserves to be taken in a sense that involves a less sweeping denial. 
In this manner also the possible criticism of practicing a reproachable form of linguistic 
behaviour by not making fully explicit the fact that a more specific variety of denial is 
pertinent can be met in principle: Whenever a reading induces an obvious inconsistency 
there is no obligation to explicitly rule it out because linguistic interpretation is 
committed to take considerations of reasonability into account apart from con-
siderations of grammar or established linguistic usage. This does not mean that nobody 
can be taken as advocating the proposition that objects exist which cannot be correctly 
characterized in any conceivable manner except characterizing them as objects which 
cannot be correctly characterized in any conceivable manner. This is so because the 
assumption that sorts of objects exist which bear only characteristics which cannot be 
expressed in any language might be false but does nevertheless not amount to a patent 
absurdity. On the other hand it would be legitimate to erect the demand that any 
proponent intending to proclaim this specific variety of inexpressibility concerning some 
object or type of objects should make this fact manifest and a suitable reaction against 
the reproach of failing to do this would be to demonstrate that statements exist which 
reveal the acknowledgment of the tenet that the range of properties exhibited by 
objects exceeds the range of characterizations expressible in language. Obviously this 
explanation is not at all required if a proponent disclaims the possibility to say 
something about particular objects or kinds of objects because he disputes their 
existence. 

 
A proponent who is confronted with an objection of type B can consistently admit that 
his position entails the impossibility of ascribing anything to a pertinent object or to 
objects of a particular kind including the impossibility of ascribing the attribute of being 
uncharacterizable in any way. Inasmuch as the criticism rests on the supposition that 
the alleged impossibility refutes his position an appropriate reaction on the part of the 
proponent is to point out that the objection rests on a false presupposition. If the 
author of the SS had advocated the tenet that nothing can be said about objects which 
are relations because he embraces the theorem that there are no such objects, at least 
on a level of final analysis, there is a pertinent fact about linguistic practice which needs 
to be accounted for in some way or the other if a satisfactory reply to the objection 
should be accomplished. The relevant phenomenon is that people commonly say of 
objects that they are related in some way to objects and that on the other hand 
expressions exist which apparently refer to relations as objects and are employed in 
contexts in which, apparently, properties are attributed to those objects. Sentences like 
(25) on the one hand and (35) on the other vindicate this fact. Against the objection 
that the thesis that nothing can be said about relations must be wrong because it needs 
to be admitted that there is at least something which can be said about them, possibly 
merely that nothing can be said about them, one would need to show show that 
ascribing relational attributes to objects does not automatically oblige one to admit 
relations as objects and on the other hand one would have to present pertinent reasons 
which are suited to motivate a denial of the existence of relations as objects. On this 
basis the proponent could contend that it is in fact true that his position entails that 
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nothing can be said about relations as objects and that this impossibility affects even 
the attribution of being uncharacterizable to such objects but that this corollary does 
not validly refute the truth of his thesis, if it is properly understood.  

 
This reply is not viable for a proponent who admits the possible existence of relations 
as objects and is obliged to refute the possible objection that his position is untenable 
because it is irreconcilable with the fact that at least in principle it must be possible to 
refer to those objects and to say something about them. If the proponent does not 
contend that relations are objects possessing exclusively properties that cannot be 
expressed in any language or at least in the language in which he formulates his tenets, 
he is well advised not to question the alleged fact that something can be correctly said 
about relations but to show instead that the assumption that his position militates 
against this fact is mistaken. Anybody who advocates the thesis that no relation can be 
identical with a relation which connects that relation with some object or who 
propounds the thesis that every relation linking a linguistic item to its content cannot 
constitute its content ought to clarify the following points: 

 
i) that the circumstance that something (x) is related to something (y) 

does not automatically involve the occurrence of a similar relation 
connecting that relation with some object 

ii) that if some x is related by R to some y and if in addition some z is 
related to that relation by a relation of the same sort as R then the 
ranges of the two relations differ; i.e. if for some x,y,z,R, R*: x R y 
and z R* R, then y ≠ R 

iii) that even if it is possible that some x is linked by a relation of a 
certain kind to a relation of the same kind connecting some y with 
some z it can be nevertheless impossible that y is linked by a 
relation of the pertinent sort to the relation between itself and the 
item z; i.e. even if for some x,y,z,R, R*: x R* R and y R z it can be 
impossible that y R* R or y R R93 

 
Regarding the implementation of the principle that a relation cannot be a relatum of 
itself to the connection between linguistic expressions and their content the following 
facts are relevant: 
 
i*) It is not true that whenever a linguistic expression e is related to a particular 
content c a relation of the same sort occurs connecting some linguistic object with the 
relation between e and c. — Accordingly the circumstance that e is related by R to c 
cannot necessitate that e is also related by R to the relation R connecting e and c. 
 
ii*) Even if it happens that some linguistic expression e is connected with a content c 
and moreover the connection between e and c is connected by the same sort of relation 
to a linguistic object e* as its content, the contents of e and e* differ. — Hence the 
existence of a connection between any linguistic object e* and a connection between 
an object e and e’s content does not verify the existence of a situation in which some 

                                        
93  ‘R’ and ‘R*’ in italics can be read as: ‘is related by R to’ and ‘is related by R* to’ respectively. 
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linguistic item is simultaneously related to a content and a relation between that 
content and some linguistic object. 
 
iii*) Supposing that some item e* can be connected by a relation R* to a relation R 
connecting some e with some content c it does not follow that it is equally possible that 
e is connected by R* to the relation R connecting e and c. 
 
 These points can be applied to the two varieties of objections of the type C against the 
background of concrete examples.  
 
We are entitled to say that ‘Oslo’ denotes Oslo and the same holds true for a great 
number of names designating towns or other objects.94 But apparently this does not 
entail that all the denotation relations between names and objects are denoted by 
names. It follows that the fact that an expression denotes some object does not 
necessitate that the pertinent denotation function is the relatum of any denotation 
function and hence one cannot assert that the existence of a denotation relation 
between any linguistic item e and some denoted object o requires the existence of a 
denotation relation between e and the denotation relation connecting e and o. This 
result is relevant also with respect to the fact that if it were otherwise, i.e. if the very 
existence of a denotation function required the existence of a denotation function 
linking some object to that denotation function, an infinite regress would result. But 
now it could appear that the above delineated position is inconsistent because it entails 
among others that the fact that ‘Oslo’ denotes Oslo does not require that the denotation 
function between ‘Oslo’ and Oslo is the content of any item denoting that function. But 
must not the truth of the proposition that the denotation relation between ‘Oslo’ and 
Oslo need not be denoted presuppose the existence of that denotation function and 
does not the possibility to state the fact that the denotation relation between ‘Oslo’ and 
Oslo need not be denoted necessitate the consequence that the denotation function 
between ‘Oslo’ and Oslo can be denoted? Hence it obviously amounts to a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the tenet that the existence of a denotation function between a 
name and its object does not necessitate the existence of a denotation relation linking a 
linguistic item to that denotation function if it is taken as implying that the existence of 
a denotation relation between a name and an object necessitates the non-existence of 
a denotation relation linking a linguistic item to that denotation function. The only 
adequate position is that any denotation function can be denoted in principle even if it 
does not hold true that every denotation function is actually denoted by some linguistic 
item and even though it could hold true that it is impossible that all existing denotation 
relations are actually denoted at some particular time. Given, however, that any term 
denoting a denotation relation between some expression e and its content-object 
possesses a content that differs from the content-object of e, the circumstance that a 
denotation-relation is denoted by some linguistic item cannot imply the consequence 
that some linguistic expression must exist which possesses as its denoted content both 

                                        
94  In the following exposition it is assumed that the content of a name should be equated with 
the object denoted by it. It had been remarked before that it is far from certain that this view is 
taken for granted by the writer of the SS. This fact does, however, not crucially affect the 
argument because the essential point could be equally made if denotation or reference were 
replaced by some other relation linking names to some other sort of content-objects. 
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some object and the denotation relation between that object on the one hand and 
some denoting expression on the other. Thus the possibility to denote any denotation 
relation between an expression e and an object o cannot establish that e denotes at the 
same time an object o and the denotation relation between e and o. Nevertheless, the 
idea that some expression e* is capable to denote both some object o and a denotation 
relation between some expression e and o is not absurd in itself. If, however, this is 
conceded as a possibility it could appear that it should be equally possible that some 
expression is capable to denote both some object o and the denotation relation 
between itself and the pertinent object. But this outcome apparently militates against 
the tenet that no expression can be related by the same relation — such as the relation 
of being capable to denote an object — both to its content-object and the relation 
connecting the expression with its content-object. Hence a demonstration to the effect 
that being true of a linguistic item and being correctly ascribable to a linguistic item 
does not necessitate the possibility that the concerned feature is equally ascribable by 
the item to which it might be correctly ascribed by some other item, that, in other 
words, ascribability in general need not entail self-ascribability, possesses relevance for 
the vindication of the tenet propagated in SS 4 according to the interpretation 
advocated here. 
 
An exposition of the argumentative connections referring to the relation of expressing a 
content that would be pertinent for a reply against the second variety of the objection 
of type C can be construed along similar lines. The tenet that expressions expressing a 
propositional content do not express the fact that they express that content harmonizes 
with the circumstance that ordinarily the sentence 
 

(25)   Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
is not taken as expressing the proposition that the concerned sentence expresses that 
Oslo is the capital of Norway in addition to the proposition that Oslo is the capital of 
Norway. Nevertheless there is a peculiarity which could induce the view that the 
common sense view is mistaken. For it should be obvious that mere understanding the 
sentence suffices for recognizing the fact that (25) expresses the proposition that Oslo 
is the capital of Norway. But deriving from the circumstance that understanding a 
sentence enables an interpreter to recognize the fact that the sentence expresses some 
content the consequence that the recognized fact must be part of the content of the 
concerned sentence is surely a fallacy. The truth is that recognition of the expressed 
content is not the only outcome provoked by confrontation with a linguistic item and its 
understanding. It should be plain at any rate that an infinite regress would threaten if it 
were assumed that a linguistic item can express some content only if it expresses the 
proposition that it expresses the concerned content as its content. Nevertheless, the 
possibility needs to be admitted that it can be correctly said about linguistic items that 
they express some content or the other. This possibility is even presupposed in the 
assertion that (25) does not express the fact that the pertinent sentence expresses the 
proposition that Oslo is the capital or Norway, and the same possibility is required for 
making other similar statements.95 But if one acknowledges that any pair of sentences S 

                                        
95  The point becomes even more obvious by considering a formulation such as:  
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and S*, such that for some proposition ‘p’ S expresses that p and S* expresses (the fact) 
that S expresses that p, differ with respect to the content those sentences express, one 
is urged to admit the tenet that no sentence can simultaneously express some 
propositional content ‘p’ and a content that would be expressed by a linguistic item 
ascribing to the pertinent sentence the function of expressing that content ‘p’. But the 
admittance that it is possible to correctly formulate this tenet evokes the threat of being 
confronted with the reproach of an immanent inconsistency. For the following sentence 
would represent the relevant tenet: 
 

(T) It holds true for every sentence s that if s expresses that p then s cannot 
express that s expresses that p. 

 
It appears undeniable that the above presented formulation expresses a propositional 
content which guarantees that the following statement is true: 
 

(T)* (T) expresses that it holds true for every sentence s that if s expresses 
that p then s cannot express that s expresses that p. 

 
Accordingly the following statement must be equally true: 
 

(T1) (T)* expresses that (T) expresses that it holds true for every sentence s 
that if s expresses that p then s cannot express that s expresses that p. 

 
It obviously follows that it can be correctly said about (T) that (T) expresses that it 
holds true for every sentence s that if s expresses that p then s does not express that s 
expresses that p. But the content of (T) consists in a universal statement pertaining to 
every sentence so that it should be applicable to the sentence formulating the pertinent 
tenet. Thus the tenet can be true only if the following proposition is equally true: 
 

(T2) (T) cannot express that (T) expresses that it holds true for every sentence 
s that if s expresses that p then s cannot express that s expresses that p. 

 
Hence an opponent could be tempted to object that the position of someone who 
advocates (T) and at the same time admits that any content that is expressed by any 
sentence can be attributed to that sentence as its expressed content by some sentence 
— and who accordingly assumes that (T)* expresses a truth — embodies an 
inconsistency: On the one hand the proponent attributes truth to (T1) and on the other 
hand he disclaims the truth of (T2). Although (T1) and (T2) do not strictly contradict 
each other a discrepancy is ascertainable which calls for an explanation. The only 
promising way to make the difference intelligible is to establish that the fact that some 
property can be correctly ascribed to some linguistic item by some other linguistic unit 
does not guarantee that the same property can be correctly ascribed by a linguistic item 
to itself. Even if it were admitted that everything which is true of an object can be 
correctly ascribed to that object in language, it need not follow that everything which is 
true of a linguistic unit can be ascribed in some way or the other by the concerned unit 

                                                                                                                               
The sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’  does not express the fact that the sentence 
‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’ expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
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itself. Hence a proponent who is confronted with an objection of the second variety of 
type C can provide a satisfactory reply only if he refers to the topic of linguistic self-
ascription. 
 
There are two major reasons which make an interpretation of the verses 20 – 21 as 
embodying an objection of type C most recommendable. The first reason is that an 
objection of type C possesses most argumentative relevance with respect to the 
preceding context of the SS. For, if it is a central tenet expounded in this chapter of the 
work that relations between linguistic expressions and their content or an expression’s 
being related to some content cannot constitute the content of those expressions, then 
the fact that relations between linguistic expressions and their content can be contents 
of linguistic items constitutes a relevant problem. Precisely this topic is addressed in the 
verses 20 – 21 of the SS if those verses are understood as representing an objection of 
type C. Since this criticism relies either on a neglect of the difference between being 
true of or being correctly ascribable to something on the one hand and the possibility of 
self-ascription on the other or on the premise that everything which can be correctly 
ascribed to a linguistic item by some linguistic unit must be also correctly ascribable by 
the concerned item itself, the objection can be appropriately countered by emphasizing 
the difference between those issues. The subsequent verses formulate a reply which 
parallels the above presented exposition of the manner in which an objection of type C 
should be dealt with. This is the second reason why interpreting the two verses as 
embodying an objection of type C should be regarded as preferable. There is no need 
to definitely decide the question whether the first or the second variety harmonizes best 
with the original intentions of the author of the SS. Such a decision could be even 
impossible in principle because the writer of the text did not envisage the distinction 
between those alternatives. 
 

Verse 22 
 
The fact that neither at the end of verse 21 nor in verse 22 an expression occurs that 
can be taken as marking the end of the objection formulated in SS 20 – 21 could induce 
the conjecture that verse 22 must represent a continuation of the objection. This 
reasoning cannot be convincing, however, because, as it will emerge later, at least the 
segment from SS 23 onwards ought to be considered as part of a reply, and if this is 
true then it must be supposed in any case that neither the beginning nor the end of the 
criticism that presumably begins in verse 20 is explicitly signalled in the text. Although 
no compelling argument will be presented here that establishes that kārikā 22 must be 
part of the reply it will be taken for granted in the following discussion that this 
hypothesis is in fact correct. The rationale lies in the following two circumstances: First 
it is for the assessment of all questions which are most relevant here irrelevant whether 
verse 22 represents a continuation of the objection or the beginning of the answer. 
Second a discussion of how the present verse might be understood if it is taken as 
belonging to the reply implicitly indicates how it could be understood if it were 
considered as a continuation of the objection. 
 
Although it is indubitable that SS 22 can be interpreted as the beginning of a reply 
directed against the objection formulated in the preceding two kārikā-s various 
alternative ways of understanding the verse exist on this premise against the 
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background of purely linguistic considerations. A major factor lies in an equivocation 
exhibited by the construction of the form: ‘That which is A, B, and C is D’ exemplified in 
the present verse. If one reads the conjunction as a sentence conjunction it amounts to 
‘That which is A is D and that which is B is D and that which is C is D’ and if one 
hypothesizes a conjunction connecting clauses one can paraphrase the meaning by 
‘That which is A, B and C together, is D’. Obviously the first reading is presupposed in 
Houben 1995 and 1995a — as well as in Houben 200196 — because the translation: 
 

If something is signified as unsignifiable, in this way, in another way or in all ways, then 
with regard to that thing this situation (avasthā, sc. being unsignifiable) is certainly not 
(na eva) also denied by those [very] words [that signify its being unsignifiable]. 

 
renders the conjunction of the original — ca — by a disjunction — ‘or’. This is 
acceptable only if the entire verse is interpreted as equivalent to: 
 

If something is signified as unsignifiable in this way then with regard to that thing this 
situation is certainly not also denied by those [very] words, and if something is signified 
as unsignifiable in another way then with regard to that thing this situation is certainly 
not also denied by those [very] words, and if something is signified as unsignifiable  in 
all ways then with regard to that thing this situation is certainly not also denied by those 
[very] words. 

 
because propositions of the form: ‘If A then D, and if B then D, and if C then D’ are in 
fact logically equivalent to: ‘If A or B or C, then D’. Even if one accepts this analysis for 
the sake of argument, a question arises which has not been explicitly addressed in the 
expositions of Houben 1995:221-222 and Houben 1995a: 389-390, namely the query of 
the exact import of the three envisaged alternatives referred to in the relative clause in 
the original or the antecedent clause of the conditional in Houben’s rendering. There 
are admittedly possibilities of interpreting the pertinent alternatives on the basis of this 
analysis which are fairly reasonable and might reflect something which the writer of the 
text ‘had in mind’. Thus the following proposal could be made: 
 
The first alternative relates to statements of the sort: ‘X cannot be signified in this way’. 
Possible instances could be assertions like: ‘The capital of Denmark cannot be denoted 
by ‘Oslo’’ or ‘The fact that Copenhagen is the capital of Denmark cannot be expressed 
by the sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’’ in the realm of ordinary life. In the 
context of theoretical discourses assertions, such as ‘The denotation between ‘Oslo’ and 
Oslo cannot be denoted by the expression ‘Oslo’’ or ‘The fact that ‘Oslo is the capital of 
Norway’ expresses the fact that Oslo is the capital of Norway cannot be expressed by 
the sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’’, could be pertinent examples. Accordingly 
the second alternative can relate to statements of the sort ‘X can be signified in no 
other way than Y’ and pertinent examples might be ‘The capital of Denmark can only be 

                                        
96 The French translation offered in Houben 2001:191 reads: 
 

Si quelque chose est signifié comme insignifiable, de cette façon, d’une autre façon, ou 
de n’importe quelle façon, alors concernant cette chose, cette situation (à savoir, la 
situation d’être insignifiable) n’est certainement pas interdite par les (mêmes) mots (qui 
signifient leur insignifiabilité). 
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denoted by ‘Copenhagen’ and not by ‘Oslo’’, or ‘The fact that Copenhagen is the capital 
of Denmark can only be expressed by ‘Copenhagen is the capital of Denmark’ and not 
by the sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’’ and similarly for assertions in the 
context of theoretical discourses. The third alternative poses a problem due to the fact 
that it can appear that its hypothesis militates against the proposition expressed in the 
main clause of verse 22. For if it were asserted that something cannot be signified in 
any way, this statement is suited to trigger precisely the objection that has been voiced 
in the kārikā-s 20 – 21. However, this difficulty is not insurmountable because the mere 
supposition that verse 22 belongs to the reply answering the objection formulated in 
the preceding two verses does not involve a compelling commitment to the assumption 
that the present verse must also contain some refuting argument. It is compatible with 
the hypothesis that the main purpose of verse 22 lies in a clarification that paves the 
ground for a subsequent refutation. More specifically, it can be supposed that in this 
connection a remark to the effect that if the non-signifiability in every respect is 
asserted then the words do not deny the situation of non-signifiability is meant to 
convey the thought that asserting non-signifiability in all respects does not necessarily 
militate against the supposition that, as a matter of fact, the topic of the assertion 
cannot be signified. The point would be that making a statement of this kind need not 
possess an import which makes the objection of the preceding verses applicable. Again 
there are various possibilities available in principle which could guarantee that a 
propagation of non-signifiability in every respect is not affected by the criticism exposed 
in the preceding verse. One alternative consists in assuming that the thesis of non-
signifiability does not possess the strongest conceivable sense. It had been pointed out 
before that even in ordinary discourse statements to the effect that nothing can be said 
about something, such as in  
 

(50)  Nothing can be said about the first snowflake which fell on earth. 
 
implicitly presuppose certain restrictions concerning the range of attributes to be denied. 
It would be at least objectively reasonable to point out that the non-existence of explicit 
restrictions must not license interpretations which presuppose their irrelevance and 
make the objection of the verses 20 – 21 applicable. Another possibility would lie in the 
fact that the thesis of unsignifiability which is at stake in the present context is not a 
thesis that pertains to existing particulars but relies on the assumption that its 
purported object or sort of objects does not exist, at least under a perspective of final 
analysis. In this situation a reasoning of the form exhibited in the verses 20 – 21 would 
be applicable but fail to constitute a valid reproach. This would require, however, that 
the relative pronoun yasya as well as its presumable correlate tatra in the present verse 
are taken in a sense that implies merely reference to a topic of discourse and not to an 
object whose existence is acknowledged.  
 
Thus the analysis of the pertinent conjunction as a conjunction joining (complex) 
sentences and the corresponding interpretation reflected in Houben’s translation is at 
least permissible inasmuch as it can be connected with an intelligible import. The point 
is that, irrespective of whether an assertion to the effect that something cannot be 
signified in some particular way or in some different manner or (even) in every respect 
is at stake, the statement need not militate against the supposition that the situation 
which it describes in fact holds good. It is easy to see that a similar remark could also 
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be made by the opponent who voices his criticism in the verses 20 – 21. In this case 
verse 22 could formulate a postulate which needs to be acknowledged according to the 
opponent, namely the maxim that whenever a tenet of non-signifiability of any variety 
is propounded then its formulation must never militate against the supposition that it 
can express a truth. Under those circumstances the point of verse 22 would lie in a 
clarification of the fact that in the eyes of the opponent this requirement is not satisfied 
in the present case. 
 
There are nevertheless reasons supporting a rejection of the analysis of the conjunction 
adopted in Houben 1995 and 1995a.97 If it were actually the case that SS 22 should 
express a proposition which is equivalent to that expressed by sentences, such as ‘That 
which is A or B or C is D’ or ‘If P or Q or R then S’, it is hard to explain why a disjunctive 
particle has not been used although its employment would be most suitable for 
expressing the intended import. Moreover it appears natural and is even supposed in 
Houben 1995 and 1995a that the relative pronoun in the verse possesses the 
expression tatra as its correlate. This expression is, however, followed by the particle 
api. Due to the position of this word it is hardly acceptable to interpret its function as 
signalling a special significance concerning the third alternative mentioned in the 
relative clause. In other words it is not legitimate to attribute to the word the same 
function as to the word ‘even’ in the following phrase: 
 

That whose non-signifiability is asserted in this way, in another way and even in 
all ways 

 
If, on the other hand, the conjunction is taken as connecting different constituents 
within the relative clause, it is easily viable to interpret api in connection with tatra as a 
particle conveying a scaling import signalling a high position on a presupposed scale of 
significance. Its pertinent function could be represented by the following formulation: 
 

                                        
97  The same verdict applies also to the analysis presupposed in the translation of Iyer 1971:89, 
which reads: 
 

If what is meant is that it is inexpressible in some aspect or other or in all aspects, even 
then those words would not deny that particular condition. 

 
It seems that in Aklujkar/Potter 1990:158  the gist of the import of SS 22 should be represented 
in the following passage: 
 

Prima facie reply: What we mean is that inherence’s dependent nature cannot be 
expressed. 
Objector’s reply: Then inherence itself cannot be expressed, and your words do not 
convey anything. 

 
This rewording does not permit to reconstruct the underlying understanding of the conjunction. 
It is obvious at any rate that the quoted passage cannot reflect the linguistic meaning of SS 22. 
Hence it can be ignored in the present discussion and might attain relevance at best if it should 
emerge that on the basis of some linguistically permissible analysis of the verse an import can 
be attributed which possesses significant affinities to that paraphrase. 
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Even with respect to that which is declared to be unsignifiable in this way [and] 
in another way and in every way 

 
The concatenation of words ‘in this way, in another way and in every way’ would 
convey an import that equals that of employing the expression ‘in every way’ alone. 
This means that the third component of the conjunction represents a summary or a 
consequence of that which is conveyed by the preceding members and possesses a 
function which could be made explicit by the following formulation: 
 

in this way, in another way and thus in every way 
 
In this manner the character of the expression exhibits affinities to an idiom.98 If that 
interpretation is accepted the import of the verse should be paraphrased as follows: 
 

Even with respect to that which is declared to be unsignifiable in this way as well 
as in some other way and thus in every respect it is by no means the case that 
this state of affairs (of being unsignifiable) is rejected by those words (which 
formulate the assertion). 

 
The idea to be conveyed is that even statements disclaiming something’s signifiability in 
every respect do not militate against the supposition that that which is declared to be 
unsignifiable is in fact unsignifiable. This suggestion could evoke the impression that a 
proposition is advocated which involves an internal inconsistency. But precisely because 
of the possibility of seeing a contradiction involved it is pertinent to make this statement. 
To be sure, it is legitimate to claim that the impression of the existence of an 
inconsistency is erroneous only if it can be vindicated that saying that something cannot 
be signified in any way is in fact compatible with the supposition that anything which 
the statement concerns is in fact unsignifiable. It has come to light before that in 
general at least disclaimers of signifiability need not involve internal inconsistencies 
even if they do not contain qualifications which signal restrictions in an explicit form. It 
would be surely possible to understand verse 22 as saying that as a general rule even 
assertions saying that something cannot be signified in any way do not necessitate the 
consequence that the item to which the statement pertains cannot be unsignifiable. The 
question is whether verse 22 was in fact intended to convey only this general point. 
Again vagueness of formulation becomes crucial because the wording is on the one 
hand compatible with the hypothesis that a purely general point should be expressed as 
well as with the alternative hypothesis that the remark should be understood as 
concerning the particular issue which is at stake, namely the possibility to signify 
relations between expressions and their content and the consistency of the attitude of 
making the statements formulated in verse 4 or in kārikā 19. It can be definitely 
ascertained, however, that possibilities exist to relate the remark represented in SS 22 
to the problem of relations between meaningful expressions and their content on the 
basis of the hypothesis that the conjunction of the relative clause should be interpreted 
in accordance with the above portrayed proposal. 
 

                                        
98  Note that according to Houben 1995:220, footnote 344, the phrase tathānyathā sarvathā ca 
appears to be a standard expression appearing even elsewhere. 
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Supposing that SS 22 represents a remark to the effect that the thesis propagated in SS 
4 as well as the assertion formulated in SS 19 does not involve an inconsistency its 
import could be explicated by the following paraphrase: 
 

Even as far as that is concerned regarding which it has been declared here that 
nothing can be said about it in this, in another and in every way, it does not at 
all hold good that this state of affairs, namely the fact that nothing can be said 
about it, is contradicted by those words that formulate the assertion. 

 
It is noteworthy that this remark could perfectly harmonize with a context in which the 
thesis has been advocated that objects of the type of relations do not exist, so that the 
position that nothing can be said about those objects is completely consistent. It is 
equally remarkable on the other hand, that such a reading of the verse is not adopted 
either in Houben 1996, 1995a or in Aklujkar/Potter 1990, although it would optimally fit 
the hypothesis that in the view of the writer of the SS relations do not belong to the 
range of objects possessing properties that could be ascribed to them in language. In 
contrast to this the hypothesis that verse 22 is asserted against the background of the 
tenet that meaningful linguistic items cannot be related to the relation between them 
and their content by (numerically) the same relation by which they are related to their 
content requires the supposition that the wording of the verse is elliptical so that a full 
explication would require the insertion of additional linguistic elements. This aim could 
be approximately achieved by the following paraphrase: 
 

Even as far as that is concerned regarding which it has been declared here that 
nothing can be said about it in this, in another and in every way by any 
expression that exhibits it as a relation to its own content, it does not at all hold 
good that this state of affairs, namely the fact that nothing can be said about it, 
is contradicted by those words that formulate the assertion. 

 
The very fact that a fully explicit and precise rendering of the pertinent import is 
extremely difficult and cumbersome in combination with the circumstance that 
whenever a context permits in principle a reconstruction of the relevant thought the 
employment of formulations falling short of full explicitness is generally permissible, 
guarantees that the wording of verse 22 is compatible with the hypothesis that the 
author intended to point out in SS 22 that asserting the tenet that no expression can 
signify its own significance relation is indeed compatible with assuming its truth.  
 
It might be objected that the qualified character which the pertinent tenet must exhibit 
under the pertinent assumption does not harmonize with the unqualified form of 
description according to which something is declared to be unsignifiable in every way. 
But in fact the understanding of the description can be accommodated to the nature of 
the concerned theorem in a fairly natural manner. It is easy to verify that the specific 
feature which allegedly characterizes the relation between expressions and their 
content does not affect all properties of linguistic items because there are many which 
can be attributed by linguistic expressions to themselves requiring merely the choice of 
a suitable formulation. To see the situation more clearly let us consider the following 
examples: 
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This sentence contains .... words. 

This sentence contains exactly .... words. 
 

Here the expression ‘this’ might be alternatively taken as signalling token-reflexivity, 
as in some previous examples, or as an expedient to designate a corresponding 
linguistic type. It is easy to see that correct statements can be made by inserting 
appropriate words in the empty spaces, such as ‘five’ in the first and ‘six’ in the second 
case. In contrast, the tenet that expressions cannot signify relations between 
themselves and their contents implies that there is no way to adapt the formulation to 
the intention of designating the relation between an expression which is just being 
employed and its content, or of stating a truth by saying what it means or expresses for 
the obvious reason that any attempt to achieve this goal by accommodating the 
wording generates a change of content. There is surely no reason to suppose that the 
author of the SS had the above considered examples or similar cases where expressions 
can be used to correctly attribute properties to themselves ‘in mind’. But it is definitely 
not unrealistic to assume that he was in the position of having intuitions to the effect 
that no way exists to adapt formulations to the purpose of designating a term’s own 
relation to its content or of expressing something’s own function of expressing and that 
this intuition is reflected by the expression sarvathā (‘in every manner’) in the verse. 
 
It needs to be acknowledged nevertheless that under the aspect of straightforwardness 
concerning the relation between formulation and content the hypothesis that the 
pertinent theorem consists in a denial of relational objects appears preferable. The 
question arises whether this consideration is also decisive. Therefore it is apposite to 
consider the issue of what would be an appropriate continuation of the reply under the 
two alternative assumptions. 
 
There is a patent answer to the query of what would be proper to say for a defence of 
the assertion that nothing can be said about relational objects, given that such objects 
are not acknowledged: An appropriate reply needs in the first place to clarify the logical 
form and the relevant content of the pertinent tenet. More specifically, a difference 
deserves to be elaborated which exists between the two statements: 
 

(a) There are objects which are relations and about which nothing can be said. 
(b) There are no objects which are relations and about which something can be said.  

 
(a) and (b) represent conceivable explications of an assertion which reads as follows: 
 

Nothing can be said about relations. 
 
Nevertheless, they essentially differ both with respect to the scope of the negation 
which is involved and regarding their chances of expressing something true. Only (a) 
can formulate a proposition which is endangered by internal inconsistency. This danger 
is virulent if it is interpreted as denying the existence of any possibility to say anything 
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true about objects classifiable as relations in principle.99 In contrast, statement (b) is 
assailable at most on the basis of the allegation that the contention is wrong that there 
are no objects which are relations. Evidently the reasoning formulated in SS 20 – 21 
represents a completely irrelevant objection against the dismissal of relations existing 
as objects in reality and accordingly it would be suitable to point this out in a reply. If, 
in contrast to this, the tenet consisted in the claim that relations between meaningful 
expressions and their contents cannot be content-objects of the concerned expressions 
themselves a suitable defence against the criticism of the verses 20 – 21 would consist 
in an elaboration of significant divergences between ‘external’ and ‘internal’ attribution 
of linguistic qualities and the demonstration that being true of a linguistic object does 
not eo ipso involve the possibility of a corresponding self-ascription. The subsequent 
verses support the hypothesis that the defence of a thesis is at stake which disclaims 
the possibility that meaningful expressions are connected with the relation between 
them and their contents by the same relation by which they are connected with their 
contents. 
 
 

Verses 23 – 24 
 
A) 
 
The assumption that SS 22 represents the beginning of a reply to the objection 
formulated in SS 20 – 21 grants the possibility to assign to the particle hi occurring as 
the second linguistic unit in verse 23 an import which is most common in theoretical 
treatises. Specifically the hypothesis that the relative clause in the kārikā 22 involves a 
reference to a thesis which has been propounded in previous segments of the chapter 
permits one to attribute to the section beginning with SS 22 the following structure: 1) 
Declaration of the claim that the statements pronounced in the verses 4 and 19 are not 
internally inconsistent — represented by SS 22, 2) Justification of the claim formulated 
in verse 22 — provided in the subsequent verses. Since it is widely acknowledged by 
interpreters of the SS that kārikā 23 and the following verses present considerations 
which should serve to refute the objection of SS 20 – 21 a clarification of the nature of 
the arguments involved is a most important issue.  
 
It is obvious that the verses 23 – 25 relate to topics which differ from the subject 
matter of linguistic expressions, relations between expressions and contents or relations 
in general. Hence their argumentative function can only consist in presenting examples 
which illustrate relevant structural parallels between themselves and the items which 
are of central concern in the discussion of the present segment of the text. The 
hypothesis that a thesis is at stake implying that relations between expressions and 
what they mean can never be part of what they mean permits to discern structural 
parallels of the required kind. Against this background the verses 23 – 25 can be 
regarded as establishing with the means of illustrating examples that the circumstance 
that relations between linguistic expressions are possible contents of linguistic 

                                        
99  As a matter of fact, there are two possible sources for an inconsistency, the first lying in the 
circumstance that objects are classified as being relations and the second resulting from the 
allegation that there might be objects, such that absolutely nothing is true of them. 
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expressions does not necessitate the consequence that relations between linguistic 
expressions and their contents are possible contents of the concerned expressions 
themselves. In the argumentation supporting this claim three steps are distinguishable 
which roughly correspond to the verses 23, 24 and 25 respectively. 
 
A closer look at verse 23 reveals that, apart from the circumstance that it has doubt as 
its topic, a claim is voiced which contains two components correlating with the 
constituent expressions na ... saṃśayarūpe ‘rthe śeṣatvena vyavasthite ... 
saṃśayo ’nyaḥ pravartate and avyudāse svarūpasya respectively. Since the linguistic 
import of the first constituent equals that of 
 

It is not the case that if an object possessing the nature of a doubt is present as 
something subordinate [to an object constituting its content] another doubt 
originates [with respect to that doubt].100 

 
it exhibits a semantic indeterminateness eliciting the question of whether it should be 
taken as expressing a general rule or a denial of a general rule. In the first case the 
sentence would say that whenever an object possessing the nature of a doubt is 
present another doubt possessing the former as its object or content never occurs. In 
the second case it would be denied that it holds good as a general rule that whenever 
an item possessing the nature of a doubt is present another doubt possessing the 
former as its content invariably occurs. Although the position of the negation in the 
sentence would well harmonize with the latter interpretation this circumstance cannot 
provide a sufficiently safe basis for making a definite decision.101 Only considerations 
pertaining to plausibility of content could provide a justification for preferring one 
reading to the other. In this connection it is relevant that the interpretation as a denial 
of a rule represents a less audacious and hence less assailable claim. Since, on the 
other hand, the constituent avyudāse svarūpasaya can be most naturally understood as 
a qualification imposing a restriction, the assumption that the import of the sentence as 
a whole amounts to the expression of a general rule cannot be refuted by the 
deliberation that, sometimes — even if perhaps quite seldom — situations occur in 
which the occurrence or non-occurrence of states of doubts is put into question. For 
obviously the proposition expressed by the sentence: 
 

Whenever an object possessing the nature of a doubt is present as something 
subordinate [to an object constituting its content] another doubt never originates 
[with respect to that doubt] as long as the own nature is not abandoned. 

 

                                        
100  The segment '[with respect to that doubt]’ should signal that although the constituent 
saṃśayarūpe ‘rthe śeṣatvena vyavasthite can be read as a locativus absolutus the import of the 
whole sentence presumably implies a proposition which is expressible by the same sentence if 
the pertinent constituent is interpreted as a complex noun-phrase in the locative. 
101  One might also take into consideration the possibility that the particle hi signals a wide 
scope of the negation which could give additional support for preferring the second reading on 
purely linguistic grounds. This circumstance cannot possess decisive weight, however, since 
attributing to the particle its most common import in the sense of ‘for’, ‘because’ represents a 
realistic possibility. 
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does not represent an absurdity. It can be definitely ascertained, nevertheless, that SS 
23 suggests two claims which are expressible as follows: 
 

(a) It is not the case that if an object possessing the nature of a doubt is present as 
something subordinate [to an object constituting its content] another doubt [with 
respect to that doubt] originates with necessity. 

(b) If with respect to an object possessing the nature of a doubt another doubt 
possessing that doubt as its object or content would originate then something 
which is a svarūpa = own nature would be abandoned. 

 
Notwithstanding the fact that the wording in the form of a hypothetical conditional 
should make clear that the component correlating with the constituent avyudāse 
svarūpasya need not possess an import which logically entails that, so to speak, doubts 
of second or higher order, actually occur, a point of uncertainty persists pertaining to 
the nature of the ‘own nature’ (svarūpa) which is allegedly discarded under certain 
possible circumstances. Since the expression rūpa and its correlates, such as ‘form’, 
‘nature’, represent a relational term amounting to ‘nature of x’ the problem needs to be 
addressed what the implicit relatum of the word in the present connection is. There is 
by no means a self-evident answer to this question even if, among other considerations, 
the exposition given in Houben 1995:222 – 227 could evoke this impression. It appears 
indeed natural to assume that the component ‘own’ (sva-) in the present occurrence of 
‘own nature’ (svabhāva-) embodies a reference to the doubt referred to in the first half 
of the verse so that the following paraphrase would give an appropriate explication of 
(b): 
 

(b)’ If with respect to an object possessing the nature of a doubt another 
doubt possessing that doubt as its content would originate then the own nature 
of the former doubt would be abandoned. 

 
Facing the critical question of why it is legitimate to maintain that if a doubt becomes 
an object or content of another doubt it is bound to lose its original nature the following 
reply might be provided: A doubt pertaining to any object — such as a rope or a snake 
— loses its original nature if it occurs as the object of another doubt precisely because 
it occurs as the object of some other mental state. Whereas in the first situation a 
doubt exists as something which is not the object of any other mental attitude it occurs 
as an object of some mental attitude in the second situation and this constitutes the 
decisive difference of ‘nature’. It appears that this reply is in accordance with the view 
adopted by Houben 1995 and elsewhere. As a matter of fact, if, so to speak, being 
made an object implies a change of nature then it is absolutely inessential whether the 
item taking the original doubt as its object is itself a doubt or not. Hence the writer of 
the SS would have unnecessarily obscured his point by referring specifically to the 
situation in which a doubt becomes the content of another doubt instead of referring to 
situations in which a doubt becomes the object of any mental attitude or ‘cognition’ in  
general. Moreover, if a change of nature produced by obtaining the status of an object 
were the only aspect which is relevant for the argumentative context and in particular 
the capability of the present example to illustrate a fact about relation then component 
(a) and accordingly the words in the verse which communicate that the occurrence of a 
doubt does not necessitate the occurrence of some other doubt are not only 
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superfluous but even misleading. For conveying the proposition that whenever a doubt 
becomes the object of some other mental attitude its nature is necessarily altered it 
would have been appropriate to choose a formulation which expresses precisely this 
and nothing more. But is the tenet that becoming an object necessitates a change of 
nature plausible at all? Evidently no intuitive plausibility could be bestowed on this 
contention so that the fact that the writer of the SS considered this theorem as 
plausible or true could only rely on some other basis. No such rationale is explicitly 
provided in the segments of the SS considered so far, and the same holds good for the 
exposition provided in Houben 1995 or elsewhere, as far as one can see. 
 
Anyhow, it should be beyond reasonable doubt that an interpretation which recognizes 
in the component ‘own’ in ‘own nature’ a reference to the type of doubt to which the 
words in the first half of the verse pertain is linguistically not mandatory. The 
expression svabhāva-  is a current term, which as a whole exhibits a relational nature 
allowing reference to what could be considered as an essential property or quality of 
any arbitrary object. Hence the alleged change of own nature can be taken to pertain to 
any item which is relevant in the context of verse 23. This means that the expression 
svarūpa- in avyudāse svarūpasya could equally refer to the second order doubt 
mentioned in the verse or to the mental state of a person whenever she is in a state of 
doubt of any order. Since there is no specific syntactic connection between avyudāse 
svarūpasya and saṃśayarūpe ‘rthe the former expression need not convey the idea of a 
change of nature pertaining to one and the same item which happens to occur first as a 
doubt concerning some object and later as the object of some other doubt. It could 
rather — and more plausibly — relate to the psychological state prevailing if someone 
possesses a doubt regarding some object. Thus the purpose of the phrase avyudāse 
svarūpasya could lie in the characterization of the relation between the state in which 
something is doubted and the state in which a doubt arises concerning the former 
doubt. This means that whereas according to the first interpretation the divergence 
pertains to the existence of a doubt and its existence as a component of some other 
mental state the second account hypothesizes the acknowledgment of a difference 
between the state of doubting something on the one hand and the state of entertaining 
a doubt concerning the first doubt in its entirety. In the latter case it is not required to 
find any explanation for the circumstance that the author of the SS advocates a 
difference of nature which contradicts common intuition. For the assumption of a 
qualitative difference between a doubt pertaining to some object and a doubt pertaining 
to a doubt pertaining to the pertinent object is extremely plausible because the doubts 
that are concerned differ with respect to their contents. 
 
The essential difference between the two situations indicated in the present verse can 
be represented by the following two forms of sentences: 
 

(A) NN doubts that p 
(B) There is some x, such that x doubts that NN doubts that p 

 
In this way the structural parallel between the issue of doubt and the relevant topic of 
meaningful linguistic expressions emerges with full clarity. Considering declarative 
sentences and their function of expressing propositional contents the following correlate 
can be ascertained: 
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(A)* (Sentence) S expresses that p 
(B)* There is some (sentence) x, such that x expresses that (sentence) S expresses 
that p 

 
In the same manner as with respect to psychological states like doubts also here a 
‘divergence of nature’ can be diagnosed on the basis of a difference of content: Any 
item which instantiates the open sentence of (B)* — i.e. ‘x expresses that (sentence) S 
expresses that p’ — exhibits an essential difference with respect to any correlating item 
corresponding to (A)*, because the propositions expressed by the correlating linguistic 
units differ, and therefore the expressions exhibit a divergence of content which 
parallels the discrepancy of content that can be ascertained with respect to the example 
suggested in verse 23. The fact that a proposition of the form of (A) can be true even if 
a corresponding proposition of the form B is not true possesses an exact analogy in the 
fact that a proposition of the form of (A)* can be true even if a corresponding 
proposition of the form of (B)* is not true. This implies in its turn that the truth of any 
proposition of the type of (A) cannot necessitate the truth of any corresponding 
proposition of the type of 
 

(C) NN doubts that NN doubts that p 
 
and that accordingly no compelling reason exists that the truth of any proposition of the 
type of (A)* necessitates the truth of any corresponding proposition of the type of 
 
     (C)* S expresses that S expresses that p 
 
at least to the extent that there is no formally compelling reason based on the 
circumstance that every proposition of the type 
 

x Φ that p 
  
implies the truth of a corresponding proposition of the type 
 

x Φ that x Φ that p. 
 
This outcome is relevant because, if it were otherwise, the consequence would result 
that a linguistic item can express a specific content only if it simultaneously expressed 
the fact that it expresses that content engendering the danger of an infinite regress 
which is not harmless. Those results could be transferred mutatis mutandis to other 
types of semantic relations between linguistic items and their possible meanings. With 
respect to the relation of reference or denotation the upshot is that an expression’s 
referring to or denoting some object does not require that the pertinent relation of 
referring or denoting is referred to or denoted by any linguistic item. Hence a singular 
term might designate a particular object — which could be either linguistic or non-
linguistic — even if it does not designate its own function of designating an object. The 
thought that something’s designating something and something’s designating 
something’s designating something implies a difference of content and hence an 
alteration of ‘essential nature’ intimates that this situation, viz. that something 
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simultaneously designates a content and its function of designating that content, is 
even impossible. 
 
B) 
 
Now, the idea that occurrence of a doubt does not require the occurrence of a doubt 
pertaining to a doubt as well as the idea that expressing a content does not require that 
an item’s expressing a content is expressed by any item is compatible with the 
assumption that cognitive attitudes pertaining to cognitive attitudes and statements 
pertaining to functions of expressing some content never occur or are even impossible 
and that any impressions to the contrary are deceptive. That the writer of the SS is not 
ready to derive this conclusion is indicated by SS 24. Verse 24 intimates two pieces of 
information: 
 

(i) There are true instances of propositions of the type ‘y Φ that x Φ that p’ 
(ii)  Instances of propositions of the type ‘y Φ that x Φ that p’ differ with respect to 
their ‘own nature’ (svadharma) from correlating instances of the type ‘x Φ that p’ 

 
It is in the first place (i) which embodies a relevant clarification in comparison to that 
which has been said in the preceding verse. It might be argued all the same that the 
information-value of this theorem is quite insignificant because it is commonplace that 
mental attitudes exist which pertain to other mental attitudes and that true propositions 
can be expressed by embedding sentence-clauses as objects of transitive verbs. This 
would be an unfair criticism, however. For the information which kārikā 24 implicitly 
conveys is not merely that mental states and events are possible objects of mental acts 
but that the type of acts pertaining to other acts and the type of acts to which they 
pertain can be identical. Transposed to the subject matter of statements concerning 
semantic properties of linguistic items this means that not only expressions like 
 

S expresses that ‘Oslo’ names Oslo 
 
but also expressions of the form: 
 

S* expresses that S expresses that p 
 
can be used to state true propositions.  
 
As far as (ii) is concerned it could seem that whereas it embodies information that 
possesses relevance in the present argumentative context it conveys nothing new 
against the background of the content of the preceding verse. Even this criticism is not 
entirely justified. Although the bare formulation of verse 24 does make mandatory to 
interpret it as involving the pronouncement of a rule to the effect that it is invariably 
the case that if a mental act pertains to some mental act the two acts differ in nature, 
even if they belong to some common type, such as ascertainment, it is nevertheless  
most natural to interpret the sentence in that manner, and it can be assumed that this 
reading is in accordance with the intentions of the author of the verse. It could appear, 
nevertheless, that precisely this information has been already communicated by the 
preceding verse. This is not entirely true. Such information would be conveyed merely if 
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the negation of verse 23 were interpreted as possessing narrow scope excluding the 
phrase represented by avyudāse svarūpasya  so that the import of the verse amounts 
to 
 

Whenever a change of the nature [of mental states] does not occur then it is not 
the case that a first order doubt is accompanied with a second order doubt which 
has it (the former) as its object. 

 
This would be equivalent to: 
 

Whenever a first order doubt is accompanied with a second order doubt which 
has it (the former) as its object then a change of nature occurs. 

 
It is, however, not linguistically compelling to read the verse in this way. If a wide 
scope is attributed to the negation then the verse can possess an import which matches 
the following paraphrase: 
 

It is not the case that whenever a first order doubt occurs a second order doubt 
which has it (the former) as its object arises without the occurrence of a change 
of nature [of mental states].  

 
Against the background of this reading the content of verse 23 implies merely that it 
sometimes occurs that a first order doubt exists and no second order doubt involving a 
change of nature arises. This is in itself not absurd. Hence even the component (ii) 
which can be gathered from verse 24 embodies significant information even if could 
amount to providing only clarifying information regarding the way in which the 
preceding statement should be understood. Even assuming that the writer of the SS did 
not explicitly envisage all the alternative readings which the formulation of verse 23 
licences on purely linguistic grounds it can be nevertheless supposed that he intuited 
the fact that his communicative intentions have not been sufficiently clarified by the 
wording of that verse and therefore considered it mandatory to overcome this 
shortcoming by further additions. 
 
Against the background of the concession that there is no general obstacle preventing 
the attribution of (expressing a) truth to sentences of the form 
 

S* expresses that S expresses that p 
 
and related ones the contention that meaningful linguistic expressions can never 
perform the same function with respect to some content and with respect to the 
function they perform regarding their content must appear surprising, if not puzzling. 
Obviously some account is needed showing a) that it is unwarranted to deduce from 
the theorem that sentences of the above form can express truths the consequence that 
also linguistic units express truths that exhibit the form of  
 

S expresses that S expresses that p 
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and b) that this deduction is invalid notwithstanding the fact that the latter form is 
merely a specification of the former. An important step towards this aim is undertaken 
if one demonstrates that self-ascriptions can exhibit peculiarities which external 
ascriptions lack. Presenting an example which makes this fact manifest is a suitable 
method in this connection. Here only the circumstance that peculiarities of self-
ascription are made visible possesses primary relevance. Whether an example is 
interesting from some other perspective can possess at most secondary importance. 
 

Verse 25 
 
It is easy to see that SS 25 embodies a statement which is suited to reveal the 
circumstance that self-ascriptions involve peculiarities of their own. This does not, 
however, eliminate the fact that the precise import of the verse is far from clear and 
that even the identity of the concerned example is by no means discernible in a 
straightforward manner. A number of accounts suggest that it is otherwise when 
assuming as certain that the present verse formulates the so-called ‘Liar-paradox’. The 
crucial problem lies in the question in which sense of the term a ‘liar paradox’ might be 
expounded in SS 25 and not in the question of whether or not the verse envisages a 
situation in which a liar utters a sentence. It appears incontestable that in verse 25 the 
author imagines a situation in which someone utters the chain of words: 
 

sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi 
 
and presumably uses them as a declarative sentence because the concatenation of 
words is characterized in the present verse as a sentence (vākya). Many translators and 
interpreters assume that the phrase possesses an import that is equivalent to 
‘Everything I am saying is false’. Precisely this wording occurs in Houben 1995:227 and 
1995a:392, and the renderings to be found in Aklujkar/Potter 1990:158 ‘all that I am 
saying is false’, Iyer 1971:90 ‘all that I am saying is wrong’ as well as Houben 2001:178 
‘tout ce que je dis est faux’ amount to essentially the same. Only the German 
translation presented in Rau 2002:179 ‘Ich sage alles falsch’ does not insinuate that the 
import of the phrase can only consist in a denial of truth with respect to everything 
which has been said by the fictitious speaker. Rau’s rendering must be regarded as 
decisively superior to all the other cited ones because it at least indicates the fact that 
the expression mithyā being an adverb need not possess the sense of a predicate which 
like ‘is false’, ‘is untrue’ can be attributed to the content of a sentence — and maybe 
also to linguistic units like sentences. This has the consequence that the import of the 
pertinent phrase is not necessarily equivalent to that of 
 

(51)   I never say something which is true. 
 
but might be equally amount to the same as if it were said: 
 

(52)   I never speak truthfully. 
 
One might object that the mere possibility of reading the relevant phrase in the sense 
of (52) cannot refute the correctness of the interpretation which is reflected in (51). 
After all, the fact repeatedly highlighted in this study that many expressions occurring  
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in the SS exhibit equivocations and vagueness has in various places motivated us to 
look for more specific explications as most relevant. Should not this principle also be 
applied here? Couldn’t it be appropriate to consider (51) as representing the relevant 
import of the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi, even if the alternative of (52) might be 
equally legitimate on purely linguistic grounds? But one might even go a step further 
and question whether the difference between (51) and (52) is relevant at all. However, 
the contention that the difference is irrelevant is definitely mistaken. The deviance 
between (51) and (52) is not only significant in principle, given that those sentences 
employed under identical circumstances express different propositions, such that one of 
them could be true and the other false, but it is equally consequential against the 
background of the fact that they embody possible readings of the relevant phrase. The 
latter point emerges as soon as one recognizes aspects of obscurity exhibited by 
common renderings of the verse. In Houben 1995 and 1995a the second half of the 
verse has been translated by: 
 

 For if its own expressing is false, one does not arrive at the point in question 
 
The renderings in Iyer 1971 and Houben 2001 are closely related and read: 
 

If what it says is wrong, the point in question would not be conveyed 
 
and 
 

En effet, si sa propre action d’exprimer est fausse, on ne comprend pas le point 
qui est discuté 

 
respectively. On the other hand in Aklujkar/Potter 1990 occurs the following 
paraphrase : 
 

for then, as what one is saying would be implicitly false, the intended meaning 
would not be conveyed 

 
For the time being let us ignore the query what should or could be meant by the 
phrases ‘its own expressing is false’ and ‘its own action of expressing is false’ (‘sa 
propre action d’exprimer est fausse’) notwithstanding the circumstance that those 
sequences of words call for clarifications. The most crucial point lies in the obscurity of 
the expressed contention that if something which is said is false or wrong it follows 
either that ‘one does not arrive at the point in question’ or that ‘the point in question is 
not conveyed’, that ‘one does not understand the point which is discussed’ or even that 
‘the intended meaning would not be conveyed’. Should we perhaps suppose that the 
writer of the SS intended to convey the proposition that saying something which is false 
is equivalent to saying something which is meaningless and that he even cherished this 
intention in a state in which he was not completely intoxicated? If, on the other hand, 
the author of the text should not have intended to assert that expressing something 
false and uttering something that possesses no meaning amount to the same, how 
could it be assumed that from the supposition that something false is said or some 
‘action of expressing is false’ the consequence follows that some point in question is not 
conveyed or understood or ‘arrived at’? Or should we suppose that the difficulties are 
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not due to the understanding of the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi assumed by the 
authors but rather by their misinterpretation of the phrase tasya mithyābhidhāne? For 
according to the cited translations the latter expression should formulate a supposition 
to the effect that that which the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi  says is false or that the 
phrase’s action of expressing is false (whatever that means) and not a supposition to 
the effect that the chain of words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi by which a speaker 
supposedly expresses a proposition expressible by ‘everything I am saying is false’ is 
itself an expression to which the speaker intends to ascribe the quality of expressing a 
falsehood. The adopted interpretation could be connected with the linguistic meaning of 
the phrase tasya mithyābhidhāne by attributing to it the import of: 
 

if that [that is to say, the expression sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi or the content which 
it expresses] is [itself] to be declared as false [by the pertinent expression or its 
utterance] 

 
Thus verse 25 would represent a statement according to which by employing the 
sentence ‘Everything which I say is false’ or some closely synonymous linguistic item it 
will not be intended by the speaker to communicate that the pertinent sentence itself 
says something false, because if it were otherwise, i.e. if the concerned sentence had 
been meant to express its own falsity, then something which can be characterized by 
the words prakrānto ‘rthaḥ is not attained, understood or conveyed. This raises the 
problem of making intelligible why the alleged consequence expressed by the chain of 
words prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate could follow from the hypothesis that by uttering a 
sentence meaning ‘Everything which I say is false’ the quality of being false is intended 
to be attributed to the pertinent sentence or its content. Obviously it is implausible to 
suppose that a consequence of the hypothesis is that the uttered words are bound to 
loose their conventional meanings. If some sentence should by virtue of the meanings 
of its constituents and the mode of their composition be synonymous with ‘Everything 
which I say is false’ then it should retain this meaning if it were assumed that it is 
accompanied with the intention to include the concerned sentence itself in the realm of 
items to which the statement pertains. It is precisely this feature of meaning-invariance 
which permits to use natural-language sentences like 
 

(53)   All guests left before midnight. 
 
to express different statements pertaining to different collections of persons in 
accordance with different ‘universes of discourse’. The supposition that some particular 
choice of universe of discourse or quantifier domain renders sentences altogether 
meaningless is even more absurd. It is moreover not credible to suppose that a 
communicative intention to the effect of making a statement about a linguistic item 
which is being employed cannot be realized. The most which could be reasonably 
asserted is that under certain circumstances it could be indispensable to employ special 
means for making such an intention fully manifest. Accordingly a speaker intending to 
convey that falsity should be ascribed to the sentence he is just uttering as well as to 
other sentences he uttered before or will utter later would be well advised to employ a 
formulation like  
 

(54)   Everything said by me including that which I am saying now is false. 
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because otherwise the probability is high that he would be interpreted as making a 
weaker statement not pertaining to his own utterance. Hence it must be legitimate to 
pose the following question: How could the words prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate be 
interpreted for obtaining a proposition which represents a valid consequence of the 
supposition that a sentence equivalent to ‘Everything I am saying is false’ is employed 
in a way that it implies the ascription of being false to itself or its own content? It 
should be obvious that the renderings of the phrase by ‘one does not arrive at the point 
in question’, ‘the point in question is not conveyed’, ‘the intended meaning would not be 
conveyed’ etc. offer no help for finding an answer to the question. Rather they are 
suited to obscure the issue. 

 
It is easy to see that by an ascription of the quality of expressing a falsehood to a 
sentence possessing the meaning of ‘Everything which I am saying is false’ a 
consequence follows which would not be entailed by the mere supposition that the 
same sentence is employed in order to ascribe lack of truth to a number of other 
linguistic items employed by the same utterer. In the latter case the sentence could in 
fact express a falsehood, but if this is the case, it is merely a matter of contingent 
circumstances — the speaker might by accident have asserted some truth on some 
occasion — but it is not a consequence necessitated by the supposition. In contrast, the 
mere fact that falsity is ascribed to the item with the meaning of ‘Everything I am 
saying is false’ entails that lacking the property of expressing a truth is a necessary 
requirement for the item’s expressing a truth. Hence, given the presently hypothesized 
readings of the concerned expressions, the condition described by the phrase tasya 
mithyābhidhāne generates the consequence that the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi, is 
bound to fail in the task of expressing some truth and not some untruth. Thus the 
phrase prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate would express a consequence which in fact follows 
from the premises expounded by the other segments of SS 25 in an intelligible manner 
if it possessed an import implying the failure of expressing exclusively a true proposition 
on the part of the unit sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi. But is it credible that the formulation 
prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate possesses that import? The only way of connecting the 
pertinent sense with the wording in a straightforward manner would lie in supposing 
that the expression artha- aims at signaling the function of expressing some truth and 
nothing else and that the expression prakrānta- signifies the fact that the expression 
sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi is associated with that function. Such a thought could be 
conveyed against the background of the view that declarative sentences possess the 
property of expressing a truth and nothing else as their standard function or that 
aiming at truth is a feature of assertions connected with their very essence. But is it 
true that the writer of the SS in fact held this position or does the supposition that he 
did amount to a crude anachronism? And even supposed that he adopted this view, 
why was that point expressed by words which would be most naturally read in senses 
like: ‘the meaning in question is not attained’, ‘the undertaken objective is not made to 
be understood’ or even ‘the relevant purpose is not achieved’? 

 
Thus it is worthwhile to consider the consequences which would follow if the statement 
sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi  were interpreted in accordance with (52). Under this premise 
the phrase tasya mithyābhidhāne should be taken to refer to the supposition that the 
utterance of sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi is not accompanied with the intention to express a 
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truth. Here it could happen that those words are employed for making a statement 
which is in fact true. It is conceivable that some ‘habitual liar’ till the moment 
immediately before his death has only uttered declarative sentences with the intention 
of expressing falsehoods and utters as the last words before his death the sentence 
sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in a sense equivalent to ‘I always speak untruthfully’ with the 
intention to express a falsehood even by this item. This might happen due to a crucial 
self-deception on the part of the speaker who during the last moments of his life adopts 
the false belief that he has made some truthful statements in his past life. Although the 
assumption that somebody is a persistent liar of the described sort is compatible not 
only with the assumption that he happens to assert propositions which are true — even 
if he himself does not believe they are — but also with the hypothesis that his words 
implying that he never speaks truthfully express a truth, the supposition of such a 
situation generates a predicament for the interpretation of the pertinent statement. 
Evidently it is impossible to credit to the speaker the intention of making a truthful 
statement by the words saying that he always speaks with the intention of saying 
something which is not true. For if he did and if the verdict expressed by his words 
should pertain to those words themselves then he cannot have uttered them only with 
a truthful intention, given that a speaker cannot be deluded about his own intentions of 
truthfulness or untruthfulness at the time of utterance. Thus an interpreter has no safe 
basis for interpreting the pertinent utterance on the assumption that it is made with the 
intention to convey some true piece of information. Hence he will abstain from 
regarding the utterance as credible if he discerns the nature of the prevailing situation. 
But could not an understanding of the phrase prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate either in the 
sense of ‘the meaning which is undertaken [to be expressed] is not communicated’ or 
‘the [communicative] objective is not achieved’ be in accordance with a fairly natural 
meaning of this chain of words and at the same time allow one to connect it with a 
plausible point attributing to the ‘liar-sentence’ the import of (52)?  
 
If the expression prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate were read as ‘the meaning which is 
undertaken [to be expressed] is not communicated’ it ought to be explicated as follows: 
the state-of-affairs102  which has been undertaken to be expressed by virtue of the 
conventional meaning of sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in combination with the supposition 
that the sentence itself should be affected by the expressed verdict is not made to be 
understood as something which actually prevails, because an interpreter can easily 
recognize that the pertinent statement cannot be credible. On the other hand a reading 
in the sense of ‘the [communicative] objective is not achieved’ would reflect the fact 
that since sincerity on the part of the speaker is the crucial prerequisite of attaining 
knowledge by verbal communication and since its existence cannot be presumed under 
the assumed circumstances the goal of making interpreters believe that some truth is 
communicated cannot be achieved provided the interpreter is rational and recognizes 
the nature of the situation. It has to be admitted that a full explication of the point is 
considerably more complex than the meaning of the phrase prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate 
in any of its possible readings. But the decisive point is that recognition of the 
legitimacy of the point does not require specific theoretical assumptions. It can be 
made intelligible by invoking only principles which appear to be based in natural 

                                        
102   This explication would exploit the fact that the term artha- used as a semantic term 
designating what words allegedly mean can designate objects, such as states of affairs. 
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intuitions. It is, in contrast, difficult to see how a similar explanation can be achieved on 
the basis of (51). The decisive point is that apparently expressing a truth or aiming at 
truth as features essentially connected with declarative sentences or assertions 
respectively can be connected with established usages of the words artha- (‘thing’, 
‘meaning’, ‘purpose’) or prakrānta-  (‘commenced’, ‘begun’; ‘gone’, ‘proceeded’; ‘in 
hand’, ‘under discussion’; ‘surpassed’; ‘brave’; ‘previously mentioned’ — according to 
Apte) only by hypothesizing conceptual links which have no firm basis in non-theoretical 
intuitions.  
 
The contention that in a statement to the effect that everything which is said is false 
the expression used for making the statement must be exempted from the expressed 
verdict for the sole reason that otherwise no truth can be expressed is problematic 
because expressing falsehoods is a consequence which can arise for many other 
reasons and its frequent occurrence cannot be banned by a maxim prohibiting its 
existence. Only the more specific tenet that one should be obliged to avoid assertions 
of immanent and evident falsehoods can be reasonably acknowledged as a regulating 
principle of linguistic communication. But precisely this maxim could perform the 
function of assigning to assertive utterances of the sentence 

 
Everything which I say is false. 

 
and similar ones an import which excludes the concerned linguistic item from the 
expressed verdict, at least by default. The idea is that if the utterer had employed the 
sentence in a manner which does not exempt the linguistic unit by which the statement 
is expressed from the verdict then he would have made an internally inconsistent 
statement and that for precisely this reason his utterance should be understood in a 
sense which does not engender this consequence, at least as long as no evidence is 
available which indicates that the expression should be interpreted otherwise. Since, 
however, the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi — under usual circumstances at least —
does not present an indication signaling that the uttered unit should itself be affected 
by the pertinent verdict, it would be usually interpreted in a way which exempts it from 
the range of the universal quantification. The result is that a speaker who employs the 
phrase with the purpose of expressing a verdict pertaining to the uttered expression 
itself runs the risk of failing to realize his communicative intention and the probability is 
high that the import which he has undertaken to express will not be successfully 
imparted. But at this point one might raise the following question: Is not the phrase 
prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate a most suitable means for indicating the failure of 
communicating a content which is intended to be communicated?103 Obviously the mere 
wording of the phrase prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate cannot furnish a compelling 
argument against the interpretation of the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in the sense 
of (51). However, the same form of reasoning is applicable mutatis mutandis against 
the backdrop of the hypothesis that the pertinent phrase possesses a sense equivalent 
to (52). Again the consideration that a speaker would adopt an inconsistent practice if 
he intended not to exempt the employed linguistic unit from the verdict — although the 

                                        
103  It appears that despite this suitability between the wording and the import of the phrase 
previous interpreters reading sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in the sense of (51) did not intend to 
endorse the account delineated here. 



172                   ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 

inconsistency would possess a different nature — induces a default interpretation which 
deviates from the actual communicative intentions entailing a high probability that the 
communicative goals are not achieved. The upshot is that if one invokes phenomena 
which are intimately connected with the ideas of ‘conversational maxims’ and 
‘conversational implicatures’ expounded by P. Grice for defending the interpretation 
assigning to the crucial example of SS 25 an import equivalent to (51), one implicitly 
also presents a consideration which is suited to vindicate the assignment of an import 
equivalent to (52). If on the other hand one rejected as anachronistic the very 
possibility that the author of the SS in some way anticipated ideas which have entered 
the focus of attention in recent times, then a reading in the sense of (52) appears more 
natural and easier to defend than a reading in the sense of (51) given the wording of 
the entire verse. 
 
In Houben 2001:178 it is emphasized that the expression sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi could  
be in fact interpreted in a sense equivalent to (51) considering purely linguistic criteria. 
Houben writes: 
 

En effet, le fait que le syntagme mithyā brū- exprime normalement un sens qui 
est équivalent à «dire des choses fausses, mentir» est bien connu depuis 
Böthlingk-Roth (PW), et on peut ajouter ici que les commentaires confirment 
l’interpretation des auteurs de ce dictionnaire. 

 
This remark is intended as an objection against a claim which I made in an earlier 
article to the effect that attributing to the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi the import of 
‘everything which I am saying is false’ (‘tout ce que je dis est faux’) is not mandatory. It 
is easy to see that the criticism embodied in the above quoted passage is completely 
irrelevant. The reason is not merely that the objection apparently relies on a conflation 
between the readings of (51) and (52) and a neglect of the fact that it is not merely the 
pertinent phrase but the combination of its occurrence with the occurrence of other 
expressions in the verse which renders the equation between the pertinent token and 
‘everything which I am saying is false’ questionable. More decisive must be that 
precisely because the expression sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in the context of the verse fails 
to convey a proposition implying a denial of truth to linguistic items or their contents in 
an unambiguous manner the conjecture is supported that the argumentative point of 
the verse does not specifically lie in the exposition of a paradox arising if a linguistic 
unit negates with respect to itself — either alone or among other items — the quality of 
expressing a truth. The account advocated here complies with this desideratum of 
exegesis because it supposes that the argumentative purpose of SS 25 pertains to the 
more general issue of peculiarities involved in self-ascriptions. For vindicating the point 
that possibilities of external ascriptions do not guarantee analogous possibilities of self-
ascription a reading of the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi in accordance with (52) is at 
least as well suited as a reading in the sense of (51). 
 
One need not specifically contemplate the world of politics in order to recognize the fact 
that an innumerable number of statements exist which have not been made in a spirit 
of truthfulness. Given that there are many linguistic tokens which have been produced 
for making untruthful assertions it must be in principle legitimate to say about any of 
those assertions or any collection of them that they lack truthfulness. Most remarkable 
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is, however, the fact that if any of those assertions would ascribe to itself precisely that 
property which we can truly and truthfully ascribe to it, then the assertion could not be 
considered as exhibiting precisely that property, which our statements about all those 
assertions can indeed exhibit, namely that of being truthful. Thus it holds good as a 
general rule that if one segregated some domain of assertions from all others then it 
can be truthfully asserted about all assertions belonging to that domain that they are 
untruthful assertions, as long as the assertion concerning all the assertions in the 
concerned domain is not itself a member of that domain. But this possibility of truthfully 
saying about all members of the domain that they are untruthful assertions is precluded 
with respect to all assertions belonging to that domain — with the sole exception that 
some assertion of that domain is accompanied with the mistaken belief that it is itself 
not a member of that domain.104 One might object that a parallel consideration could be 
developed for denials of truth. There are many assertions which say something false or 
lack the property of saying something true. If it is said about any of those assertions 
that they say something false or lack the property of saying something true then they 
say something about those assertions which is true, one should think. But supposing 
that any of those assertions says about itself precisely that which other assertions can 
truly say about them creates a problem: It seems that a necessary requirement for a 
true attribution of lack of truth to something is that the item to which lack of truth is 
ascribed in fact lacks truth. Hence if something ascribes lack of truth to itself it must 
follow that a necessary requirement for a true ascription of lack of truth to itself is that 
the ascribing item in fact lacks truth. Apparently there is an asymmetry between 
ascribing falsity or lack of truth by different items and ascribing the same feature to an 
item by itself. Nevertheless, this circumstance cannot be used for refuting the pertinent 
claim of interpretation. For it is not our contention that SS 25 must possess an 
argumentative point which only exists if sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi were interpreted in 
accordance with (52) but that it should presumably have a point which exists 
irrespective of whether it is understood as equivalent to (51) or (52). The very fact, 
assumed here, that SS 25 is meant to illustrate a relevant point concerning the 
possibility to designate or express relations between meaningful expressions and what 
they mean intimates that its degree of generality even exceeds that of ascriptions of 
either truth or truthfulness. It has been expounded before that asymmetry between 
external ascriptions and self ascriptions is a phenomenon which affects a larger range 
of linguistic properties. As a matter of fact, the phenomenon can even be ascertained in 
the realm of relational properties: A huge number of linguistic items do not refer to 
other linguistic items. Hence for any triple A, B, C of linguistic items, such that A does 
not refer to B and B does not refer to A, C would express something true if it expressed 
any of the propositions 
 

A does not refer to B 
B does not refer to A 

 

                                        
104  Thus if Theodor were a schizophrenic person believing that he is in fact Napoleon Bonaparte 
he might truthfully assert that Theodor has not made any single truthful statement during his 
life. But this possibility of error can hardly become virulent if somebody utters the sentence ‘I 
never speak truthfully’, given, of course, that the speaker attributes to his concatenation of 
words the established meaning of that phrase. 
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But this function of ascribing true facts about A and B cannot be assumed by either A or 
B. 
 
Still a major problem persists. The considerations expounded above could establish that 
the possibility to speak about relations between expressions and their content does not 
refute the thesis that expressions cannot be used to designate relations connecting 
themselves with their own content or to express the fact that those relations exist. But 
it could be objected that this point is irrelevant for a refutation of the objection 
formulated in the verses 20 – 21. Given that the proponent intends to make a claim 
expressible by the formulations: 
 

(F1) Relations between linguistic expressions and their content cannot be 
designated by the expressions which are linked by them to their content. 
 
(F2)  Linguistic expressions expressing some proposition cannot express the fact 
that they express that proposition. 

 
one might think that he needs to be criticized for adopting an inconsistent stance due to 
the general nature of his contention. Must not the thesis of the non-signifiability of 
semantic relations apply to the formulations expressing the tenet, such as (F1) and (F2), 
and must not the inconsistency persist even in view of the fact that the thesis is 
qualified by involving a restriction to expressions and their own relations to their 
contents, even granting, at least for the sake of argument, that possibility of external 
ascription does not entail the possibility of self-ascription? But where lies the basis for 
the alleged inconsistency?  
 
It could be contended that as far as (F2) is concerned the pertinent communicative goal 
can only be achieved if the formulation reveals that it expresses the proposition that 
linguistic expressions expressing some proposition cannot express the fact that they 
express that proposition, i.e. if it makes known that it expresses the proposition which it 
should express. But on the other hand, given that (F2) should represent a universally 
valid principle, the content of (F2) implies that (F2) cannot express that it expresses 
this very proposition, i.e. that linguistic expressions expressing some proposition cannot 
express the fact that they express that proposition. For refuting this objection it would 
be suitable to point out that the thesis which is at stake does not involve the claim that 
linguistic expressions cannot be related to relations between themselves and their 
content. It merely says that if an expression is related to a relation between itself and 
its content then that relation linking the expression to the relation between itself and its 
content is necessarily different from the latter relation. Hence the circumstance that (F2) 
possesses the potency to reveal the fact that it expresses the content which it should 
express does not refute the tenet embodied by (F2) even if it is taken as a universal 
principle. Every ordinary sentence that expresses that p possesses the potency to make 
known that it expresses that p but a refutation of the principle would only result if it 
could be established that if a sentence makes some fact known about itself it follows 
that it expresses that fact. Obviously no valid entailment exists to that effect. 
 
Against this background a reply can be discerned concerning the objection that due to 
its general form (F1) must say something about its own relation to its content — 
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namely that this relation cannot be designated by (F1). As a means to assess the 
matter more clearly let us consider the following sentence: 
 

(55)   Denotation is a relation that exists between linguistic objects on the one 
hand and either linguistic or non-linguistic objects on the other hand. 

 
Couldn’t one suppose that by (55) something is said about the relation between the 
expression ‘denotation’ occurring in (55) and the object denoted by it, characterizing it 
as a relation that exists between linguistic objects on the one hand and either linguistic 
or non-linguistic objects on the other hand? But if the possibility of making this 
supposition should vindicate the theorem that there are expressions which are related 
to their relation between themselves and their content by the same relation as they are 
related to their content it would be necessary to assume, granted at least for the sake 
of argument that the expression ‘denotation’ in (55) denotes a relation that is 
characterizable as a relation between linguistic and either linguistic or non-linguistic 
objects, that the object which this expression denotes is the relation between 
‘denotation’ in (55) and its denoted object. Given the thesis that it is in principle 
possible to say something about any object by referring to that object by a term 
denoting it, it should be appropriate to ask how the fact that the denotation-relation 
between ‘denotation’ in (55) and its object exhibits the relevant characteristic can be 
formulated in language. But isn’t it indubitable that, if anything, then the following 
sentence expresses the pertinent fact: 
 

(56)   The relation between the word ‘denotation’ in (55) and that which it 
denotes is a relation that exists between linguistic objects on the one hand and 
either linguistic or non-linguistic objects on the other hand. 

 
If the segment ‘the relation between the word ‘denotation’ in (55) and that which it 
denotes’ in (56) denotes the relation between the word ‘denotation’ in (55) and that 
which it denotes then it is indeed possible to express by some sentence the fact that 
the relation between the term ‘denotation’ in (55) and the object denoted by it is a 
relation linking a linguistic item with something that is either a linguistic or non-
linguistic object. But isn’t it obvious that the subject terms in (55) and in (56) are 
fundamentally different? They are undoubtedly non-synonymous. But could one 
nevertheless assert that they possess the same ‘extension’ or denote the same object? 
It appears that this claim is entirely illegitimate. If the term ‘denotation’ in (55) denotes 
anything then the only plausible candidate for attaining the status of an object denoted 
by it would be a particular type of relation, in the present case the species or type of 
relation which all linguistic items exemplify if and only if they denote some object. We 
might nevertheless say that (55), by characterizing this type as a type of relation 
existing between linguistic and either linguistic or non-linguistic items, implies a fact 
about the relation between its own subject-term and that which it denotes. Precisely 
this is the basis of the intuition that (55) says something about the relation between its 
own subject-term and the object denoted by it. But this makes evident that the 
circumstance that (55) says something about the relation between its subject term and 
the object of that term does not verify the claim that some term stands in the same 
relation to its content and to the relation between itself and its content. The fact that 
some term might be seen as related both to its content and to the relation between 
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itself and its content cannot provide a refutation of the relevant tenet because it does 
not deny this possibility and because (55) intimates that the way in which its subject 
term is related to its content fundamentally differs from the way in which it is related to 
the relation between itself and its content.105 The same reply can be given regarding 
(F1). From the fact that the content of (F1) implies a proposition that pertains to a 
relation between expressions occurring in (F1) and their content it does not follow that 
it contains expressions exhibiting identical relations between themselves and their 
content and between themselves and the relation between them and their content. 
Specifically the allegation is fallacious that in (F1) the term ‘relations between linguistic 
expressions and their content’ must designate the relation between itself and its own 
content on account of the fact that (F1) could express a true proposition only if it were 
true of the relation between the subject term of (F1) and its content that it cannot be 
designated by the subject term. 
 
The problem is that verse 25 not only fails to provide indications to the effect that the 
pertinent charge of immanent inconsistency can be met in the above described manner 
but that it even suggests an inappropriate answer to that criticism. To be sure, if one 
considered the first half of SS 25 in isolation one could interpret it as vaguely indicating 
the idea that the general character of a statement does not necessitate the 
consequence that, if its content entails something about the statement itself or the 
expressions formulating it, then the entailed proposition is something which the 
producer of the statement intends to express. Somebody who utters (51) attributing to 
the expressions their standard meaning intends to express a proposition which entails 
that the words contained in (51) do not express a truth, if the scope of the quantifier is 
not specially restricted. But this surely does not license the assumption that the speaker 
of (51) intends to express that the words in (51) do not express a truth. This cannot 
hold good at least in the same sense of ‘desiring to express’. For someone who uses a 
sentence equivalent to (51) wishes to express that no item uttered by him expresses a 
truth and not that (51) does not express a truth. This reading appears, however, fairly 
improbable in view of the second half of the verse even if the wording should not 
completely rule out this possibility.106  The formulation of the entire kārikā suggests 
rather that the author intends to assert that the verdict expressed by the words sarvaṃ 
mithyā bravīmi must not or need to be applicable to those words themselves — and this 
is the import usually attributed to the verse by commentators and interpreters. But the 

                                        
105   It should be plain that the presentation suggesting an identification of the content of 
denoting terms with the objects they denote has been adopted here merely for the sake of 
convenience implying neither that this is the objectively most appropriate outlook nor that it 
reflects a view adopted by the author of the SS. 
106  This possibility cannot be definitely ruled out because the words tasya mithyābhidhāne hi 
prakrānto ‘rtho na gamyate could represent a highly succinct means for conveying the following 
thought: The words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi cannot be understood as being associated with the 
intention to express in addition to the proposition that everything uttered by the speaker is 
devoid of truth or truthfulness the thought that those very words are devoid of truth or 
truthfulness. For if one made this assumption one would attribute to those words an expressive 
function which they actually do not possess because that which the words in fact express, i.e. 
that which is their actual meaning-content (artha), is merely the proposition that everything 
uttered by the pertinent speaker is devoid of truth or truthfulness and not everything which is 
logically entailed by that proposition. 
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above presented considerations appear to show that exempting the statement of the 
thesis or the expressions formulating the thesis from the range of the verdict expressed 
by them is neither necessary nor appropriate. If one supposes that ‘σ’ is a sentence of 
the form: 
 

Every sentence which is F is G 
 
then the content of the sentence entails in combination with the proposition that σ is F: 
 

σ is G 
 
But the latter is a proposition which the utterer of σ will presumably not intend to 
express by it. Hence a plausible principle suffices for invalidating the objection that 
somebody who proclaims a general tenet expressible by a sentence of the form of σ 
thereby expresses a consequence pertaining to the sentence representing the tenet and 
that a proponent advocating about all linguistic items that they never express their 
expression of a content which they actually express is being inconsistent. In contrast 
the contention that the employment of a sentence of the form of σ does not necessarily 
convey a content implying a consequence pertaining to itself because it could be 
interpreted as involving a restriction of the quantification exempting it from its domain 
is surely defensible. This allegation is, however, not only not required for meeting the 
pertinent objection of inconsistency but even inappropriately invoked in the present 
connection because it should be presumed that the author of the SS intends to 
advocate a claim about semantic relations which holds good without exception.  
 
The decisive point is that the universal character of the theorem whose consistency 
should be defended according to the exegesis proposed by us poses a problem which 
asks for a clarification of the relationship between universal quantification and reference 
or denotation and which could be suitably answered by contending that making a 
universal claim does not involve a reference to all individual items within a pertinent 
domain.107 Thus the objection could be made that although SS 24 undoubtedly makes 
the issue of general statements and universal quantification thematic it does not 
address the most pertinent aspect of this topic and that for this reason our 
interpretation should be dismissed. As the divergences of interpretations regarding the 
tenet proclaimed in SS 4 and insinuated in SS 19 do not affect the assumption that the 
tenet at stake is a universal theorem pertaining to all relations between meaningful 
linguistic items and their contents or even to relations generally, the only way to avoid 
the consequence that SS 25 embodies a deficient reply would be to disconnect it from 
the issue of the verses 5 and 19. The assumption that the verse was meant to present 
an answer to the ‘liar paradox’ would allow one to sever the link between the present 
verse and the preceding context. 
 

                                        
107  This tenet is intuitively plausible because a statement like 

All snowflakes which ever fell on earth are white. 
is not tantamount to a statement that would be made by a conjunction of a multitude of 
sentence-phrases containing terms referring to individual snowflakes attributing to each of them 
the property of being white. 
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But the difficulties which this alternative entails are even more momentous. First one 
ought to take serious the problem of finding an explanation why an answer to the ‘liar 
paradox’ is attempted in the present context given that it does not possess a significant 
connection with the tenet expounded in SS 4 and the subsequent verses. The most 
crucial predicament results however from the fact that the remark of SS 25 can only 
present an extremely poor treatment of any problem generated by the fact that 
linguistic items disclaim expression of truth with respect to themselves. Apparently no 
reading of the obscure wording exhibited by the second half of the verse is available 
which could allow one to discern at least an adequate exposition of the relevant 
problem. Nothing in the verse is suited to at least vaguely insinuate the existence of the 
dilemma that both the assumption of truth and the assumption of lack of truth entails 
unacceptable consequences on the basis of prima facie valid principles. Worst of all, a 
suggestion to the effect that the scope of a universal quantification can be restricted 
exempting the item expressing a universal quantification from the domain or even the 
suggestion that such items can be naturally interpreted in that manner, does not even 
represent the beginning of a reply to the problem. For the remark of SS 25, however 
interpreted, can never be taken to establish that universal quantifications including the 
item expressing them in their domain are absolutely impossible. The problem generated 
by variants of ‘liar paradox’ should rather be that ordinary languages permit the 
creation of linguistic expressions whose content entails consequences pertaining to 
themselves. Sentences expressing universal quantifications represent only a subset 
exhibiting this property. Hence any reference to a need of restrictions on universal 
quantifiers can at most indirectly point out a source of the problem induced by general 
ascriptions of lack of truth with respect to domains to which the unit expressing this 
ascription belongs itself. As far as one can see, verse 25 does not present the slightest 
indication as to which consequences should be drawn from the circumstance that 
sentences might exist which can neither be regarded as expressing truths nor as failing 
to express truths if one accepts certain apparently sound principles of reasoning. The 
remark of SS 25, as long as it is interpreted in its most natural reading, permits at best 
to impart an advice to the effect that one should be careful with employing 
generalizations pertaining to items expressing them. But it should be evident that giving 
an advice, irrespective of whether it is useful or not, is never tantamount to solving a 
theoretical problem. It does not even show reasons to believe that some inconsistency 
is merely apparent.  
 
In this respect the statement expressed in SS 25 fares decisively better if it should 
provide an answer or at least part of an answer to the criticism formulated in the verses 
20 – 21. Under that premise the contention that a general statement does not 
necessarily imply a verdict about itself or the expressions formulating the concerned 
tenet and that a reading which exempts the vehicle of communicating the tenet from 
the range of generality is even most natural possesses an argumentative point. This 
remark is able to show that the charge of inconsistency pronounced in the verses 20 – 
21 is not absolutely compelling. Hence it appears that only two choices exist for the 
assessment of the affirmation formulated in SS 25: 1) It is both irrelevant and 
inadequate, if is is taken as providing an answer to a ‘liar paradox’, 2) It is relevant, but 
inadequate, if it is taken to furnish an answer to the criticism brought forward in SS 20 
– 21. But here it could be objected that a third possibility is ignored, namely the 
possibility that the reply provided in the section beginning with SS 22 or SS 23 up to SS 
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25 is still incomplete. As it seems hardly debatable that the subsequent verses were 
meant to furnish further comments on the present issue, it is not yet legitimate to make 
a final verdict about the matter. 
 

Verse 26 
 
Verse 26 does not present a further illustration. It appears, however, that it is meant to 
formulate some principle(s) which are suited to justify the claims affirmed in the 
preceding verses which represented part of the answer to the objection pronounced in 
SS 20 – 21. If this conjecture is correct then the present verse could play a pivotal role 
for the rejection of the criticism. It is therefore important to take into account the 
diversity of possible imports which the equivocations due to the wording engender. 
Among the linguistically permissible readings some exist which imply objectively 
questionable tenets which could, however, reflect actual intentions of the author of the 
text. The verse appears to comprise two statements correlating with its first and second 
line. The intended logical relationship between the two is not immediately obvious, but 
the hypothesis that they should represent two variant formulations of the same 
theorem is not improbable. 
 
Regarding the first half of the kārikā a major problem of exegesis is created by the fact 
that different views could be held about the exact import of the term vācaka- and the 
possible extension of the concept related to the syntagma vācakarūpeṇa pravṛtta-. As 
according to lexical sources the word vācaka- can possess the import of ‘expressive of’, 
‘expressing’, ‘signifying’ it would be natural to suppose that it should relate to a 
property of linguistic expressions and that accordingly vācakarūpeṇa pravṛtta- 
designates an attribute of linguistic items. This fact in its turn intimates the 
consequence that the first half of the verse should state a proposition that could be 
paraphrased by:   
 

Meaningful linguistic expressions do not designate themselves. 
 
It is moreover natural to assume, and has been actually assumed by some interpreters 
— e.g. Houben 1995 — that the formulation of the first half of the verse involves a 
hidden modal element, which would become explicit by the following wording: 
 

Meaningful linguistic expressions cannot designate themselves. 
 
The crux is that this formulation allows for an interpretation implying that the author of 
the SS disclaimed the possibility of token-reflexive uses of linguistic items. Should one 
assume that the writer of the text advocated a proposition which is objectively 
untenable because he uncritically presupposed the validity of certain dogmas adopted in 
his tradition? However, the principle emphasized before remains valid that the fact that 
an author of a work accepted a certain traditional view does not necessitate the 
consequence that it is presupposed and relevant in all passages of his texts. Moreover, 
if the theorem that nothing could be both subject and object of some relation of 
‘signifying’ is endorsed in the SS one must suppose that neither the tenet itself nor any 
principle from which it is derived should militate against the proposition propagated in 
SS 1 that  by means of words their ‘own form’ (svarūpa) is recognized. Or ought one 
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rather presume that the characterization embodied by the expression vācakarūpeṇa 
pravṛtta- should pertain to the relations between meaningful units and their content, 
since that supposition accords with the thesis proclaimed in SS 4? This hypothesis 
would harmonize with the assumption that the two lines of SS 26 represent variant 
formulations of an identical tenet. For the idea is not unnatural that not only words but 
also semantic properties of words are means of conveying some content. The 
occurrence of the constituent tatra (‘there’) could thus be considered as reflecting the 
fact that the proposition advocated in SS 4 implies that semantic relations cannot be 
the content of the expressions possessing them allowing for the possibility that they or 
their existence can be a content of different expressions.  
 
It is, nevertheless, far from certain that the actually intended import of SS 26 coincides 
with any of the above considered possibilities. This emerges clearly as soon as one 
notices that even if one approves the view of Houben and others108 that the first half of 
the verse should convey a thought possessing a modal ingredient room is provided for 
divergent non-equivalent readings. The reason is that the two sentence-phrases in the 
two lines of SS 26 contain a negation, and this generates a scope-ambiguity on the 
hypothesis of the existence of a modal ingredient. The translations found in Houben 
1995 and elsewhere correspond to a reading assuming that a modal operator of 
necessity possesses a negation in its scope, since 
 

It is necessary that not …. 
 
is equivalent to 
 

It is not possible that …. 
 
However, even if it is taken for granted (at least for the sake of argument) that the 
statement involves a tacit necessity-element nothing in the formulation obliges one to 
endorse this analysis. More specifically, there is no reason to reject from the outset just 
the opposite hierarchy according to which the modal element of necessity is in the 
scope of the negation corresponding to expressions of the form: 
 

It is not necessary that … 
 
which equals 
 

It is possible that not ….. 

                                        
108  The existence of a modal import is apparently hypothesized by various authors, such as Rau 
2002 and Iyer 1971:90. Iyer’s translation reads: 
 

What is expressive cannot at the same time be the expressed. What conveys something 
else cannot at the same time be conveyed by something else. 
 

It deserves to be noticed that no textual basis exists for the expression ‘be conveyed by 
something else’. The expression yenānyat pratipādyate could be only rendered by ‘by which 
something else is conveyed’. 
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On the basis of this analysis the two sentence-phrases of verse 26, if they amounted to 
essentially the same, would not formulate a general rule but rather represent a denial 
of a general rule.109 Since, however, the claims which the two lines of verse 26 express 
are essentially weaker if the negations dominate the entire phrases, one might wonder 
whether the concerned statements could perform a significant argumentative function 
in this case. This makes it appropriate to review the status of the reply which the verses 
22 – 24 have provided against the objection of SS 20 – 21. 
 
According to the previously proposed account, verse 23 establishes that at least for 
some instances of ‘Φ’ it does not generally hold good that  
 

(S1)  If x Φ that p then x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
One might express this thought alternatively by saying that the quoted sentence-
scheme does not hold true with necessity. On the other hand the subsequent verse 
intimates the conclusion that  
 

(S2)  For some x and for some y: x Φ that p and x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
is true for certain instances of ‘Φ’. One might alternatively say that the scheme (S2) is 
possibly true. But if the above presented analysis is correct then the theorem advocated 
in SS 4 implies that for some instances the following is true: 
 

(S3)  It is impossible that x Φ that p and x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
As pointed out before, against the background of the assumption that (S2) can be true 
the contention, implied by the possible truth of (S3), that  
 

x Φ that p and x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
can be impossibly true, appears surprising. On the other hand, the thought that (S3) 
should be satisfiable intimates the consequence that there are also instances that 
satisfy 
 

(S4)  If x Φ that p then it is impossible that x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
But against the backdrop of the tenet propagated in SS 4 the possible truth of (S4) 
needs to represent more than a merely theoretical possibility. Given that the tenet is 
equivalent to or at least entails 

 
(F2)  Linguistic expressions expressing some proposition cannot express the fact 
that they express that proposition. 

 

                                        
109  Note that a parallel equivocation results from the semantic indeterminacy of the expressions 
vācya- and pratipādya- in vācyatā  in the first and pratipādyaṃ in the second line. 
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the consequence ensues that there is at least one linguistic unit which must be taken to 
express a content which the concerned sequence of words expresses but for which it is 
impossible to express that it expresses that content, if the theorem is true. But if 
somebody believes that a certain instance of  
 

It is impossible that x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
is true it must be legitimate to raise the question of why it should be considered as true. 
Or more specifically: Why is it justified to suppose that (F2) cannot express the 
proposition that it expresses the content which the formulation must be intended to 
convey, considering the fact that according to verse 24 one should suppose that 
propositions of this sort are expressible in language? Now, a natural explanation of why 
a linguistic item cannot express the fact that it expresses some particular content could 
be that it cannot express the content in question. It is tempting to resort to this 
explanation because if one ascribes to some linguistic item the property of expressing 
some content the sentence ascribing this property will typically express that content in 
the sense that it contains constituents expressing it. If, on the other hand, one 
supposed that a certain language were incapable of expressing some content or some 
type of content, e.g. a purely extensional language, in which modal propositions or 
propositions relating to belief and other propositional attitudes cannot be expressed, 
then the pertinent language will be equally incapable to express facts about its 
expressing or not expressing such contents. But with respect to language in general it is 
hard to believe that impossibility to express facts about expression of content is 
necessitated by restrictions of expressive capacities. At any rate, it is beyond any doubt 
that the considerations of verse 22 and 23 taken together are unable to rule out the 
possibility that there are true instances of the following scheme: 
 

(S5)  For all x: If it is impossible that x Φ that x Φ that p then not: x Φ that p 
 
and this is equivalent to: 
 

(S5)* For all x: If x Φ that p then it is possible that x Φ that x Φ that p 
 
The supposition that ‘express’ is a substitution-instance for ‘Φ’ that renders (S5) true 
suggests that linguistic items are able to possess two functions at the same time: 1) 
expressing some content, 2) expressing the fact of its expressing that content. Since it 
appears difficult to see why this possibility should exist merely under special 
circumstances it would be natural to suppose, or at least grant the possibility to 
suppose, that it lies in the nature of meaningful linguistic expressions that whenever 
they express some content they equally express the fact that they express it. Hence 
 

(S6)  It is necessary that for all (linguistic items) x: If x Φ that p then x Φ that x 
Φ that p 

 
could represent a valid principle in the realm of linguistic expressions that is not refuted 
by the remarks formulated in the verses 23 and 24. There is no need to assume that 
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the writer of the SS performed all the considerations expounded above.110 Decisive is 
merely the fact that the observations made in the verses 23 and 24 do not compellingly 
refute a theorem which, if it were true, would refute any tenet entailing (F2) and that 
accordingly the writer of the SS could at least intuitively realize that his reply provided 
so far cannot sufficiently protect his tenet against the charge of inconsistency. If (S6) 
were true then an opponent could object that the mere possibility to formulate the 
proponent’s thesis by words conveying its content militates against the content of the 
thesis. A mere refutation of (S6) as a principle that is universally valid in the realm of 
linguistic items would however suffice for precluding the consequence that the pertinent 
inconsistency is inevitable. A similar diagnosis can be given with respect to a principle 
which closely resembles (S6) and reads: 
 

(S6)’ It is necessary that for all (semantic properties) x: If Φ that p by x then Φ 
by x that Φ that p by x 

 
Against this background the question of whether the expressions vācakarūpeṇa 
pravṛtta- as well as pratipādya- in SS 26 should be understood as applying to linguistic 
expressions or relations between linguistic items and contents loses central importance. 
On the other hand it is remarkable that the preceding considerations cannot be directly 
applied to semantic relations between expressions and content-objects that are not 
correlates of sentential-phrases. But several relevant terms occurring in the section 
beginning with SS 22, such as saṃśaya- (‘doubt’), nirṇaya- (‘ascertainment’) as well as 
pratipādya- and pratipādaya- suggest this narrowing down of focus. 
 
This result is suited to throw a novel light on the interpretation and assessment of SS 
25. If some speaker S utters the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi then ordinary intuition 
suggests that a fact exists which can be formulated by the words: 
 

The words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi uttered by S are used do deny that anything 
which is uttered by S is true/truthful. 

 
If (S6) or (S6)’ were generally valid with respect to linguistic entities, the following 
would also need to be true: 
 

The words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi uttered by S are used do deny that the words 
sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi uttered by S are used to deny that anything which is 
uttered by S is true/truthful. 

 
It should be plain that if the latter fact were a consequence of the former then any 
attempt of expressing some denial by an utterance of the expression sarvaṃ mithyā 

                                        
110  However, the employment of the expression tatra (‘there’) in the verse indicates that the 
writer clearly recognized that his deliberations do not affect possible instantiations of: 
 

If x Φ that p then y Φ that x Φ that p 
 
specifically the possible truth of propositions expressible by items resulting by replacing ‘Φ’ by 
semantic terms, such as ‘express’. 
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bravīmi would be condemned to failure. If, in other terms, a declaration that everything 
a speaker utters is untrue or untruthful would have to be counted as a declaration to 
the effect that the declaration concerned is untrue or untruthful 111  then a 
communicative intention could never be realized which is realizable. Evidently it does 
not matter here, whether the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi  are interpreted in the 
sense of (51) or (52). Equally the issue of whether or not the domain of the quantifier 
includes the uttered expression is unimportant. For a refutation of the supposition that 
(S6) or (S6)’ are valid principles which are universally applicable in the realm of 
linguistic items it suffices to assume that the relevant chain of words can be employed 
without impeding the function they are intended for, and this possibility is hard to deny. 
Nevertheless, the fact that some items cannot be taken as simultaneously performing 
and disclaiming particular functions is absolutely compatible with the contention that 
functions which certain linguistic entities perform can be always disclaimed by different 
linguistic items. Acts of expressing such denials might imply that statements exhibiting 
lack of truth are made, but they cannot counteract the making of those statements. 
 
Even acknowledging that (S6) or (S6)’ are not valid principles if terms are substituted 
for ‘Φ’ which relate to functions of linguistic expressions it could still be maintained that 
semantic functions must always be the content of the linguistic expressions exhibiting 
them. Compatibility with the theorem that items cannot be related by the same relation 
to some relation between them and their content by which they are related to a content 
can be achieved by hypothesizing that semantic properties must be considered as 
contents of expressions which are connected with them by other connections than 
those connecting those expressions with other content-ingredients. For example, 
assuming that ‘Oslo’ denotes the capital of Norway it might be supposed that ‘Oslo’ at 
the same time expresses that it denotes the capital of Oslo. The ‘regularity theorem’ of 
relations is not violated in this manner because the two different alleged contents are 
related to ‘Oslo’ by different relations. The circumstance that the hypothesized 
supposition, i.e. that a term might simultaneously denote an object and the fact of 
denoting it, is counterintuitive need not possess decisive weight for an opponent. For 
he might argue that without the supposition that ‘Oslo’ expresses the proposition that it 
denotes Oslo it could hardly be made intelligible why, whenever a token of this word 
occurs, an interpreter has not the slightest difficulty in discerning the fact that the item 
(as a rule) denotes Oslo, and similarly for other expressions. The general form of the 
argument is that the recognition of semantic qualities of words can only be explained by 
the hypothesis that they or their existence are always communicated as parts of the 
content of the concerned meaningful expressions. The following verse possibly presents 
a reason establishing that this consideration does not provide a valid argument. 

 
Verse 27 

 
As in previous kārikā-s the formulation does not permit to definitely identify some 
particular import as the actually intended one. But it is possible to ascertain most 
important consequences entailed by hypothesizing one or the other reading of the verse.  

                                        
111   The connection with (S6) could be made transparent by choosing an expression like 
‘declaring-as-untrue‘ for ‘Φ’ and ‘something said by S is true’ for ‘p’ or related expressions 
referring to ‘truthfulness’. 
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The wording of SS 27 grants the possibility to understand it as implying the tenet that 
linguistic tokens can never attribute properties to themselves. It appears that various 
interpreters have endorsed such an interpretation without pointing out the fact that if 
the verse were understood in this way it propagated an absolutely untenable 
proposition. The tenet that no linguistic item can ascribe features to itself appears 
highly implausible even if the theorem were restricted to semantic properties. In this 
connection the fact should be recalled that linguistic self-ascription can be either direct, 
making use of token-reflexive devices, 112  or indirect and that general statements 
pertaining to a domain of linguistic items to which an employed item itself belongs are 
not the only means of accomplishing indirect self-reference. Evidently the first sentence 
in the sequence: 
 

(57)  The following sentence expresses a truth. The preceding sentence does not 
express that Oslo is the capital of Norway. 

 
implies a fact concerning its own content and meaning and in addition expresses a 
proposition which appears to be true.113  
 

                                        
112   Otherwise means of signaling corresponding types could be employed if ascriptions of 
features to types of presently employed tokens instantiating them were intended. Possibly 
devices designating pertinent linguistic items in non-equivocal ways are not always available in 
a language. But this circumstance cannot disprove the fact that natural languages are in 
principle capable to refer to linguistic entities in a non-ambiguous manner. 
113   In contrast, an attribution of truth to 
 

The sentence just uttered by me does not express that Oslo is the capital or Norway. 
 
requires a more exact specification of the relevant sense of ‘express’. The circumstance that 
sentences can attribute semantic properties to themselves must not be taken as being in 
obvious conflict with the tenet concerning meaning-relations attributed here to the writer of the 
SS. Even granting the possibility of meaningful singular terms like 
 

the relation of denotation between this definite noun-phrase and the object which it 
denotes 

 
— assuming, as before, that ‘this’ signals self-reference — it does not follow that some 

linguistic item can be connected with its content as well as with that connection between itself 
and its content by the same relation. For it cannot be supposed as certain that there is exactly 
one object which the cited singular term denotes because it does not specify its denotatum in 
some other way than as the object denoted by it. But if the expression fails to denote some 
object there is no basis for hypothesizing a denotation-relation between the singular term and 
its denoted object. On the other hand, the circumstance that the expression is linguistically 
meaningful cannot provide the required proof because if a definite noun-phrase is linguistically 
meaningful it does not follow that it denotes an object and that a corresponding denotation 
relation exists. As long as expressing a content is not conflated with denoting an expressed 
content there is no basis for deriving from token-reflexive terms a violation of the ‘regularity-
theorem’ with respect to relations. 
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The charge of adopting a too simplistic outlook concerning linguistic self-attribution 
could be avoided by assuming that neither in verse 27 nor anywhere else in the SS a 
proposition is asserted implying that linguistic expressions are generally incapable of 
expressing a content which entails facts about themselves. The supposition that the 
present kārikā was meant to show that linguistic items need not express a content 
entailing facts about them would exempt the writer of the text from the criticism of 
propagating a dubious tenet. But isn’t this too trivial to deserve any mention? It had 
been pointed out before that notwithstanding the intuitive implausibility of the 
proposition that all linguistic expressions express something that involves facts about 
them this stance could be adopted on the basis of natural observations. The problem is, 
however, that if it were the only objective to refute that position it is difficult to see why 
the remark formulated in SS 27 is better suited to achieve this aim than a simple 
citation of an ordinary sentence like (25), perhaps accompanied by the remark that in  
the example the content does not provide information about linguistic matters. 
Shouldn’t one assume that verse 27 illustrates specific facts which could not be 
revealed by merely referring to most ordinary examples?  
 
Obviously the words asādhikā pratijñeti occurring at the beginning of the present kārikā 
should furnish an example of a general statement, and previously published translations 
clearly reflect this interpretation114. On the other hand, it seems to be widely assumed 
that the citation of the example should prove a point about the statement sarvaṃ 
mithyā bravīmi occurring in verse 25. Linguistically this assumption is, however, 
unwarranted in the sense that no compelling reason exists to assume that the author of 
the text intended to employ the example for demonstrating something which 
particularly concerns the phrase of verse 25. It is not compulsory to interpret the 
particle asya in the second line as relating to that phrase and not as referring to the 
example which is offered in the present kārikā. Assuming that the pronoun is co-
referential with the syntagma asādhikā pratijñeti the import of the verse might be 
explicated by the following paraphrase: 
 

In the same manner as [in the expression:] ‘An assertion is not proving’ this 
specific (eva) [assertion] is not designated, so also no quality which it (i.e. this 
assertion) has is recognized [by it].115 

                                        
114  The general character is usually made manifest by indefinite noun-phrases, such as: ‘A 
thesis has no proving force’ (Houben 1995), ‘a mere assertion does not prove the point’ (Iyer 
1971), ‘une thèse ne prouve rien’ (Houben 2001). 
115   This contrasts in several respects not only with the interpretation presupposed by the 
rendering of the verse in Houben 1995, but also by the translations offered in Iyer 1971:91 
 

The statement: “a mere assertion does not prove the point” does not apply to that 
statement itself. Similarly, the property (incorrectness) is not understood as applicable to 
this sentence. 

 
and Houben 2001:181 
 

De la même manière que «une thèse ne prouve rien» ne parle pas de cette thèse (iyam) 
elle-même, de même aucune propriété (par ex., vérité ou fausseté) de cette (phrase 
«tout ce que je dis est faux») n’est comprise (quand elle fonctionne comme signifiant). 
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However, a major dilemma persists irrespective of whether one interprets the remark of 
the second line as referring to the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi mentioned in SS 25 or 
to the example presented in the first line: If the view is accepted, which appears to be 
widely held, that SS 27 was meant to prove the contention that linguistic items can 
never exhibit a content entailing facts concerning themselves then the consequence 
follows that the writer of the text must have employed a fairly inadequate form of 
reasoning because the mere citation of examples is hardly suited to establish claims of 
impossibility; if, on the other hand, the relevant aim lies merely in demonstrating that 
linguistic expressions do not necessarily possess a content implying facts about 
themselves then other examples would have been better suited to illustrate the 
pertinent point in a straightforward manner. Thus the question arises whether the 
remark of SS 27 could demonstrate more than the lack of a link of necessity between 
the contents of declarative sentences and entailments concerning their qualities, even if 
the assumption is discarded that the implausible contention should be proven that a 
connection of necessity exists between being a content of a linguistic item and lacking 
any implication about its properties.  
 
A major obstacle against recognizing this possibility lies in the circumstance that prima 
facie the example represented by the words asādhikā pratijñeti, ‘an assertion is not 
proving’, is meant to show that nothing about its properties is ascertained on some 
occasion of its employment. This impression suggests itself even if it were supposed 
that the remark of the second line should primarily relate to the example mentioned in 
SS 25. Interpreters have accordingly entertained the idea that the example might refer 
to a statement about assertion in the context of a particular theoretical framework, 
particularly the theory of inference (anumāna). There the word pratijñā, ‘assertion’, 
occurs as a technical term whose import is essentially more specific than that of the 
word itself because it does not refer to linguistic units employed for making some 
assertion in general but specifically to formulations of a thesis which should be 
established as true in some particular situation by means of inferential reasoning. This 
precludes, among others, assertions which rely on perception and might be 
accompanied by the expectation that an addressee will verify its truth also by 
perception. Since in this theoretical context the expression pratijñā denotes an item 
which or whose content is in need of a proof it can be appropriately said that a pratijñā 
in this sense of the word is not probative, implying that it requires a piece of reasoning 
for its verification and does not itself prove something. Thus the sequence of words 
asādhikā pratijñā could be used in order to assert precisely this fact, i.e. the 
circumstance that a thesis presented in the context of an inferential proof is something 
whose truth should be established by some piece of inferential reasoning which is 
formulated subsequent to its presentation. It appears, however, highly plausible that 
the utterance by which this fact is asserted need not exhibit the same characteristics, 
i.e. it need not be supposed that subsequent to the statement about pratijñā in the 
technical sense the formulation of a piece of inferential reasoning must follow 
establishing its truth. Hence it could be indeed assumed that the formulation asādhikā 
pratijñā is associated with a content which implies absolutely nothing about properties 
of the statement itself or the linguistic unit employed for making the statement. It 
should be, however, easy to see that the possibility of employing the pertinent chain of 
words in this sense and in combination with the above depicted objective renders an 
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extremely poor argument for the thesis that contents of linguistic items cannot imply 
facts about themselves. Nobody should reasonably deny that expressions possessing a 
conventional meaning allowing their own subsumption under the concept which they 
represent (according to that meaning) could be employed in a manner associating them 
with a more restricted import and with a more specific concept not permitting this 
subsumption. This can be the outcome of attributing to an expression a novel meaning, 
but need not result from a change of conventional meaning, if it is granted that general 
terms might acquire particular imports in combination with contextual factors, in a 
similar way as the effect of restrictions of domains of universal quantifiers need not 
stem from changes of the meaning of quantifier-expressions. If, on the other hand, the 
example of the technical use of an expression should merely demonstrate that contents 
of linguistic items do not necessitate consequences about their properties then the 
argument is valid but the relevance of referring to this example remains doubtful 
because this point could be better proven by alternative examples. 
 
Let us therefore suppose that the use of term pratijñā in the example should not 
envisage its employment as a technical term and that it has been regarded as 
possessing a non-restricted import allowing to classify the utterance of the words 
asādhikā pratijñā as an instance of the concept represented by it. Under these 
circumstances it should be legitimate to claim that the content of the expression 
meaning ‘an assertion is not proving’ entails a fact about the utterance and indirectly 
about the words formulating the utterance itself. The content of the statement 
particularly entails that the words expressing the statement which is just being made do 
not express something which proves something else116. It can be even contended that 
under those premises the content of the dictum asādhikā pratijṇā entails a truth about 
itself and likewise about all other items classifiable as pratijñā in the pertinent sense, 
given that it amounts to the same as ‘a mere assertion does not prove anything’ — and 
that despite the circumstance that the expression asādhika- is rendered by ‘proving’ 
here and by similar words in other translations the pertinent notion must be neatly 
separated from concepts of proof intimately connected with the modern idea of 
entailment.  
 
At this point it might be objected that the formulation of the second line of the verse 
militates against the supposition that the author of the text intended to concede the 
possibility that the content of the words asādhikā pratijñā implies some fact about them. 
It must indeed be admitted that the second line could be read in a manner which does 
not tally with that assumption. But is that reading mandatory? In this connection it 
must be noticed first that no compelling need exists to interpret the remark embodied 
in the relative clause asādhikā pratijñeti neyam evābhidhīyate yathā as implying that by 
uttering the words ‘an assertion does not prove’ an assertion must be made which is 
not classifiable as an assertion in the sense of the term as it is used in the expression. 
Wouldn’t it be in accordance with most common intuitions to say that unlike a 
formulation, such as 
 

                                        
116  One must in any case assume that the expression asādhika- does not relate to a reflexive 
relation which like the modern concept of implication or entailment holds good between any 
proposition and itself. 
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the assertion which is made by the words ‘an assertion does not prove’ does not 
prove anything 

 
the words asādhikā pratijñā (‘an assertion is not probative’) do not express a content 
pertaining to some particular assertion and a fortiori not specifically to an assertion 
which is just being made? A theoretical account of why there is a difference has been 
suggested before: Whereas in the former case an expression occurs which denotes or 
refers to some specific assertion117, in the latter case at most the denotation of a type 
of speech acts or a general reference to it could be hypothesized. Decisive is the 
circumstance that no theoretical account is needed for recognizing the circumstance 
that the content of: 
 

An assertion does not prove anything 
 
is not identical with the content of the following conjunction: 
 

An assertion does not prove anything and that assertion (which had just been 
made) does not prove anything 

 
If the word ‘refer’ in the translation presented in Houben 1995 had been used in 
accordance with its precise technical import — which is presumably not the case — 
then the words 
 

‘A thesis has no proving force’ does not refer to that [thesis] itself 
 
could express an indubitable truth: No component of the expression ‘a thesis has no 
proving force’ is a name or singular term that refers to the assertion made by 
assertively uttering the above quoted words in the same sense as ‘Oslo’ refers to 
Oslo.118 Precisely because of that fact one is equally entitled to assert that the general 
statement concerning assertions does not ascribe any property to the assertion itself in 
so far as it does not attribute any property to that assertion in particular. One could 
equally make the same point by saying that a general statement expressed by: ‘an 
assertion does not prove’ or similar formulations, such as ‘assertions do not prove’, 
does not attribute any property as its own property.  
 
In the translation which had been presented by us previously the concatenation of the 
words tathāsya dharmo ‘pi naiva kaścit pratīyate had been rendered by: 
 

                                        
117  For avoiding excessive complications let us ignore the fact that the term ‘the assertion 
which is made by the words ‘an assertion does not prove’’ can be alternatively refer to a 
particular token of an assertion made by saying ‘an assertion does not prove’ on a particular 
occasion or to a type which such a token can instantiate, i.e. the type of assertions made by 
uttering the words ‘an assertion does not prove’ on any arbitrary occasion.  
118  Here again the difference is ignored between the relation between a token and the item it 
refers to and the relation between a corresponding type and the object it usually designates, 
notwithstanding the fact that one could easily signal this distinction by employing different 
words for signifying those two kinds of relation, e.g. ‘refer to’ and ‘denote’. 
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Just as .... in the same manner also no characteristic of it is ascertained [there] 
 
Supposed that this translation is acceptable as a literal rendering of the second half of 
the verse it does not follow that it makes the relevant import fully manifest and explicit. 
This would in fact be the case if the second half had been meant to impart a 
proposition which would be represented with a higher degree of explicitness by the 
following formulation: 
 

Just as .... in the same manner also no characteristic is ascertained [there]  as its 
(i.e. the pertinent assertion’s) characteristic 

 
Thus the verse as a whole would express that in accordance with the fact that119 by 
using the words ‘an assertion does not prove’ one makes an assertion which is not 
specifically referred to by the employed expressions no property of that assertion is 
recognized from the used expressions as being a property of that assertion.  
 
The significance of this reading does not merely result from the circumstance that if it 
were correct it would follow that the writer of the text would have chosen a most 
appropriate illustration for indicating a possible way of acquiring knowledge concerning 
linguistic facts which are not communicated as the content of expressions and do not 
merely pertain to physical properties, instead of propagating an implausible tenet 
substantiating it by wholly unsuitable arguments or supporting a prima facie trifling 
contention by an argument which is valid but rather misleading. More decisive is the 
circumstance that the considered interpretation permits us to recognize in SS 27 an 
answer to the criticism formulated in the verses 20 – 21 which overcomes a relevant 
shortcoming expounded previously.  
 
A problem which had not been satisfactorily solved according to the previous analyses 
arises because due to its general nature the tenet proclaimed in SS 4 and SS 19 can 
only be true if the unit expressing it does not say anything about the relation between 
itself and its content or if the item formulating it does not express the proposition that it 
expresses the content which it needs to express. This creates the difficulty that 
communication of the tenet requires that the proposition which it should express must 
be recognizable as the content which it should express and that understanding its 
content must permit one to ascertain a fact concerning the relation between the 
expression and its content, namely that nothing is said about it by the relevant item. 
Those facts could equally be considered as facts pertaining to the linguistic item 
formulating the tenet. Given that the propositional content of SS 19 entails that the 
linguistic unit constituting the verse must possess the characteristic that it does not 
express the fact that it expresses the content that should be expressed by it, the 
supposition that that which has to be true of it is also expressed by the pertinent unit 
amounts to the assumption that the item expresses that it is not the case that it 
expresses the fact that it expresses the content that should be expressed by it. Hence it 
could be objected that the concerned unit equally expresses the (constituent) thought 
that it expresses the proposition that it expresses the content which it actually possess, 

                                        
119   Possibly the construction yathā … tathā possesses here the sense of ‘as … therefore’  
mentioned in dictionaries or a closely related import.  
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and this would contradict the claim expressed in the verse. If the envisaged 
interpretation of SS 27 were correct the kārikā would make a contribution to the 
solution of this difficulty. Moreover, a clarification to the effect that the sentences 
formulating the relevant theoretical claims do not express something in addition to that 
which they are intended to express, possesses significance in itself. The example of 
verse 27 is specially suited to perform the required task because it exhibits exactly the 
same semantic character as the tenet about semantic relation and the subject term 
pratijñā in asādhikā pratijñā exemplifies the same grammatical and semantic type as 
the subject term abhidhānaṃ in SS 4. But since the content of 
 

An assertion does not prove. 
 
obviously differs from the content of a sentence, such as 
 

The assertion made by uttering the sentence ‘An assertion does not prove’ does 
not prove. 

 
or from the content of the result of conjoining the two sentences, it ought to be 
supposed that any recognition of the truth of the proposition expressed by the latter 
formulation does not rely on the circumstance that the content of the former 
formulation is equivalent to that of the latter formulation or that the former one 
contains the latter one as a part. This fact is indeed hardly deniable. It requires only 
little reflection to see that the truth of the latter proposition, viz. that which concerns 
the individual assertion, can be ascertained by first recognizing that the type of speech 
act exemplified by an utterance of an item possessing the sense of asādhikā pratijñā is 
an assertive utterance and by deriving from the proposition that the utterance is an 
assertion in combination with its content the consequence that the assertion made by 
uttering the words ‘an assertion does not prove’ does itself not prove. Accordingly the 
proposition that the pertinent assertion does not prove must be true given that the 
proposition which is the content of the assertion is true. Hence one can also derive that 
one would assert a truth by assertively uttering a sentence containing a singular term 
referring to the original assertion in combination with a predicate term that is identical 
with the predicate of the original sentence. The situation is exactly alike in the case of 
the formulation of the tenet propagated in SS 4. The fact that the tenet can only be 
true if it can be truly said about its formulation that it says nothing about the relation 
between itself and its content does not require that the formulation says something 
about the relation between itself and its content in the same sense of ‘say about’. The 
circumstance that true statements could be made concerning the semantic relation 
between the expression formulating the tenet and its content can be acknowledged by 
recognizing that the expression formulating the tenet is meaningful, which in 
combination with the identification of its content permits a recognition of the fact that 
the tenet says nothing about its own meaning relation given that it is true. In an 
analogous way the proposition that the formulation of the tenet does not express that it 
expresses the content it should express is ascertained by recognizing its actual content 
in combination with realizing the fact that its general character implies that it is itself 
affected by the verdict it expresses. The involved mechanism of recognition of linguistic 
facts is in principle the same as the one permitting one to discern that a sentence such 
as 
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(58)   All sentences are meaningless. 

 
expresses an inconsistency. The only difference is that in contrast to (58) the 
formulation of the tenet of SS 4, as it is interpreted here, is not inconsistent.  
 
As regards the example mentioned in SS 25 its point can now be seen as clarifying that 
the statement of verse 19 does not and ought not involve a specific reference to the 
statement itself. It is not completely clear whether the domain of its universal 
quantification should relate to linguistic tokens, the speech acts performed by uttering 
linguistic items or the contents expressed by it. Nevertheless, the assumption that the 
same principle which has been advocated with respect to the example of SS 27 is 
equally applicable to the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi intimates the following 
conclusion: The content of the pertinent phrase must not be identified with a 
proposition which involves some comment either on the expression sarvaṃ mithyā 
bravīmi itself or the speech act performed by its utterance or the content expressed by 
those words. Supposing that the quantifier concerns linguistic tokens the upshot is in 
particular that those words do not represent a content which could be paraphrased by 
the following formulation: 
 

Every sentence I say expresses something which is not true/is uttered with an 
untruthful intention, and that sentence (i.e. the preceding token) expresses 
something which is not true/is uttered with an untruthful intention. 

 
Evidently the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi could impossibly convey some reliable 
information about sentences spoken by the utterer if they invariably possessed the 
above described import. In this respect the resulting consequence coincides with the 
two alternatives considered before, i.e. the supposition that an inconsistency is 
generated by a lack of restriction concerning the quantifier or by a ‘recursive’ 
application of speech act performance. On the one hand the idea that assertive 
utterances of the phrase sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi need not nullify their communicative 
function by simultaneously performing numerically different speech acts of the same 
kind, e.g. denying something, is particularly intimated by the analogy of verse 23, 
where it is emphasized that a doubt about something need not be accompanied with a 
doubt about that doubt. On the other hand the tenet that linguistic items do not 
(usually) express a content which includes a comment about them is indicated by the 
statement of verse 27.120 The results which would follow if the quantifier of the example 
of SS 25 were related not to linguistic tokens but to speech acts or contents of linguistic 
expressions would be exactly alike. As the difference between simultaneous 
performance of speech acts of different order on the one hand and possession of a 
content involving reflexive comments on linguistic matters is not explicitly elaborated in 
the text, it could appear that the author of the SS has conflated or even confused 
different issues. It is, however, not certain that this diagnosis is appropriate. Possibly 

                                        
120  It would of course be true to say that an assertion made by saying ‘An assertion does not 
prove’ does not involve an assertion to the effect that the pertinent assertion is an assertion, 
but the formulation of the verse appears to preclude the assumption that this is the relevant 
point of the remark. 
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the lack of an explicit indication of the difference stems from the circumstance that the 
writer did not attribute argumentative importance to the distinction believing that his 
disclosure of the fact that mental acts need not occur in combination with other mental 
acts pertaining to them provides support for the contention that acts of expressing a 
content do not require the occurrence of further acts of commenting on physical or 
non-physical aspects of items which are being used. 
 
Irrespective of whether or not the author of the SS had envisaged that idea, the point 
can be generalized by asserting that meanings of linguistic expressions of any category 
can be grasped even if their possession of the pertinent meanings is not part of the 
content of the expressions concerned. The decisive point is that possession of 
recognizable meaning does not require that expressions in addition to expressing some 
meaning or the other must simultaneously play the role which different linguistic items 
by which some meaning is explicitly ascribed to them are able to play. 
 
In the present connection the fact is significant that by its nature the remark of verse 
25 is apt to substantiate the tenet that linguistic forms expressing universal 
quantifications do not amount to the same as a conjunction of singular statements 
referring individually to all the items in a domain. For if a formulation, such as 
 

Everything which is F is G 
 
represented merely a variant of  
 

a1 is F and a2 is G and …. An is F 
 
where ‘a1’, ‘a2’ …. ‘an’ are terms which taken together denote all the items which are F, 
then the formulation 
 

Everything which I say is untrue/untruthful. 
 
would involve a self-reference with necessity. But it can be established that 
formulations of this sort do not require this reading. The very fact that formulations 
representing universal quantifications exhibit by themselves an indeterminacy as far as 
the pertinent domain is concerned in combination with the circumstance that 
conjunctions of singular propositions lack such indeterminateness suffices to establish 
that the two formulation-types cannot be completely equated. 121 Hence it should not be 
eccentric to suppose that the author of the SS considered his remark as the beginning 
of an argument rejecting the charge that the universal nature of his thesis regarding 
semantic relations generates an inconsistency. To be sure, since the statement of kārikā 
25 intimates that a universal quantification need not include the linguistic item 
formulating it in its domain it could be naturally understood as suggesting that the 
theorems represented in the verses 4 and 19 should be interpreted as assertions which 

                                        
121  It should be plain that this remark ought not dispute the existence of other important 
differences, in the first place the difference resulting from the circumstance that any finite 
conjunction of the form ‘a1 is G and a2 is G …. and an is G’ does not communicate that the 
enumeration is exhaustive (with respect to a particular realm). 
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exempt the semantic relations of the units expressing them from their verdict, that in 
other words those verses express claims which are generally valid with the (sole) 
exception of the semantic relations that they themselves exhibit. Given, however, that 
this was not the goal which the author of the SS intended to impart, one can identify an 
excellent explanation for the circumstance that the argumentation continues after verse 
25 and specifically that in the subsequent context the remark of verse 27 is added. For 
only in the light of this clarification is it possible to ascertain that the writer of the text 
intends to assert that the verdict of the theorems concerning semantic relalations is in 
fact applicable to the connections between the the items expressing them and their 
content. Given that this implies that the theorems say something which is true of the 
concerned connections it might be derived that one can create names or singular terms 
designating those relations and express a truth by combining them with the predicates 
which inhere in the formulations of the theorems. But the charge of inconsistency turns 
out to be illegitimate due to the fact that the writer of the text has not even attempted 
to refer to those connections by terms designating them. In this manner also the exact 
import of the word vivakṣyate in the expression naitad vākyaṃ vivakṣyate has been 
implicitly clarified enabling an interpreter to recognize that it should refer to an 
intention of saying something about some individual linguistic unit in particular. 
 
Against this background one can also provide an aswer to a possible objection against 
the proposed interpretation of karikā 4 based on the fact that due to the occurrence of 
the formulation nābhidhānaṃ svadharmeṇa saṃbandhasyāsti vācakam it has not been 
made immediately obvious that the thesis pertains exclusively to linguistic expressions 
and their own meaning-relation. Even admitting that by employing a term in the sense 
of ‘own relation’, like svasaṃbandha- or even svabandha-, this aspect could have been 
highlighted in a more apparent manner it can be ascertained that the choice of the 
expression svadharmeṇa can be related to a plausible motivation: Since the universal 
statement about the impossibility to ‘signify’ one’s own relation should convey 
something which holds true of the item expressing this statement itself, it could be 
maintained that in some way the pertinent expression says something about its own 
meaning-relation. The decisive point is, however, that the manner in which something 
is said about an expression’s own meaning relation does not involve any specific 
reference to it by means of providing a definite description involving a reference to its 
specific characteristics. Hence the choice of an expression in the sense of ‘according to 
its own quality’, ‘according to its own specific property’ is suited to put a most 
significant aspect into relief. If in addition the conjecture is true that a twofold reading 
of the expression svadharmeṇa had been envisaged by the author of the text and that 
an interpretation of the sense of ‘by its own expressive power’ was equally intended 
then the formulation actually occurring in the text can be regarded as a most suitable 
means of conveying the intended import. 
 
If an account along the above sketched lines is correct122, then the writer of the text is 
not at all concerned with a treatment of a liar paradox in the section up to SS 27, not to 

                                        
122  There is no need to contend that the considerations formulated in the previous paragraphs 
exactly mirror thoughts which have occurred ‘in the mind’ of the writer of the text at any time. 
But they can be regarded as an explication of the objective reasons motivating the author of 
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speak of offering a solution to it. This circumstance can, however, not rule out the 
possibility that the section subsequent to SS 25 provides at least a relevant basis for its 
assessment. Although it is difficult to see how even this modest objective should be 
achievable, one must abstain from a final verdict before considering the remaining 
kārikā-s. 
 

Verse 28 
 
A) 
 
The understanding of verse 28 is not confronted with major difficulties due to problems 
of grammatical analysis. But this does not mean that some particular interpretation can 
be easily ascertained as the correct one. 
 
One reason preventing a straightforward identification of the import lies in the 
circumstance that, although the subordinate clause vyāpārasyāparo yasmān na vyāpāro 
‘sti kaś cana (‘as there is no further operation of an operation’) can be naturally read as 
proclaiming the non-existence of an operation pertaining to some other operation as a 
universal rule or law, this interpretation is not linguistically mandatory. An equivocation 
similar to one which could be discerned in previous verses can be identified even here. 
For the clause could be equally understood either as formulating a general fact about 
the examples that had been discussed in the immediately preceding verses or as a 
mere rejection of a general claim to the effect that all operations are associated with 
further operations pertaining to them. 
 
One could be tempted to believe that if the causal sentence formulates a general law or 
rule the author of the text must have adopted the view that linguistic self-reference is 
impossible and that in particular it can never occur that linguistic items ascribe 
properties to themselves. This is, however, a fallacy. The thesis that no linguistic item 
can be used to perform at the same time a denial and a denial of that denial is not at 
all incompatible with the assumption of linguistic self reference. For if somebody utters 
a sentence like 
 

(59)   The first word of the sentence(-token) which is just being uttered is not an 
indefinite article. 

 
he will presumably not intend to simultaneously deny that the first word of the sentence 
uttered by him is an indefinite article and moreover deny either that he has expressed a 
denial or that the denial expressed by the sentence is true. A competent interpreter 
would hardly understand his utterance in this way. But interpreting the articulation of 
the sentence as an assertion attributing a property — viz. the property of not 
possessing an indefinite article as the first word — to the produced item is surely not 
eccentric. Similarly an acknowledgment of the fact that the definite noun-phrase in (59) 
can refer to the sentence of which it is a constituent and probably expresses the 
proposition that the pertinent sentence does not begin with an indefinite article does 

                                                                                                                               
the work to adopt the position expounded in the pertinent verses on the basis of a more or less 
intuitive grasp of their validity. 
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not militate against the rejection of the contention that the content of (59) involves 
some comment about the concerned item and that its import could be equated with 
 

The first word of the sentence(-token) which is just being uttered is not an 
indefinite article and that sentence expresses that its first word is not an 
indefinite article 

 
or something similar.123 Therefore even the attribution of the view that linguistic items 
never perform two functions at the same time, such that one of them pertains to the 
other, does not eo ipso amount to ascribing to the author of the text the questionable 
opinion that linguistic self-reference is impossible.  
 
It is easy to see that the second line of the verse exhibits equally a scope ambiguity 
due to the simultaneous occurrence of a quantifier-expression, viz. sarvatra, and the 
negation-particle na. If the negation had widest scope the sentence would express that 
one must not always resort to infinite regress or contradiction, whereas otherwise the 
import would be that one must never resort to infinite regress or contradiction. In this 
particular case considerations about plausibility of content favour one of the alternative 
readings in a straightforward manner: If the first reading were adopted the author 
should be ready to admit that cases exist in which one must or should resort to either 
infinite regress or contradiction, and this appears quite improbable. However, the most 
significant queries of exegesis arise on the basis of the assumption that the second 
reading is the intended one. 
 
Against the background of the fact that expressions of the form ‘Since A not B’ induce 
as a (conversational) implication a proposition that would be expressible by ‘If not A 
then (possibly) B’ a relevant task is to ascertain why it could be legitimate to assert that 
if two operations simultaneously occurred either an infinite regress or a contradiction 
would have to occur. The truth of this implication cannot be regarded as self-evident. 
Supposed that it holds good for some particular fact that every ascertainment of it 
entailed an ascertainment of the circumstance that some fact has been ascertained, 
why should this assumption necessitate the existence of an infinite regress and why 
should the assumption that no infinite regress follows entail a contradiction? Even if 
there should be no valid general argument establishing that the very idea that some 
sort of operation is bound to occur with some other operation pertaining to it involves a 
dichotomy between infinite regress and contradiction, it should at least be possible to 
ascertain that such consequences could plausibly follow in view of pertinent phenomena 
which have been mentioned or suggested in the previous discussions of the text. 
 
A crux is that the section of the SS up to verse 28 refers to various facts that could 
generate an infinite regress. A most significant link with the idea of an infinite regress 

                                        
123 It would not even be suitable to identify its content with that of the sentence: 
 

The first word of the sentence(-token) which is just being uttered is not an indefinite 
article and the first word of that (previous) sentence(-token) is not an indefinite article. 

 
The two sentences are not synonymous according to intuitive criteria of synonymy. 
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involves the theorem of the ‘dependent nature’ of relations and the tenet propagated in 
SS 4 according to the interpretation advocated here. For the assumption that some 
linguistic item is related by R not only to some content but also to R itself in 
combination with the theorem of the dependent nature of relations necessitates the 
consequence that a relatum of R, which is R itself, must in its turn be related to R and 
that the latter relatum has to be related to R as a relatum and so on ad infinitum. 
Hence it can be plausibly assumed that in the eyes of the author of the text a rejection 
of the tenet advocated in SS 4 compels the opponent to acknowledge an infinite regress. 
On the other hand, the assumption that for everything which a sentence expresses it 
must hold good that the proposition that the sentence expresses this content is equally 
expressed by the sentence entails the consequence that a sentence can express some 
content only if it expresses an infinite number of different contents. This corollary 
should have been regarded as inevitable by the writer of the work because the remark 
of SS 24 intimates the view that the contents expressible by sentences of the form ‘p’ 
and ‘x Φ that p’ necessarily differ. Similarly the existence of an infinite multitude of 
expressed content would follow from the pertinent premise if the tenet were advocated 
that the existence of other semantic functions, such as denotation or reference, 
presupposes that the fact of their existence is expressed as a content. An infinite 
regress affecting non-linguistic items would moreover ensue from a rejection of the 
principle suggested in SS 23 – 24 that the occurrence of a mental act pertaining to 
some content does not require the occurrence of a higher-order mental act having the 
former act as its intentional object. On the other hand, a contradiction  could arise at 
least on three accounts:  
 
1) In order to avoid the consequence of an infinite regress one hypothesizes that the 
successive generation of acts of higher order terminates somewhere. This would 
contradict the supposition that an operation requires the occurrence of a higher order 
operation if this were understood in the sense that every operation demands the 
occurrence of a second operation of the same kind — for example that a denial requires 
a denial of a denial — in combination with the theorem that every operation of the 
pertinent kind requires the occurrence of an operation of the same kind pertaining to 
it.124  
 
2) One avoids the infinite regress by denying the very first member which could 
generate it. This generates a variety of contradiction in all cases in which the 
assumption of its existence is mandatory, either generally or with respect to some 
particular proponent. In the present case particularly relevant is the circumstance that 
the advocate of the tenet propagated in SS 4 can hardly accept the conclusion that his 
words are incapable to express the content which represents the concerned tenet.  
 
3) There are special sorts of operations which stand in contradiction with similar 
operations pertaining to them in the sense that occurrence of the latter ones would 

                                        
124  It deserves to be noticed that the same reasoning would not be applicable to a theorem 
which said that certain kinds of functions require the existence of some other function of a 
different sort. One could embrace the view, for example, that words can express a denial only if 
they are suited to make competent speakers realize that they express a denial. No matter 
whether or not this theorem is true, it should certainly not be inconsistent. 
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deprive the former ones of their efficiency. For example the idea that some action of 
denying something is accompanied with an action of denying either the occurrence of 
the original act of denying or its appropriateness implies the idea of the existence of an 
inconsistent behaviour. For a situation which is describable by the following sequence of 
sentences: 
 

NN denies that p, and NN denies that he (NN) denies that p 
 
is a state of affairs in which somebody contradicts a fact whose existence he has 
himself produced by his (linguistic) behaviour. Accordingly the efficiency of the first 
action which should presumably aim at communicating that something (‘p’) is not true 
is impeded because everyone who interprets the speaker’s behaviour in accordance 
with the premise that it does not involve an inconsistency will discard the assumption of 
the existence of the first act — supposing perhaps that its occurrence is merely 
apparent — if he takes the existence of the second for granted. On the other hand a 
state of affairs complying with the description: 
 

NN denies that p, and NN denies that p can be denied 
 
signals unreasonableness of behaviour against the background of any reading of the 
second phrase of the conjunction. Whereas somebody could reasonably perform each 
of the two actions, viz. denying that p and denying that p can be denied, in isolation, he 
would exhibit a behaviour that could be described as ‘inconsistent’ or ‘contradictory’ if 
he performed the two actions simultaneously in the same context. The distinguishing 
feature of this third type of contradiction is that it emerges as a consequence of a 
simultaneous performance of acts as well as acts pertaining to them only if the 
concerned activities are of a special sort. Whereas it can be diagnosed for acts of denial 
no similar basis for a contradiction is discernable for acts of assertion or judgment. On 
the other hand the existence of the contradiction does not require the validity of the 
principle that every act of the concerned type can only exist if another act exhibiting the 
same type pertains to it. Hence it does not depend on the acknowledgment of a tenet 
that could generate an infinite regress. 
 
B) 
 
In the commentary of Helārāja on SS 28 allusions to contradictions can be found which 
against the background of the preceding differentiations are assignable to divergent 
types, although those differences — like in various studies of Western scholars — have 
not been pointed out in the text. Among the various examples taken into consideration 
in Helārāja’s PP the first one can only belong to type 3. The relevant segment of the 
commentary reads as follows: 
 
avācyaśabdasya svārthapratipādane yo vyāpāro ‘bhidhālakṣaṇas tasyānyo vyāpāraḥ 
svaviṣayas tadānīm eva nāsti yenaikena vyāpāreṇa śabdāntarābhidheyatāṃ niṣedhaty 
apareṇātmano ‘py abhidheyatām ity avācyaśabdasyāpy asāv artho na vācyaḥ syād iti 
vivakṣitaṃ śabdāntarāṇāṃ apy avācyatvaṃ na pratīyetety virodhaḥ syāt / 
nirnirmitavyāpārāntarābhyupagame cānavasthā syāt / tathā hi yady avācyaśabdasyāpi 
viṣayabhāvaniṣedhāya vyāpārāntaraṃ saṃbhavet tadā tasyāpi vyāpārāntarasya 
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svaviṣaye pravṛttiniṣedhāya vyāpārāntaraṃ tadaivety anavasthānād apratipattiḥ syād ity 
arthaḥ / vyāpārāntarābhāvāt tu naiṣa prasaṅgaḥ / 125 
 
This account of the origination appears puzzling because the initial segment suggests 
that the hypothesis from which the contradiction follows is the following: The operation 
or function of the word ‘unsignifiable’ (‘non-denotable’, ‘non-expressible’) which consists 
in its designating something (abhidhāna) is at the same time connected with another 
operation having it as object so that it rejects by one operation the possibility of being 
designated by other words and by the other operation the possibility of being 
designated by itself. This could mean that by using the term ‘unsignifiable’ (avācya) as 
(part of) a predicate it is simultaneously conveyed that some item cannot be designated 
by other terms and that it cannot be designated by the term ‘unsignifiable’ itself. If this 
had been meant there would be a discernible connection with the criticism which had 
been formulated in SS 20 – 21. It might follow, on the other hand, that the 
commentator has conflated the issue of the range of an (implicit) universal 
quantification and that of the simultaneous occurrence of two operations where one 
pertains to another. Obviously this is not the point, however. For it has been 
emphasized in several places before that expressing a denial comprising both a denial 
that some item is characterizable by other terms and a denial that the item can be 
characterized as uncharacterizable is not only consistent but could be even used to 
express a relevant truth if the alleged item is (supposedly) not existent. This 
supposition can impossibly entail the consequence that the thought that an item cannot 
be characterized by other words than ‘uncharacterizable’ is not conveyed as an 
implication. But precisely this appears to be regarded as a consequence of the 
supposed hypothesis according to the words of the commentator. The consequence 
would indeed follow from an assumption which says that apart from an operation of 
expressing the thought that something cannot be characterized by expressions other 
than ‘uncharacterizable’, i.e. denying the possibility of something’s being characterized 

                                        
125  In Houben1995:361 this passage is translated as follows: 
 

The mode of functioning — consisting in expressing — which the word ‘unsignifiable’ has 
when it is expressing its own meaning, does not have at that very moment another 
mode of functioning with itself as object, on accout of which it denies through one mode 
of functioning that [the meaning] is expressible by other words, through the other that 
[this meaning] is itself expressible; for, by the word “unsignifiable” too that very 
meaning would not be expressed; so also the unsignifiability by other words, intended 
by the speaker, would not be understood; so there would be contradiction. And if one 
admits other modes of functioning without basis, there would be infinite regress. To 
explain — if another mode of functioning to negate the status of being the object even 
of the word “unsignifiable” would be possible, then that other mode of functioning to 
negate the status of being the object even of the word “unsignifiable” would be possible, 
then that other mode of functioning too would have at that very moment another mode 
of functioning to negate activity in regard to itself; and because of this infinite regress 
there would be no understanding. This is the meaning. But because there is no other 
mode of functioning this predicament is not there. 

 
— Houben’s reasons for conjecturing items possessing the import of ‘the meaning’ and ‘this 
meaning’ as implicit constituents (indicated by the brackets) are not completely clear. 
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by other terms, a second function is simultaneously operative which disclaims that it 
has been denied by the employed words that something cannot be characterized. But in 
this case the premise from which the conclusion might validly follow is curious. Why 
should it be supposed that if one disclaims that something can be characterized one 
equally disclaims that it has been disclaimed that something can be characterized?126 Or 
must one assume that every meaningful term yields a characterization of its content, so 
that saying that something is red involves saying that the content of ‘red’ is red etc.?127 
But where is the basis for assuming eccentric tenets of this kind which could make it 
obligatory to refute it? Should it be supposed that the objection formulated in SS 20 – 
21 rests on premises of that sort? Helārāja’s remarks do not reveal where in his eyes 
the argumentative relevance of premises lies which would validly entail that attempts of 
expressing that something cannot be signified must fail because they engender 
conditions which preclude the possibility of conveying the content that something 
cannot be signified. Here one can only speculate that the author of the PP intends to 
expound that even the opponent who voices his criticism in the verses 20 – 21 is 
committed to reject the principle of recursive operation at least as far as denial is 
concerned. There is equally no sign that the commentator was aware of the fact that 
the assumption of the existence of an object to which nothing can be ascribed apart 
from being non-characterizable is, to put it mildly, debatable so that it is by no means 
clear why the denial of the occurrence of a second-order operation could remove 
pertinent difficulties. Anyhow, the basis for the derivation of a contradiction which is 
relevant here should belong to the third type. This is corroborated by the circumstance 
that Helārāja seems to present the alternative of acknowledging an infinite regress as 
the result of an attempt of avoiding the threat of a contradiction. 128  There is no 
indication that the derivation of a contradiction depends on the premise that the 
generation of higher-order operations can (or even must) be endlessly repeated.  
 
Helārāja claims however that the circumstance that an operation does not require a 
further operation is equally relevant in other cases and bases this contention on the 
occurrence of the expression sarvatra (‘everywhere’) in SS 28. The commentator offers 

                                        
126   There is admittedly no linguistic reason to discard this understanding of the premise 
because it is not clear whether tasya in tasyānyo vyāpāraḥ should relate to avācyaśabdasya or 
to vyāpāro and whether the expression ātmano in apareṇātmano ‘py should be co-referential 
with avācyaśabdasya  or with vyāpāreṇa. It deserves to be noted, nevertheless, that the later 
occurrence of the words yadi avācyaśabdasyāpi viṣayabhāvaniṣedhāya vyāpārāntaraṃ 
saṃbhavet intimates the conclusion that the expression avācya should be the object of the 
operation. 
127  Otherwise it could be assumed that the premise relies on a fallacy of equivocation. If one 
takes the word avācya alternatively in the sense of ‘cannot be characterized’ and ‘cannot be 
uttered’ the proposition that something is avācya = not characterizable (or even inexpressible) 
could be taken to imply the proposition that the expression avācya is avācya = 
unpronounceable, presuming that every expression characterizes itself. But the untenability of 
this tenet is fairly evident: Whereas ‘polysyllabic’ expresses a characteristic which the 
expression exemplifies, this is definitely not the case as far as ‘monosyllabic’ and many other 
words are concerned. 
128   This should be the case if the expression niṣedhāya in avācyaśabdasyāpi 
viṣayabhāvaniṣedhāya has to be interpreted in the sense of ‘averting (the consequence that)’ 
and not as ‘denying’ as in previous segments of the quoted passage. 
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two alternative accounts which in his eyes could establish that the principle is pertinent 
also in other cases. The circumstance that he introduces the presentation of the second 
alternative with the expression athavā (‘or else’) could be a reflection of the fact that in 
the tradition before him different accounts have been envisaged. Anyway, regarding the 
second alternative according to which the principle should be relevant with respect to 
the phrases sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi and asādhikā pratijñā no further elucidation is 
presented and presumably the writer supposes that his remarks commenting on SS  27 
offer the pertinent information. Since it is said in connection with verse 27 that the 
statement asādhikā pratijñā serves to ascribe the property of not belonging to the 
proving component in inferences and proofs (sādhanāṅga) to other assertions without 
ascribing any property to itself and that similarly the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi 
ascribe falsity only to other sentences but not to themselves, the most natural 
conclusion is that in the eyes of the commentator the two operations which are 
concerned are a) the ascription of some property to items which differ from the item 
ascribing that property and b) the ascription of the same property to the item by which 
the property is ascribed itself or alternatively to the content of that item.129 Even here 
no derivation of a contradiction must be supposed that presupposes some recursive 
principle. The first alternative which calls for an avoidance of the alternative between 
contradiction and infinite regress concerns relations. Helārāja makes the following 
remark in this regard: 
 
sarvatra iti na kevalaṃ vācyatāyām eva api tu saṃbandhe ‘pi, saṃbandhasya 
saṃbandhibhyāṃ sahānyasya saṃbandhasyābhāve tayor api saṃbandhinoḥ 
śabdārthayoḥ saṃbandho mā bhūt / saṃbandhāntarakalpane vānavasthety 
eṣānavasthā nāśritavyā / saṃbandhasya svayaṃ saṃbandharūpatvād anyasyopa-
śleṣakasyāyōgāt ity arthaḥ / 130 

                                        
129  An extension of this principle to statements characterizing something as non-characterizable 
would suggest the implementation of an equivocation of the word avācya. That is to say, the 
pertinent operations with respect to utterances of the form 
 

o is avācya 
 
would consist in claiming a) that the pertinent item (‘o’) is avācya = cannot be (correctly) 
characterized by other terms apart from the term avācya and that secondly the proposition that 
the concerned item ‘o’ is avācya is avācya = not expressible or assertible relative to the 
expression employed, i.e. that the proposition cannot be (correctly) expressed by the words ‘o 
is avācya’. Whether this account reflects the view lying behind the remarks in the initial section 
of Helārāja’s comment on SS 28 is not ascertainable at present. It can be established 
nevertheless that if that were Helārāja’s opinion several conflations would be involved in it. 
130  In Houben 1995:361-362 the passage is translated as follows: 
 

In all cases: not only in the case of expressibility, but also in the case of saṃbandha 
(relation). If a relation does not have another relation with the two things related, then 
these two related things should have no relation either. (So there would be 
contradiction.) Or, if another relation is postulated, there is infinite regress and this 
infinite regress should not be resorted to. Because, since relation is by itself a relation, it 
is not proper that there is something else that creates the contact; that is the meaning. 

 
— It is not clear why Houben omitted śabdārthayoḥ in the translation. 
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Apparently two options are taken into consideration which are formulated by the 
phrases saṃbandhasya saṃbandhibhyāṃ sahānyasya saṃbandhasyābhāve tayor api 
saṃbandhinoḥ śabdārthayoḥ saṃbandho mā bhūt  and saṃbandhāntarakalpane 
vānavasth[ā]. Whereas the second phrase unambiguously expresses the proposition 
that if an additional connection were assumed an infinite regress would exist, the 
import of the first phrase is not immediately clear and raises even the grammatical 
question of whether the constituent saṃbandhibhyāṃ saha should be syntactically 
connected with the preceding or the following occurrence of saṃbandhasya. If one 
adopts the latter alternative, like Houben 1995, then the phrase could be rendered by 
 

If for a connection no other connection existed between the two relata then also 
no connection should exist for the two relata, which are word and meaning-
content. 

 
This could be understood as a formulation of the thought that a necessary condition for 
the existence of a relation between expressions and their content is that this relation is 
in its turn connected with those two relata. The underlying idea would be that a relation 
can be instantiated in objects only if a further relation exists which ‘glues’ that relation 
to the relata. If, however, the argument should rest on the presupposition that qualities, 
in particular relational qualities, can be instantiated in objects only via some additional 
relation like inherence connecting the relata with a relation then it becomes difficult to 
see not only how the reasoning should depend on the hypothesis of the occurrence of 
two simultaneous operations but also why the origination of an infinite regress is 
depicted in the text as an alternative option — and not as a consequence. Therefore it 
seems preferable to suppose that the writer of the passage intended to convey the 
thought that if the principle of ‘recursive’ operations were accepted then only two 
choices are open: 1) One assumes that a higher order connecting-operation pertaining 
to an operation of connecting two items, such as an expression and its content, does 
not occur. Then it must be assumed that no connection exists between the two relata, 
such as an expression and its content. But this contradicts the established opinion that 
a relation between meaningful expressions and their content must exist. 2) One accepts 
that the ‘recursive’ mechanism becomes operative with the consequence that an infinite 
regress must occur. But this should not be accepted, the author tells us. For the 
admission of an entity performing the function of connecting a relation with something 
is inappropriate because putting objects into a relation is a function inherent in the 
nature of a relation itself. This explanation is even compatible with a syntactic analysis 
which connects the constituent saṃbandhibhyāṃ saha with the preceding occurrence of 
saṃbandhasya. The upshot is that the principle of recursive operation which generates 
the alternative between two options entailing unacceptable consequences deserves to 
be rejected. It is not difficult to discern that given this account the contradiction 
belongs to the second type: An assumption which would eliminate the basis for a 
possible application of a recursive mechanism generating an infinite regress militates 
against established propositions.131  

                                        
131  It is not obvious what Houben exactly intends to say in the footnote 671 (Houben 1995:361) 
which reads as follows: 
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C) 
 
In view of the fact that there are various possibilities to establish connections between 
topics mentioned in the preceding verses of the SS with an alternative between 
contradiction and infinite regress the question must be posed what is the primary 
concern that bestows relevance to the tenet formulated in the first line of SS 28 by the 
words vyāpārasyāparo ... na vyāpāro ‘sti kaścana = ‘For an operation not any further 
operation exists’. Against the background of the account presented in the preceding 
investigations the answer must be the following: The expression vyāpārasyāparo ... 
vyāpāro ‘sti kaścana = ‘There is some other operation of an operation’ embodies a 
theorem which entails (among others) a) that the semantic function of expressing some 
(propositional) content can only be operative if a further semantic operation of 
expressing occurs pertaining to the former as its object and transforming it to its 
content and b) that those two functions must be performed by one and the same 
linguistic token whenever it expresses some (propositional) content. If that principle 
were valid then the proposition could not hold true that linguistic items are able to 
express some content without at the same time performing a function which different 
tokens can perform, namely that of expressing a proposition which embodies the 
information of what the concerned expression expresses. Consequently the tenet that 
linguistic expressions cannot perform those two functions at the same time would need 
be false a fortiori. Similarly the assumption that linguistic expressions perform other 
functions like denoting an object only if this function132 is the object of a (numerically) 
identical function of denoting etc. threatens to invalidate the tenet advocated in SS 4 
involving the principle of the essential dependence of relations on their relata. 
Accordingly the ‘self-referential principle’ must be refuted. Surely the advocated position 
permits the assumption that linguistic units can provide information about semantic 
functions of constituents contained in them. But this is as it should be. An acceptable 
theory ought not preclude the intelligibility of sentences like  
 

(60)   This is a function, in the technical sense of the term. 
 
For establishing the tenet that understanding of meanings of linguistic tokens must be 
possible even if the expressions do not convey any information about what they in fact 

                                                                                                                               
The problem is here whether the function1 of relating two things should be the object of 
another function2 that relates function1 with the related things. If yes, there would be 
infinite regress; if no, there would be contradiction. Kārikā 26 did not discuss the 
problem of one function being the object of another function, but of an entity having 
two functions at the same time. 

 
Although it cannot be doubted that the first two sentences are meant to convey the gist of the 
content of the above quoted passage of Helārāja’s commentary it is by no means certain that 
Houben’s account is in accordance with the above presented explanation. 
132  Note that in this connection the expression ‘function‘ can be suitably taken in its technical 
sense, as signifying a special variety of relation. The employment of the expression vyāpāra in 
SS 28 intimates however that the writer of the text assimilated the idea of a connection 
between linguistic items and their content to that of performing an operation on the part of 
linguistic tokens which establishes a connection with their content. 
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mean it suffices to chose the function of expressing a content pertaining to complete 
sentences as example and validating the contention that a sentence expresses its 
content without expressing any content that entails some true proposition pertaining to 
its own content. For as soon as this theorem about sentences and their expressing 
function is vindicated the thesis is corroborated that it holds true for at least one type of 
content that an interpreter is in a position to ascertain the fact that a linguistic item 
expresses that content without having to depend on information which the pertinent 
item itself provides about its own expressed content. If one assumes that this sort of 
‘autonomy of meaning’ is a major concern in the present passage of the SS any basis 
collapses for attributing to its author a desire to expound problems inhering in some 
variant of liar paradox or even to present a solution to them. The following verse 
confirms the supposition that a liar paradox is not a topic of primary concern. 
 
 
D) 
 
Notwithstanding our supposition that the remarks of the verses 23 – 28 perform the 
function of giving a reply to the objection formulated in the kārikās 20 - 21 they can be 
regarded as providing a proof of a thesis. On this basis the argumentative train of 
thought could also be depicted as follows: 
 
Thesis: 
 
There is no incompatibility between the theorem that no semantic function pertains to 
itself or that linguistic items expressing some content do not express either an assertion 
or a denial of the fact that they express that content on the one hand and the 
supposition that the pertinent theorem is expressed on the other. 
 
Proof: 
 

1) It is not the case that performing some function entails the performance of some 
function pertaining to that function or that expressing some content entails the 
expression of the fact that this content is or is not expressed, because 
a) it cannot be maintained that by expressing some content the fact of 

expressing that content is also expressed due to the circumstance that both 
amount to the same. For a difference between the expression of a content 
and the expression of the fact of its expression can be clearly ascertained in 
the same way as in the case of (the occurrence of) mental events and acts 
pertaining to (the occurrence of) those mental events. In a similar manner a 
difference between performing a function and performing a function 
pertaining to that function must be acknowledged. 

b) the possible objection is not valid that even if expression of content and 
expression of the fact that some content is or is not expressed as well as 
performance of a function and performance of a function pertaining to a 
function are clearly distinguishable and do not amount to the same it 
nevertheless always happens that the occurrence of the former entails the 
occurrence of the latter. For there are utterances which, even if they might 
be in fact not truthful or express a content which cannot be true, do not on 
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account of this express the fact that they express an untruth or that they are 
untruthful. They evidently cannot amount to denials of their own acts of 
denying or to denials of the fact that they deny their own truth or 
truthfulness, even if they were taken to imply a denial of their own truth or 
untruthfulness. 

Therefore the thesis cannot be regarded as being refuted due to the mere 
circumstance that performing some function of expressing a content necessitates 
the occurrence of a similar function of expressing the fact that the content which 
is being expressed is or is not expressed by some pertinent linguistic item. No 
reason exists for the supposition that performing a function necessitates the 
performance of some function regarding the former function which would entail 
such consequences. 

2) It is true that the content of the thesis entails a proposition about the item which 
is being used to express it, namely the proposition that any content which the 
formulation expresses does not contain the fact of expressing that content as 
part of its own content. But this circumstance does not imply a refutation of the 
thesis because sentences such as ‘an assertion is not probative’ show that one 
can neatly distinguish between i) the circumstance that a linguistic item 
expresses a content implying that something or the other must be true of that 
item and ii) the circumstance that a linguistic item expresses the ascription of 
some property to itself, and one can ascertain that the former circumstance does 
not necessitate the occurrence of the latter. Since, however, the thesis would be 
endangered only if it entailed a denial of the former circumstance its truth can be 
maintained in combination with the supposition that it is being expressed 
somewhere (e.g. in verse 19).133 

 
It follows that being part of and being a consequence of a content deserve to be neatly 
distinguished and that the content expressed by a declarative linguistic item must not 
be conflated either with the totality of facts which an interpreter can validly derive from 
its expression or with the totality of propositions whose truth is implied by the 
supposition that a declarative sentence expresses a truth. Accordingly the segment of 
the verses 20 – 28 can be understood as a textual unit exhibiting a high degree of 
argumentative coherence. Hence any assumption to the effect that the SS deals with 
various topics  not related to a common issue proves to be unjustified.134 

                                        
133  An alternative — and more succinct — account can be formulated as follows: 
 
The thesis (asserted in verse 19) according to which linguistic items possess certain (types of) 
properties which they never attribute to themselves is not inconsistent because i) it holds good 
for linguistic expressions and mental states likewise that possessing some property differs from 
attributing that property because of a difference of content and ii) even the circumstance that 
an item expresses a universal quantification concerning linguistic objects does not necessitate 
that the expressing item belongs to the domain of the quantification and iii) even if an item 
expressing a general fact about linguistic objects ascribes a predicate which is in fact true of the 
concerned item itself it does not follow that it attributes to it a property in a manner which 
militates against the thesis. 
134 It might be tempting to object that the circumstance that an interpreter who grasps the 
content of a linguistic expression is able to recognize the fact that the pertinent unit expresses 
that content implies the incompleteness of the list of items presented in the first verse of the SS. 
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Verse 29 
 
Considering the formulation and its position in the text it is most natural to suppose 
that SS 29 is meant to express a result and summary of the preceding discussion. 
Helārāja, however, sees the matter somewhat differently. According to him verse 29 
should be particularly designed to present the author’s own view or the view of his own 
faction (svanikāya), whereas the preceding discussions were meant to show that even 
on the basis of assumptions and concepts prevailing in other teachings it is possible to 
account for the restriction between individual words and individual meanings with the 
help of the idea of the ‘unseen’ (adṛṣṭa) and moreover to avert the danger that no 
possibility exists to designate inherence (samavāya) in some form. However, the fact 
that the theses and arguments presented in the preceding segments of the SS are 
acceptable even from the standpoint of other schools could be also interpreted as a 
result of the circumstance that all the propositions advocated in the foregoing verses 
rely on a commonly shared basis of assumptions. It appears in any case little propable 
that the discussions of SS 1 up to SS 28 have been meant to expound an idiosynctatic 
outlook adopted by the writer of the text. Since, on the other hand, nothing indicates a 
contrast between SS 29 and the preceding section the hypothesis that SS 29 was meant 
to formulate the upshot of the preceding discussion is quite plausible. 
 
The fact that SS 29 corroborates the proposition that an exposition and discussion of 
some liar paradox is not a relevant concern in the preceding segment holds true no 
matter whether one interprets SS 29 as a mere summary or like Helārāja as a 
presentation of an own view in contrast to the exposition of conclusions which need to 
be acknowledged by everyone, including proponents of particular rival schools. For it 
would have been pretty eccentric to formulate in SS 29 an opinion as a contrast to 
other opinions if the concerned subject matters are not closely related. Notwithstanding 
the fact that the formulation of SS 29 definitely rules out the possibility to identify the 
statement expressed in this verse as an assertion referring to a liar paradox the precise 
import is not immediately obvious. 
 
Apparently in the simile between the relation between linguistic expressions and their 
meanings and the relationship between sense-organs and their objects the tertium 
comparationis lies in the item represented by the words anādir yogyatā (‘beginningless 
fitness’) or a component of this expression. This makes intelligible why Helārāja could 
have assumed that verse 29 presents the particular view of the author in contrast to 

                                                                                                                               
It is, however, not sure that this observation justifies a valid criticism of the remark made in this 
kārikā. Even if it were supposed that the author aspired to exhaustiveness in this connection  

which is not absolutely certain  the omission could be defended by the consideration that the 
possibility of recognizing the fact that a linguistic unit expresses some particular content 
constitutes an immediate consequence of understanding the content itself and that the remark 
of the first verse was not meant as an enumeration of all the secondary implications of 
recognizing the items which have been mentioned in the verse. It should go without saying that 
these deliberations must not reflect considerations which the writer of the text explicitly 
entertained at the time of the composition of the pertinent segment of the text. 
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the account expounded in the preceding verses. Obviously the commentator supposed 
that the present verse was meant to convey information about the correct conception 
of the relationship between expressions and their meaning-objects intending to clarify 
that its nature lies in suitability or fitness in contrast to a view which accounts for the 
relation in terms of notions prevalent in Vaiśeṣika and related schools, specifically 
saṃyoga (‘contact) and samavāya (‘inherence’) in combination with the ‘unseen’ 
(adṛṣta). This interpretation, which places the focus of contrast on the term yogyatā 
(‘fitness’), though not unreasonable, is far from compelling. No indication exists 
precluding that the most significant contrast is signalled by the expression anādir 
(‘beginningless’) or the noun-phrase anādir yogyatā as a whole.  
 
If the component anādir is relevant in this connection the question of its exact import is 
relevant too. It had been indicated even before that more than one possible import can 
be allocated to this term. In the strongest sense the word represents the idea of 
existence for which there is absolutely no beginning. This would imply that relations 
between words and their meaning-contents exist from time immemorial without having 
ever come into existence and might continue to exist forever. In a weaker sense the 
word could express the idea of a fairly long-termed existence implying that a beginning, 
although it exists, has not been observed or is not discernible by anybody, at least not 
in the present time. In a still weaker sense the expression could convey the concept of 
existence which has no beginning relative to some particular reference-point. For 
example, there could exist linguistic facts or properties that have no beginning relative 
to the production of individual linguistic tokens, this is to say which exist even before or 
independently of the production of some token. The crux is that on the basis of any 
reading it appears impossible to consistently conceive qualities of linguistic tokens as 
having no beginning except in the sense that they arise together with the production of 
tokens and thus have no beginning relative to the period after their origination. But it 
appears highly improbable that this import is intended in the present textual passage. 
The idea of a beginningless existence of linguistic properties would surely make sense 
against the background of entities which are instantiated by uttered units, in particular 
linguistic types or items akin to them. This entails that the fitness or suitability (yogyatā) 
which is mentioned in SS 29 is in first place a feature pertaining to objects like types 
and at most derivatively to token expressions. Against this background various options 
of understanding the notion of yogyatā are admissible differing with respect to the 
source from which the suitability supposedly stems. It is at least theoretically 
conceivable that a fitness to convey specific imports results from a causal connection 
between non-semantic qualities of linguistic types and the potential to produce specific 
semantic effects. Another alternative would be the hypothesis of a lawlike connection 
akin to a norm. A further possibility lies in the assumption that social factors, in 
particular convention and regular practice, play the decisive role in this connection. 
Here it can amount to a fundamental mistake to single out some specific alternative as 
the representative of the author’s genuine intention in the light of other textual 
passages which could at best confirm hypotheses regarding the author’s opinions. For 
the lack of providing more specific information could be intentional. It can never be 
accepted if someone discards without argument the possibility that the decisive point of 
an investigation lies in establishing certain results in a most general form with the aim 
of putting into relief what needs to be acknowledged without presupposing specific 
views about a subject matter. 
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It can be categorically asserted that the reasoning presented in SS 1 – 18, however the 
section may be interpreted, is not suited to support more ambitious claims, such as the 
thesis that an eternal connection exists between linguistic entities of some type and 
their meanings or that the relation between meaningful linguistic expressions and their 
content is based on a natural law or some principle which is absolutely independent of 
human conventions. The strongest contention that could be reasonably derived from 
the arguments discernible in the above considered section of the text amounts to a 
thesis which reads as follows: 
 

(TS) There are linguistic tokens — in fact a considerable number of tokens — 
which perform semantic functions because they instantiate linguistic items — 
such as types — possessing a suitability to convey particular meanings whose 
origination is beginningless in the sense that its beginning cannot be ascertained 
at present. 

 
It could be objected that (TS) is excessively uncontroversial and therefore its 
vindication should not be attributed to the author of the SS as his objective. This 
criticism is not justified. First it is not proper to suppose without argument that a 
proposition which appears to us incontestable had been considered as such in the circle 
which the writer of a text originally envisaged. Second the enterprise of presentating 
support for a theorem which is not debatable need not be irrelevant. Such an 
undertaking might pursue the significant goal of making manifest the precise character 
of tenets which validly follow from commonly adopted opinions. Third the above 
described thesis is objectively not trifling. It is at least not so trivial  that any effort to 
substantiate it by pieces af argumentative reasoning must be deemed unreasonable.  
 
The thesis possesses first a historical dimension of relevance because it establishes that 
the doctrine of the ‘unseen’ (adṛṣṭa) does not represent the only available account of 
the phenomenon that interpretation of meaningful tokens is not arbitrary. Moreover the 
approach of explaining success of linguistic interactions by the idea of a suitability 
inhering in items which products of utterances instantiate transcends the metaphor of 
the suitability of sense organs to their objects. Whereas the particular metaphor 
insinuates the thought that linguistic objects akin to types possess a natural disposition 
to convey meaning and that the existence of those objects is in no manner dependent 
on social facts, the very idea of fitness or suitability of those items can be detached 
from those implications. Hence it could be asserted that the author of the text failed to 
present a most suitable illustration. Artefacts, like a knife, seem to provide a decisively 
better example inasmuch as they would reveal the fact that suitability to a function can 
be a consequence of the circumstance that an object or a particular sort of objects has 
been designed in a particular way which make them suitable for some specific function. 
On this basis also a difference could be demonstrated that possesses importance with 
respect to semantic functions of linguistic units: the difference between having a 
function and performing a function. Whereas one might appropriately say that a knife 
has the function of cutting objects, inasmuch as objects of the pertinent sort have been 
designed to perform that function, it does not follow that a knife always performs the 
function of cutting objects: knives are sometimes used for piercing holes, and under 
less common circumstances they might be even used for estimating the length of 
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objects or for taking out smaller portions of food from a vessel in order to test its taste 
etc. In a similar manner it is not obligatory that every linguistic token is employed for 
expressing an import which fully coincides with a meaning for whose expression a 
corresponding linguistic type has been designed. The theorem that linguistic 
communication relies on a principle of suitability of linguistic units provides even room 
for linguistic change. In this regard even the simile of the suitability of parts of living 
bodies could be exploited: The fact that some species of animals possess long claws 
might be due to the fact that the long claws enabled those animals to easily climb on 
trees which enhanced their chances of survival. After a radical change of climate 
resulting in the disappearance of higher trees in the area inhabited by the pertinent 
species this function might completely lose its relevance. But now it could happen that 
the long claws are most suitable to dig deep holes in the ground protecting the animal 
from potential predators, leading to a situation in which the latter function is the 
prevalent one. Against this background the example presented in the text might not be 
optimally fitting because the simile with sense-organs suggests invariability of function. 
To be sure, one could take this shortcoming as an indication of a corresponding 
intention on the part of the writer of the text. On the other hand there is no compelling 
evidence establishing that invariance of function must be regarded as an indispensible 
ingredient of the metaphor. Supposed that the writer of the SS indeed preferred the 
view that all linguistic units perform some invariable function: Even then it cannot be 
ruled out that the author’s primary intention lay in pointing out that suitability of 
function represents an option for explaining interpretation of linguistic tokens whose 
acceptability does not depend on particular theoretical prejudice. Anyhow, from certain 
points of view the question of what the writer of the text ‘really intended’ is pretty 
insignificant whereas it matters that his approach possesses the potential of accounting 
for relevant phenomena. On the other hand the circumstance that, against the 
background of the idea of expressive functions of items instantiated by linguistic tokens, 
the comparison with the sensory organs of living beings could convey a substantial 
claim proves that one cannot dismiss the ascription of the above formulated thesis as 
an ingredient of the author’s communicative goal on the basis of the allegation that the 
thesis is too trifling.  
 
Even under the aspect of the consequences which the author of the SS presumably — 
rightly of wrongly — attributed to it, (TS) cannot be dismissed as trivial. Probably not 
only the expression anādi- but also the word yogyatā was meant to signal a contrast to 
a particular alternative envisaged in the preceding discussion, and in view of the 
immediately preceding verse 28 one can conjecture that the idea embodied by the 
words vyāpārasyāparo ... vyāpāro (‘a further operation of an operation’) plays the role 
of the counterpart of the concept of suitability. Thus we can suppose that in the eyes of 
the author of the SS the thesis, that linguistic tokens perform semantic functions due to 
their fitness to express particular meanings relying on a fitness pertaining to items 
which they instantiate, contrasts with a theorem to the effect that in addition to some 
other semantic function expressions, by defining what they mean, perform precisely the 
function which linguistic units are able to play which differ from them and for which, 
according to SS 3, the occurrence of a genitive marker is characteristic. Accordingly (TS) 
involves for the author of the work a rejection of a tenet according to which meaningful 
tokens perform their semantic role by expressing or defining what they mean. It should 
not be difficult to recognize that in the context of the discussions of the present section 
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of the SS the idea that all linguistic items explain or define their meaning cannot be 
dismissed on account of the mere fact that ordinary observation does not vindicate it. 
For according to SS 18 the principle of the ‘unseen’ is invoked for explaining the 
restrictions between particular words and particular meanings, and in SS 19 the 
existence of an ‘attainment’ (prāpti) which exceeds the qualities to be expressed and 
which speakers and interpreters do not understand or try to find out is openly admitted. 
Hence compliance with common sense is apparently not considered as an indispensible 
requirement for the acceptability of theoretical explanations of relevant phenomena.  
 
But in this place a more serious objection could be raised: The theorem of the essential 
dependence on relations and the ensuing consequence that a relation between 
expressions and their content cannot be a relatum of the same relation does not validly 
establish the contention that linguistic items do not simultaneously convey a meaning 
and explain the relation between them and their meaning or that expressions impart a 
meaning-object and at the same time express the fact that they are related to this 
particular object. For it has been clarified even before that the ‘regularity theorem’ 
concerning relations is compatible with the supposition that a meaningful linguistic 
object exhibits a relation to its own semantic function. The principle is merely able to 
rule out the possibility that an expression exhibits a relation to its semantic function, 
such that the relation and the function are the same. It is a characteristic feature of the 
SS that no explicit distinction is drawn between different types of expressions and 
different sorts of semantic relations associated with them. A reflection of this feature is 
that the expression avācya, often rendered by ‘unsignifiable’, exhibits a crucial 
vagueness leaving room for different readings, among which those equivalent to 
‘cannot be referred to’, ‘cannot be denoted’, ‘cannot be characterized’, ‘cannot be 
expressed’ possess most significance. Hence it is by no means impossible that the 
author of the SS in fact conflated different issues merging the theorem that an 
expression cannot refer to its own relation of referring to an object with the thesis that 
an expression cannot express the fact that it refers to the object of its reference and 
similarly for other semantic functions. On the other hand it needs to be acknowledged 
that even if it should be true that the rejection of the idea that linguistic tokens explain 
or define their semantic roles was sustained by the described conflation the reasoning 
of the SS does not become worthless on that account. For if it can be validly established 
that sentences expressing some propositional content never express the fact that they 
express that content then also the credibility of the contention is enhanced that a 
singular term can perform its role of referring to or denoting something without 
furnishing an explanation of its role as part of its content and similarly for an 
expression’s function of characterizing objects. If however for atomic sentences and 
their main constituents it is made plausible that with respect to them any ‘operation’ of 
‘signifying’ should not require a secondary operation of signifying those operations it is 
most natural to extend this principle to other types of linguistic items, such as 
conjunctions, quantifiers etc. The result is that although meaningful linguistic tokens are 
related to their respective semantic functions, such as referring to etc., by making 
recognizable that they perform those functions, their employment can initiate successful 
linguistic communication via a recognition of those functions without communicating 
them or their existence as part of their (i.e. the expression’s) content. Only those who 
are able to show that this result is utterly insignificant are entitled to suppose that (TS) 
should not be hypothesized as a major objective in the segment of SS 1 – 19 because 
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its establishment is too irrelevant to deserve the effort. If, on the other hand, this 
consequence is not accepted, any basis vanishes for attributing to the author of the text 
the goal of solving some variant of liar paradox merely on account of the fact that this 
would  be a relevant  aim. Not only the formulation of SS 29 lacks any ingredient which 
could insinuate a relation to the topic of paradoxes but also the entire preceding section 
fails to present any considerations allowing one at least to discern an exposition of the 
nature of the problem of a liar paradox, and thus any claim to the effect that SS 1 – 19 
was meant to offer a solution to this type of problem appears to be completely 
unfounded. 
 
For any exegesis concerning a text of a past tradition of philosophy the question of the 
significance of the content of a work or of an individual textual passage which a 
particular interpretation entails is an important issue. If an analysis implies the 
consequence that no significant point has been conveyed by an author concerning a 
relevant subject matter this fact constitutes a reason for questioning the correctness of 
the pertinent exegesis. The account that has been proposed above enables us to gather 
from the section of SS 1 – 29 a point due to which the interpretation is not affected by 
this deficiency. Despite the contention that presenting a solution to a truth-paradox is 
not an objective which has been envisaged by the writer of the text it holds true that 
according to the above indorsed understanding the author of the investigated textual 
segment advocates a view which implies a noteworthy theorem: If there are semantic 
facts then it is impossible to state all the facts which exist. Whatever we do there is 
always at least one fact which remains unexpressed. 
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V. Self-denial of truth 

 
A) 
 
Disclaiming that the author of the SS intended to present any solution for some variant 
of liar paradox or that he unintentionally presented it is compatible with the assumption 
that the discussions of the text contain ingredients facilitating the assessment of this 
type of paradox. Hence it would not be appropriate to sweepingly deny that the 
discussions of the segment of the verses 1 – 19 might possess some kind of relevance 
in that regard.  
 
Apart from SS 25 and the example embodied by the words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi it is 
only SS 4 and SS 19 which can be understood as propagating a tenet connected with a 
phenomenon suggesting a paradox. For if the interpretation of the remark of SS 4 
proposed in this essay is correct then this verse and possibly also SS 19 advocate a 
theorem which implies that there are general terms of semantic relations which cannot 
relate to their own semantic relation despite appearances to the contrary. Nevertheless, 
even if it is accepted that the proposition asserted in SS 4 entails, among other things, 
that the term ‘denotation’ cannot be related to some object by a relation of denotation 
which is identical to a relation of denotation exhibited by certain other expressions it 
does not follow that the tenet of SS 4 implies some variant of liar paradox or something 
closely related to it. This consequence is not compulsory even if it were supposed that 
the idea that ‘denotation’ cannot denote a relation of denotation in the same sense of 
the term is in fact paradoxical — although it is by no means certain that this supposition 
is really true. Anyhow, if it were assumed that the tenet of SS 4 implied a paradox 
which is intimately related to liar paradoxes then it could hardly be alleged that it 
embodies a solution to them. For the thought that something generating a paradox 
furnishes a solution to a paradox appears little credible. 
 
Considering the fact that the thesis (TS) formulated in the preceding chapter reflects an 
intuitively natural view it appears improbable that it embodies answers to the problem 
of liar paradoxes. The same holds true for its counterpart, the theorem that linguistic 
tokens do (usually) not express any comment on their semantic functions. Linguistic 
items can be used to ascribe properties to themselves, including semantic properties, 
just by expressing an ascription of properties to themselves without involving any 
further comment on their own semantic functions. In particular linguistic devices for 
self-reference, expressions such as ‘the sentence which I am uttering just now’ and 
various others perform their function by merely expressing the meaning which the 
sequence of employed words in collaboration with established syntactic and semantic 
rules and conventions conveys. Even if one extends the principle of lack of self-
comment beyond the domain of semantic functions in the narrower sense, including 
linguistic performances like asserting and denying in its scope, the situation does not 
become essentially different. It is admittedly true that if an assertive utterance of the 
words sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi would amount to a simultaneous denial of truth or 
truthfulness with respect to other utterances of the speaker and to the utterance itself 
then the sentence could never be used to perform a reasonable communicative function, 
such as expressing the thought that there is a realm of sentence-tokens or utterances 
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produced by the speaker but not containing the present utterance itself all of whose 
members lack truth or truthfulness. But it does not hold good the other way around 
that if the quoted expression is used to perform an unreasonable communicative 
function due to implying a denial of its own truth or truthfulness then it must 
simultaneously perform two functions of denial, such that one of them counterbalances 
the other. In the present case the mere supposition that the pertinent sentence or its 
utterance is not exempted from the domain of the quantifier suffices to associate the 
sentence with an import entailing a corresponding denial. As noted before, various 
other cases exist where self-denials of truth or truthfulness immediately follow from 
conventional meanings of linguistic expressions. Therefore the tenet that linguistic 
items are able to perform functions without requiring further functions pertaining to 
them provides at most an explanation of the phenomenon that items like sarvaṃ 
mithyā bravīmi do not necessarily convey a contradictory import. One might even derive 
from the example presented in SS 25 the following consequence: Since current 
linguistic conventions do not strictly impose on sentences containing universal 
quantifiers and other devices expressing general statements interpretations implying 
self-reference, somebody who uses such forms of expression is entitled to expect that 
interpreters will not attribute imports to his utterance which imply self-reference, given 
that contradiction or loss of reasonable communicative function would follow on the 
hypothesis of that interpretation whereas such consequences do not result otherwise. 
Thus employments of forms of expression which do not make rejection of self-reference 
explicit by words but are nevertheless intended to express some general statement 
without self-reference are not faulty under such circumstances. Under appropriate 
conditions the same principle is suited to protect a proponent making a general claim 
against the charge of inconsistent linguistic behaviour. But if a contradiction or even a 
paradox follows from an alternative interpretation of a relevant linguistic item, the very 
fact that this consequence follows cannot be simply eliminated by acknowledging that 
one could equally attribute some other import to the concerned item. Apart from the 
circumstance that the considerations presented in this paragraph clearly go beyond 
remarks which are explicitly formulated in the investigated segment of the SS, it 
matters that the fact that linguistic devices expressing generality or universal 
quantification can be employed for conveying imports leaving out of consideration the 
item containing that device as its part establishes merely that the ideas of meaning and 
content possess also other dimensions than that which linguistic tokens convey in 
accordance with linguistic conventions pertaining to corresponding types. But no one 
who considers truth paradoxes as involving genuine problems needs to deny those facts 
about meaning and content. 
 
B) 
 
The so-called ‘regularity-theorem’ concerning relations which provides the justifying 
ground for the thesis advocated in SS 4 according to the interpretation advocated here 
does not — and should not — rule out the possibility of formulating sentences which, in 
accordance with ordinary linguistic conventions, express concerning themselves that 
they express some content or the other. The theorem does not rule out either that 
sentences can express true statements about their own contents. Hence it does in no 
way affect the admissibility of sentences like: 
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(61)   The sentence(-token) which is produced just now expresses the 
proposition that Oslo is the capital of Denmark 

(62)   The sentence(-token) which is produced just now does not express the 
proposition that Oslo is the capital of Denmark. 

 
Specifically, the thesis propounded in SS 4 does not militate against the fact that (61) is 
meaningful, but false and (62) both meaningful and true. The possibility which needs to 
be ruled out is only that some sentence exists which is both meaningful and true and in 
addition attributes to itself the function of expressing a content which it in fact 
expresses.135 One is entitled to assume that the SS provides even a diagnosis of the 
source of the pertinent impossibility. The remarks formulated in the verses 23 and 24 
suggest that a fundamental principle of content plays the decisive role: There are 
instantiations for which it holds good that ‘p’ and ‘x Φ that p’ must possess different 
contents for any ‘p’, and semantic terms like ‘express’ share with ‘doubt’ and ‘ascertain’ 
this property. It can be objected that due to linguistic ambiguity one and the same 
expression should be able to express different contents. In this connection it becomes 
relevant which concept of content is adopted. One might consider as the content of 
expressions their potential of conveying meanings and attribute not more than one 
content even to equivocal items. In this case the tenet that expressions do not express 
the fact that they possess the content they actually possess can be applied without 
modification. If however one hypothesizes a concept of content according to which 
linguistically ambiguous expressions are related to a plurality of contents, then the 
thesis should be rather formulated as follows: 
 

For every meaningful linguistic unit s which expresses a propositional content 
there is at least one content c such that s does not express the fact that s 
expresses c. 

 
If this theorem together with the existence of semantic facts is acknowledged it must 
be equally acknowledged that any finite number of sentences or any sentence 
composed by the conjunction of a finite number of sub-sentences cannot express all 
facts, given that sentences do not possess infinite numbers of meanings. There must 

                                        
135  The last sentence is an attempt to formulate by means of ordinary language a content 
which could be expressed in a less clumsy and less equivocal way by a more technical 
formulation which reads: 
 

There is no sentence s, such that for some p, s expresses that p and s expresses that it 
expresses that p (and nothing else) and s expresses a truth. 

 
The ambiguity inherent in the formulation in ordinary language can be only indicated but not 
fully eliminated by the words ‘in fact’. Anyhow, the phrase following ‘attributes to itself’ should 
not possess an opaque reading and the intended import of the sentence does not militate 
against the supposition that a truth is expressed by 
 

The sentence(-token) which is produced just now expresses the content which it 
expresses. 

 
or similar items. 
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always be some proposition or fact which is not expressed by any employed linguistic 
item. Whether some proposition is expressed or not depends on alternative choices of 
employed units. This tenet could be named ‘theorem of weak inexpressibility’. It has 
been clarified previously that this tenet is different from and does not entail the 
theorem that there are particular facts which cannot be expressed by the employment 
of any finite number of sentences, and which could be called ‘theorem of strong 
inexpressibility’ if emphasis on the difference is required. Hence the tenet advocated in 
SS 4 could not validly establish the conclusion that some particular object exists, for 
example inherence, concerning which no facts can be expressed in language. One could 
plausibly dismiss as paradoxical the proposition that nothing can be said about some 
object, if this impossibility were not merely contingent and if that proposition could be 
derived from credible principles and plausible principles of inference. If, however, SS 4 
formulates a tenet which entails merely the theorem of weak inexpressibility it is 
extremely difficult to see how it should furnish a basis for the generation of paradoxical 
consequences concerning inexpressibility. Surely, saying that the tenet of SS 4 does not 
entail a paradox is by no means tantamount to saying that the consequences which it 
actually implies are insignificant. 
 
C) 
 
Now it might be said that the theorem of weak inexpressibility concerning content 
possesses a correlate concerning truth which is based on exactly the same 
consideration. For any two sentences, such that one expresses some true content and 
another expresses an ascription of truth to the former sentence, definitely differ with 
respect to their content. In the same manner the content of sentences differ if one 
expresses a false proposition and the other expresses an ascription of lack of truth to 
the former sentence. Whereas the thesis that e.g. 
 
     (25)   Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
and 
 

(63)   It is true that Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
possess the same content might be debatable but is surely not impossible to defend, 
one can hardly assert that no difference of content exists between (25) or (63) on the 
one hand and  
 

(64)   The sentence ‘Oslo is the capital of Norway’ expresses a truth. 
 
on the other. But if this fact is acknowledged and if it is in addition granted that items 
like (64) are able to express truths it should be equally acknowledged that there always 
exist some truths which are not expressed by any finite sequence of sentences. 
Supposing that (25) expresses a truth a formulation like (64) can be employed for 
expressing precisely this fact. But any combination of (25) and (64) will not be able to 
say the same about (64) as that which (64) says about (25). As pairs of sentences 
among which one expresses a false propositional content and the other an ascription of 
lack of truth to the former sentence are even materially non-equivalent it apparently 
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follows that sentences which are not ambiguous can never simultaneously express 
some content and an ascription of truth or lack of truth to that content as expressed by 
a sentence. If the occurrence of ambiguity is supposed it still remains valid that every 
sentence must express some content regarding which it does not express an ascription 
of truth or lack of truth, given that linguistic items do not possess an infinite number of 
contents.  
 
But the root of the phenomenon of liar paradoxes is not that sentences cannot ascribe 
lack of truth to themselves because some truth properties of sentences are 
inexpressible but that on the contrary there are sentences which can perform this 
function and by doing this appear to create inconsistencies. It is true that the idea 
intimated in SS 23 – 24 provides a suitable basis for the conclusion that there are 
always some facts pertaining to truth-properties of linguistic units which can never be 
exhaustively expressed by any finite collection of sentences. It might be also admitted 
that this in its turn can support the contention that units like sarvaṃ mithyā bravīmi 
need not express any ascription of either truth or lack of truth to themselves, even if 
the phrase should express denial of truth with respect to particular items. But it would 
be an illusion to suppose that this circumstance could facilitate a solution of liar 
paradoxes. For their occurrence is not due to the fact that certain sentences regularly 
express ascriptions of truth-properties to themselves but that such ascriptions can be 
effected by using special devices. 
 
The diagnosis that some self-ascriptions of linguistic properties are impossible because 
features are concerned whose occurrence is incompatible with the existence of their 
self-ascription is applicable in various cases. If an expression is meaningless and cannot 
express a propositional content then it is not capable to express the fact that it is 
meaningless and cannot express a propositional content as a true propositional content 
expressed by it. If an expression, like many expressions, does not express a statement 
about itself, then it could hardly express about itself the statement that it does not 
express a statement about itself. In the case of self-ascriptions of expressed 
propositional contents conditions of content-identity play a decisive role. An expression 
can ascribe to an expression the function of expressing some content only at the cost of 
expressing a content which differs from the ascribed content. Thus the ascribing 
expression lacks the property which is ascribed. It cannot be supposed, however, that 
at least in this regard the cases of content-ascriptions and truth-ascriptions are alike. If 
self-ascriptions of expressing a truth or of failing to express a truth were inexpressible 
in language then in would indeed follow that both the properties of expressing a truth 
and expressing a failure of expressing a truth are incompatible with the properties of 
expressing self-ascriptions of expressing truths or failing to express truths. But the 
pertinent premise appears to be wrong and the SS does not present any convincing 
support for the thesis that self-ascriptions of truth or lack of truth are impossible. 
Moreover one cannot regard as evident that all attempts of correctly ascribing truth or 
lack of truth to an expression which is being used are bound to fail. It is at least not 
eccentric to entertain the idea that a truth might be expressed by a sentence like: 
 

(65)   Oslo is the capital of Norway and this sentence expresses a truth. 
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where ‘this’ possesses the function explained before. On the other hand the 

supposition that a truth is expressed by 
 

(66)   Oslo is the capital of Norway or this sentence does not express a truth. 
 
exhibits even high intuitive plausibility. In this regard (66) differs from 
 

(67)   Oslo is the capital of Norway and this sentence does not express a truth. 
 
which resembles the previous examples: 
 

(14)  The sentence which I am uttering just now does not express any truth. 

(15)   This sentence does not express any truth. 
 
If a complete analogy existed between items like (14) and (15) and other afore 
mentioned examples including self-ascriptions of contents one would be obliged to 
suppose that, given that the concerned linguistic items are meaningful and expressive 
of a content in both cases, the pertinent items lack the property which they ascribe to 
themselves. But this would have to mean that (14) and (15) lack the property of failing 
to express a truth, which in its turn should amount to supposing that they, as a matter 
of fact, express some truth. But the problem resulting from this hypothesis is notorious. 
According to the previously formulated maxim: 
 
(D2)  Whenever a linguistic item expresses something which is true then something it 
expresses is the case. 
 
it must follow that (14) and (15) fail to express any truth given that they express at 
most one content. Since this contradicts the original assumption the rule of reductio ad 
absurdum would license the conclusion that those items must fail to express a truth. 
The same point can be made with respect to (67). Now, according to 
 
(D1)  Whenever something is the case which a linguistic item expresses then it 
expresses something which is true. 
 
the sentences (14) and (15) are assessable as linguistic units expressing a truth 
because they appear to formulate the fact that they fail to express any truth which has 
been established as a fact in  accordance with (D2). This shows that the case of 
reflexive truth-denials differs from the case of self-ascriptions of content also in another 
significant respect: The impossibility of attributing to (25) or to (63) the property of 
expressing the fact that those items express that (it is true that) Oslo is the capital of 
Norway does not militate against the supposition that it is an objective property of the 
concerned (English) sentences that they express the pertinent content, viz. the 
proposition that (it is true) that Oslo is the capital of Norway. If the analogy with truth-
denials held good no problem should be entailed by the assumption that failure of 
expressing a truth is an objective property of (14) and (15) even if this fact were not 
expressed by those units. But the circumstance that the assumption that (14) and (15) 
in fact fail to express a truth leads to contradiction against the background of (D1) 
vindicates that it is not unproblematic to make this supposition. The only promising way 
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to remove this difficulty lies in identifying reasons showing that the apparent plausibility 
of (D1) is delusive, given that (D2) should not be disputed. Hence the conclusion must 
be drawn that the investigated passage of the SS is far rermoved from imparting a 
satisfactory exposition of the problems inherent in reflexive truth denials and that it 
must even more fall short of giving an adequate account of essential structural 
properties of liar paradoxes, given that without achieving the former goal, viz. 
presenting an exposition of a problem, the latter aim cannot be realized. 
 
D) 
 
Still it needs to be admitted that the gap between self-ascriptions of content and a 
number of other examples illustrating impossibility of self-ascription on the one hand 
and reflexive truth denials on the other hand could be reduced if it turned out that (D1) 
does not represent a generally valid principle. Let us present its content by the 
formulation: 
 

For all linguistic items s: If s expresses that p and (it is the case that) p, then s 
expresses a truth 

 
and neglect for the time being complications due to linguistic ambiguities — which are 
solvable by resorting to slightly more explicit formulations. Now it can be discerned that 
an argument against its universal validity would be found as soon as a possible instance 
of ‘p’ were detected which renders its validity implausible for that particular case. One 
might think that an instance of the required kind is provided by: 
 

(68)   This sentence expresses a truth. 
 
An argument for the contention that items like (68) invalidate (D1) could run as follows:  
 

Couldn’t one argue that since (68) cannot be falsified by empirical circumstances 
and does not formulate an untruth like e.g (27) it might be possible to attribute 
truth to it? On the other hand it is not implausible to assume that whenever the 
property of expressing a truth is legitimately ascribed to a linguistic unit it must 
express some content whose truth does not require that expressing a truth is 
claimed or denied with respect to that item.136 This conditional is undoubtedly 

                                        
136  Note that it would not be correct to say that expressing a truth can be legitimately ascribed 
to a linguistic entity only if its content does not require that truth is not claimed or denied 
concerning the pertinent unit. We should suppose that the sentences: 
 

Some friend of mine will claim that the sentence just uttered (by me) expresses a truth. 
Some colleague of mine will claim that the sentence just uttered (by me) does not 
express a truth. 

 
express truths if some friend of the speaker will express attribution of truth regarding his 
sentence by a statement or if a colleague will voice a denial of truth with respect to the 
sentence uttered by the speaker. One should also abstain from saying that sentences can 
express a truth only if their content can be true even if it is not claimed to be true. Shouldn’t 
one suppose that somebody who assertively utters: 
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defensible in view of (25) or (63). But can it be satisfied in the case of (68)? It is 
surely possible that somebody attributes the property of expressing a truth to 
(68) and is thereby committed to attribute truth to its content. This, however, 
cannot be a valid basis for ascribing to (68) the property of expressing a truth 
because expressing a truth can never be something which linguistic entities 
possess merely due to the fact that somebody ascribes to them that property. 
Therefore (D1) must be invalid because the consequent of its conditional cannot 
be accepted although (68) expresses a content equivalent to a content which 
would be expressed by saying that (68) expresses a truth.  

 
It should be easy to see why this reasoning is faulty: (D1) implies that the property of 
expressing a truth must be ascribed to (68) if both members of the antecedent are 
satisfied. Thus it must hold true not only that (68) expresses an ascription of truth to 
itself but also that the sentence thereby expresses something which is the case. But 
must not exactly the same considerations which motivate a rejection of the consequent, 
i.e. the proposition that (68) expresses a truth, equally motivate a rejection of the 
second member of the antecedent and compel one to accept the tenet that it is not the 
case that (68) expresses a truth? The crucial fact is that here any argument decreasing 
the credibility of the consequent also decreases the credibility of the second member of 
the antecedent and that apparently any consideration supporting the assumption that 
the antecedent is true supports the consequent too. Therefore the consideration is of 
no avail that no inconcistency results from the supposition that the second member of 
the antecedent is fulfilled. Not the invalidity of (D1) but rather the applicability of (D1) 
is put into question. Obviously groups of sentences expressing mutual truth ascriptions 
deserve to be treated in the same manner.  
 
On the other hand, the same considerations cannot be transferred to items like (14) 
and (15). Here a positive reason exists for rejecting the supposition of truth due to the 
circumstance that the assumption that those units express a truth leads in combination 
with (D1) to a contradiction makling derivable the consequence that no truth can be 
expressed by them. Since apart from (D2) only the validity of the rule of reductio ad 
absurdum need be hypothesized, one is entitled to assume that the satisfaction of the 
second member of the antecedent of the conditional of (D1) should be incontestable in 
those cases. But in the same manner as in connection with (68), the circumstance that 
the consequent of the conditional of a pertinent instance of (D1) requires a satisfaction 
of two members of the antecedent possesses vital significance. If it were not assumed 
that (14) or (15) express a content identical with the content of a sentence which can 
be substituted for ‘p’ in the second member of the antecedent of (D1), then the 
derivation of the consequent could not be licensed by the rule of modus ponendo 
ponens and accordingly (D1) could not furnish a basis for establishing the proposition 
that (14), (15) and similar sentences express truths.  
 

                                                                                                                               
 

Now it is half past nine local time and somebody claims that it is half past nine local time 
now. 

 
expresses a truth if it is in fact half past nine at the time and place of utterance? 
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At this point it can be alleged that this purely formal observation is bound to be 
irrelevant because there should be no way of denying that  (14) as well as (15) express 
a propositional content equivalent to the content of the sentence that (14) or (15) does 
not express any truth. To be sure, a rejoinder to the effect that according to an intuitive 
concept of synonymy (14) is not synonymous with the sentence: 
 

(14) does not express any truth. 
 
and that accordingly the content of (14) should differ from the content expressed by 
the above quoted item would be futile in the present connection. For the opponent 
could correctly object that there is a possibility to remove even this divergence of 
content, for example by giving a certain name, say ‘(14a)’, to the following linguistic 
item: 
 

(14a) does not express any truth. 
 
The mere fact that at least one linguistic item exists which satisfies the antecedent of 
(D1) and simultaneously licences the verdict of failure of expressing a truth with respect 
to that item on the basis of indubitable assumptions and principles of derivation suffices 
for diagnosing the existence of a paradox. Therefore it appears that the above 
pronounced formal observation regarding (D1) could indicate a way leading out of the 
impasse only if the assumption can be put into question that the item designated by 
‘(14a)’ expresses nothing else than the proposition that (14a) does not express any 
truth. To be sure, the assumption that the initial hypothesis concerning the content of 
(14a) is disputable could support analogous claims not only with respect to (14) and 
(15) but even with respect to (68). The problem is that the envisaged supposition 
appears rather eccentric. But isn’t the significance of this fact diminished by the 
circumstance that the original hypothesis sustains bizarre consequences with respect to 
certain linguistic items? 
 
It had been pointed out previously that the notion of expressing a truth is ambiguous. 
The ambiguity is inherited from an equivocation of the notion of expressing some 
content. The employment of the qualifications ‘in a finalized mode’ and ‘in a non-
finalized mode’ were the outcome of an attempt to signal the relevant ambiguity. With 
respect to 
 

(24)   Oslo is the capital of Norway and the phrase preceding the conjunction 

‘and’ in this sentence does not express anything true. 

 
ordinary intuitions license both the verdict that a truth is expressed by the item and the 
verdict that this is not the case. For facilitating the presentation let us employ the 

device ‘that’ for signifying any sentence or sentence-phrase appearing immediately 
before the (sentence-)phrase of which the pertinent expression is a constituent. Thus 
(24) could be paraphrased by: 
 

Oslo is the capital of Norway and that does not express anything true. 
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It is easy to see that considering the way in which the meaning of ‘that’ has been 

defined, the following expressions would be well-formed expressions of our slightly 
extended language: 
 

(69)   This sentence does not express any truth and that does not express 
any truth. 

(70)    (14a) does not express any truth and that does not express any truth. 
 

One can also discern that whereas the supposition that (70) expresses a truth would 
entail a proposition amounting to a contradiction, no basis exists for attributing truth to 
the content of this item or to say about it that it represents something which is the case. 
Hence there is no basis for deducing expression of a truth as a property of (70) in 
accordance with (D1). The same could be said about (69). It should appear obvious, 
however, that (69) and (70) express a content which markedly differs from the 
contents expressed by (15) and (14) or (14a) respectively. But in view of the fact that 
ordinary intuitions suggest the existence of divergent possible senses of ‘expressing a 
truth’ it should not appear compelling to suppose that the verb ‘express’ can possess at 
most one sense or that the notion embodied by it can be related to at most one 
concept. If this is acceptable it would also not be mandatory to attribute to items like 
(15) or (14a) at most one (type of) content as something they express. The very idea 
that linguistic units express different sorts of contents is not only not eccentric but 
appears to represent the most plausible way of accounting for sentences with deictic 
elements. This fact holds good both for non-anaphoric and anaphoric indexicals as 
exemplified by: 

 
(71)   Yesterday it did not snow in Oslo. 
(72)   On the 9th of November 2009 the weatherforecast predicted heavy 

snowfall in Oslo for the coming week. But actually not a single snowflake fell 
there then. 

 
It is equally obvious that those sentences exhibit a type of content to which the 
principles (D1) and (D2) are not directly applicable, namely the ‘linguistic content’ which 
invariably pertains to the (type-)sentences in different contexts of utterance or in 
various conversational environments. If the analogy were extended to units involving 
truth-attributions or truth-denials it should be supposed that being true or being untrue 
are properties of a type of content deviating from ‘linguistic content’ and that the 
properties of expressing a truth or failing to express a truth could be attributed to (14) 
etc. only if the expression ‘express’ in those phrases pertained to that deviating sort of 
content. It can also be established that if (69) and (70) represented the relevant 
divergent content with respect to (14) and (14a) respectively, acknowledging (D1) and 
(D2) would not entail any need to ascribe truth to those units. (D1) and (D2) could be 
considered as valid principles pertaining to some type of content. In view of the 
circumstance that sentences with deictic elements vindicate that those principles must 
not be applicable to all types of content the proposition is not implausible that even if in 
the realm of sentences attributing truth or lack of truth (D1) and (D2) are both valid 
and applicable for some type of content one need not make the same assumption for 
their ‘linguistic’ or ‘literal’ content. But the fact that (14a) does not exhibit overt deictic 
elements precludes the possibility of justifying the hypothesis of divergent types of 
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content regarding truth-denying items by a bare analogy with sentences containing 
deictic elements. It seems necessary to demonstrate that ascriptions of truth-properties 
to linguistic units exhibit peculiar features which are responsible for certain analogies. 
 
At this point it deserves to be recognized that if problems of reflexive ascriptions of 
truth or lack of truth are connected with issues of content, then the topic of the SS 
could be related to the issue of liar paradox via the subject matter of linguistic content. 
Nevertheless, the connection is fairly indirect. Moreover, the circumstance that the 
investigated segment of the SS does not manifest any indication to the effect that 
notions of content and corresponding relations between linguistic items and content are 
not completely determinate would, under the pertinent assumption, be conducive to 
widening the gap between the questions addressed in that treatise and relevant aspects 
of truth paradoxes. 

 
E) 
 
It needs to be considered, why it could be more appropriate to deny truth to items like 
(14), (14a) or (15) instead of attributing to them the properties of expressing a truth 
and failing to express a truth at the same time. A possible reason lies in the intuition 
that such sentences fail to describe possible states of affairs. As noted before (14) 
exhibits essentially the same features as the example of a paper containing the 
sentence  
 

(18)   The sentence on the reverse expresses a truth. 
 
and nothing else on the front and containing the sentence 
 

(19)   The sentence on the front does not express anything true. 
 
and nothing else on the reverse. It harmonizes with common intuitions to say that (18) 
in itself conveys a possible state of affairs but involves a declaration to the effect that 
the range of possible states is restricted to those in which exactly one sentence occurs 
on the reverse expressing a truth. But due to the only occurrence of (19) on the reverse 
the range of possible states of affairs is further restricted, leaving room only for states 
of affairs in which (19) expresses a truth and (18) does not express a truth. But this 
means that no room for expressing a truth is left for (18). Items like (14) and (14a) 
differ from the above decribed examples merely in depriving room for their possible 
truth in a more immediate manner. In those cases the consequences can be drawn by 
merely taking into consideration what they express. Whereas there is a basis for saying 
that (14), (14a) or (15) express that these units do not express any truth there is also a 
reason for claiming that those sentences express denials regarding the truth of their 
own content. In fact this feature of reflexive truth denials can be made even more 
conspicuous by formulations like: 
 

The content of this sentence is not a truth 
The content of (14a) is not a truth. 
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Against this background it seems absolutely impossible to attribute to those items the 
expression of any true content because if it were hypothetically assumed that the 
content expressed by them is a truth they falsely disclaim truth to that content. 
Supposing however that, as long as sentences are concerned expressing at least and at 
most one content, 137  disclaiming truth to the content of a sentence amounts to 
essentially the same as saying about a sentence that it does not express any truth, one 
can recognize a significant link between this content-component and the second 
member in the conjunctions of (69) and (70). This is the upshot of the fact that (14) 
and (14a), apart from expressing a possible state of affairs, also convey a comment 
about their expressed content denying its truth. In contrast to (14) or (14a) it would 
not be appropriate to say that (18) expresses a denial of truth regarding its own 
content, at least not as long as ‘express’ is used as before. But the fact that it implies a 
denial of its truth can be discerned even here. In all the examples considered here 
situations exist in which lack of truth of the content expressed by a sentence appears to 
be a necessary requirement for the possibility that the pertinent linguistic item 
expresses a truth, i.e. a content which is true. In the case of (18) the situation arises 
because the item about which (18) expresses a truth-ascribing comment expresses 
itself a denial pertaining to the content of (18) itself so that (18) results in making a 
comment about its own comment made by expressing the content which it possesses. 
Since by hypothesis the subject of the comment about (19) is numerically identical with 
the object about which (19) makes its comment the rule of identity must preclude the 
assumption that the subject of (19) expresses a truth whereas its object expresses a 
falsehood or vice versa. The only theoretically viable possibilities are either that both 
the subject and the object of (19) both express and fail to express a truth together or 
that both fail to express a truth, given that the possibility that (18) exclusively 
expresses a truth can be safely ruled out. It should be plain however, that among those 
alternatives the latter option, viz. that (18) only fails to express a truth, deserves 
preference if its truth-relevant content were equivalent to the content of the sentence: 
 

(73)  The sentence on the reverse of this paper expresses a truth and that 

does not express any truth. 
 
But this view poses the problem that not only the linguistically conveyed contents of (18) 
and (73) substantially differ but that even nobody who understands the linguistically 
conveyed content of (18), without having knowledge about the existence and the 
contents of other sentences, would be able to discern that (18) can be connected with 
an import like (73). How can it be claimed that (73) represents a (possible) content of 
(18) even granting the theoretical possibility that identical units can be associated with 
different (types of) content without presupposing linguistic ambiguity? What should the 
vehicle of a content amounting to the (linguistic) content of (73) be, if a grasp of the 

                                        
137  This restriction of scope is made here for the sake of convenience because it appears to be 
immaterial for the argument. Otherwise one should rather consider formulations like: 
 

There is no true content expressed by this sentence. 
There is no content c such that c is a truth and c is expressed by (14a). 

 
instead of those given above. 



224                   ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 

linguistic content of (18) cannot make that content discernible even by applying logical 
rules of derivation? 
 
The only appropriate reply to the last question is that (18) inasmuch as it possesses the 
content which is understood by interpreting the sentence in isolation is not by itself the 
vehicle of the relevant content. But the circumstance that there are types of content for 
which linguistically meaningful sentences are not the sole vehicles is not a novelty. 
Whenever one understands (71) or the second component of (72) in isolation one 
possesses a rudimentary knowledge about its possible truth. In the case of (71) one 
knows that the sentence can only be used to express a truth if on some day it did not 
snow in Oslo, and in the case of (72) understanding the second component brings an 
interpreter in the position of knowing that there was no snowfall at some time at some 
place if the sentence should express any truth. Grasping a linguistic content of such 
declarative sentences involves recognition of certain necessary but not sufficient 
conditions of truth. But conditions which are both necessary and sufficient for the truth 
of indexical sentences are provided only by the collaboration between their linguistic or 
literal meaning and pertinent facts pertaining to those sentences, specifically contexts 
of their use or circumstances of their occurrence.138 The same phenomenon can be 
observed regarding items which are employed for the making of comments about the 
truth or lack of truth of linguistic units or their content(s).  
 
For an elucidation of some of the most relevant aspects of the present issue it is 
suitable to focus the attention on comments which express ascriptions or denials of 
truth with respect to (other) linguistic items without exhibiting ambiguities. Thus the 
sentences: 
 

(74)  (25) expresses a truth. 
(75) (25) does not express a truth. 

 
provide pertinent examples with respect to the previously cited item: 
 

Oslo is the capital of Norway. 
 
It appears difficult to deny that the truth of the propositions that (25) expresses a truth 
or that (25) does not express a truth represent indispensable requirements for 
expressing something true on the part of (74) and (75) respectively. It seems, however, 
equally difficult to dispute the contention that those sentences express claims that can 
be formulated by the following conditionals: 
 

if (25) expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway then it is a truth that Oslo is 
the capital of Norway 
 
if (25) expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway then it is not a truth that Oslo 
is the capital of Norway 

                                        
138   This principle is different from principles of linguistic compositionality. Therefore the 
circumstance that some collaborating factors are not meanings in any accepted sense of the 
word does not possess relevance. 
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respectively. The principle is that if a comment ascribes to some linguistic item the 
property of expressing a truth it thereby expresses a claim to the effect that the 
commented unit a) expresses something which is either true or untrue and that b) if 
the commented unit expresses something or the other which is either true or untrue, 
then this is a truth.139 On the other hand a comment denying expression of truth to a 
unit makes a claim to the effect that if the commented item expresses something which 
could be either true or untrue then this is not a truth. The described connection 
appears to rest on a firm intuitive basis. Thus one can ascertain that comments 
attributing and comments denying truth with respect to linguistic items involve, 
respectively, the following ingredients: 
 

(I1) For any content p (capable of being either a truth or an untruth) 
expressed by the commented unit: If the commented unit expresses that p then 
it expresses a truth by expressing that p. 
(I2) For any content p (capable of being either a truth or an untruth) 
expressed by the commented unit: If the commented unit expresses that p then 
it expresses an untruth by expressing that p. 

 
These conditional claims can be plausibly regarded as ingredients inhering in the 
content of items expressing truth-ascriptions or truth-denials, and they might be even 
characterized as essential components of truth-ascriptions and truth-denials. Their 
import could be alternatively described by (infinite) conjunctions of conditionals whose 
antecedents formulate alternative hypotheses concerning the content of the 
commented item, such as 
 

If (25) expresses that Copenhagen is the capital of Norway then (25) expresses a 
truth (by expressing that Copenhagen is the capital of Norway), and if (25) 
expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway then (25) expresses a truth (by 
expressing that Oslo is the capital of Norway), and if …. 

 
for (74) and analogously for (75). In conjunction with the fact that (25) expresses that 
Oslo is the capital of Norway it follows (by modus ponendo ponens) that it is a truth 
that Oslo is the capital of Norway, in the case of (74), and that it is not a truth that Oslo 
is the capital of Norway, in the case of (74). Thereby it is vindicated that, given that (25) 
expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway, a necessary requirement for expressing a 
truth on the part of (74) lies in the circumstance that Oslo is in fact the capital of 
Norway and that a necessary requirement for expressing a truth on the part of (75) is 
the untruth of the proposition that Oslo is the capital of Norway. This upshot appears 
intuitively unobjectionable. 

                                        
139  It is supposed in the present connection that ascriptions of truth are at stake which 
attribute to items the property of expressing exactly one true content. Such attributions 
can always be made if lack of equivocation on the part of the commented unit can be 
taken for granted. The reason for making the pertinent supposition is that all the facts 
that are relevant in the present connection can be illustrated against the background of 
this specific variety. 
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Now one must also consider cases where a comment takes some other comment as its 
object. A pertinent example would be: 
 

(76) (75) expresses a truth. 
 
By applying (I1) to (76) the following result ensues: 
 

For any content p expressed by (75): If (75) expresses that p then (75) 
expresses a truth (by expressing that p) 

 
Since (75), by hypothesis, expresses that (25) does not express a truth, it follows that 
(76) can express a truth only if it is a truth that (25) does not express a truth and, 
given that (25) expresses that Oslo is the capital of Norway, that it is not true that Oslo 
is the capital of Norway. The principle is that if a unit U attributes expression of truth to 
a unit U* which itself denies with respect to some unit U** expression of truth it makes 
a claim to the effect that if U* expresses with respect to any arbitrary unit V that V 
does not express a truth then U* expresses a truth precisely if U* makes a correct truth 
assessment about V, which means that if U* expresses that V does not express a truth 
it holds true that if V should express some content p then p is not a truth. Given the 
hypothesis that U* expresses that U** does not express any truth it follows that it must 
hold true for any content which U** expresses that it is not a truth. The working of this 
mechanism ensures with respect to (76) that this item can express a truth only if any 
content which (75) expresses is a truth and that accordingly (75) must express a truth 
if it, i.e. (75), expresses that (25) does not express a truth so that expression of truth 
on the part of (76) requires that (25) expresses an untruth if it expresses that Oslo is 
the capital of Norway or expresses that Copenhagen is the capital of Norway etc., which 
entails, given the pertinent assumption about what (25) in fact expresses, that it is an 
untruth that Oslo is the capital of Norway. This exactly corresponds to the outcome 
which common intuitions suggest. 
 
But now let us suppose that ‘(25)’ designated a sentence which expresses that (76) 
expresses a truth. Given exactly the same assumptions regarding the contents of (76) 
and (75) it must follow that (25) expresses an untruth if it expresses that (76) 
expresses a truth, which, given the modified assumptions about what (25) in fact 
expresses, implies that the content which (76) expresses is an untruth. Supposing, 
however, that saying about a unit that it is an untruth that it expresses a truth is the 
same as saying that it does not express a truth, it follows that if (76) expresses that (75) 
expresses a truth then it is an untruth that (75) expresses a truth. Now, given exactly 
the same assumptions about what (76) actually expresses it follows that it is an untruth 
that (75) expresses a truth. Thus a necessary requirement for expressing a truth on the 
part of (76) is that if (75) expresses some content, which might be either a truth or an 
untruth according to the circumstances, this content must be an untruth. But it had 
been derived before that a necessary requirement for expressing a truth on the part of 
(76) is that any content which (75) expresses is a truth. Hence it appears to follow that 
it is impossible that (76) expresses a truth under the prevalent assumption of what the 
sentences concerned express because the necessary requirements for its truth can 
never be met. Exactly the same result would follow if it were assumed that (76) 
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possesses the same content as before whereas (75) expresses a truth-denial with 
respect to (76) involving the claim that if  something is the content of (76) it is an 
untruth.  
 
The vital point lies in the fact that on the basis of the hypothesized plausible principles 
it follows that, given particular assumptions about what items express, (76) implies the 
claim that its own content is an untruth. Thus (76) claims that by attributing truth to 
(75) it makes an untrue comment on that item which amounts to a revocation of the 
claim made by expressing that (75) expresses a truth. With respect to sentences which, 
like (14), express denials of truth with respect to themselves, the situation is even more 
conspicuous. Due to their general nature of expressing truth-denials with respect to 
some item140 it follows that they embody a claim to the effect that any object of their 
comment must be such that any content it expresses is an untruth. This must equally 
hold good if these comments function themselves as their object of comment and if the 
content of their commented object is the proposition that they themselves fail to 
express any truth. Hence expressions like (14) entail a claim to the effect that they 
claim an untruth by expressing that they fail to express any truth. The conflict arises 
due to the fact that on the one hand those items make a definite claim of failure of 
expressing a truth by expressing this content in a declarative sentence and that on the 
other hand principles pertaining to truth-ascriptions and truth-denials in general 
necessitate in special cases like (18) or (76) under the modified assumptions that they 
do not express any truth by expressing precisely that which they actually express. The 
decisive feature is that identical comments function simultaneously as subjects and 
objects of comment, which due to the requirement inherent in identity, necessitates 
that any item which is the object of their comment is also an object of their own object 
of comment. 
 
For those reasons one could be induced to say that items like (18) deny their own 
denial of truth with respect to themselves. But it is extremely important to recognize 
the fact that in the present context the phrase ‘deny one’s own denial’ could only 
function as an abbreviation which can be ‘unpacked’ by saying that the pertinent 
sentences deny the truth of their own expressed content consisting in a denial of their 
truth or even more explicitly: they deny that they express a truth by expressing that 
they do not express any truth. Thus the denial inhering in units like (18) does not 
consist in the fact that they deny that they express a denial. It is equally false to say 
that those sentences linguistically express that they deny that they express a truth by 
expressing that they do not express any truth. This furnishes a deeper reason for 
rejecting any contention to the effect that the SS provides considerations offering a 
solution of the liar paradox or truth paradoxes in general. As soon as the relevant 
import of the syntagma ‘denial of denial’ is explicated it turns out that it does not 
describe a situation in which a relation functions as its own relatum. The minimum 
which can be said is that it is far from evident that it relates to a state of affairs which is 
ruled out be the so-called ‘regularity-theorem’. 
 

                                        
140  It is supposed for the sake of convenience that truth-ascriptions or truth-denials are at 
stake which pertain only to one linguistic item, but the point of the present considerations can 
be easily extended to cases in which comments pertain to a multitude of commented units. 
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On the other hand, one might have different options as far as the determination of the 
content of reflexive truth-ascriptions and truth-denials is concerned. According to a 
narrow conception the content of such items could be identified with the propositions 
which they linguistically express. On the other hand, however, it can be vindicated that 
the disclaimer of truth with respect to their content in the narrower sense follows from 
ingredients inhering in their own expressed content, and this could motivate the 
admission of a broader concept of content which incorporates possible ascriptions or 
denials of truth regarding pieces of content which truth-ascriptions and truth-denials 
express. More specifically the content in the modified sense of the term is representable 
by a conjunction of the expressed content and the respective truth-ascriptions or truth-
denials regarding the former pieces of content. In this manner the concept of content 
can be made subservient to the idea that apart from expressed content also claims 
concerning the truth or untruth of expressed content can constitute necessary 
requirements for crediting truth to the content of linguistic units.141 
 
The formulations given in (69), (70) and (73) represent the (linguistically) expressed 
contents of the sentences (15), (14a) and (18) together with the verdicts about the 
appropriateness of the comments which they make by expressing their linguistic 
contents or, alternatively, about the truth of their own linguistically expressed contents. 
Examples of the sort of (18) vindicate that although factors determining this type of 
non-linguistic content are linguistic in the sense that they pertain to linguistic items they 
are not exclusively outcomes of inherent properties of the items concerned. In this 
respect the situation is analogous to the determination of propositional content by units 
containing deictic elements: Situational factors, such as time and place of utterance, 
identity of speaker or addressee, accompanying gestures etc. exhibit essential 
connections to language and can be even considered as linguistic features or 
circumstances in some admissible sense of the word ‘linguistic’, but are different from 
qualities exhibited by linguistic expressions. They determine non-linguistic content only 
in collaboration with linguistic meanings. If one considers the expression: 
 

(14a) does not express any truth. 
 
the circumstance that the concerned item disclaims the truth of its own content is 
surely not an integral part of its conventional linguistic meaning. The conclusion that 
the item non-linguistically expresses a reflexive comment can only be drawn by 
recognizing that the proposition that a sentence designated by ‘(14a)’ does not express 
a truth constitutes the content of a sentence designated by ‘(14a)’. This fact is 
discernible by implementing knowledge about the relation between specific symbols or 
‘codes’ to particular linguistic items in the framework of a system of assignments of 
symbols to objects in some special context. (14) as well as (15) contain indexical 
elements and therefore determine different non-linguistic contents in accordance with 

                                        
141  Here the result is identical to the outcome of a stipulation to the effect that declarative 
sentences express both their (linguistic) content and the claim that the content which they 
linguistically express is a truth. The two claims that the own content is a truth and that the 
content of the commented items is not a truth conflicts with the impossibility of any difference 
of content resulting from the identity of subject and object of comment, unless it is supposed 
that an item expresses a multitude of contents or a content which is both true and untrue. 
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principles which pertain to items with deictic elements in general. The circumstance that 
those units invariably express reflexive truth-denials rests on a similar basis as the 
circumstance that sentences containing the pronoun ‘I’ invariably refer to a speaker of 
the pertinent sentence. Thus for reflexive truth-related comments a decisive factor 
determining conditions of truth as well as the identity of a content correlating with 
conditions of truth lies not merely in the contents of commented items but in the 
circumstance that some of those contents is the content of the commenting unit itself. 
Therefore a different item exhibiting the formulation of (14a) could be employed for 
making a true comment about (14a). 
 
F) 
 
One can call ‘T-comment’ any linguistic unit which on account of possessing some 
conventional linguistic meaning must express some fact that concerns matters of 
expressing a truth or of possession or non-possession of a content which is true with 
respect to linguistic items. Presumably this defines a fairly broad realm in the domain of 
linguistic expressions. This supposition would hold true all the more, if expressions such 
as: 
 

(77)  The proposition which is expressed now is not true. 
 
possess the same content as (14) or (15) although they do not contain any explicit 
reference to sentences or other kinds of linguistic entities. Couldn’t one argue that one 
must consider them as containing hidden references to linguistic expressions because 
the only way in which their singular subject terms could specify any object as its 
referent lies in determining it as the content of the sentence which is being uttered at 
the pertinent occasion? It is anyhow certain that the category of T-comments is not 
confined to the type of examples which have been considered above. Only sentences 
have been deliberated which express categorical ascriptions or denials of truth or 
expression of truth to linguistic objects. But language and linguistic practice permits 
also the formation and employment of expressions like: 
 

(78)  The sentence which Fred has uttered expresses a truth only if his 
girlfriend did not visit her sister yesterday. 

 
etc. It is easy to see that such types of T-comments can be equally self-reflexive. It 
appears, however, that they comply with the same basic principles which are 
ascertainable regarding the special subset considered above. Therefore they will be 
taken into account in the subsequent study. The principles (D1) and (D2) are generally 
valid and applicable for non-reflexive T-comments containing no indexical elements. It 
has been contended above that even reflexive T-comments possess a type of content 
for which the principles are valid whereas they cannot be applied to the sort of content 
which is most intimately linked to their conventional linguistic meaning. Therefore the 
supposition had been articulated that the investigated segment of the SS is far removed 
from providing material for a solution of liar paradoxes also because it omits the 
elaboration of relevant distinctions pertaining to the notion of linguistic content. This is, 
however, no depreciation of the work because it had been equally advocated that the 
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text was mainly concerned with a different topic. A reproach could be derived only if 
certain alternative interpretations advocated in the literature were correct. 
 
No reason has been presented so far for denying that non-reflexive T-comments 
involving no deictic ingredients comply with the maxim that they express a truth 
precisely if their linguistic content is true. If it is correct that reflexive T comments do 
not conform with this rule even if they do not contain deictic components the reason 
should be seen in the circumstance that, sometimes due to contextual factors, they 
imply assessments about the truth of their own expressed content just by expressing 
that content under actually prevailing conditions. Although this implication sometimes 
creates the effect that necessary and sufficient conditions of expressing a truth become 
more restricted it must not always produce that effect. Given that (25) expresses a 
truth precisely if 
 

(79)  Oslo is the capital of Norway and this sentence expresses a truth or not. 
 
expresses a truth, it cannot hold true in general that truth of T-comments implying 
ascriptions of truth to themselves is subject to specific restrictions. If therefore 
 

(68)   This sentence expresses a truth. 

 
should deserve to be regarded as failing to express a truth the reason ought to lie in 
other circumstances which affect this specific self-assessment and which have to do 
with the grounds bestowing truth on propositional contents of linguistic items. 
 
Considering the circumstance that (14) - (15) or (18) and similar items are meaningful 
sentences possessing an identifiable linguistic content and in view of the intuition that 
one is entitled to say about those items that they fail to express a truth, the allegation 
that their linguistically expressed content cannot be assessed as true is not immediately 
plausible. Hence it could be maintained that additional explanations are needed 
showing why expressing a truth is a property which might be correctly ascribed or 
denied by using different tokens but not by the concerned expressions themselves even 
if both exhibit exactly the same linguistic meaning. As there will be an occasion to 
address this question in another connection it can be postponed for the time being. 
 
—  It might be appropriate not to lose sight of token-reflexive devices in other contexts 
than truth-ascriprions or truth-denials and of questions, such as what Ann could or 
could not say for vindicating the truth of: 
 

(80)  Anne has never asserted the same as that which is asserted by (80).  

(80)* Anne has never asserted the same as that which is asserted by this 
sentence. 
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VI. Outline of subsequent topics 
 
 
The preceding discussions have suggested the value of acknowledging different types 
of contents which can be associated with linguistic expressions by different relations. It 
was moreover indicated that T-comments are capable to relate to other linguistic units 
by chains of T-comments and thereby imply truth-assessments regarding the concerned 
units. As the preceding discussions pertained to T-comments which can be considered 
as special varieties in a broader class it will be an objective of the subsequent section to 
consider truth-ascriptions and truth-denials in a broader framework of T-comments.  It 
was intimated that instances exist where the principles (D1) and (D2) and hence the 
principle (D), which says that whenener a linguistic expresses something which is the 
case then it expresses a truth and vice versa, are not applicable to a type of content 
that is most intimately connected with conventional linguistic meaning. It has not been 
investigated, however, whether there are specific rules of derivation which cannot be 
brought in harmony with (D). The core of the discussions in the subsequent part will 
consist in a demonstration that (D) could be accepted as a general principle applied to 
linguistic meaning in the realm of items containing no indexical ingredients only at the 
cost of relinquishing established rules of derivation, that it would be required in 
particular to discard two central principles of derivation: 1) Modus ponendo ponens and 
2) Reductio ad absurdum. Against this background it needs to be examined whether 
certain specimens of ‘self-reflexive’ T-comments necessitate the consequence that in 
the realm of linguistic units instances exist which transcend the dichotomy between 
entities expressing a truth and those which fail to express a truth and whether the 
validity of conventional rules of derivation deserves to be disputed or restricted. In this 
context the previous observation attains significance that the notion of expressing a 
truth is equivocal and that explications exist according to which it is on the one hand 
fully legitimate to assert that one and the same linguistic item expresses a truth and 
fails to express a truth whereas on the other hand this circumstance does not at all 
affect the validity of rules of inference which are accepted in systems of ‘classical logic’. 
It can be presumed that the so-called ‘liar paradox’ and the variant which might be 
called ‘paradox of expression’ and which constitutes a major issue in the following study 
are closely related in so far as any clarification concerning the latter issue provides a 
clarification about the former one. For this reason we suppose that the subsequent part 
substantiates our previous contention that the SS is far away from providing a basis for 
a solution of the liar paradox. 
 
Apart from the issue of whether one can vindicate the existence of an exhaustive 
dichotomy between entities expressing a truth and entities failing to do so at least in 
the domain of linguistic items the significance of various types of content and 
corresponding semantic relations will be inspected in more detail. Under this aspect the 
following investigation could attain particular significance for traditional areas of the 
humanities in which the idea of content regarding expressions and acts of linguistic 
communication plays a central role.  



 
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PARADOXES OF TRUTH AND DIVERSITIES OF CONTENT 

  



 

 

 



 
 

PARADOXES OF TRUTH AND DIVERSITIES OF CONTENT  
 
I 

 
Overriding aims of the present study are 1) to elaborate and generalize the 
account of reflexive truth-denials which has been given in section E) of 
chapter V in the preceding study and 2) to provide support for two corollaries 
intimated before, namely: 
 
a) It can be justified to assert that reflexive truth-denials like 
 

The sentence which is being uttered now does not express a truth.1 
 
express an untruth, provided that i) the last occurrence of ‘express’ — viz. the 
occurrence in ‘express an untruth’ — possesses a special import and ii) the 
way in which an untruth is expressed by such items differs from the way in 
which historical statements express an untruth whenever they do not 
correspond to historical facts and is more akin to the manner in which a 
logical formula implying a contradiction expresses an untruth.  
 
b) The reason due to which reflexive truth-denials express an untruth 
essentially differs from the reasons which could motivate a reluctance to 
attribute truth to reflexive truth-ascriptions as expressed by: 
 

The sentence which is being uttered just now expresses a truth. 
 
The article is concerned with conceptual distinctions and elucidations 
regarding some semantic notions inasmuch as they are intimated by a 
common phenomenon of linguistic practice: Agreement and disagreement. 
Since inconsistencies reminiscent of the so-called ‘liar paradox’ are considered 
under the aspect of the elucidation of a number of terms playing a vital role in 
the context of interpretation and exegesis the essay connects an area which 
constituted a concern of logicians, formal semanticists or philosophers with 
issues pertaining to theoretical foundations in more traditional fields of the 
humanities. 
 
In colloquial language as well as in the humanities the words ‘mean’, ‘say’, 
‘express’ and some others are often used interchangeably. The circumstance 
that those expressions are applied to various types of entities, such as 
sentence-types, sentence-tokens, utterances, persons or pieces of behaviour 
usually does not generate fatal misunderstandings. If confusions arise on that 
account this happens mostly in the context of theoretical considerations or in 
cases where due to the complexity or unfamiliarity of a pertinent subject 
matter natural intuitions provide unreliable guidelines. Nevertheless, even if 

                                        
1  Cf sentence-example (14) in the preceding study.  
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the focus of consideration is restricted to particular types of objects, such as 
sentence-tokens or statements, substantial differences can be detected which 
provide a rationale for assigning different imports to different words. Some 
distinctions are particularly pertinent regarding sentence-tokens or statements 
expressing affirmative or contradicting comments on sentence-tokens or 
statements, that is to say, remarks which either claim or disclaim that (the 
content of) some sentence or statement is true. In accordance with the 
terminology propounded in the preceding study we employ the term ‘T-
comment’ for classifying units possessing an import or a function of the 
described sort. Since the concept corresponding to this term correlates with 
an idea relating to familiar notions of agreement, assent, attribution of truth 
or correctness on the one hand and disagreement, denial, negation of truth or 
correctness on the other, the presented characterization should ensure a 
sufficiently precise grasp of the relevant category of linguistic expressions and 
utterances. Various linguistic formulations are able to express or represent ‘T-
comments’ of the pertinent variety. Most common are: ‘That is true’, ‘That is 
not true’ as well as ‘Yes’, if this expression is not used to signal mere 
understanding, and ‘No’, provided this word is not employed to express 
disapproval of some specific form of linguistic or non-linguistic behaviour. 
Since according to the terminological stipulation advocated earlier the 
expression ‘T-comment’ should equally encompass linguistic items containing 
propositions representing truth ascriptions or truth denials as constituents 
within more complex expressions, the above delineated class constitutes a 
special sort which could be named ‘categorical T-comments’. However, in 
view of the fact that the pertinent class represents a most typical variety we 
will abstain from adding qualifying adjectives as long as no threat of 
misunderstanding arises. 
 
 

II 
 
Let us consider the following dialogue:  

 
[A]: Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba. 
[B]: No. That is not true. 
 
What did [B] say, assert, state or claim in this situation? Linguistic intuitions 
are not determinate. At least three different responses are intuitively plausible: 
 
[B] said (asserted, stated, claimed) that 
 

  what [A] said (asserted, stated, claimed) is not true. 

  Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba. 

  Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba, and that what [A] said 

(asserted, stated, claimed) is not true. 
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It appears quite clear that analogous indeterminacies come to light if one 
poses corresponding questions with respect to terms like ‘express’, 
‘communicate’, ‘convey’ and others.  In accordance with the three different 
answers one can introduce a terminological stipulation as follows: 
 

1) [B] expresses that what [A] said is not true. 
2) [B] states (the fact) that Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba. 
3) [B] affirms that Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba and that 

what [A] said is not true. 
 
Against the background of the proposed stipulation one might say that with 
respect to the present example ‘express’ is a term that directly relates to the 
(linguistic) content of the comment whereas ‘state’ refers to the issue of the 
truth or lack of truth exhibited by the content of the (linguistic) item which 
functions as the object of the comment. The word ‘affirm’, on the other hand, 
refers both to the content of the comment and to the truth or lack of truth of 
its object in accordance with its ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ character, i.e. 
depending on whether it expresses an ascription of truth or lack of truth to 
the commented item. It might be apposite to point out that the above 
presented stipulation does not entail an identification between the words 
‘express’ and ‘mean’. Expressions, such as ‘yes’, ‘that is right’, ‘what NN has 
said is true’ etc. are definitely not synonymous and do not possess the same 
meaning on that account. Nevertheless they can be alternatively employed to 
ascribe ascriptions of truth or lack of truth to (other) statements or something 
which is or could be asserted by linguistic items. In the present context the 
term ‘express’ should be understood as relating to the common property 
which different expressions share if they are employed in some context to 
ascribe truth to something. The same holds good, mutatis mutandis, for 
expressions (such as ‘no’, ‘this is not so’ etc.) used to disclaim truth or to 
attribute lack of truth. In this spirit ‘express’ should reflect in the realm of T-
comments the main distinction between the two functions of attributing or 
disclaiming truth with respect to the content of actual or possible linguistic 
items. It is, however, important to keep apart (actual) ascriptions of truth or 
lack of truth from the expression of such ascriptions. If the sequence of [A]-

[B] occurred in the context of a stage play, it would be  under usual 

circumstances at least  inappropriate to assert that [B] is employed for the 

purpose of disclaiming truth with respect to [A] or its content or that [B] is 
used in order to claim that, as a matter of fact, Napoleon Bonaparte was not 
born on Elba. Nevertheless, it must not be illegitimate to say that even under 
such circumstances [B] expresses a denial to this effect. At any rate, 
according to the presently valid convention the word ‘express’ should be used 
and understood in such a way that one could correctly claim regarding 
sentences uttered in the context of a play or similar ones that they express 
ascriptions or denials of truth and that they express that something is the 
case or not the case.  
 
The need for further refinements emerges as soon as one takes additional 
examples into account. Most pertinent are cases of higher order comments, 
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i.e. comments which have (T-) comments as their objects. It is rather 
unimportant whether such situations do or do not frequently occur in ordinary 
life. What matters is the fact that their possibility is undeniable.  
 
Let us suppose that the above sketched conversation continues in the 
following manner: 
 
[C]: You are right. 
[D]: No. 
 
[D] expresses his dissent with what [C] affirmed and on the other hand 
affirms that what [C] said was not true. But what should be asserted 
regarding the statements of [A] and [B]? Against the background of the 
previous stipulations and explanations it would be consistent to lay down that 
both the untruth of [B] as well as the truth of [A] are affirmed. 2 Consequently 
one should draw a distinction between direct and indirect affirmation, 
according to which [D] affirms the untruth of [C] in a direct and the untruth 
of [B] together with the truth of [A] as well as the proposition that Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba in an indirect manner. In view of the previous 
characterization presented in 3) one might surmise that even in the case of 
chains of T-comments there is only one affirmed entity that could be equated 
with a conjunction of propositions. There is, however, no compelling need to 
rule out alternative ways of describing the situation according to which by [D] 
a number of different things are affirmed, such as (the proposition) that [C] is 
not true, (the proposition) that [B] and the ascription of truth to [B] etc. is 
untrue or incorrect etc. It deserves to be emphasized that affirmation 
according to the above sketched idea exhibits context-dependence in (at least) 
two different ways. On the one hand the expression occurring in [D] does 
obviously not necessitate a denial of [C] or its truth. It is merely due to the 
specific features of the (supposed) context that [D] performs such a function. 
The same would be the case if expressions, such as ‘that is not true’, occurred 
instead. This sort of context dependence can be eliminated by resorting to 
more explicit formulations which make fully plain that [D] is used to disclaim 
truth with respect to [C]. However, the notion of denying a commented item 
its truth is ambiguous. The ambiguity can be clearly recognized by considering 
a case in which the formulation ‘that which [C] says is not the case’ or similar 
ones are employed to signal a truth disclaimer regarding [C]. One who makes 
such a statement does not necessarily intend to deny that [B] is correct. A 
possibility, which might be quite improbable, but nevertheless exists, is that 
the utterer wants to disaffirm truth with respect to [C], no matter what [C] 
actually expresses or affirms. Another possibility, which is by no means 
eccentric, would be that [D] is used to deny [C] its truth, but not in 

                                        
2  The circumstance that for the time being we deliberately ignore whether T- 
comments pertain to sentence(-token)s, to their (propositional) contents or to 
statements put forward with their help should not imply that the difference between 
those alternatives is considered as irrelevant. 
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consideration of the circumstance that [B] is regarded as untrue. The denial 
could be based on a misunderstanding of the meaning of [C] or a 
misconception pertaining to its intended reference. Hence it emerges that the 
issue of truth or lack of truth with respect to T-comments depends not merely 
on what it expresses. Even if it is definitely settled whether it expresses an 
affirmation or disaffirmation of truth with respect to some particular item, its 
correctness crucially depends on the actual sense and reference of the items 
that are objects of comment. In other words, whether a T-comment can be 
considered as true or not depends not merely on what it itself expresses but 
on everything which it directly or indirectly affirms. The dependencies can be 
illustrated with respect to the present example by a derivation starting from 
the assumption that the comment expressed in [D] is true: 3 
 
[E] 
 
1 (1) The comment expressed in [D] is true and expresses that that 

which [C] expresses is not true         A (= Assumption) 
2 (2) [C] expresses that that which [B] expresses is true.             A 
3 (3) [B] expresses that that which [A] expresses is not true.      A 
4  (4) [A] expresses that Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba.      A 
1 (5) That which [C] expresses is not true.                         From 1 
1,2 (6) That which [B] expresses is not true.      From 2,5 
1,2,3 (7) That which [A] expresses is (not not) true.     From 3,6 
1,2,3,4 (8)  Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba.      From 4,7 
 
All the derived sentences which are not embedded under ‘expresses that’, 
that is those appearing in the lines 5, 6, 7 and 8, represent something which 
is affirmed by [D]4. Apart from ‘double negation’, two rules have been tacitly 
employed. They are reminiscent of the two components of the principle (D) in 
the preceding study and can be explicated as follows: 
 

(R1) If that which X expresses is true and X expresses that P, then P 
(R2)  If that which X expresses is not true and X expresses that P, 
then not P 

 

                                        
3   Here and later E. J. Lemmon’s (Lemmon 1965) style of setting out formal 
arguments is adopted. The lines of a derivation are numbered consecutively, ‘(1)’, 
‘(2)’ etc. To the left of each line the numbers correlating to assumptions on which 
the formula of that line depends are registered, whenever there are such 
assumptions. Assumptions are premises not depending on any other premise in the 
derivation. To the right of each line symbols and numbers signal the rule justifying 
the appearance of the formula at that stage as well as the line(s) containing the 
premise(s) to which the rule has been applied. 
4   The fact that according to the present description one single T-comment can 
possess a number of affirmed items should not rule out that the conjunction of the 
pertinent propositions could equally constitute an object of affirming (in some 
legitimate sense of the term). 
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Provided one is concerned with meaningful items which are not ambiguous, 
these principles should appear intuitively plausible. As their validity will 
become a topic later, it should suffice to merely state them at present. Given 
the suggested terminology the following can be ascertained: A comment 
attributing some truth-property to some statement or token-sentence 
expresses (the proposition) that the concerned item possesses the pertinent 
property. It affirms everything that is derivable from the comment in 
combination with propositions relating to what the comment as well as all the 
statements or sentences that are directly or indirectly commented on 
express.5 
 
What are the items which should be classified as stated by higher order 
comments in accordance with the initial stipulation, if there are any? Against 
the background of the previously presented explanation the answer that, with 
respect to the chain [A]-[D], [D] states the proposition that Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba represents a consistent option. This result 
ensues if one classifies as stated content of a T-comment any proposition 
which is either directly or indirectly affirmed by it, but does not itself 
represent a comment on some item. It is patent that not every T-comment 
must possess some stated content in that sense of the term. 6  One could 
surmise that whenever a T-comment exhibits that property it should not be 
classified as true or correct in the manner in which [B] can be regarded as 
correct in so far as it affirms a true proposition representing a historical fact. 
This in its turn is suited to suggest the consequence that comments lacking 
any stated content cannot themselves be assessed by T-comments (of higher 
order). However, at present we cannot recognize any compelling reason to 
adopt this stance. Considering the following pair of comments 
 
[F]: Nothing which B says about me is false. 
[G]: Nothing which A says about me is false. 
 
and supposing that [F] is uttered by A and [G] is uttered by B, one can 

recognize that  provided no restriction is implicit in the two quantifications 

 it is impossible that one of the comments expresses a truth and the other 

an untruth, i.e. both are either true or untrue together. Such a verdict can be 
given without taking into account what else might have been said by A and B. 

                                        
5  The idea of an indirect comment should be intuitively clear. (The notion can be 
more explicitly explained by stipulating first that a sentence or statement s1 is 
directly commented on by a sentence or statement s0 if s0 expresses a comment on 
s1 and that for any si, sj, sk it holds good that if sj is directly commented on by si and 
sk is directly commented on by sj, then sk is commented on by si. Hence an item sn is 
only indirectly commented on by an item sm if sn is commented on but not directly 
commented on by sm). 
6  This is definitely not a novelty. Apart from directly ‘self-reflexive’ purported truth 
ascriptions or truth denials sets of T-comments mutually relating to each other 
provide pertinent examples. 
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In a similar manner, if we examine the  presumably more realistic  

example: 
 
[H]: Nothing which my colleague B says during this conference is true. 
[I]: Nothing which my colleague A says during this conference is true. 
 
supposing that [H] and [I] are pronounced by A and B respectively during one 

and the same conference, we are  again presuming that no restriction is 

imposed on the quantifications  entitled to deduce that it is impossible that 

both [H] and [I] express a truth. It appears that one can make such a 
judgment even in view of the hypothetical possibility that [H] and [I] 
constitute the only statements made by the two colleagues during the 
concerned conference. To be sure, assigning under such premises lack of 
truth to one of the statements imposes an urge to assign truth to the other 
statement although there is apparently no objective basis for making a choice 
between the two alternatives of attributing truth either to [H] or to [I]. 
Nevertheless, a prohibition to assert that a comment stating that [H] and [I] 
cannot both represent true claims seems unwarranted. Even if it should be 
inappropriate to assign truth to any of those statements individually, there is 
no obvious reason to disclaim the legitimacy of conditional statements, such 
as ‘if [H] expresses a truth, then [I] does not express a truth’. If, on the other 
hand, comments of this kind can be both legitimate and true, why should it 
be particularly relevant whether or not the truth of the conditional might 
obtain additional support due to the circumstance that its antecedent happens 
to be untrue, for example in the presently envisaged situation due to the fact 
that B has made some other true statement during the conference? Should 
one assume that assignments of truth or untruth to comments of higher order 
must be of a kind that differs from assignments of corresponding lower orders? 
Even this suggestion is not credible. The above considered examples illustrate 
that the mutual order of T-comments is not an inherent feature of their 
expressed contents. It appears moreover plausible that B could render the 
assertion of [H] untrue by stating a true conditional of the above mentioned 
kind. As a matter of fact, one could imagine that after the sentence appearing 
in [I] the following remark is added: 
 

If my preceding remark is/should be true then the statement made by 
my colleague in [H] does not express a truth. 

 
If a commentm and a commentn are related in such a manner that commentn 
refers to commentm and its truth refutes a truth denial embodied in 
commentm, then it is difficult to maintain that truth ascriptions or truth denials 
of comments of higher order must differ in kind from those of lower order or 
that the term ‘true’ necessarily possesses different imports in those cases. 
Accordingly it will be presumed, by default at least, 1) that T-comments can 
relate to other comments even if they (i.e. the comments as well as their 
objects) do not possess a stated content in the above explicated sense, 2) 
that their import does not necessarily differ from comments possessing a 
stated content (even if it might be possible to make such a claim on the basis 
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of some special understanding of the word ‘import’) and 3) that there is a 
legitimate conception of T-comment according to which a T-comment can 
belong to any order associable with a notion of truth that does not 
presuppose the existence of a stated content. 
 
It is pretty obvious that something’s being a truth entails essentially less than 
something’s expressing a truth. The circumstance that it is a (historical) fact 
that Napoleon was not born on Elba does not essentially depend on the 
circumstance that this fact is stated anywhere at any time. 7  We might 
accordingly say that in the same way as the truth of the proposition that 
Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba or the fact that the proposition that 
Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba is untrue involve less than the fact that 
this proposition or fact is stated in [B] or expressed anywhere else, the 
supposition that some T-comment is true is not tantamount to the supposition 
that it is assessed as true by some T-comment ascribing the property of 
expressing a truth to it. It is less obvious, but for this reason more significant 
that one cannot generally maintain the thesis that if a proposition is true a 
truth would be expressed if one ascribed truth to it and that if it lacks truth a 
truth must be ascribed to it by ascribing lack of truth to it. It appears plain 
that if (it is true that) in some particular lecture room nobody makes any 
utterance during a particular day then it is true that in that lecture room 
nobody makes an utterance during that day. It might be even possible to 
state this fact in principle by making an utterance to that effect. If however 
such an utterance were made in the particular lecture room on the particular 
day then it could not be true any longer that nobody makes an utterance 
there during that day.8 Accordingly it can be appropriate to ascribe truth to 
any statement to the effect that nothing has been said on some particular 
occasion if both the statement and the assertion about it are made on some 
different occasion. But this must not mean that the comment assigning truth 
to the statement would also express a truth if it were itself made on the 
concerned occasion. On the other hand, there are presumably many linguistic 
tokens about which nobody has ever said anything. Hence with respect to any 
of those tokens the proposition that somebody has said something about it is 
an untruth. But would somebody express a truth by declaring that it is an 
untruth that somebody has said something about the pertinent linguistic item?  
 
Against the background of the above presented terminology it can be thus 
ascertained that truth of some potentially affirmed content does not always 
constitute a sufficient condition for the truth or correctness of a comment 

                                        
7  It should go without saying that the question as to how we can know that the 
alleged fact is a fact is a completely different story. 
8 In a situation in which B, the speaker of [B] in the initial example, would add to his 
comment the remark that nobody else will make any remark concerning his comment 
on the same day in the same place it would not even be possible for any C to make a 
correct expression of his assent to B’s assertion about A’s statement under the same 
circumstances. 
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ascribing truth to it and the same holds good mutatis mutandis for lack of 
truth. The fact that in the examples considered above linguistic items exhibit 
contents whose truth or untruth is, so to speak, ‘sensitive’ to the occurrence 
or non-occurrence of some T-comment about them9 must not mean that this 
circumstance is the only possible reason why truth or untruth of contents 
expressed by sentences do not guarantee that affirmative or respectively 
negative T-comments about them express truths. 
 
There is also another regard in which T-comments can exhibit ‘context-
sensitivity’ of a particular kind. It was presupposed in the preceding 
paragraphs that not only the commenting sentence-tokens but also all the 
commented items are free from equivocations or ambiguity. This could appear 
quite irrelevant in view of the fact that it had been presumed from the outset 
that (in the present context at least) not sentence-types, but sentence tokens 
or the content which sentence-tokens express function as commented items. 
Hence not potential imports but only actual meanings or some actually 
intended content should have an effect on the correctness of commenting 
items. But this assessment is not appropriate. It actually happens that even 
tokens are associated with a multiplicity of divergent and not (logically) 
equivalent intended imports or with some significance exhibiting vagueness to 
such a degree that they cannot be regarded as either definitely true or 
definitely false but call for differing verdicts in accordance with different 
explications. 10  This poses a problem for the evaluation of comments 
concerning such items whenever they attribute properties such as being 
correct or true, expressing a truth or giving a true account of an actual state 
of affairs etc. It appears that verdicts of this sort are themselves too 
unspecific and command more refined distinctions. This fact is noteworthy 
because the problem results even on the supposition that pertinent comments 
themselves are neither linguistically ambiguous nor linguistically vague due to 
the occurrence of gradable adjectives. Moreover, the existence of the 
difficulty cannot be attributed to the occurrence of indexical elements because 
it can arise even if neither the comment nor any of the commented items 
contain indexical ingredients. The potential lack of determinacy inherent in 

                                        
9  Sentences expressing self-ascriptions, such as 
 

(a) No T-comment has ever been made or will ever be made on the 
sentence(-token) which is being uttered just now. 

 
(b) Some T-comment has been made in the past, is made at present or will 

be made in the future about the sentence(-token) which is being uttered 
just now. 

 
exhibit  this sort of sensitivity in a most straightforward form. Only a T-comment 
denying (a)’s truth and a T-comment ascribing truth to (b) could be plausibly 
credited with the quality of expressing a truth. 
10  In the present connection it is immaterial whether such occurrences are unusual 
or rare. In the context of theoretical deliberations the circumstance that some 
phenomenon is theoretically possible bestows on it sufficient relevance. 
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comments results merely from the circumstance that external elements, in 
particular items which are either directly or indirectly commented by them, 
exhibit equivocations or points of vagueness. Nonetheless the indeterminacy 
is in principle eliminable either by replacing indeterminate terms such as being 
true or expressing a truth etc. by more determinate variants or by bestowing 
on such expressions more determinate readings. One way to overcome the 
dilemma is to stipulate that ascriptions of truth or expressions of consent 
should always be interpreted as implying that a commented item allows for 
the same verdict against the background of all its actually intended imports — 
in cases of ambiguity — or of all its permissible explications11 — in cases of 
vagueness — so that its negative counterpart would entail that a commented 
item possesses at least one admissible and relevant reading under which it 
cannot be assessed as correct or true. It should be admitted that this 
explanation conforms to various possible ways of expressing acceptance or 
consent to different degrees. For example it harmonizes less with the 
linguistically most natural reading of expressions of the form ‘…. expresses a 
truth’, which might rather suggest that something can be assessed as true at 
least in one regard. On the other hand other formulations expressing 
consenting comments agree with the proposal. This holds good in particular 
with respect to expressions of the form ‘…. expresses as it really is’, 
‘expresses as things (actually) are’ and others. The mere fact that the 
explication proposed above does not fit all linguistic variants to the same 
degree cannot constitute a valid objection because any explication introducing 
some higher degree of determinacy would be in a similar disaccord with some 
of the alternative formulations which languages provide for expressing 
acceptance or denial of correctness or truth to sentences or statements. In 
the present context the relevant issue does not lie in presenting an explication 
of any particular linguistic item of the pertinent class, but in overcoming 
indeterminacies in order to avoid conflicting verdicts with respect to T-
comments resulting from most typical sources of this phenomenon. It 
implicitly embodies a dispersal of a possible motivation to declare that some 
sentences expressing comments are both true and false. 
 
The issue discussed in the subsequent paragraphs does not presuppose the 
existence of linguistic ambiguities or points of vagueness with respect to 
commented items and rests on the assumption that pertinent comments 
express at most one (propositional) content, if they express any at all. It will 
also be hypothesized that formulations expressing ascriptions of correctness 
or truth should be preferably interpreted in the sense explicated in the 
preceding paragraph. At any rate, the pair of expressions ‘express a truth’ and 
‘fail to express a truth’ should be taken in a sense which guarantees to a 
maximal degree that the dichotomy is exhaustive. 
 

                                        
11  It is presumed that the problem of vagueness potentially inhering in the notion of 
being permissible can be ignored here. 
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III 
 
Let us have a closer look at ‘express’ and consider the following (tokens of) 
sentences: 
 
(S1) It is not as S2 expresses / S2 does not express a truth. 
(S2) It is as S1 expresses / S1 expresses a truth. 
(S3) It is not as S2 expresses / S2 does not express a truth. 
(S4) It is as S1 expresses / S1 expresses a truth.12 
 
Possibly the alternative variants in which the expression 'true' occurs sound 
more familiar. What matters is that the alleged statements of (S1), (S2), (S3), 
(S4) and others which will be considered later need not exhibit any explicit 
occurrence of the expressions ‘true’ or ‘truth’.13  
 
Let us employ ‘E*’ as an abbreviating symbol representing the idea of 
expressing as things really stand. Any expression of the form ‘E*x’ can be 
accordingly read as ‘it is as x expresses’ or ‘things are as they are expressed 
to be by x’ . It might, however, be also read as ‘x expresses a truth’. 
Accordingly ‘not E*x’ might be paraphrased by ‘it is not as x expresses’, ‘it is 
not that things are as they are expressed to be by x’ or by ‘x does not express 
any truth’. Against this background two rules of inference can be specified in 
the following manner: 
 
EE: E*s; s expresses that p ├ p 

EI: p; s expresses that p ├ E*s 

 

                                        
12  Expressions without brackets, such as ‘S1’, ‘S2’ etc., can be interpreted as terms 
denoting the indicated linguistic units, such as a name or a 'code' of (S1) etc. They 
might also be taken as representing expressions containing indexicals, e.g. ‘the 
immediately preceding sentence’, ‘the immediately subsequent sentence’ etc. 
13  A reason for preferring the idiom containing the word ‘express’ as a component is 
that it plainly relates to linguistic units, whereas ‘true’ relates equally, and maybe 
primarily, to non-linguistic items, such as thoughts or propositions that might (or 
might not) be expressed by linguistic entities and might be considered as possible 
contents of such units. But obviously the connection to those ways of using ‘true’ is 
not severed. If one is entitled to say of a linguistic unit that it expresses as things 
stand, one is in general equally entitled to say that what the items says is true or 
that what it expresses is the case. On the other hand, by employing a term that 
relates to linguistic units one is able to detach discussions from misgivings 
concerning reference: The existence of a linguistic unit as an object of possible 
reference can be guaranteed independently of the question as to whether there is 
some content that is capable of being true or false. The above presented 
formulations can be considered as close correlates of colloquial phrases in other 
languages, such as ‘es verhält sich so’, ‘es verhält sich nicht so’ in German. 
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In both cases the derived proposition depends on all assumptions on which 

any of the input propositions depend  if any. 
 
The symbols ‘EE’ and ‘EI’ have been chosen to associate the ideas of 
‘elimination of E*’ and ‘introduction of E*’ respectively. Both ‘EE’ and ‘EI’ are 
reminiscent of the two rules (R1) and (R2) mentioned in the preceding 
paragraph. 14  Due to the supposition that ‘E*’ should represent ‘truth-
expressions’, such as ‘express a truth’, ‘express as things really stand’ etc.  
the combination of the two principles reflects an intuition according to which 
it holds good that if a linguistic item expresses something which is capable of 
being true or untrue then the expression expresses a truth exactly if that 
which it expresses is the case, given that the pertinent expression does not 
contain (open or concealed) indexical elements and is not ambiguous or 
vague. The following principle represents this general idea: 
 

(TE) [For any linguistic unit s:] s expresses that p  (E*s  p)15 
 
Now let us consider the following sequence of derivational steps: 
 
 
I) 
 
1 (1) S1 expresses that not E* S2                  A 
2 (2) S2 expresses that E* S1                                     A 
3 (3) E* S2                             A 
2,3 (4) E* S1               2,3 EE 
1,2,3 (5) not E* S2              1,4 EE 
1,2,3 (6) E* S2 & not E* S2             3,5 &I 
1,2 (7) not E* S2            3,6 RAA 
1,2 (8) E* S1               1,7 EI 
1,2 (9) E* S2               2,8 EI 
1,2 (10) E* S2 & not E* S2             7,9 &I 
1 (11) S2 does not express that E* S1       2,10 RAA 
2 (12) S1 does not express that not E* S2      1,10 RAA 

                                        
14  The connection between ‘EI’ and (R2) is warranted by the assumed equivalence 
between ‘If not P and Q, then not R’ and ‘If R and Q, then P’. 
15  The import of (TE) itself could be paraphrased in various ways all of which   
because in ordinary discourse the employment of pro-sentences (in contrast to 

pronouns) is not common  are slightly unusual but should be nevertheless 
comprehensible. The following would be possible renderings: 
 

If s expresses that it is so and so then it is so and so if and only if it is as s 
expresses 
If s expresses that things are like that then s expresses as it is precisely if it 
really is like that. 
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The consequences formulated in the lines 11 and 12 appear disconcerting. 
How can it happen that a sentence is unable to express that things stand as 
some other sentence expresses or that things do not stand as some other 
linguistic item expresses? Do not (S1) and (S2) express precisely these things? 
The suggestion that the pertinent sentences might not express that which 
they usually, according to their conventional linguistic meanings, express 
because of the context in which they are used in I) offers no relief. Against 
the background of the above proposed stipulation concerning ‘affirm’, the 
content a sentence (or statement) affirms can depend on the content of other 
sentences (or statements). But the term ‘express’ had been defined in a 
manner that was aimed at representing precisely the invariant component of 
T-comments that should not be affected by the import of commented units. 
The suggestion militates both against a principle of the ‘autonomy’ of 
expressing or meaning and the intuition that (S1) and (S2) would not express 
something unusual or different if they occurred in the context of I). The 
consequence is all the more remarkable in view of the fact that the derivation 
of the last two lines of I) insinuates that it cannot occur that among any 
arbitrary two items one expresses an ascription of truth to another item and 
the other item a denial of truth with respect to the former one. In I) the 
expressions ‘not E* S2’ = ‘it is not as S2 expresses’ as well as ‘E* S1’ = ‘it is 
as S1 expresses’ have been employed for deriving a consequence. How 
should this be possible if those expressions did not express some definite 
import?  
 
It is possible to establish, moreover, that (S1) and (S2) cannot express truths 
if they should express that which they were supposed to express. This might 
be demonstrated as follows:  
 
T1: ├ Not E* S1  

 
1 (1) S1 expresses that not E* S2                      A 
2 (2) S2 expresses that E* S1                           A 
3 (3) E* S1                   A 
1,3 (4) Not E* S2                                 1,3 EE 
1,2,3 (5) E* S2                                       2,3 EI  
1,2,3 (6) E*  S2 & not E*  S2                            4,5 &I 
1,2 (7) Not E* S1                           3,6 RAA 
 
T2: ├ Not E* S2 

 
1 (1) S1 expresses that not E* S2                     A 
2 (2) S2 expresses that E* S1                            A 
3 (3) E* S2                   A 
2,3 (4) E* S1                      2,3 EE 
1,2,3 (5) Not E* S2                     1,4 EE 
1,2,3 (6) E* S2 & not E* S2                                  3,5 &I 
1,2 (7) Not E* S2                 3,6 RAA 
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The idea that (S1) cannot express as things really are appears puzzling 
against the backdrop of T2. Should not (S1) present a correct description of 
the actual state of affairs if T2 is correct? One should also note that for 
establishing T2 only ‘EE’ and not ‘EI’ has been employed.  
 
Although there is not any difference in meaning between (S1) and (S3)  

both sentence-tokens exhibit the same sequence of symbols  a substitution 
of ‘S1’ by ‘S3’ in the first line of I) would completely change the situation as 
far as the derivability of paradoxical consequences is concerned. For even in 
combination with an additional assumption to the effect that (S3) expresses a 

truth  which would be a correlate of line 3 in the ‘proof’ of T1  one could 
merely derive that (S2) does not express a truth as a consequence. In fact, 
both (S3) and (S4) could be added as additional assumptions in I) without 
generating any inconsistency even in combination with the assumption that 
(S1) actually possesses the expressed content which is assumed in line 1 of 
I).16  
 
The lines 11 and 12 in I) taken together provide merely the information that 
the assumptions of line 1 and line 2 cannot both hold good without furnishing 
any basis for the supposition that any of the alternative assumptions deserves 
to enjoy any ‘privilege’ in comparison to the other. A more meticulous 
reflection reveals, however, that the supposition that (S1) expresses a truth 
might be better motivated than a corresponding assumption regarding (S2). 
The alleged demonstration of the theorem T2 that (S2) cannot express a truth 
relies on ‘EE’ alone whereas the demonstration with respect to T1 has to refer 
to ‘EI’ in addition. (S1) embodies in contrast to (S2) a merely negative claim 
which can be interpreted as disclaiming truth with respect to (S1) irrespective 
of the reason which might be responsible for the fact. (S1) could be 
understood as expressing that (S2) cannot express as it is either because it 

                                        
16  Let us suppose that after line 12 of I) the following assumptions were added: 
 
13 (13)  S3 expresses that not E* S2                A 
14 (14) E* S3              A 
15 (15)  S4 expresses that E* S1                A 
16 (16) E* S4              A 
 
Then the following lines can be derived: 
 
13,14 (17) not E* S2            13,14 EE 
15,16 (18) E* S1             15,16 EE 
1,15,16 (19) not E* S2              1,18 EE 
 
Supposing that the assumption of line 2 in I) does not hold good, one can 
consistently postulate that (S1) expresses that (S2) does not express any truth as 
well as that (S1) expresses a truth and (S2) not. 
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states something which is not true or because it is vacuous and cannot be 
vindicated17 or for some other reason such as lacking any definite expressed 
content. Given that the same import could be conveyed by the synonymous 
sentence (S3) we might consistently suppose that both (S1) and (S3) express 
one and the same truth, a truth which is vindicated precisely by the 
consideration that it is impossible that (S2) expresses as it is because both 
the supposition that (S2) possesses the content corresponding to the 
assumption of line 2 in I) or that it does not express that content and cannot 
be associated with any definite content at all preclude this possibility. Hence 
(S1) as well as (S3) might be credited with the capability to express a truth in 
the considered framework. It has been noted previously that assuming that 
(S4) expresses a truth does not lead to an inconsistency. Could not we 
assume that (S4) in fact expresses a truth? But does not this position involve 
a commitment to the effect that the momentous deviance of expressing or 
not expressing a truth could occur even if sentence-tokens do not differ by 
affirming different propositions (in the previously explicated sense of the term 
'affirm')? Isn’t the mere idea perplexing that synonymous sentences could so 
radically diverge even if they do not exhibit indexical elements? Such 
objections might be significant. It needs to be critically examined, however, 
whether they are also valid. 
 
It is appropriate to inspect a family of simpler and more familiar examples. 
Though they are in certain important respects less instructive than the case 
considered above, they are helpful for clarifying the situation. 
 
Tokens, such as 
 
(S0) Not E* S0. 
 
or 
 
(S0*) Not E* the token which is uttered by me just now. 
 
etc. express denials to the effect that those items express something true. 
The subsequent derivation  is a correlate of I): 
 
II) 
 
1  (1) S0 expresses that not E* S0                A 
2 (2) E* S0              A 
1,2 (3) Not E* S0              1,2 EE 
1,2 (4) E* S0 & not E* S0             2,3 &I 
1 (5) Not E* S0            2,4 RAA 
1 (6) E* S0               1,5 EI 
1 (7) E* S0 & not E* S0             5,6 &I 

                                        
17  This need not presuppose that all vacuous sentences or statements are bereft of 
the possibility of being vindicated as true in principle. 
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 (8) S0 does not expresses that not E* S0        1,7 RAA 
 
If one does not call into question the validity of the rules of ‘&-introduction’ 
and ‘reductio ad absurdum’ the following theoretical possibilities remain: 1) 
‘EE’ is rejected, 2) ‘EI’ is rejected, 3) The application of ‘EE’ in line 3 is 
disputed, 4) The application of ‘EI’ in line 6 is disputed, 5) the derivation and 
the correctness of the proposition formulated in line 8 is accepted. — The 
mentioned alternatives should not be mutually exclusive. — Supposed that 
the occurrences of ‘E*’ in the lines 1 and 2 represent the same concept and 
the expression ‘E* S0’ possesses exactly the same sense in both cases it is 
not plausible to generally accept ‘EE’ and reject its application for the 
derivation of line 3. On the other hand it is hard to see why the application of 
‘EI’ should be disputed if the general validity of ‘EI’ were acknowledged and if 
it were supposed that ‘E*’ and ‘E*S0’ in line 6 possess the same import as in 
the lines 1, 2 and 3. To be sure, since the lines 1 and 2 represent 
assumptions one might rule out the likelihood of a difference of sense by 
supposing that the identity of meaning of ‘E*’ or ‘E* S0’ is an integral 
component of the concerned assumptions, whereas the possibility of a 
meaning-divergence cannot be ruled out on the same account in the case of 
line 6 because ‘E*’ is introduced here. Anyhow, if the general validity of (TE) 
were accepted, one could not circumvent the problem by disputing the 
validity of ‘EE’ or ‘EI’ or their application. If (TE) were generally valid one 
could create analogous derivations by adding corresponding instantiations of 
the principle as additional assumptions. Thus the following sequence 
represents an equivalent alternative of II): 
 
II*) 
 

1 (1) S0 expresses that not E* S0  (E* S0  not E* S0)       A 
2 (2) S0 expresses that not E* S0                  A 
3 (3) E* S0              A 

1,2 (4) E* S0  not E* S0          1,2 MPP 
1,2,3 (5) Not E* S0           3,4 MPP 
1,2,3 (6) E* S0 & not E* S0           3,5 &I 
1,2 (7) Not E* S0           3,6 RAA 
1,2 (8) E* S0            4,7 MPP 
1,2 (9) E* S0 & not E* S0             7,8 &I 
1 (10) Not: S0 expresses that not E* S0         2,9 RAA 

2 (11) Not: S0 expresses that not E* S0  (E* S0  not S0)     
               1,9 RAA 
 
An analogous counterpart of I) would be I*), obtained by including 
 

1 (1) S1 expresses that not E* S2  (E* S1  not E* S2)       A 

2 (2) S2 expresses that E* S1  (E* S2  E* S1)              A 
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as additional assumptions. 
 
Hence two alternative options appear relevant in this connection: 1) Rejecting 
the conclusions formulated by line 8 in II) or 10 in II*) and the lines 11 or 12 
in I) and admitting that (TE) is not generally valid. 2) Maintaining the validity 
of (TE) even with respect to examples like (S0) or the pair of (S1)-(S2) and 
accepting the crucial conclusions. Nevertheless, the two alternatives are not 
strictly exhaustive. There is room for an ‘intermediate’ position claiming that 
in the present connection more than one concept of expression and different 
varieties of content come into play. Against this background the alternatives 
of a) assuming validity of (TE) and admitting the tenet that certain linguistic 
items do not express precisely that which they are usually taken to express 
and b) rejecting (TE) concerning the pertinent examples in combination with 
the contention that the original assumptions regarding the expressed content 
of the concerned sentences were correct could be interpreted as two options 
appropriate for different concepts of ‘expressing’ and ‘content’. This 
conjecture deserves to be examined in more detail.18  
 

 
IV 
 

Notwithstanding the intuitive plausibility of (TE) there is a fact which is suited 
to call into question its general validity. It is obvious that by substituting some 
designation of a particular linguistic token ‘S’ for ‘s’ and ‘not E* S’ for ‘p’ in (TE) 
one obtains 
 

S expresses that not E* S  (E* S  not E* S) 

 
Actually the danger of generating an inconsistency in this manner is not 
confined to (TE) alone but affects an entire class of principles of which (TE) is 
merely an instance. Given that ‘R’ is replaceable by any expression that can 
be combined with expressions denoting linguistic entities as well as 
expressions of the form ‘that p’ without creating syntactic and semantic 
anomalies and assuming that ‘R*’ could represent any term standing to the 
term replacing ‘R’ in an analogous relation as ‘E*’ to ‘express’, then the 
resulting formal correlate of (TE), viz. 
 

(TEF) [For any linguistic unit s:] s R that p  (R*s  p) 
 
exhibits the same feature. Thus ‘R’ and ‘R*’ could be interpreted as ‘affirm’ 
and ‘affirm something which is true’ in the previously stipulated sense or as 
‘say’ and ‘say as things actually are’ etc. Hence the problem of imminent 
inconsistency is not essentially connected with the term ‘express’ in particular. 

                                        
18   The outlined hypothesis agrees with the distinction between two modes of 
expressing a content explained in the previous article and the intimated suggestion 
that the linguistic content of sentences disclaiming the expression of truth with 
respect to themselves is expressed by them in a Ꞌnon-finalizedꞋ mode. 



252           ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 
 
 
On the other hand the suggestion that (TE) should be restricted to cases in 
which ‘p’ is not replaced by an expression of the form ‘not E* s’ offers no 
solution. The example of the pair (S1)-(S2) shows that context can play a 
crucial role in connection with the generation of inconsistencies. Hence one 
could be tempted to allege that (TE) should be replaced by the following 
modification: 
 

(TEM) [For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p & (p  p))  (E*s  p) 

 
It is, however, easy to see that (TEM) requires fundamental changes with 
respect to derivational principles. For example the derivation of the lines (10) 

or (11) in II*) could be effectively blocked only if arbitrary instances of ‘p  p’ 
cannot be introduced by a rule of ‘theorem-introduction’, given that the first 
line should read: 
 

1 (1) (S0 expresses that not E* S0  & (not E* S0  not E* S0)) 

 (E* S0  not E* S0) 
 
On the other hand, a substitution of (TE) or (TEM) by a principle (TEN) which 
reads 
 

(TEN) [For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p & (p  E*s))  (E*s  

p) 
 
does not even give the impression of implying only a modification of (TE). To 
be sure, if instead of (TE) only (TEN) were regarded as valid then the basis for 
attributing general validity to ‘EI’ would immediately vanish. But the crux is 
that such modifications or replacements of (TE) can only offer ad hoc 
solutions preventing the derivability of disconcerting consequences. It is true 
that in combination with independent reasons the consideration of 
modifications of a principle could encourage its abandonment by showing that 
even if the principle is dropped certain ingredients can be preserved which 
one feels reluctant to deny. But looking for alternatives can never replace the 
identification of independent reasons diminishing the credibility of a theorem 
which appears prima facie plausible. This holds true with respect to (TE) in 
particular. An examination of the plausibility of (TE) is called for also because 
it is relevant for the contention that the realms of items expressing a truth 
and of those which fail to do so is both exhaustive and mutually exclusive, i.e. 
that there are neither items which neither express a truth nor fail to do so nor 
units which exhibit both qualities together. 
 
Since the validity of (TE) is a relevant issue in the present context, it is 
apposite to segregate its two components — corresponding to the 
decomposition of the principle (D) into (D1) and (D2) in the preceding study. 
(TE) can be viewed as a combination of the following theorems: 
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(TE1) [For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p & E*s)  p 

 
derivable from: 
 

[For any linguistic unit s:] s expresses that p  (E*s  p) 
 
and 
 
(TE2) [For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p & p)  E*s 

 
resulting from: 
 

[For any linguistic unit s:] s expresses that p  (p  E*s)19 
 
Thus the question of the validity of (TE) is assessable in a more differentiated 
manner. This should be an advantage because one cannot discern any inner 
connection between those two theorems compelling one to suppose that their 
validity stands or falls together. 
 

V 
 
There are a number of well-known linguistic phenomena appearing to inhibit 
the applicability of (TE) and its explicated ingredients, among which the 
existence of indexical expressions or expressions containing deictic elements 
as well as the occurrence of ambiguity and vagueness are most prominent 
features of natural languages. Moreover, some of the characteristics are 
suited to provoke the impression that the contention that in the realm of 
linguistic items an exhaustive dichotomy can be established between those 
expressing a truth and those failing to express a truth is inappropriate or 
implausible. This suggests the question whether and in which respect 
observations which can be made about linguistic items exhibiting the 

                                        
19  For this reason the consequences of the lines 11 and 12 in I) and the proposition 
of line 8 in II) could be equally derived by introducing corresponding pairs of 
assumptions pertaining to (S1)-(S2) and (S0). For example, instead of 
 

S0 expresses that not E*S0  (E*S0  not S0) 

 
in II*) one could also start with 
 

S0 expresses that not E*S0  (E*S0  not E*S0) 
 
and 
 

S0 expresses that not E*S0  (not E*S0  E*S0) 
 
as two assumptions. In this manner it becomes completely evident that the 
derivation of the consequence exclusively relies on the rules of &-introduction, 
modus ponendo ponens and reductio ad absurdum. 
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mentioned phenomena should serve as a model for accounting for the 
peculiarities exhibited by ‘self-reflexive’ T-comments. It will be the aim to 
demonstrate that entities exhibiting the occurrence of indexical ingredients, 
linguistic ambiguity or vagueness provide indeed a suitable model for T-
comments in so far as they call for a more differentiated reply to the question 
of the validity or non-validity of (TE), and that the answer must take into 
account differences between various concepts of expressing a content as well 
as differences between correlating concepts of content. On the other hand, 
however, the thesis will be maintained that phenomena such as ambiguity 
and vagueness do not provide conclusive reasons for relinquishing the claim 
that expressing a truth and failure of expressing a truth can define an 
exhaustive dichotomy in the domain of all linguistic expressions exemplifying 
those characteristics and that even if this supposition were dropped the tenet 
is not mandatory that T-comments like (S0) or (S2) must be considered as 
falling outside the dichotomy. 
 
It is true that sentences containing indexical elements do not provide 
evidence to the effect that (TE1) and (TE2) should deviate with respect to 
applicability or validity. Apparently any reasons which obstruct the application 
of (TE1) to their linguistic meaning are equally reasons inhibiting the 
application of (TE2). On the other hand, examples, such as 
 
(S5) It is windy today. 
 
suggest that common intuitions license different verdicts about whether or 
not individual tokens of certain linguistic types express the same or different 
contents, given that they are uttered on different occasions, and that the 
question of whether those items comply with (TE1) and (TE2) is intimately 
connected with the issue of what should be considered as their content. In 
this connection one can distinguish between an invariable and a variable 
content and accordingly also between an invariable and a variable relation of 
expressing a content, which could be symbolized by using ‘v’ and ‘i’ as indexes, 
e.g. ‘expressi’ and ‘expressv’. Obviously the invariable relation of expressing a 
content, which is intimately connected with the concepts of conventional 
meaning and linguistic synonymy, does not harmonize with (TE), whereas no 
compelling reason exists to make the same denial regarding a type of content 
which legitimizes the assertion that (S5) and 
 

It was windy yesterday. 
 
express the same content, given that the concerned linguistic items were 
uttered on two subsequent days in the same place. There are in fact linguistic 
expressions containing indexical elements for which the difference regarding 
the applicability of (TE) is immaterial. For sentences like 
 

If it is windy today, then it is windy today. 
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the occasion of their utterance does not matter as far as truth of content is 
concerned — provided, of course, that the antecedent and the consequent 
clauses are not produced on different days or at different places. But this fact 
does not invalidate the rule that on the one hand sentences containing 
indexical components call for a differentiation between divergent concepts of 
content and expressing a content for assessing the applicability and validity of 
(TE) and that on the other hand those items do not provide reasons for 
supposing that the two ingredients of this principle, viz. (TE1) and (TE2), 
diverge under the aspect of applicability or validity. 
 
Sentences possessing equivocations and items exhibiting vagueness pose 
other problems for the applicability of (TE1) and (TE2). It is easy to see that 
applications of (TE1) and (TE2) to ambiguous declarative sentences are apt to 
cause fallacies if pertinent distinctions are ignored. Apparently the crux lies in 
the circumstance that not different types of content but different and finer-
grained varieties of expressing-relations need to be taken into account. As 
sentences like 
 
(S6)  John and Mary own a house. 
(S7) Annette once sat in front of a bank for more than three hours. 
 
can, given particular circumstances, be considered as expressing truths or 
untruths in accordance with different possible readings, one could be induced 
to suggest that the pertinent relation of expressing should not pertain to 
linguistic types but to tokens and that the relevant content should accord with 
communicative intentions of the subject employing the concerned sentence-
tokens. Thus (TE1) and (TE2) might be considered as being applicable to 
disambiguating paraphrases of those sentences, as e.g. 
 
(S6)1 John owns a house and Mary owns a house. 
(S6)2  There is a house which John and Mary own (together). 
 
(S7)1  Annette once sat in front of a river-bank for more than three hours. 
(S7)2  Annette once sat in front of a bank-house for more than three hours. 
 
Even if the fact that this solution must take for granted that disambiguating 
paraphrases are always available in a language should not create an 
insurmountable difficulty, the hypothesized link to the notion of 
communicative intention is surely problematic. The occurrence of intentional 
uses of ambiguous formulations is not a mere theoretical possibility, and even 
if it were surmised that such cases are very uncommon — which is far from 
certain — one is obliged to explicate what precisely should be considered as 
the communicative intention if a speaker employs an ambiguous formulation 
with the intention to avoid a clear statement on some issue or even to 
mislead his addressees. Moreover, in areas like satire or poetry employments 
of equivocal expressions are sometimes connected with an intention to the 
effect that hearers should recognize the different imports which the 
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formulation is linguistically capable to convey. In consideration of such 
phenomena it might appear appropriate to reject (TE1) as well as (TE2) and 
replace them by variant theorems if ambiguous sentence-tokens are 
concerned. Although it is most natural to suppose that modified versions 
should involve references to (linguistically) possible readings, it is easy to see 
that corresponding variations of (TE1) and (TE2) do not automatically give 
acceptable results. It is obviously not appropriate to postulate the following 
principle: 
 

[For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p in some reading & E*s in 

some reading)  p 

 
For (S6) expresses in some reading that there is a house which John and 
Mary own together and given that the paraphrase of (S6)1 expresses a truth it 
is correct to say that (S6) expresses a truth in some reading. But this cannot 
license the derivation of the proposition that some house exists which John 
and Mary own together. Obviously only formulations such as: 
 

[For any linguistic unit s:] (There is some reading R of s, such that s 
expresses in R that p and E*s in R)  p 

 
can have a chance of providing a fairly adequate substitute if (TE1).20 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that (TE1) and (TE2), and accordingly (TE), cannot 
be applied without modification to items exhibiting lexical or syntactic 
equivocations, the phenomenon of linguistic ambiguity does not preclude the 
supposition of linguistically expressed contents which are assessable as either 
true or untrue according to an ordinary and intuitive understanding of those 
words. In this regard the phenomenon of vagueness and semantic 
indeterminacy is more problematic. Sentences like 
 
(S8)  Hindu kings were tolerant. 
(S9) Fred is rich. 
 
share with linguistically equivocal items the feature that they need not license 
categorical and definite verdicts regarding the question of whether or not they 
express something which is true. One factor lies in the (notorious) 
phenomenon of possible ‘borderline cases’ prohibiting categorical verdicts 
about whether or not concerned items belong to the extension of a term. This 
possibility is virulent both for (S8) and (S9). For it might happen on the one 
hand that the number of individuals satisfying a pertinent description is such 

                                        
20  Another possible formulation could be: 
 

[For any linguistic unit s:] (s expresses that p according to some reading and 
for all s*, such that s* expresses that p in all possible readings of s*, it holds 

good that E*s*)  p 



 PARADOXES OF TRUTH AND DIVERSITIES OF CONTENT                  257 

 

that the correctness of a general statement expressible by items like (S8) is 
neither clearly vindicated nor refuted and on the other hand a subject term, 
such as the one which occurs in (S9), could refer to an individual that can but 
need not be regarded as an instance of the relevant predicate term. However, 
the example of (S8) demonstrates that also other aspects of 
indeterminateness exist obstructing unqualified verdicts concerning truth or 
untruth. The expression ‘tolerant’ belongs to a large number of terms which 
are, so to speak, applicable on the basis of various criteria and can be 
considered as either correct or incorrect in different dimensions. 21 
Furthermore, being tolerant in the sense of abstaining from forcing other 
individuals to adopt particular practices or beliefs is compatible with being 
biased in matters of bestowing privileges and favours etc. Such phenomena 
could motivate the stance that (TE1) and (TE2) are inapplicable to sentences 
like (S8) and (S9) supposing that the term ‘E*’ should be considered as 
undefined for such items given that this symbol ought embody a truth-
predicate. A person might practice a tolerant behaviour against social customs 
but not in religious matters or vice versa. Moreover, somebody who tolerates 
different religious practices could be extremely strict or even narrow-minded 
as far as his readiness to attribute truth or correctness to deviant creeds is 
concerned. But on the other hand it must be acknowledged that even if it 
were granted that units like (S8) and (S9) possess contents which are not 
(necessarily) classifiable as either true or untrue in a categorical manner the 
conclusion is not compelling that ‘E*’ needs to be considered as undefined for 
sentences exhibiting vagueness and semantic indeterminacy and that 
accordingly neither (TE1) nor (TE2) can be relevant in the realm of such 
linguistic items. For a treatment resembling the one which is viable for items 
exhibiting linguistic ambiguities is possible even here. 
 
Presumably sentences like (S8) and (S9) indicate an important peculiarity of 
ordinary linguistic communication: Acts of communication exist which rely on 
collaboration on the part of interpreters for fixing a relevant semantic value 
for particular tokens. This means that speakers do not necessarily express a 
content on the basis of the assumption that it is sufficiently specified for 
making definite verdicts about truth or lack of truth but rather against the 
background of the expectation that interpreters should explicate the content 
to the degree that is required for the pertinent goal(s) of communication. 
Often the overriding aims of communication are not assessments of truth or 
untruth in isolation but rather lie in providing a basis for drawing certain 
relevant conclusions in a context. Hence a sentence like (S9) is suited to 
induce explications which are pertinent for particular contexts of 
communication. For example, a communicative situation might concern the 
topic of someone who is in financial difficulties posing the question of whether 

                                        
21  In the following discussion we will neglect the fact that the word ‘tolerant’ can be 
predicated of different types of entities, such as persons, attitudes and even 
ideologies, and that there are varieties of tolerance-concepts pertaining to some type 
of entities which might be definable in terms of tolerance-concepts pertaining to 
some other type. 
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somebody among his relatives or friends would be able to solve his economic 
problems. If in this connection (S9) were uttered, the speaker can reasonably 
expect that interpreters will attempt to bestow on the term ‘rich’ an 
explication which could license the consequence that Fred — who is 
supposedly a relative of the person in distress — possesses the capacity to 
offer relevant financial help. Other explications which could possess relevance 
in different contexts, for example being rich enough to buy a penthouse 
apartment in the city of London etc., are thereby set aside. It is nevertheless 
conceivable that an indefinite number of possible explications exist which 
render (S9) definitely true or untrue, and the same should hold good for (S8). 
In this regard the question of whether or not such explications are also 
relevant with respect to a particular discourse need not matter. Accordingly 
(TE1) and (TE2) can possess relevance even with respect to items like (S8) 
and (S9), as long as only interpretations of ‘p’ are taken into account that 
present explications of the pertinent sort. If one understands all the 
occurrences of ‘s expresses that p’ in the sense of ‘if s is taken to express that 
p’ then (TE1) and (TE2) could serve the intended objective even without 
modifications. But even otherwise, if for example the phrase ‘s expresses that 
p’ were replaced by ‘s is explicated as expressing that p’ or something similar, 
one would be entitled to claim that the essence of those principles can be 
regarded as valid under the hypothesized assumptions. In this manner one 
could acknowledge a relevant resemblance between sentential expressions of 
a non-interpreted calculus, which are classifiable as true or untrue relative to 
an interpretation, on the one hand and natural language sentences exhibiting 
features of vagueness or semantic semi-determinateness, which can be 
considered as true or untrue against the background of particular explications, 
on the other hand. 
 
It might be objected that this view must be inappropriate because it licenses 
the attribution of the property of expressing a truth to all sentences exhibiting 
vagueness or semantic under-determinateness by assigning to them some 
explication which renders them true. Given that — at least in the Western 
world — no adult citizen is absolutely poor in the sense that he owns no 
money at all and thereby strictly excluded from the extension of the predicate 
‘rich’, must not (S9) be regarded as vacuously expressing a truth under the 
pertinent premises and isn’t that supposition extremely counter-intuitive? This 
reproach is unjustified. First it is not true that the standards with respect to 
the applicability of a predicate term like the one occurring in (S9) can be fixed 
in an entirely arbitrary manner. Even if one disregards the aspect of the 
restrictions imposed by contextual relevance, there are certain, even if not 
exact, limits whose transgression implies — or is regarded as implying — the 
adoption of an improper attribution of a semantic value to a term.22 Hence 

                                        
22  For this reason vague or semantically partly determined expressions of natural 
languages also differ from symbols in a non-interpreted calculus, in particular 
schematic letters, which are meant to indicate merely a general syntactic and 
semantic category. 
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nobody can at random stipulate that — in the context of a modern Western 
society — all persons are classifiable as rich in so far as they possess some 
capital or get an income which does not lie below the limit of social welfare. 
Secondly, and this is more important, failure of expressing a truth is by no 
means the only aspect under which the employment of a declarative sentence 
for making a statement can be defective or inappropriate. It seems that no 
theoretical inconsistency is implied by the assumption that some sentence 
expresses a truth and at the same time presupposes criteria of using terms 
which must be regarded as improper against the backdrop of commonly 
accepted views. This means that the property of expressing some truth could 
be conceded to (S9) even if the individual referred to in a statement made by 
using this sentence had an income corresponding to the lowest limit of social 
welfare and did not possess any savings. If this stance is adopted the 
sentence or its employment would have to be considered as being defective 
on another account than that of failing to express a truth. Thus one might 
contend that its employment deserves to be criticized because it is unduly 
misleading by presupposing criteria as valid, which, if they were generally 
adopted, would extend the applicability of a term beyond limits which are 
needed for ensuring its usefulness, or for similar reasons. If, on the other 
hand, one regarded that outlook as too implausible, the option of connecting 
expression of truth with contextual relevance would offer an alternative. 
Accordingly one can postulate that the property of expressing a truth should 
be credited to sentences like (S8) or (S9) if there is at least one contextually 
relevant explication assigning a true content to them. To be sure, this solution 
is feasible only as long as considerations of discourse-significance allow the 
identification of permissible explications which do not require further 
explications for granting definite verdicts about truth or lack of truth. Anyhow, 
certain discourse phenomena indicate that this outlook would be in 
accordance with common sense views. In ordinary discourse attributions of 
truth or denials of truth are often performed in qualified forms relating to 
possible ways of interpreting terms. The occurrence of expressions, such as 
 

That is true, provided that … means ___ 
What you say is true, if you mean that ___ 
 

testify this phenomenon. Furthermore, it seems that disagreement with 
statements which could be considered as true merely by hypothesizing 
eccentric explications is ordinarily not expressed by formulating negative T-
comments but rather by focusing on the inappropriateness of employing a 
term or understanding a notion. This is made manifest by the common 
employment of phrases like 
 

One cannot call this X 
I do not think that this is being F 
 

and similar ones. It can, moreover, happen that the contextual relevance of 
an explication is assessed in a discourse. A most natural way of reacting to an 
utterance of (S9) could be the following comment: 
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What you say is true, if you mean that Fred has enough money on his 
accounts for paying off his brother’s debts. But on the other hand he 
does not possess sufficient money to satisfy his own personal needs 
and to solve his brother’s financial problems at the same time. (And 
this is what matters ….) 
 

Maybe higher relevance should be attributed to the fact that it is not 
mandatory to adopt the stance of attributing the expression of truth to 
sentence-tokens instantiating the types of (S8) and (S9) whenever there is at 
least one contextually relevant explication with a definitely true content. 
Apparently other alternatives like e.g. the postulate that no contextually 
relevant explication should exist which renders the content of a sentence 
untrue or even the abstention from imposing contextual relevance as a 
restricting factor at all cannot be definitely ruled out. But presumably this fact 
is merely a consequence of the circumstance that the common notion of 
expressing a truth or of failing to do so exhibits the same semantic 
indeterminacy as some relevant terms appearing in (S8) and (S9). Expressing 
a truth is not (yet) a concept firmly established in theoretical discourse and 
therefore manifests an inherited semantic porosity against the background of 
linguistic items which are not fully determinate in semantic respect.23 In the 

                                        
23  Regarding common expressions like ‘speaking the truth’, ‘telling a lie’ ordinary 
intuitions are apt to provoke diverging verdicts in view of non-standard, in particular 
artificially constructed, scenarios. Apart from the circumstance that a considerable 
amount of the vocabulary of natural languages is learnt and employed in speech 
communities against the background of (a limited amount of) standard cases which 
cannot provide fully determinate guiding lines for an extrapolation to novel cases, the 
existence of a multitude of stereotypes can become a factor conducive to 
uncertainties and even conflicts of assessment. As far as the expressions ‘speaking 
the truth’ and ‘telling a lie’ are concerned considerations of relevance of a piece of 
information in some particular context appear to come into play. If somebody 
communicates with an interlucotor who is merely interested to know whether two 
persons, let us assume someone called ‘Pete’ and someone called ‘Caroline’, had a 
meeting on the previous day and utters the sentence: 
 

Pete and Coroline met yesterday in a coffeehouse talking in Southern Hokkien 
for more that two hours. 

 
it would not be (intuitively) mandatory to classify the pertinent utterance as an act of 
speaking the untruth or telling a lie under the hypothesis that Pete and Caroline had 
in fact a meeting in a coffeehouse on the preceding day talking for more then two 
hours, whereas the entailed information that they spoke to each other in Southern 
Hokkien does not correspond to the facts and was merely invented by the speaker in 
order to insinuate to his interlocutor the (correct or incorrect, as the case may be) 
impression that he is an expert in the study of Chinese dialects. In the case of ‘telling 
a lie’ the sterotypes of a higher degree of persistency of induced misapprehensions 
and the detrimental nature of effects might equally come into play causing 
indeterminacies of assessment with respect to scenarions where some literally wrong 
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present context, however, primary relevance is attributed alone to the 
contention that the phenomena of vagueness and semantic semi-determinacy 
do not warrant the conclusion that one needs to acknowledge the existence 
of contents which instantiate the concept of truth and fail to do so at the 
same time. 
 
In the preceding study it had been intimated that the linguistic content of an 
expression like ‘today’s TV-programme’ represents a notion capable of being 
implemented by concepts in collaboration with contexts of the employment of 
the linguistic vehicle conveying that content. In accordance with that 
suggestion one can suppose that the predicate terms in (S8) or (S9) express 
(as their linguistic content) notions which are implemented in the form of 
concepts by explications of the linguistic vehicles possessing those contents.24 
Not those notions but only concepts implementing them determine extensions 
against the background of actual circumstances. By analogy one could call the 
linguistic contents of sentences like (S8) and (S9) propositional notions which 
possess the potential of being implemented by propositions via processes of 
explication.25 Not the propositional notions but only propositions are suitable 
objects of categorical ascriptions of truth or lack of truth. On the other hand 
the linguistic contents of (S8) or (S9) might become objects of relativized 
truth-ascriptions like ‘… expresses a truth if explicated as ___’, ‘… expresses a 
truth given explication E’ etc. If the contention is granted that the notions of 
expressing a truth or failing to express a truth are not (yet) clearly defined for 
(S8), (S9) and similar items, it would be natural to apply this account to them, 
provided it is theoretically acceptable. In the same manner as particular 
individuals can clearly fall within or outside the extension of the predicate 
terms occurring in (S8) and (S9) relative to different explications, one should 
concede that those sentences might both instantiate and fail to instantiate the 
notion of expressing a truth relative to divergent explicating definitions of that 
idea. 
 

                                                                                                                 
information is conveyed with the intention to thereby promote the recognition of 
other important truths or the attainment of greater benefits. It is presumably not 
decisive whether the concerned information is entailed or merely conversionally 
implied by the literal content of an utterance. At any rate, if some of those 
conjectures are correct then reference to ordinary intuitions might possess relevance 
only in so far as they can control the appropriateness of explications. 
24  By saying that linguistic contents involving indexical ingredients are implemented 
by concepts on the basis of contexts of employment of their linguistic vehicle only a 
simplified account is provided. It can be argued that the factors determining whether 
for example English, German, French or Spanish TV-programmes are at stake exhibit 
more significant affinities to the factors legitimizing contextually relevant explications 
of linguistic items containing vague terms. 
25  If one accepts this terminology, it can become appropriate to distinguish between 
conceptual notions — represented by expressions like ‘tolerant’, ‘rich’ etc. — and 
propositional notions — exemplified by the linguistic contents of (S8), (S9) and 
similar items. 
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It is presumably unreasonable to postulate that some particular explication 
must be singled out as the only appropriate one. Appropriateness of 
explication is not only subject to variation depending on context but can even 
with respect to some particular context be assessed in various ways in 
accordance with available information about that context. If during a walk one 
asks somebody how one reaches some particular place a dialogue like the 
following can be triggered off: 
 

— You first drive straight, then turn right and again left. It is not far. 
— I am walking. 
— Oh, that is different. It is too far to walk. 
 

Even with respect to one and the same aspect, e.g. walking-distance, 
assessments of appropriateness are in principle sensitive to information about 
a situation. Everybody would deem that it is improper to attribute to distance-
terms like ‘far’ and ‘near’ the same values irrespective of whether the 
addressee is a healthy man habitually walking for hours or a feeble and sick 
or even disabled person. In view of those phenomena one must all the more 
expect that expressions used for theoretical purposes ought not be explicated 
in isolation from experience and investigation even if they should not merely 
reflect pre-theoretical verdicts. The circumstance that in ordinary contexts 
‘tolerant’ is sometimes applied to practices of ‘laissez-faire’ rooted in attitudes 
of laziness or lack of concern does not prove that a corresponding concept of 
tolerance possesses interest in theoretical respect. Hence even regarding 
explications of the notion of expressing a truth with respect to items like (S8) 
and (S9) it does not seem proper to hypothesize optimal compliance with 
ordinary verdicts alone as a criterion for selecting some particular alternative. 
Not only our inability to know in advance which factors are relevant for the 
appropriateness of a theoretical explication but also the fact  that it cannot be 
even presumed that there is exactly one most adequate alternative in this 
respect forbid the exclusion of a plurality of options from the outset.26 Given 
the significance of a type of explication which is not fully determined either by 
existing communicative intentions or by established usage and ordinary 
intuitions based on it or by considerations of theoretical appropriateness it 
could be suitable to adopt even a terminological distinction. Thus the term 
‘intensional enrichment’ might refer to the specific variety of explication which 

                                        
26  Against the background of the view of general terms as functions or as something 
analogous to functions a large amount of expressions in (all) natural languages 
exhibit contents resembling rudiments of functions in so far as their ‘course of value’ 
is fixed only for a restricted number of samples and can be rendered more definite 
only by explications in combination with extrapolations. Since, however, this sort of 
undeterminacy is in some respects highly beneficial contributing to the flexibility and 
adaptiveness of natural language not only regarding changing purposes of 
communication but also with respect to expansions of knowledge it needs to be 
deliberated in each individual case whether the aim of maximal definiteness ought to 
be pursued at all. 
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exhibits indeterminateness in this regard. Most important is however the fact 
that the ‘tolerance’ pertaining to different alternatives, leaving among other 
things undecided the extent to which explications should comply with 
contextual relevance, does not dictate the abandonment of the postulate that 
all accepted explications should define a clear demarcation line between 
expressing a truth and failing to do so even in the realm of linguistic items like 
(S8) and (S9). Thus the tenet suggested in the preceding study that among 
all linguistic items the dichotomy between those expressing a truth and those 
failing to do so ought to be exhaustive can be maintained even in view of 
units exemplifying various sorts of semantic indeterminacy. Hence 
phenomena of linguistic equivocation and vagueness do not deserve to be 
exploited for substantiating the claim that by attributing to (S0) or (S2) the 
property of simultaneously expressing and not expressing a truth one would 
merely extrapolate a principle that must be acknowledged as valid in other 
instances. 
 
Even if it were assumed, however, that the dichotomy between expression of 
truth and its failure might not hold good for units like (S5) – (S9) it does not 
follow that their assessment should furnish a model for the evaluation of 
sentences implying reflexive truth-denials. Neither (S0) nor (S1)-(S2) contain 
constituents manifesting features of indexicality, ambiguity or vagueness. 
There is no intuitive basis for the hypothesis that those sentences should 
permit various readings or interpretations that could justify conflicting verdicts 
in matters of truth or lack of truth. Moreover, in view of the fact that, by 
hypothesis, (S1) and (S3) as well as (S2) and (S4) linguistically express the 
same content, it is difficult to find credible the contention that members of 
those pairs should even deviate with respect to their determinateness of 
expressing how things are, that in particular (S2) but not (S4) allows for 
conflicting verdicts about the question whether a truth is expressed. It might 
be objected that the mere circumstance that no contradiction follows from the 
assumption that (S4) expresses a truth due to the attribution of failure of 
expressing a truth to (S2) cannot provide a proof to the effect that (S4) in 
fact expresses a truth. If (S2) should fall beyond the alternatives of either 
expressing a truth or failing to do so or if it exhibited the quality of expressing 
a truth and that of failing to express a truth, then the consequence could be 
drawn that even (S4) must be indeterminate with respect to expressing a 
truth or not, and the same should hold good for any categorical T-comment 
concerning (S4) as well as any T-comment concerning such T-comment and 
so on. Under those circumstances it could be argued that the only way of 
expressing a definitely correct comment on (S2) lies in asserting that the 
concerned item falls beyond the alternatives of expressing or not expressing 
something true or that it exemplifies both qualities at the same time. Let us 
concede that the supposition that both (S2) and (S4) transcend the 
alternatives of expressing a truth and failing to do so is not patently 
inconsistent. In this place the opponent’s argument that non-derivability of 
contradiction does not entail truth must be applied to his own position. For 
even if the supposition that (S4) or any definite T-comment on (S4) is not 
definitely true or untrue implied no inconsistency, the fact remains that in 
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view of the non-existence of clearly discernible features of vagueness or 
familiar factors of context-dependence the contention that (S0) or (S1)-(S2) 
etc. should lie beyond the realm of expressions that either express a truth or 
definitely fail to do so cannot be substantiated by considerations which could 
be advanced for supporting such claims — whether correctly or not, is a 
different matter — with respect to examples like (S5)-(S9). As long as no 
independent support is offered for the view that (S0) and either (S1) or (S2) 
deserve to be assessed as neither expressing something true nor as failing to 
express a truth or as expressing a truth and failing to do so at the same time, 
the thesis that T-comments like (S4) cannot express a definite truth is 
unfounded and could be only adopted ad hoc for safeguarding an 
unsubstantiated assumption. 
 
Similar considerations are apt to demonstrate that no intuitive support exists 
for the supposition that mere lack of stated content — in the above explicated 
sense of the term — is a sufficient reason for denying the items (S0) as well 
as (S1)-(S2) the capacity of expressing a truth. Since, given the pertinent 
premises, (S2) must fail to express a truth one should suppose that (S4) 
expresses a completely correct verdict about (S2), and the same could be said 
regarding (S1) and (S3). But since (S4) and (S3) share with (S2) and (S1) the 
feature of lacking a stated content, the option of making correct comments by 
expressing that (S1) or (S2) fail to express truths is barred by the pertinent 
hypothesis although it itself implies the claims that (S1) and (S2) in fact fail to 
express something true. The situation is disconcerting because no reason can 
be found to believe that (S3) or (S4) express linguistic contents which differ 
from those expressed by (S1) and (S2) so that the former items should be 
capable of expressing truths which the latter ones, i.e. (S1) and (S2), cannot 
express. Ordinary intuitions would suggest that 
 
(S10) S10 does not express any linguistic content. 
 
or 
 
(S10*) This sentence does not express anything. 

 

— where ‘this’ should be understood in the manner explained in the previous 
study as a device for referring to linguistic tokens (or even types) to which it 
belongs as a constituent — express untruths, whereas truths can be 
expressed by 
 
(S11)  S11 expresses some content. 

(S11*) This sentence expresses something. 
 
Accordingly it should be possible to employ the term ‘express’ in exactly the 
same sense both in some sentence and in different linguistic units 
commenting on them.  
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It can be moreover ascertained that even T-comments which indirectly 
‘impinge on empirical reality’ in the way that empirical facts must be regarded 
as constituting necessary requirements of their truth, given the validity of 
(TE), share with (S2) a crucial feature: Possession of a property on the part of 
a commented item which a T-comment attributes to it — or the supposition of 
possessing that property — cannot constitute a both necessary and sufficient 
condition for the applicability of an E*-predicate complying with (TE1) and 
(TE2).  

 
VI 

 
Till now only T-comments were considered which express merely avowals or 
denials of that which other linguistic items express. But also comments exist 
for which it is characteristic that propositions representing ascriptions or 
denials of truth with respect to linguistic units occur as constituents of more 
complex syntactic structures containing sentence-operators like ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if 
(and only if)’ etc. Pertinent examples are expressions, such as 
 

Napoleon Bonaparte did not die on Elba and (therefore) your assertion 
is not true. 
 
If that which you say is true then Napoleon Bonaparte died before the 
age of 50. 
 

etc. The following example exhibits features which are most relevant in the 
present connection: 
 

(S12) E* S13  N(apoleon) B(onaparte) was born on Elba. 
(S13) E* S12. 
 
The following sequence of derivational steps demonstrates consequences of 
the pertinent assumptions: 
 
III) 
 

1 (1) S12 expresses that [E* S13  N B was born on Elba]   (E* 

S12  (E* S13  N B was born on Elba))               A 

2 (2) S13 expresses that E* S12  (E* S13  E* S12)        A 

3 (3) S12 expresses that [E* S13  N B was born on Elba]       A 
4 (4) S13 expresses that E* S12           A 

1,3 (5) E* S12  (E* S13  N B was born on Elba)       1,3 MPP 

2,4 (6) E* S13  E* S12          2,4 MPP 

7 (7) E* S13              A 
2,4,7 (8) E* S12           6,7 MPP 
1,2,3,4,7 (9) E* S13  N B was born on Elba            5,8 MPP 

1,2,3,4,7 (10) N B was born on Elba            7,9 MPP 

1,2,3,4 (11) E* S13  N B was born on Elba           7,10 CP 
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12 (12) E* S12             A 
2,4,12 (13) E* S13          6,12 MPP 
1,2,3,4,12 (14) N B was born on Elba      11,13 MPP 
1,2,3,4 (15) E* S12  N B was born on Elba          12,14 CP 

 

According to line 5 from the assumption that (S12) expresses in accordance 
with (TE) that which the sentence literally expresses it follows that this item 
must express a truth exactly if the propositions that (S13) expresses a truth 
and that Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba are both either true or not 
true together. According to line 15 it should however follow from the original 
set of assumptions and exactly analogous assumptions with respect to (S13) 
that (S12) can express a truth only if Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba. 
Hence it appears that neither (S12) nor (S13) are capable of expressing truths 
in view of the actual historical circumstances. This could, however, be the 
case under counterfactual circumstances as well as in a slightly altered 
situation in which the second member of the conjunction corresponding to 
(S12) expresses that Napoleon Bonaparte was not born on Elba.  
 
Why does this situation arise? To this question a straightforward answer can 
be given. Since the pertinent comments exhibit self-reference they cannot be 
merely assessed under the aspect of the correctness of the contents they 
express but require also an assessment under the aspect of whether the 
comment they embody with respect to their content is correct or not. (S13), 
by expressing an acknowledgment of truth with respect to (S12), indirectly 
relativizes the validity of this very comment by stipulating that it expresses a 
truth if and only if Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba. Hence under the 
premise that (S12) in fact expresses that (S13) expresses a truth if and only if 
Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba it follows that the proposition that (S13) 
expresses a truth if and only if Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba is 
equivalent to the proposition that (S12) expresses a truth and Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba. Here it is possible to exactly specify the 
conditions under which the considered items satisfy the requirement of 
expressing a correct comment without expressing anything incorrect about 
that comment: With respect to (S12) the condition is that Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba and that things are as (S13) expresses them to 
be, whereas the corresponding condition regarding (S13) is that Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba and (S12) expresses something true. Obviously 
the same principles which have been identified in section E of chapter V in the 
preceding study regarding truth-ascriptions and truth-denials are equally 
operative for T-comments like (S12) and others. 
 
We can presume that formulations aiming at elucidating the notion of being 
true, such as ‘things are as (somebody by using) s says they are’, are usually 
intended to express a thought which could be more explicitly represented by 
an addition of the clause ‘irrespective of whether or not this is said about s’ or 
more precisely: ‘irrespective of whether it is claimed or disclaimed that things 
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are as s says they are’27. Apparently such a notion of being as somebody or 
something says or expresses things to be is not applicable to (S12)-(S13). In 
the specific context in which those items are supposed to occur neither of 
them expresses by virtue of their literal meaning some content about which 
one could plausibly say that its truth or lack of truth is completely detachable 
from what is said about this issue by some comment. But the possibility of 
specifying necessary and sufficient conditions with respect to their truth 
complying with the above characterized intuition is not necessarily precluded. 
 
Taking into consideration the fact that reflexive T-comments stipulate 
conditions on the truth of their own content one can specify the following 
general principle for determining more restrictive conditions of expression of 
truth: If ‘C(S)’ designates the content of a linguistic item S and if  
 
 …. E*S 
 
represents something which is affirmed by S then 
 

C(S) & …. C(S) 
 
specifies the relevant condition. ‘C’ can be taken as a functor assigning pieces 
of content (or sets of contents) to linguistic items. This means that the 
requirements of expressing a truth on the part of a reflexive T-comment 
correspond to a conjunction of a content which it expresses and a 
replacement of every occurrence of an expression of the form of ‘E*S’, where 
‘S’ designates the concerned expression of T-comment, by its content, 
whenever ‘E*S’ appears as a constituent of an item which expresses an 
affirmation of the comment. This means that conditions of expressing a truth 
on the part of (S13) are given by: 
 

E*S12 & (E*S12  NB was born on Elba) 

 
It is obvious that, given the actual historical circumstances, (S13) cannot 
express a truth. Similarly (S0) must fail to express a truth given that under no 
circumstance 
 

E*S0 & not E*S0 
 
can be true. In the discussed examples, where T-comments do not contain 
indexical elements, it is possible to identify the content assigned by ‘C’ with 
the linguistically expressed content of the items used to make the comment. 
This is not feasible in cases like: 
 

                                        
27  This is a reflection of the intuition that being the case or not being the case does 
not rely on being assessed as such or otherwise. 
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If the sentence which is being uttered just now expresses a truth, then 
NB was born on Elba.28 

 
However, given that one possesses a linguistic item, which unambiguously 
designates the quoted sentence, the pertinent conditions can be formulated in 
a similar manner. If ‘Σ’ were such a designator, then the conditions could be 
expressed by: 
 

If E* Σ then NB was born on Elba & If, if E* Σ then NB was born on 
Elba, then NB was born on Elba 

 
It can be easily verified that, given the actual historical circumstances (and 

interpreting ‘if … then’ in the sense of ‘’), the conjunction cannot express a 
truth, so that the quoted sentence should fail to express a truth too. If, on the 
other hand, we supposed that the sentence (S12) read: 
 

E* S13  Not: NB was born on Elba. 

 
the conditions for (S12) would amount to: 
 

E* S12 & (E* S12  Not: NB was born on Elba) 
 
The upshot is that, whereas the actual empirical circumstances guarantee that 
(S13) fails to express a truth in the original case, the historical facts cannot 
guarantee the truth of (S13) in the modified case. They only warrant the 
possibility that (S13) expresses a truth, but for giving a verdict to the effect 
that (S13) expresses in fact a truth one needs the supposition of the truth of 
(S12) as an additional assumption. 
 
This account implies that (TE) does not hold good for the linguistically 
expressed content of (S13). More specifically, (TE2) appears as the most 
questionable ingredient among the pertinent assumptions. From the 
supposition that (S13) expresses a truth — corresponding to line 7 in III) — 
the proposition that Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba can be deduced by 
hypothesizing as valid only (TE1) and the rule of modus ponendo ponens — 
as exhibited by the line 9, 10 in III). It follows that truth of the proposition 
which is literally expressed by (S13) is not sufficient for bestowing on (S13) 
the attribute represented by ‘E*’. But in view of the fact that (S13) affirms 
that it possesses the property symbolized by ‘E*’ if and only if Napoleon 
Bonaparte was born on Elba, implying that it can exhibit the property only if 
Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba, this outcome is not counterintuitive.  
 

                                        
28 This sentence instantiates the situation envisaged in ‘Curry’s paradox’ or ‘Löb’s 
paradox’. 



 PARADOXES OF TRUTH AND DIVERSITIES OF CONTENT                  269 

 

It remains permissible, however, to consider (TE) as valid for any linguistic 
item (S13’) which numerically differs from (S13) but possesses exactly the 
same linguistic content. The assumptions that Napoleon Bonaparte was not 
born on Elba and that (S13) fails to express a truth vindicate that a truth is 
expressed by (S13’) because this unit does not affirm that its own linguistic 
content is true if and only if Napoleon Bonaparte was born on Elba. 
Technically, one could assimilate the representations of conditions of 
expressing a truth for the two cases, i.e. (S13) and (S13’), by using, for 
example: 
 

E*12 & (E*12 or not E*12) 
or 

E*12 & E*1229 
 
for specifying the pertinent conditions for (S13’). The fact that, by hypothesis, 
the linguistic contents of (S13) and (S13’) are the same need not refute this 
view. It holds good in general that different linguistic units can differ with 
respect to expressing something true or not, even if they exhibit exactly the 
same concatenation of words. In the present case the only significant 
problem lies in the assumption that the linguistic contents of the concerned 
items are identical without exhibiting recognizable ingredients of indexicality, 
ambiguity or vagueness. But as long as it is not demonstrated that linguistic 
contents must always be assessable as true or untrue whenever they lack 
those ingredients no compelling reason exists to postulate that ascription of 
the property of expressing a truth to (S13’) would necessitate the same 
verdict with respect to (S13). 
 
Even so the mere fact that one could feel reluctant to admit this tenet might 
motivate the contention that the employed idiom of expressing a truth and 
failing to do so is too crude because it cannot reflect a decisive difference. 
Obviously there is a significant divergence between (S13) and (S13’) and 
intuition suggests that it lies in the circumstance that, whereas (S13’) would 
express, or one might rather say, present, its content and the content of (S12) 
as a truth (S13) fails to express or present it as a truth. The reason for giving 
this verdict about (S13) lies precisely in the fact that it affirms a content 
which under the actual historical circumstances can hold true only if the 
concerned item does not (linguistically) express a true content — given the 
intended interpretation of ‘E*’. This observation suggests a clear account of 
why (TE2) is sometimes not valid: The principles of linguistic practice permit 
the expression of contents by means of declarative sentences while failing to 
express or present them as true — and one might even contend: by 
presenting them as untruths.30 

                                        
29  These formulations, applied to items which are not T-comments, could reflect the 
idea that they only affirm their own expressed content. 
30  The latter formulation would be applicable to (S13) if one supposes that if a 
positive T-comment fails to present its content as a truth it deserves to be assessed 
as failing to express a truth and that failure of expressing a truth on the part of a 
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It appears obvious that if the previous observations imply an appropriate 
assessment of (S13) — or (S12) — they also provide the basis for an account 
of the problems raised by (S0) and (S1)-(S2). It also emerges that apart from 
linguistic items whose own expressed content exhibits the fact that they do 
not express and present it as a truth there are other cases, like (S2) and 
(S13), where this circumstance is not revealed by the content itself but results 
from external circumstances which are relevant for the contents affirmed by 
them. As it had been stipulated that a T-comment affirms every content 
which it expresses, though not vice versa, the issue of whether or not a T-
comment presents its own content as a truth or not depends always on its 
affirmed content(s). Since it can be presumed that entailment of untruth of 
expressed content in accordance with (TE) is not exhibited by T-comments 
which do not affirm anything regarding their own success or failure of 
expressing some truth, it must be expected that failing to present the own 
content as true — or presenting it as an untruth on the basis of (TE) — is a 
fairly exceptional feature in the realm of declarative sentences in general and 
in the domain of T-comments in particular. 
 
For this reason the peculiarities of some reflexive T-comments are compatible 
with the supposition that by default contents linguistically expressed by 
declarative sentences which are free from ambiguities, vagueness, lack of 
explicitness and indexical components equal contents which represent both 
necessary and sufficient requirements for their expressing a truth. But the two 
descriptions of being a content expressed by a non-indexical, non-ambiguous 
and not vague or non-explicit formulation 31  on the one hand and that of 
manifesting both necessary and sufficient conditions of expressing a truth on 
the other cannot be equivalent in principle if one accepts the position that 
failure of presenting its content as true entitles one to relegate a linguistic 
unit to a domain of expressions representing the complement of a domain 
that encompasses all items expressing a truth and which constitutes together 

                                                                                                                 
non-equivocal expression like (S13) necessitates the consequence that its 
commented object fails to express a truth. However, whereas the applicability of 
‘¬E*’ (the negated counterpart of expressing a truth) to all linguistic items failing to 
present their content as a truth in the manner of (S13) could exploit the existing 
indeterminateness of the notion of expressing a truth because there is no established 
criterion regulating the implementation of that notion and the employment of terms 
representing that idea with respect to reflexive T-comments, the derivation of the 
negation of the content of (S12) from the pertinent premise requires the 
acknowledgment that (TE2) is valid for (S13). Thus it is strictly speaking only 
legitimate to assert that (S13) and similar linguistic items express their own content 
as untrue supposing the validity of (TE2) regarding them. 
31   The present position is not committed to rule out the possibility that every 
formulation can be specified by some more explicit variant. It has been assumed, 
however, that for non-explicit formulations it holds usually good that some 
explication exists for which further explications would not matter for assessments of 
truth or untruth, i.e. they would always justify the same verdicts in that regard. 
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with the latter one a fully exhaustive classification in the realm of all linguistic 
units. In this connection the circumstance does not matter that different 
options for fixing the dividing line might exist depending on the issue of 
pertinent criteria for defining a concept of an expression’s expressing a truth. 
For the paradoxes of expression expounded in I) and II) do not presuppose 
any specific interpretation of ‘E*’ except that it complies with (TE).  
 
It deserves to be noted, however, that the usually adopted paraphrase of the 
symbol ‘E*’ as ‘express a truth’ is less felicitous than other possible 
alternatives under the aspect of enhancing the intuitive plausibility of the 
advocated position. For saying about some linguistic item that it expresses a 
truth naturally suggests the idea that it conveys something true under some 
aspect or in a certain respect, for example that it possesses a possible reading 
under which a truth is expressed or that the expression contains a constituent 
that expresses a true content. Thus it could be contended that (S13) exhibits 
this property because, given that it itself fails to express a truth, the content 
of (S12) would be true and (S13) expresses an ascription of truth to the 
content of that sentence. But according to the account suggested above 
conditions which are both necessary and sufficient for correctly applying ‘E*’ 
to (S13) coincide with those expressed by the following concatenation of 
words: 
 

(S12) expresses a truth and that (which has been expressed in the 
preceding phrase) is a truth if any only if Napoleon Bonaparte was born 
on Elba. 

 
The distinction between ‘finalized’ and ‘non-finalized’ ways of expressing a 
propositional content, suggested in the previous study, was an attempt to 
account for this phenomenon as well as for the difference that would be 
exhibited between (S13) and other possible tokens exemplifying the same 
wording. If one associates the symbol ‘E*’ with readings like ‘express as it is’, 
‘express as things really are’ etc. the intuitive reluctance against admitting 
that (S13) fails to satisfy the concept represented by ‘E*’ should diminish 
because it is natural to interpret those expressions as conveying that a 
linguistic unit expresses a truth under every perspective. Maybe, some less 
familiar paraphrase, such as ‘express things in accordance with truth’, would 
be preferable in the final analysis. For it could help to free the concept 
represented by ‘E*’ from misleading stereotypes. 
 
Anyhow, the position that items like (S0), (S2) and (S13) fail to satisfy a 
concept of truth-expression that complies with (TE) is intuitively plausible. If 
‘E*’ occurring in (S12) and (S13) complied with (TE) the following dilemma 
would arise: If (S13) satisfies the concept symbolized by ‘E*’ then it follows 
given the actual historical facts that (S12) does not satisfy the concept. But if 
(S13) does not satisfy the concept, then (S12) cannot satisfy it either. But 
then it follows again under the pertinent historical circumstances that (S13) 
satisfies the concept, and so on. Thus (S13) is deprived of the capacity of 
imparting any information because the assumption that its content is true is 
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equivalent to the assumption of its untruth. The same diagnosis can be given 
concerning (S0) and (S2) with the only difference that actual empirical 
circumstances do not possess the same relevance. 
 
There is a parallel situation with respect to the terms of meaning and 
expressing. We can assume that with respect to T-comments the phrases ‘to 
mean the opposite’ or ‘to express the opposite’ signify that if an individual 
formulation as ordinarily understood expresses assent it expresses dissent 
and vice versa. Hence one can suppose that the import of the individual 
sentences in the following context of discourse: 
  
(S14) S15 means the opposite/S15 expresses the opposite. 
(S15) E* S14. 
 
should be pretty clear. But someone who is confronted with this situation 
would be in a predicament if he should decide whether (S15) expresses 
assent or dissent. One could introduce a distinction between a primary and a 
secondary meaning or import with respect to items like (S15), such that the 
primary meaning or import would be given by the usual and conventional 
meaning, whereas ‘secondary meaning’ could relate to the import that should 
be imposed by the stipulation on those items. Here the primary meaning is 
instrumental for the specification of the secondary import. Although the 
predicament does not concern the primary meaning it is responsible for the 
impasse concerning the specification of the secondary import. Similarly the 
linguistic contents of the units (S0), (S2) or (S13) are instrumental for the 
determination of a content generated by employing one and the same 
sentence both as subject and object of comment causing a dilemma for the 
assessment of the state-of-affairs that should be conveyed. 
 
It might be objected that the concession of assigning both necessary and 
sufficient requirements for the applicability of a truth-predicate complying 
with (TE)  for reflexive T-comments is inappropriate. If belonging to this 
category disqualified an item from expressing something true from the outset, 
then (T13) and similar items needed to be assessed as failing to express 
anything true, irrespective of the actual empirical circumstances. But the 
contention that implying any comment on the truth or lack of truth of an 
item’s own content should entail this consequence is debatable although it 
could be deemed plausible that no item can be credited with the attribute of 
expressing a truth by merely expressing the truth of its own content. The 
thesis that a sentence like 
 
(S16) The sentence which is being uttered just now expresses a truth. 
 
should not be considered as expressing a truth, though the supposition that it 
does would not lead to inconsistencies like in the cases of (S0), (S1)-(S2) or 
(S12)-(S13), can be maintained on a different basis. Here the idea that 
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expressing a truth is a property which linguistic units can exhibit only due to 
something which differs from possessing precisely that property attains 
importance. This consideration is suited to obstruct the option to assess (S16) 
as expressing a truth by exploiting the mere fact that assigning truth to its 
content would not imply a contradiction. In contrast, even the sentence 
 
(S17)  Somebody attributes truth to the content of the sentence which is 
being uttered just now. 
 
is able to meet the pertinent requirement because the circumstance that 
somebody in fact attributes truth to the content of (S17) does not presuppose 
that this item expresses something true. Accordingly (TE2) should be 
considered as inapplicable rather than as invalid with respect to (S16), since 
there is no basis for regarding its antecedent as fulfilled. The second member 
of the conjunction constituting the antecedent can be vindicated only by 
stipulating that (S16) expresses a truth. Regarding (S13) the situation is 
different because the possible circumstance that Napoleon Bonaparte was 
born on Elba is not identifiable with the truth of the content expressed by 
(S13).  
 
In this place it could be objected that the reluctance to attribute the quality of 
expressing a truth to sentences like (S13) even if pertinent empirical 
circumstances did not preclude this possibility — for example under the 
counterfactual circumstance that Napoleon Bonaparte was in fact born on 
Elba — ought not be motivated by the consideration that the truth of a T-
comment requires only its own truth. The decisive point should rather lie in 
the circumstance that the truth of a T-comment also depends on its own truth 
in so far as the attribution of the property of expressing a truth is only 
warranted by an assumption to the effect that it holds in fact good that the 
pertinent linguistic item expresses a truth. With respect to (S13) this state of 
affairs must exist if the previously presented explication of the necessary and 
sufficient conditions of correctly applying ‘E*’ to (S13) should be correct. 
Given, however, that even under the hypothesis that Napoleon Bonaparte was 
born on Elba the truth of (S12) and thus the truth of the (linguistic) content 
of (S13) would be vindicated only on condition that (S13) as a matter of fact 
expresses a truth — and that the same situation would exist if (S13) referred 
to a sentence deviating from (S12) merely by mentioning a true proposition 

on the right of ‘’ — it might be contended that linguistic entities deserve to 

be relegated to the realm of the units failing to express a truth whenever they 
affirm a content whose truth depends on the truth or untruth of the 
proposition that the pertinent item expresses a truth. In view of this one 
might classify T-comments like (S0), (S2) or (S13) in the same manner as 
(S16) as, so to speak, ‘vitally self-reflexive’. The characteristic feature of this 
class would consist in the circumstance that it is not the case that for every 
affirmed content it holds good that the supposition of its truth or lack of truth 
neither entails the correctness nor the incorrectness of the application of ‘E*’ 



274           ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 
 
 
to the corresponding T-comment. 32  Hence it could be argued that the 
property of expressing a truth ought never be attributed to comments which 
are vitally self-reflexive in this sense.33 Therefore it deserves to be noted that 
if one adopts the stance that all T-comments exhibiting the quality of being 
vitally self-reflexive belong to the class of expressions which fail to express a 
truth one is all the more committed to concede that (TE2) is not generally 
valid in the realm of declarative sentences. Evidently the same commitment 
would be necessitated by the position that failure of expressing a truth is a 
pervasive feature of all reflexive T-comments.34 

                                        
32  Whether this situation occurs or not could be ascertained by considering possible 
valuations of all atomic propositions appearing as constituents of propositions 
affirmed by a T-comment apart from that of the pertinent comment itself and testing 
whether attributions of particular truth values to affirmed contents entail in 
combination with the hypothesized truth values of the remaining atomic propositions 
that the concerned comment expresses a truth or fails to do so. In this connection it 
must be assumed that (TE) is not a valid principle of derivation constituting relations 
of entailment. We would surely wish to attribute the property of expressing a truth to 
the sentence 
 
(S) E*S* (= ‘S* expresses a truth’) 
 
in the context of: 
 
(S*)  S expresses that E*S* (= ‘S expresses that S* expresses a truth’) 
 
or to (S*) in the context of (S). If (TE) were valid, then  
 

If S expresses that E*S*  (E*S  E*S*) 

 
would be a pertinent theorem. But given that 
 

E*S*  S expresses that E*S* 
 
the supposition that (S*) expresses a truth would entail that (S) expresses a true 
content.  
33  In contrast the item  
 
(S) E*S* 
 
in the context of 
 

(S*) E*S v E*S 
 
or a unit ascribing to itself the property of either expressing a truth or failing to do so 
by force of its linguistically expressed content would not exhibit the pertinent 
property. 
34  Since we are inclined to permit the attribution of truth to items like 
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VII 

 
It has been suggested that reflexive T-comments exist about which the 
following four claims can be made: 1) Their linguistically conveyed content 
does not comply with (TE2) and hence not with (TE). 2) They possess in 
addition a content of a different kind which complies with (TE). 3) The 
linguistic content is instrumental for the generation of contents complying 
with (TE). 4) Only the contents complying with (TE) represent conditions 
which are both necessary and sufficient for crediting the concerned linguistic 
items with a property which is characterizable by formulations like: ‘express a 
truth’, ‘express as it is’ etc. Against this background it is suitable to distinguish 
between (at least) two different semantic relations among which one refers to 
linguistically expressed contents, not always complying with (TE), and another 
one to a content agreeing with (TE). One might symbolize the difference by 
employing ‘express’ for signifying the first and ‘express*’ for signifying the 
second relation. If this distinction is accepted it must be observed that the 
symbol ‘E*’ could involve an ambiguity in accordance with different concepts 
of expressing which it incorporates. In the preceding discussions it has been 
supposed that it relates to the ordinary relation of linguistic expression, and 
this reading has been hypothesized in the claim of the limited validity of 
(TE).35 

                                                                                                                 
The sentence which is just being uttered either expresses a truth or fails to 
express a truth. 

 
we are reluctant to advocate this radical stance. A proponent of the position that no 
reflexive T-comment can be credited with the property of expressing a truth might 
nevertheless adopt the view that T-comments are capable of exhibiting ‘non-
categorical’ truth properties of the form ‘If A expresses a truth B expresses a truth’ or 
‘B expresses a truth given that A expresses a truth’ or similar ones. But this is a 
different issue which must not be pursued here. 
35  As soon as T-comments come into play referring to contents specifically correlated 
with the alternative semantic relation it can become imperative to make the 
differences explicit in the employed symbolism for preventing fallacies of (formal) 
derivation. Thus ‘E*’ deserves to be distinguished from a predicate which could be 
symbolized by ‘E**’ relating to the truth of content corresponding to ‘express*’. Thus 
formulations like 
 

not E** S0 
 
or 
 

not E** S2 
 
in the context envisaged before would not make derivable a contradiction in 
combination with premises relating to the linguistically expressed content of the 
concerned sentences. It could be maintained, for example, that  
 

not E** S0 
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The thesis that (TE) is not always valid with respect to linguistic content in 
the realm of T-comments might by itself not necessitate the acknowledgment 
of different varieties of contents and corresponding variant relations of 
expressing a content. But it can be easily verified that on the basis of that 
distinction the paradoxes of expression exhibited by I), II) and III) can be 
dissolved. With respect to the derivations expounded in I) and II) it is easy to 
discern a way blocking the derivation of unacceptable consequences: If the 
expression ‘express’ in  the lines 1 and 2 of I) and in line 1 in II) is interpreted 
in its common sense as relating to a relation pertaining to a linguistically 
conveyed import the steps presupposing the validity of (TE), in particular 
those relying on ‘EI’ are unwarranted so that it has to be denied that the 
consequences of the lines 11 or 12 in I) or of line 8 in II) follow from the 
pertinent assumptions. If, on the other hand, the term ‘express’ in the 
assumptions were interpreted as equivalent to ‘express*’, then the 
circumstance that the conclusions validly follow from the assumptions is not 
disconcerting because it should indeed hold good that (S2) does not express* 
that E* S1 and that (S0) does not express* that not E* S0. With respect to 
(S12)-(S13) it is plain that all derivations relying on the first two assumptions 
are not legitimate for a concept of expressing that does not comply with (TE).  
 
In this place the following objection could be raised: The rejection of (TE2), 
based on the contention that in the realm of T-comments it does not always 
hold good that the linguistically expressed content furnishes sufficient 
conditions for crediting declarative sentences with the quality of expressing 
things according to truth, needs to be supplemented by an alternative. It has 
been asserted that truths can be expressed by items such as (S4) or (S13’), 
which differ from (S2) or (S13) merely by not being objects of comments on 
the part of (S1) or (S12). This presupposes, however, that there are 
requirements which those units in contrast to (S2) and (S13) satisfy. 
Notwithstanding the fact that by acknowledging (TE1) a rule for the 
elimination of ‘E*’ is provided, a mere rejection of (TE2) would deprive us of 
any basis for its introduction. Thus it might be suggested to amend (TE2) to: 
 

(TE2*)  [For any linguistic unit s:] ((s expresses that p & p) & (E*s  p)) 

 E*s 

                                                                                                                 
 

expresses in fact a truth, and that 
 

E* ‘not E** S0’  
 
would not license a derivation of  
 

not E* ‘not E** S0’.  
 
— The same holds good for (S2) in the context of a corresponding variant of (S1).  
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because being a logical consequence of the indubitable theorem: 
 

(TE2R) [For any linguistic unit s:] (p & (E*s  p))  E*s 

 
(TE2*) appears to be hardly vulnerable. It is true that the derivations of the 
lines 11 or 12 in I) and of line 8 in II) can be effectively blocked in this 
manner. No urge exists to accept the consequence of line 10 in II*) because 
there is no basis for conceding the assumption of line 1. In I) line 9 could not 
be derived from line (8) and if it were deduced on the basis of line 4 it would 
depend on the assumption of line 3. Thus the consequence represented by 
the lines 11 and 12 would have to rely on the supposition that (S2) expresses 
things according to truth as an additional assumption. Similarly line 6 in II) 
could not be deduced from line 5 discarding the assumption of the second line. 
Moreover, (TE2*) is suited to exhibit the presumably decisive reason for the 
circumstance that (S13) cannot be regarded as expressing a truth, given the 
actual historical circumstances, namely the fact that its truth requires the 
untruth of the content which it expresses and affirms. 36  It reflects the 
intuition that a linguistic item expresses by virtue of its linguistic meaning a 
truth only on condition that it does not fail to present it as a truth by, so to 
speak, revoking a suggested truth claim as a result of commenting on its own 
content. On the other hand, because of the redundancy of the clause ‘s 
expresses that p’, (TE2*) fails to specify any link between the applicability of 
‘E*’ and the expression of some particular content. But if it is true that one 
cannot generally suppose for every sort of expressing a content that being 
expressed by some item and being the case constitutes a sufficient condition 
for the correct applicability of ‘E*’ to the concerned item this consequence 
need not be inappropriate. According to the account intimated above being a 
content expressed by some linguistic unit constitutes a relevant criterion for 

supposing an equivalence of the form ‘p  E*s’, where ‘p’ represents a 

content of the pertinent item ‘s’. But whether this holds in fact good or not 
depends on the type of content and the type of relation connecting the 

                                        
36  The presumption of this requirement depends, of course, on the supposition of 
the general validity of (TE1). Hence the upshot is, strictly speaking, not that (TE2) 
must be abandoned for the preservation of consistency but that if (TE1) is 
acknowledged then preservation of consistency demands the rejection of (TE2). In 
the second paragraph of the present study it was mentioned that propositions exist 
which by their very nature are incompatible with the fact that they are expressed 
under particular circumstances or in certain ways. Thus it might be argued that for 
example the proposition that some linguistic unit S fails to express a truth is 
inconsistent with the proposition that S expresses precisely this failure so that ‘E* S’ 
should be derivable by the principle that an inconsistency entails everything. 
Therefore (TE1) could deserve to be rejected not merely because consistency ought 

be preserved — i.e. ‘E* S’ and ‘E* S’ should not be simultaneously accepted — but 
mainly because the principle lacks plausibility if ‘E*’ can be introduced in this manner. 
In this connection it is worth emphasizing that we are not inclined to take for 
granted the principle that a contradiction entails everything and to presuppose it in 
the context of the present discussion. 
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concerned linguistic units and content. In the realm of T-comments exhibiting 
neither semantic vagueness nor indexical ingredients it can be usually 
presumed that the equivalence holds true if a content is concerned which the 
item linguistically expresses. T-comments exhibiting self-reflexivity provide, 
however, exceptions to this rule. In those cases the equivalence can only be 
safeguarded by the truth of the expressed content in combination with the 
supposition that the comment affirms only true propositions about itself. 
Under this perspective the suggestion that even sentences exhibiting linguistic 
ambiguity, vagueness or deictic components can be systematically related to 
some content complying with the equivalence possesses secondary 
importance in comparison with the fact that no uniform procedure exists for 
distilling from the conventional meaning of a linguistic item a content 
representing both necessary and sufficient conditions for crediting it with the 
property of expressing a truth.  
 
It can appear as a problem, however, that the modified principle (TE2*) does 
not provide non-circular specifications for the applicability of a concept that 
should be represented by ‘E*’ because the term appears itself in the 
antecedent of the conditional. But this must not be regarded as an 
inacceptable outcome because the purpose of (TE2*) does not lie in 
presenting a definition of truth as a property of content in combination with 
(TE1). It is rather meant to regulate the use of a term whose correct 
application to a linguistic unit justifies the verdict that the concerned item by 
expressing its (linguistic) content expresses things according to truth. 
Therefore it is legitimate to employ (TE2*) as a means for specifying 
sufficient conditions for the application of ‘E*’ by supplementing it with certain 
linguistic postulates like the maxim that ‘p  E*s’ should hold good if the 

pertinent linguistic unit ‘s’ expresses that p as its propositional content 
without ambiguity and without implying the untruth of the equivalence.37 As 
far as T-comments are concerned non-contradiction can be supposed as long 
as they either do not affirm anything expressible by applying ‘E*’ to 
themselves or if the comments they affirm regarding themselves do not entail 
the untruth of the equivalence — either by themselves or, like in the case of 
(TE13), in combination with additional assumptions supposed to be true.38 
The implied consequence that necessary requirements of truth that can be 
recognized by a merely linguistic understanding of a linguistic item are not 
always sufficient conditions of truth should not appear any more 

                                        
37  Here the term ‘propositional content‘ should single out contents which can be 
categorically and definitely assessed as either true or untrue, thereby excluding the 
linguistic contents of expressions containing indexical elements as well as contents 
requiring explication for being definitely assessable as true or not true. 
38  One may suppose a general default-principle which can be spelled out as follows: 
‘If a linguistic item expresses a propositional content then it expresses it ceteris 
paribus as a truth with respect to at least one reading or one (relevant) explication.’ 
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objectionable. 39  The need to rely on additional linguistic postulates for 
specifying sufficient conditions for the legitimate application of ‘E*’ to 
linguistic units is the price which has to be paid for maintaining the validity of 
central principles of derivation, in particular modus ponendo ponens, reductio 
ad absurdum and &-introduction. To pay this price should appear reasonable 
for everyone who shares the conviction that the validity of (TE2) with respect 
to linguistic content is more questionable than the other concerned principles. 
 
It might be objected that since on the one hand no consideration has been 
offered questioning the validity of the principle: 
 

It is true that p  p 
 
and since on the other hand it was suggested that items possessing the same 
linguistic content as self-reflexive T-comments can be credited with the 
property of expressing truths, we are committed to attribute the same 
property to self-reflexive T-comments which allegedly lack this feature. For by 
hypothesis the linguistic contents of e.g. (S2) and (S4) are the same so that 
the supposition that the content linguistically expressed by (S4) is a truth 
appears to force one to assume that the content expressed by (S2) must 
equally be a truth and that accordingly one cannot circumvent the 
consequence that (S2) must express a truth — at least in some regard. It is 
important to avoid a faulty reply to this criticism. One could contend that the 
idea is by no means counter-intuitive that different tokens which are neither 
ambiguous, vague or endowed with indexical elements and which express 
identical linguistic contents can nevertheless differ inasmuch as one of them 
expresses a truth and the other not. Let us suppose that somebody utters a 
sentence of the form 
 

NN promises MM to grant a loan of 10 000 € 
 
where in the place of ‘NN’ a term uniquely designating the utterer of the 
sentence and in the place of ‘MM’ a term uniquely designating some different 

                                        
39  Obviously the supposition is not inconsistent that expressions for which a content 
can be specified in accordance with principles of linguistic composition are regularly 
employed under specific contextual conditions for conveying some different content, 
for example the conjunction of the compositionally specifiable content plus some 
false proposition, say, the proposition that the earth is flat. The fact that such 
assumptions cannot be made at random shows that principles of interpretation are 
operative due to which not all consistent possibilities are also acceptable. In view of 
‘semantic enrichment’ that can be systematically derived on the basis of 
compositional contents common intuitions regarding the question as to what should 
be counted as the expressed content of a linguistic unit waver. Accordingly ordinary 
intuitions cannot disallow the verdict that sentence-tokens fail to express a truth if 
they conveyed a conjunction of a compositionally derivable true content and some 
untrue content resulting as an outcome of content-enrichment in accordance with 
linguistic principles. Thus even here deviant verdicts regarding truth or untruth may 
be appropriate depending on the type of content that is envisaged. 
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person occur. Now, if a witness of this utterance would produce a token of 
exactly the same type expressing the same meaning it would be most natural 
to credit that token with the property of expressing a truth under the 
hypothesized circumstances. Nonetheless one could be reluctant to attribute 
the same quality to the token produced by the other subject. Such reluctance 
can be based on the consideration that the person who uttered the first token 
thereby makes a promise and thus creates a fact which vindicates the truth of 
the content expressed by the second token. In contrast to the second token 
the first one does not express any fact which is given independently of 
making a promise by its utterance and is — presumably — not meant to state 
any such fact. However, this outlook on the matter, despite its possible 
accordance with natural intuitions, is far from mandatory. It is presumably 
more accurate to concede that the first utterance could be made with the 
intention to make a promise and to insist on the other hand that at the same 
time a truth has been expressed by it due to the circumstance that the 
content the sentence expresses is a truth, a truth whose basis lies in the very 
fact that by the utterance of the pertinent token a corresponding promise has 
been made. For this reason it is not recommendable to counter the objection 
by resorting to intuitions supporting the tenet that items with the same 
content might license deviating verdicts about expressing a truth or stating a 
fact. The objection is, however, invalid for another reason. 
 
The position advocated above does not entail that the linguistic content 
expressed by (S4) is a truth whereas the linguistic content expressed by (S2) 
fails to be true. The claim is rather that in the realm of T-comments the 
contents which are potentially true are not linguistic contents but only 
contents which comprise both their linguistically expressed contents and that 
which they affirm about their own linguistically expressed contents, in so far 
as they affirm anything about them. Since it is not asserted that contents 
(linguistically) expressed by T-comments are ever true it is not in accordance 
with the propagated view to suppose that truth sometimes pertains to a 
linguistic content, as in the case of (S4), and sometimes not, as in the case of 
(S2). Even in cases like (S4) the property of being a true content must only 
be credited to the type of content which encompasses both the content which 
the item expresses plus anything which it affirms about that content. This 
means that the type of content which both (S2) and (S4) share is in itself not 
capable of being true at all, in a similar manner as the content which for 
example the item 
 

It is cold here today. 
 
conveys, employed as an example in the context of a linguistic study, 
represents in itself neither a truth nor a falsity but possesses a potential to 
determine with other factors a content which is capable of being definitely 
assessed as either true or false. Hence a denial of truth with respect to the 
type of content on account of which (S2) and (S4) exhibit (linguistic) 
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synonymy is not rooted in the circumstance that (S1) fails to express any 
truth but results from the fact that the concerned content-type does not 
qualify for being assessed as a truth.40 Since, however, (S4) as a matter of 
fact does not affirm anything about its own content the consequence results 
that the content to which truth pertains and which licences the verdict that 
(S4) expresses a truth is materially undistinguishable from its linguistically 
expressed content. This holds generally good for T-comments which do not 
affirm anything about their own content.41 For that reason it is practically 
immaterial in all those cases whether one attributes properties of expressing a 
truth or failing to do so in view of their linguistic contents or in view of a type 
of content whose identity depends both on the content expressed by a 
linguistic item and that which it affirms concerning that content. 42 
Consequently the contents which are potential bearers of truth differ in the 
cases of (S2) and (S4) because only (S2) involves affirmations about its own 
content. Generally, both that which a declarative sentence linguistically 
expresses and the conditions of expressing a truth by expressing some 
content determine criteria for truth-assessments. But the latter factor must be 
taken into consideration only under particular circumstances. 
 
The outlined view is compatible with the supposition that a suitable distinction 
can be drawn between a concept of expressing a truth on the one hand and a 
concept of expressing a truth or of being true relative to some evaluation on 
the other hand so that the extensions of the two concepts might differ. Thus 
with respect to sentence-pairs, such as 
 
(SH) ¬ E* SI  (= ‘SI does not express any truth’) 
 
(SI) ¬ E*SH  (= ‘SH does not express any truth’) 
 
it would be legitimate to say that if any of them expressed a truth the 
correlating counterpart would fail to express a truth, i.e. that if (SH) expresses 
a truth then (SI) fails to express a truth, and that mutatis mutandis the same 

                                        
40  Therefore it can be considered as appropriate to adopt a strict distinction between 
sentence-meaning on the one hand and the propositional content or thought 
conveyable (and expressible in a specific sense of the term ‘express’) by meaningful 
non-equivocal sentences on the other, such that meaning should never be identified 
with thought content. — One could account for this distinction even by assigning 
different significances to the terms ‘meaning’ and ‘sense’ permitting to equate the 
sense of a sentence with a thought-content but not with its meaning. 
41  This means that strictly speaking words alone are never the vehicle of the content 
which can be qualified as either true or untrue, given that in cases in which a 
linguistic item does not comment on its own content the conditions of truth are 
determined by its (linguistic) content in combination with the circumstance that it 
does not entail a comment on matters of truth or lack of truth of its own content. 
42  In a similar manner one can observe with respect to sentences containing no 
indexical elements that, considered as bearers of truth, contents which the items 
express relative to contexts of use are indistinguishable from linguistically expressed 
contents because they express the same content in all contexts. 
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holds good regarding (SI) and (SH). As observed before — compare the 
discussion of the examples [H] and [I] above — natural intuitions could 
suggest that although both items cannot be true together a denial of truth 
with respect to any of them should entail a commitment of attributing truth to 
the other. On the other hand no basis can be ascertained justifying some 
particular choice between the alternatives of assigning truth to (SH) and 
failure of expressing a truth to (SI) or vice versa. The acknowledgment of 
(TE1) justifies the supposition that (SI) must fail to express a truth if  (SH) 
expresses a truth and that (SH) must fail to express a truth if (SI) expresses a 
truth. Since, however, (TE2) is rejected it can be maintained that both (SH) 
and (SI) fail to express a truth without being committed to attribute truth to 
both of them in addition.43  We are inclined to consider this consequence as 
most satisfactory both against the background of common intuitions and in 
view of theoretical considerations. 
 
To say of a linguistic unit that it both expresses a truth and a falsehood is not 
absurd in itself because in certain contexts employing this formulation need 
not amount to stating a contradiction. In everyday conversations verdicts of 
truth and untruth are occasionally expressed regarding complex items 
comprising several smaller units, such as sentences consisting in conjunctive 
constructions of sentence-phrases like:  
 

Oslo is the capital of Norway and Aristotle knew that Oslo is the capital 
of Norway.44 

 
The same tendency appears to be even more conspicuous if evaluations of 
sequences of sentences are at stake. Thus the idea that certain complex 
items exhibit both truth and untruth or that they are ‘partially true’ because 
they contain several ingredients, some of which are true and others not, is 
not only not inconsistent, but even entrenched in most common intuitions. 
Nonetheless, the concept that a conjunction expresses a truth only if all of its 

                                        
43 The (intuitive) basis for refraining from the attribution of truth to (SH) and (SI) lies 

in the idea that an assertion cannot become true merely by disputing the truth of a 
denial of its own truth in a similar manner as a person cannot establish that he is 
right merely by claiming that the allegation that he is not right is wrong.  This state 
of affairs contrasts with the situation exhibited by pairs of sentences like: 
 
(S) E*S* (= ‘S* expresses a truth’) 
 
(S*)  S expresses that E*S* (= ‘S expresses that S* expresses a truth’) 
 
For assigning truth to (S*) can be justified by the circumstance that (S) expresses 
precisely that content which (S*) attributes to this item and that (S) possesses the 
property of expressing its content independently of whether (S*) — or any other 
item — attributes to (S) the pertinent property. This in its turn vindicates a 
categorical assignment of expressing a truth to (S). 
44 Compare example (23) in the previous study. 
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conjoined members express a truth is equally prevalent and an analogous 
conception is feasible as far as evaluations of sequences of sentences are 
concerned. 45  Against the background of the earlier remarks this is to be 
interpreted as the outcome of an indeterminacy of the pre-theoretic idea of 
expressing a truth. This indeterminacy becomes manifest only in certain sub-
domains, in the present case in the domain of particular complex sentences or 
sentence-sequences, but not in the domain of individual non-composed items. 
Thus with respect to conjunctive sentences or sequences of sentences the 
concept of expressing a truth demanding truth of all constituents for 
assignment of truth is not just a reflection of a pre-theoretic notion. It can, 
however, be vindicated that implementing the pre-theoretic notion in this 
manner opens a way of harmonizing truth-ascriptions with the maxim of 
avoiding simultaneous ascriptions of truth and untruth to identical items. 
Similarly the adoption of the thesis that with respect to particular T-comments 
truth-ascriptions pertain to varieties of content which are not to be equated 
with linguistic meanings is not dictated by a pre-theoretic idea of expressing a 
truth, which apparently does not rule out as incoherent the thought that the 
realms of items expressing a truth and those failing to do so are not both 
exclusive and exhaustive. But the concerned tenet can be viewed as a way of 
bringing the conception of expression of truth and the practice of applying 
this concept to linguistic units into line with the maxim that expression of 
truth and its failure constitute a complete and exhaustive dichotomy in the 
realm of linguistic expressions. Its justification relies on the circumstance that 
the supposition of this dichotomy possesses considerable intuitive plausibility. 
On the other hand, one can observe against the background of sentences like: 
 

All Gibraltarians drive imported cars.46 
 
that ordinary intuitions license conflicting verdicts about the issue of whether 
or not certain linguistic items express a truth. Yet the thesis has been 
advocated that such conflicts can be solved by resorting to the assumption 
that sentences possess different types of content, such as a ‘compositional’ 
and ‘pragmatically induced’ content, and that verdicts of truth and untruth 
should be related to diverse varieties. It is contended here that similar 
solutions are feasible for a number of other conflicts, in particular a conflict 
which could arise with respect to self-reflexive T-comments. In the course of 
discussing a pertinent example it is possible to attain a slightly more elaborate 
explication of the terms ‘affirmation’ and ‘affirm’ making them applicable to a 
number of examples not considered above. 

 
 
 
 

                                        
45 Both intra-linguistic paraphrases and inter-linguistic correspondences display that 
the import of ‘and’-conjunctions and that of sequences of sentences is sometimes 
indistinguishable. 
46 Compare example (A) and the subsequent discussions in the Introduction. 
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VIII 
 
Let us suppose that an astronaut (or cosmonaut) would land on a distant 
planet, which bears the name ‘K 365’ as a uniquely identifying designation. He 
utters the sentence 
 
(S18) No truth is ever expressed on K 365. 
 
and flies away without saying anything else. In addition let us suppose that 
our space traveler was the only being who ever landed on the planet during 
its existence. Apparently this sentence-token uttered under the above 
described circumstances is suited to trigger conflicting intuitive verdicts 
relating to the issue of whether it expresses a truth or fails to do so. If one 
pursues the question of why it could motivate the verdict that the sentence 
does not express a truth it emerges that the underlying reasons must be 
essentially similar to the ones which justify the same verdict with respect to 
sentences like (S2) and (S13). Given that the domain of the quantification is 
not artificially restricted, (S18) expresses a content which precludes the 
possibility of its expressing something which is true. Obviously the effect of 
employing (S18) under the delineated circumstances equals that of a T-
comment which implies a comment pertaining to matters of truth regarding 
its own linguistic content. Hence one might extend the range of the concept 
of ‘T-comment’ allowing us to apply the concept of ‘affirmation’ also to items 
like (S18). Although (S18) does not contain any explicit reference to itself or 
any other linguistic item that explicitly refers to it the employment of the 
quantifier engenders the result that its content imposes requirements of truth 
which involve that the concerned item itself fails to express anything true. On 
this basis one is entitled to say that (S18) in a similar manner as (S2) affirms 
that it does not express any truth.  
 
But our intuitions might also intimate that the solitary visitor expressed 
something which is true, obviously based on the consideration that if (S18) 
possesses the alleged consequence then it is true that no truth was uttered 
on the concerned planet. We contend that it is indeed not illegitimate to 
embrace the tenet that by uttering (S18) under the hypothesized 
circumstances a truth has been conveyed. However, a relation of expressing 
and a concept of content which would validate such an assertion differs from 
those which were pertinent in the preceding sections.  
 
Whenever a grasp of a content expressed by an item is based on linguistic 
understanding  in contrast to correctly identifying an expressed import by a 

successful guess relying on considerations about what is most expectable in a 

particular context  it typically occurs that perception of content is 
accompanied by some implicit knowledge pertaining to possibilities of 
expression in alternative contexts. Somebody who correctly identifies some 
content expressedV by (S5) and thereby exploits linguistic competence will at 
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least know that (S5) or an expression belonging to the same linguistic type as 
(S5) will not expressV the same content if it were uttered on a different day. It 
is some additional linguistic knowledge which enables such an interpreter to 
ascertain that if uttered on the subsequent or previous day the same content 
could be expressed by replacing in (S5) ‘today’ by ‘yesterday’ and the present 
tense by past tense or by ‘tomorrow’ and future tense respectively. Hence 
grasping some content typically involves knowledge about hypothetical 
content under hypothetical circumstances of using the pertinent item or 
certain related expressions. Precisely this capacity would also enable an 
interpreter to figure out that if under the above described circumstances a 
token of 
 
(S18’) No truth is ever expressed on this planet. 
 
had been uttered some kind of content equivalent to the one expressedV by 
(S18’) can be expressedV under an alternative perspective by a formulation in 
which 'this' is replaced by 'that' which in its turn equals that of (S18). But 
even with respect to (S18) one can figure out consequences of its being 
employed elsewhere as on K 365 and ascertain that the consequences differ 
from those entailed by employing it or (S18’) on that planet. It is verifiable 
that by using tokens exemplifying the same type as (the envisaged token of) 
(S18) truths can be expressed even in view of the fact that (a token of) (S18) 
has been employed under the above envisaged circumstances. One might 
also contend that (S18) could have been employed to express a truth if it 
were uttered under different circumstances. This possibility requires that one 
can employ (S18) or a different token of the same type in some region 
outside the (imagined) planet, e.g. on the earth. Hence an analogy exists with 
the alleged possibility to employ (S4) for making a true assertion. One could 
suitably  designate this manner of employing (S18) by the term 'external 
comment', contrasting with 'non-external' or ‘internal comment’ characterizing 
the alternative manner of employing it under the initially imagined 
circumstance.47 A typical instance of employing (S18) as an external comment 
would be the expression of an assessment of the event occurring on the 
distant planet from our perspective. The dichotomy between using (S18) as a 
non-external or an external comment parallels the difference between (S2) 
and (S4).  
 
We are permitted to conjecture that intuitions to the effect that (S18) could 
express a truth rest on an understanding of this item as an external comment. 

                                        
47  It is discernible that the adopted way of signaling pertinent sentences could be 
alternatively interpreted as a manner of employing designations like '(S18)’ as 
denoting either linguistic types or linguistic tokens. In the latter case the assumption 
is required that linguistic tokens are not strictly individuated by their context of 
employment, i.e. that one can legitimately entertain the idea that one and the same 
token could be used under different circumstances. As in the present context this 
issue appears to possess no relevance for the argumentation the ambiguity is not 
eliminated. 



286           ASCRIPTION OF LINGUISTIC PROPERTIES AND VARIETIES OF CONTENT 
 
 
 
The sentence could be alternatively used as a non-external or an external 
comment. Employed as an external comment it does not involve any 
specification regarding the applicability of a truth predicate to itself and 
consequently it cannot entail that a truth predicate is not applicable if, as a 
matter of fact, no truth were ever uttered on the concerned planet; on the 
contrary, such circumstances would qualify (S18) for the expression of a truth. 
It is quite evident that such phenomena are possible only because the 
systematic nature which (natural) languages possess as well as the structure 
which expressions of (natural) languages exhibit provide a basis for valid 
ascertainments regarding semantic consequences following from merely 
hypothetical assumptions.  
 
One could have reservations about the supposition of another variety within 
the category of expressing and of a content related to it. Therefore it is 
worthwhile to ascertain that the envisaged use of the expression is not 
eccentric against the background of established conventions. In literary works 
one might find a sequence as follows: 
 

Today is the 15th December 2425. Yesterday it was misty in Oslo …. 
 
What does the token ‘yesterday it was misty in Oslo’ occurring in the 
supposed context express? Surely the answer that it expresses that the 14th 
December 2425 is a misty day in Oslo is not counterintuitive. Interpreters can 
easily relate expressions alternatively to their actual situation of utterance, to 
the situation in which they are themselves as well as to hypothetical contexts 
of their employment.48 The circumstance that it is quite alright to employ the 
past tense in sentences purporting to relate to future events indicates that 
understanding linguistic items under a perspective which differs from that of 
their actual employment is quite natural. 
 
Shift from actual context of employment to different perspectives is even 
involved in a number of grammatical phenomena or conventionally 
established forms of usage. The phenomenon of the so-called 'historical 
present' observable in a large range of different and even unrelated natural 
languages is not the only case in point. Whereas Western languages usually 
presuppose the perspective of actual utterance or inscription in clauses of 
oratio obiqua certain languages express oratio obliqua primarily under the 
perspective of the subject to which acts of saying, belief etc. are ascribed. 
Whereas we say e.g. 

                                        
48  It even appears that in the presently considered case a specification of expressed 
content under the perspective of the hypothesized context is the most natural 
alternative. It would be queer if somebody answered that the concerned sentence 
token expresses that the 7th of June 2009 is a misty day in Oslo on the basis of a 
knowledge to the effect that the sentence had been produced on the 8th of June 
2009 or that it is misty in Oslo on the 26th October 2009 because the sentence has 
been perceived by a reader on the 27th October 2009. 
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He told me that his brother was sick. 
He thought that he would go to London 

 
it is customary to use in those languages a form of expression which would 
correspond to: 
 

He told me that my brother is sick. 
He thought that I will go to London.49 

 
Against the background of frequent statements made about the semantics of 
pronouns or other indexical expressions one would predict that  
 
(S19) What you can do today you should not leave for tomorrow. 
 
expresses different propositions depending on the time of utterance as well as 
the reference of ‘you’ in a pertinent context. (S19) can indeed be used in such 
a manner. It is not true, however, that it must be employed in that way. 
According to an alternative and equally natural reading (S19) expresses a 
content  in some sense of ‘express’ and ‘content’  which could be 

conveyed in a less equivocal manner by 
 
(S19’) What one can do on some particular day one should not leave for the 
next day. 
 
How should one explain the fact that a sentence containing three indexical 
expressions assumes the import of a sentence where the indexical elements 
are replaced by words performing the function of universal quantifiers? 
Moreover, the phenomenon that ‘you’ possesses an import equivalent to ‘one’ 
is common in many languages. A possible answer is that the indexical reading 
represents in fact the primary import. However, a universal interpretation is 
induced by relating the sentence to arbitrary, non actual contexts of utterance. 
An intuitive account of the connection of the primary import of (S19) with that 
of (S19’) can be given in the following way: 
 
(S19”) What you can do today you should not leave for tomorrow. This can be 
said at any arbitrary time addressing any arbitrary person50. 

                                        
49  This phenomenon is observable, among others, in some South-Asian languages. 
Interestingly, variations as far as the use of tenses is concerned exist in Western 
languages. At least in some idiolects of Modern German one can alternatively use the 
expressions:  

Sie glaubte, dass sie Blinddarmentzündung hatte. (Past Tense) 
Sie glaubte, dass sie Blinddarmentzündung hat. (Present tense) 

for conveying the thought that a certain person believed at some time in the past 
that she had appendicitis at that time. 
50  We presume that in the present sentence the expression 'this’ does not relate to a 
proposition but to an item that might be designated as 'propositional function’. There 
is, however, no need to discuss this point here. 
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Although usages of second person pronouns for conveying a generalized 
import are to some extent conventionalized in a number of languages it 
seems incorrect to hypothesize different meanings for the pronouns 
themselves or consider the sentences as linguistically ambiguous. In 
languages, such as modern German which differentiate between familiar and 
non-familiar forms of addressing an interlocutor the distinction is operative 
also in cases of general statements. Whereas it is common to employ the 
form ‘Sie’ in contexts where persons are present whom one would address by 
that pronoun, its employment would be queer in familiar contexts.51 Thus the 
meaning of second person pronouns is virulent if general facts are to be 
conveyed. 
 
One can imagine that a police inspector reports about occurrences during an 
intervention in the following manner: 
 
(S20) Our car was here [pointing with a stick to a particular spot on the map] 
and the car of the bank robbers was there [pointing with a stick to a 
particular spot on the map]. 
 
Everybody who wants to obtain an accurate picture of the events needs to 
recognize the spots indicated on the map and moreover identify the pertinent 
localities. One can even presume that a speaker of (S20) would possess an 
intention to the effect that his addressees or at least some of them determine 
the intended references in that manner. In the present case references of 
different orders can be distinguished: There are first order references to 
certain spots on a map provided by the use of demonstratives in combination 
with gestures and there are  second order references which are performed by 
the first order references in combination with principles regulating the 
relationship between spots on a map and places in some environment. In the 
last analysis, the occurrence of overt indexical elements is not essential. The 
distinction would persist if references were made e.g. by mentioning numbers 
which uniquely designate some (type of) map and other numbers which 
unambiguously refer to segments of the map.  
 
Possibly the verdict that the content expressed by (S20) relates to actual past 
circumstances in some environment is intuitively most natural. It could be 
sustained by the consideration that the employment of verbs in the past tense 

                                        
51 In a non-familiar context, one can naturally say, e.g.: 
 

Damit können Sie die Politiker nicht ändern. 
 
for conveying the idea that a certain method is not a suitable means for producing 
changes with respect to politicians. If, however, one speaks with an interlocutor 
whom one addresses with the familiar term ‘du’, this form is used for conveying the 
same message. 
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can be easily explained against this background.52 But this does not disprove 
the contention that a different content is equally involved even if, as in the 
present case, its falsity is obvious. 53  Anyhow, relating linguistic objects to 
different circumstances of context and levels is firmly entrenched in common 
linguistic practice even if it might be true that in the realm of works of 
literature the implementation of this potentiality is more conspicuous. If this is 
correct it can be expected that such multiplicity is mirrored by a multiplicity of 
concepts of referring as well as expressing. 

 
Common intuition suggests that expressing a truth (and only a truth) by 
employing a token-sentence requires the satisfaction of the following 
necessary conditions: 
 

1) The concerned token-sentence in fact expresses a truth (and only a 
truth) in the pertinent context. 

2) Things really are as they are said to be by the employment of the 
sentence-token. 

 
According to the above advocated position the first (trivial) requirement is not 
eo ipso satisfied whenever the second requirement can be considered as 
satisfied because the notion of what is said by a sentence-token is not 
unequivocal and because the same holds good for the notion of what a 
sentence-token expresses. On the other hand it would still be legitimate to 
maintain that there is always one variety of content which can be regarded as 
something thst is said or expressed by linguistic items such that satisfaction of 
the second requirement entails a satisfaction of the first. 

 
IX 

 
It might be critically questioned why it should be presupposed that 
inconsistencies must be avoided. Hasn’t it rightly been alleged that the 
argument, that inconsistencies need to be avoided because in an inconsistent 
theory everything is provable, is questionable because it presupposes that the 
underlying logic is 'classical' whereas precisely the feature of allowing the 
derivation of any arbitrary proposition from a contradiction renders classical 
logic problematic and intimates that it does not reflect our pre-theoretic 

                                        
52 However, the employment of present tense forms is equally acceptable in such 
situations. It is possible that the difference between past and present tense forms 
goes together with differences of nuance. In some idiolects at least the use of the 
present tense is preferable if the relationship between items on the map and items in 
the environment is not known beforehand, if the correlations are the focus of a 
message. 
53  This must not be generally so. For example the sentence: 
 

He always looked there [pointing at some spot on a large map] 
 

can induce doubts about its correct interpretation.  
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notion of proof?54 Is it true that the framework of Classical Logic has been too 
uncritically accepted? 
 
First, the view advocated here should not dogmatically rule out that there 
might be different ‘logics’ for different types of content. Furthermore, it ought 
to be pointed out that the derivations in I) and in II) only rely on the 
assumption that apart from (TE) the rules of modus ponendo ponens, &-
introduction and reductio ad absurdum should be supposed as valid. Hence it 
is not presupposed that from a contradiction everything follows but merely 
that if a contradiction is derivable from a number of assumptions then at least 
one of the assumptions cannot be true or at least one principle used for the 
derivation cannot be valid. On this basis it has been argued that among the 
pertinent assumptions and principles it is (TE), and in particular its ingredient 
(TE2), which possesses least credibility and deserves to be rejected. 
 
But the reluctance against unhesitatingly admitting the consequence that the 
principle of non-contradiction ought to be abandoned possesses also a 
methodological aspect. It is a typical phenomenon that apparent 
contradictions arise due to the circumstance that a conceptual difference 
becomes virulent which is not formally reflected in the employed symbolism. 
A most conspicuous example is provided by common linguistic ambiguity. It is 
not a novelty that the mere occurrence of a formulation which reads 
 

A  A 

 
does not compellingly prove that the expression represents an instance of the 
logical tautology ‘P  P’. In fact, an expression of the form ‘A  A’ can 

represent a falsehood, if ‘A’ is ambiguous and the two occurrences of ‘A’ were 
associated with different interpretations. In such cases both an expression of 
the form ‘A’ and an expression of the form ‘not A’ might express a truth. But 
the contradiction is merely apparent and can be dissolved by accounting for 
the pertinent differences of interpretation.  
 
Usually recourse to more explicit formulations provides a solution of the 
dilemma. We learn that the relation ‘is greater than’ is not dense on the 
natural numbers, but is dense on the real numbers.55 Against the background 
of the fact that the property of being dense itself is defined without reference 
to natural or real numbers one might wonder whether the relation signified by 
‘is greater than’ or ‘>’ is dense or not dense or both or neither. Without 
making any decision on this point one can ascertain that the same query does 
not arise with respect to the wording ‘is dense on’. 

                                        
54 See e.g. Priest 1979: 224. In this article it is also suggested (p. 220) that some 
sentences are both true and false, whereas other sentences are true (and true only) 
and some false (and false only), and that the items generating truth paradoxes 
should be relegated to the first category. 
55 Cf  Partee/Meulen/Wall 1990:51. 
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The problem is most vital as regards forms of expression which encapsulate 
an unlimited number of possible explications. The English construction ‘the X 
of Y’ and its correlates in other natural languages furnish a pertinent 
illustration. The component ‘John’s car’ in expressions of the form ‘A is John’s 
car’ can be alternatively interpreted as ‘the car which John has bought’, ‘the 
car which John usually drives (but has not bought)’, ‘the car which John has 
borrowed’, ‘the car which is John’s favourite’ etc. In contrast to common 
cases of linguistic ambiguity the range of possibilities cannot be exhausted by 
a finite disjunction because innovative extensions accounting for novel 
situations are in principle always legitimate. In view of the fact that the 
different readings are not equivalent one might say that sentences in which 
expressions of the form ‘the X of Y’ or 'Y’s X’ occur in predicate position are 
associated with a potentially unlimited amount of truth conditions. Anyhow, 
the phenomenon of genitival constructions does not merely indicate a reason 
why in ordinary conversations questions of truth or untruth are often 
accompanied by questions and clarifications of what is meant in a particular 
case. They also demonstrate that explication is a central ingredient of truth 
assessments which is inseparably linked with discourse in natural languages.56 
 
Such considerations substantiate the contention that the apparent 
inconsistencies deduced in I) and II) derive from formally not manifest 
conceptual differences which can and deserve to be explicated.57 

                                        
56   It is presumably a mistake to suppose that as far as individual tokens are 
concerned choices between different readings are always decidable in principle. 
Cases in which individual tokens are intentionally used to express different imports at 
the same time can require a relativization of truth ascriptions to specific pertinent 
readings. But it can also occur that tokens exhibit indeterminacy regarding various 
non-equivalent readings. A pertinent example would be a situation where a speaker 
utters ‘This is John’s car’ based on the knowledge that an identical sentence has 
been uttered by somebody else regarding the same vehicle assuming that the 
statement was trustworthy without having developed any definite opinion about the 
originally intended reading. It is of no avail to impute to 'echoing’ utterances 
readings from a source. First they would not faithfully reflect intentions of the subject 
of the echoing statement himself. Second the method of imputing unique readings is 
theoretically flawed because echoing statements can possess more than just one 
original assertion as source and those assertions may exhibit non-equivalent 
propositions as intended readings. 
57 The plausibility of this conjecture is strengthened by an analogy. Let us consider 
two principles: 
 
(SE) For all s, for all t: If s expresses that p & t expresses that p, then E* s  E* t 

 
(ST) For all s: If s expresses that today is John’s birthday & s is uttered on date d, 

then E* s  d = John’s birthday 
 
The content of the first principle can be characterized in ordinary terms by saying 
that it asserts that any two sentences expressing the same are equivalent, i.e. either 
they both express something true or they do not express something true. The 
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For us the fact matters that taking avoidance of inconsistencies seriously by 
regarding inconsistencies as providing a compelling motivation to search for 
novel conceptual differentiations and develop more explicit terminologies 
accounting for them is an indispensable maxim. The relevance of this 
methodological device must never be seen as imparted by the circumstance 
that unfamiliar or even merely imagined examples reveal threats of 

                                                                                                                 
second principle is an implementation of a general idea connected with sentences 
containing indexical elements with respect to specific linguistic items. It conveys that 
every sentence token which expresses that today is John’s birthday expresses a truth 
exactly if it is uttered on a day which is John’s birthday. These supposedly plausible 
principles are exploited in the following chain of derivational steps leading to a 
contradiction.  The circumstance that for the sake of brevity some of the 

justifications for pertinent derivations are merely succinctly indicated by the symbols 
at the right should not impair their intelligibility. 
 
IV) 
 
1  (1) U expresses that today is John’s birthday       A 
2  (2) V expresses that today is John’s birthday       A 
3  (3) U is uttered on the 12 March 2005        A 
4  (4) V is uttered on the 15 March 2005        A 

1,2  (5) E* U  E* V           From 1,2 by SE 

1,3  (6) E* U  12 March 2005 = John’s birthday       From 1,3 by ST 

2,4  (7) E* V  15 March 2005 = John’s birthday       From 2,4 by ST 

1,2,3,4 (8) 12 March 2005 = John’s birthday  15 March 2005 =  

  John’s birthday         From 5,6,7 by  
  (9) Not: 12 March 2005 = 15 March 2005  (Self evident) 
10  (10) 12 March 2005 = John’s birthday         A 
1,2,3,4,10 (11) 15 March 2005 = John’s birthday        From 8,10 MPP 
1,2,3,4,10 (12) 12 March 2005 = 15 March 2005      From 10,11 by = 
1,2,3,4,10 (13) 12 March 2005 = 15 March 2005 & Not: 12 March 2005 = 
   15 March 2005             From 9,12 &I 
 
The disturbing feature of the demonstration of IV) originates from the fact that an 
absurdity has been derived from assumptions which appear by no means absurd 
neither in themselves nor in combination. As a matter of fact, the root of the fallacy 
can be easily pointed out. The crux lies in the combination of the derivation of line 5 
based on the assumptions formulated in the lines 1 and 2 with the derivations of the 
lines 6 and 7 based on the assumptions of 3 and 4. The latter derivations exploit a 
concept of expressing according to which expressing is a relation connecting 
linguistic expressions with something which corresponds to their invariable meaning. 
But both (SE) and the derivation of line 5 from 1 and 2 do not require this reading. 
The formulations of the first two lines can be perfectly understood as presupposing 
that the pertinent tokens ‘U’ or ‘V’ are not synonymous with ‘Today is John’s birthday’. 
They can be related to a concept of expressing according to which e.g. ‘U’ might 
read 'Tomorrow is John’s birthday' or ‘The 12 March 2005 is John’s birthday'. It is 
precisely the derivability of a contradiction which makes manifest that (SE) is 
acceptable only in one reading of the word 'express', whereas in another fairly 
common reading it is invalid. 
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incoherence. Rather exclusive focus on familiar cases deserves to be 
dismissed as theoretically pernicious because it is apt to prevent the 
clarification of important notions.58 
 
As long as the concept of expressing embodied in the overtly occurring verb 
as well as that inbuilt in the symbol ‘E*’ are the same, the validity of  

                                        
58  Among others the notion of ‘context’ constitutes a case in point. Consideration of 
various examples is apt to evoke the impression that one would never say something 
false by uttering instances of (TE1), even if items containing deictic elements were 
admitted as possible instances. In this regard the unit: 
 

If some (non-ambiguous) sentence s expresses that it is windy today and s 
expresses a truth, then it is windy today 

 
is representative of a great number of instances. Nevertheless, by considering less 
familiar examples it becomes manifest that the preceding observation cannot be 
generalized. Let us suppose that some linguistic item reads: ‘Now is the 25 March 
2012, 3 p.m. 44 seconds’ and let us further assume that ‘σ’ designates it. If on the 
25 March 2012 at 3 p.m. 44 seconds (or slightly before) someone begins to utter the 
following chain of words: 
 

If σ expresses that now is the 25 March 2012, 3 p.m. 44 seconds and σ  
expresses a truth then now is the 25 March 2012, 3 p.m. 44 seconds. 
 

the statement could be falsified by the circumstance that the second occurrence of 
the expression ‘now’ is not uttered exactly at the 25 March 2012, 3 p.m. 44 seconds.   
Comparison with other examples containing (occurrences of) the expression ‘now’, or 
synonymous items, indicates, however, that the reference of ‘now’ cannot be simply 
equated with the time of uttering a particular token of this word.  If somebody says, 
for example 
 

It is getting warmer now. 
 
he should be hardly understood as making a statement to the effect that a change of 
temperature occurs precisely at the time the word (token) ‘now’ is being uttered, and 
it is equally improbable that a raise of temperature during the utterance of the 
pertinent sentence-token will be asserted by it. Here context comes into play in the 
manner that according to specific properties of a discourse a more or less extended 
time-space, which is according to the circumstances measurable in terms of minutes, 
days, months or even years or centuries, has to be hypothesized as the pertinent 
range of reference. One could in fact maintain that the expression ‘now’ preserves in 
all the various cases a stable (linguistic) meaning embodied by the idea of a time 
span of which the time of the utterance of a token constitutes a part — and which 
could in exceptional cases even coincide with the time of the utterance of a linguistic 
token. Still the relevant semantic value is not merely determined by the time of 
producing a token but equally depends on properties of discourse as well as on the 
(linguistic) content of the concerned sentence-token. Hence a more elaborate 
concept of the notion of ‘context’ is required for taking into account pertinent 
features of linguistic communication. 
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(SY)  ((s is synonymous with s’ & s’ expresses that p) & p)  E* s 
 
should not be acknowledged. Identity of content which is associated with 
linguistic synonymy is not the right type of content for determining the 
applicability of ‘E*’. T-comments constitute a domain where linguistic 
synonymy does not command non-deviant ascriptions of truth value even if 
tokens without indexical ingredients are concerned. In this connection it is 
noteworthy that the lines 11 and 15 of III) implying that in the realm of T-
comments necessary conditions of expressing a truth can involve more than 
truth of some linguistically expressed content are derivable without invoking 
reductio ad absurdum. Hence (TE) necessitates that consequence even if in 
addition to it only modus ponendo ponens is considered as pertinent. 

 
X 

 
The difference between something’s being true of a linguistic item and 
something’s being truly said about a linguistic unit plays a vital role in the 
account presented above. According to the interpretation of SS 27 advocated 
in the preceding study it is precisely this difference whose recognition is 
manifested by the verse and one can even assert that in the investigated 
segment of the Saṃbandha-Samuddeśa its author, Bhartṛhari, acknowledges 
the fact that for certain types of properties it holds good that their possession 
and their correct ascription on the part of a linguistic unit are incompatible. 
We contend nevertheless that this circumstance does not license the assertion 
that the SS provides a basis for a solution of the liar paradox or related 
paradoxes. The text does not even offer an attempt of deriving pertinent 
conclusions from the alleged incompatibility. In contrast, the account outlined 
in the preceding paragraphs of this study contains at least a proposal with 
respect to the consequences which might be drawn from the phenomena that 
have been highlighted in the previous discussions, in particular by the 
deductions expounded in I) – III). According to the explanation presented 
above the only contents which can be categorically assessed as being true or 
untrue with respect to T-comments which directly or indirectly disclaim the 
truth of their content59 merely entail certain true propositions about these 
items. Hemce there is no basis for classifying those contents as definitely true. 
Thus even the supposition that items like (S13) fail to express a truth does 
not necessitate the consequence that in addition to this the pertinent 

                                        
59 This state of affairs would possess a partial analogy with respect to sentences 
containing vague predicate-terms if the previously intimated view were accepted that 
on the one hand it is never the case that such items linguistically express a content 
that is definitely true or untrue — not even in cases where those terms are applied to 
objects which appear to represent clear instances of their applicability or non-
applicability — but on the other hand can, under favourable circumstances, convey 
or, in a different sense of the term, express thought-contents that are capable of 
being either true or untrue. 



 PARADOXES OF TRUTH AND DIVERSITIES OF CONTENT                  295 

 

linguistic units express a true content in the same sense of the term. To be 
sure, this account does not preclude that in general sentences can possess 
various contents, some of which are true and some of which are untrue. But 
the basis for deriving paradoxical consequences is removed because the idea 
that some linguistic unit possesses a content that is inconsistent by implying a 
contradiction is not paradoxal. 
 
Rather than claiming that the concept symbolized by ‘E*’ implies a deviance 
from familiar notions of expressing as it is or expressing a truth it is 
appropriate to say that it embodies an explication and extrapolation of those 
ideas accounting both for special cases which involve self-reference and 
ordinary cases which do not. Nothing claimed before militates against a tenet 
pertaining to the use of ‘is true’ connected with clauses preceded by ‘that’ and 
which reads: 
 

It is true that p  p 
 
One can even surmise that this employment of the word is more fundamental 
than its appearance in expressions relating to linguistic items and contend 
that expressions of the latter kind are explainable with the help of expressions 
of the form ‘it is true that …’. In fact the previous discussions intimate such a 
tenet. For the term ‘E*’ as applied to sentence tokens has been paraphrased 
alternatively by ‘it is as … expresses’ or ‘… expresses a truth’ and the latter 
formulation had been considered a shorthand for ‘expresses something which 
is true’. This in its turn suggests that symbols such as ‘E*’ applied to linguistic 
units always absorb a more complex structure. Hence it must be expected 
that the term ‘is true’ applied to linguistic items inevitably entails 
equivocations. Equivocations can arise because theoretically at least linguistic 
items might be related in various ways to something that has the potential of 
being true or untrue. One should not regard this as a merely conceivable 
theoretical possibility. Its potential relevance can be gathered from the 
phenomenon that not seldom linguistic items are called ‘true’, not because 
they literally express a true proposition but because they convey or suggest 
thoughts which deserve approval in the view of a speaker. In this regard the 
employment of the term ‘E*’ associated with explications such as ‘expresses 
as it is’, ‘expresses a truth’ appears more suitable than ‘is true’ applied to 
linguistic entities. Nevertheless, the position adopted here implies that the 
difference should be merely a matter of degree. Saying with respect to 
sentence-tokens that they express a truth is still in need of explicatory 
elaboration because of the possibility of fallacies generating inconsistencies or 
paradoxes. A decisive point is, however, that in the view advocated here such 
phenomena do not justify the contention that linguistic items exist which 
stand in some particular semantic relation to propositional contents which are 
assessable as both true and untrue.  
 
This stance complies with the thesis that no plurality of propositional truth 
exists and that ‘is true’ does not represent different concepts if it is predicated 
of propositions belonging to various subject matters, such as history, 
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mathematics or philosophy. 60  Although we see no reason to disclaim this 
plausible contention we consider as permissible the supposition that the 
expressions ‘it is the case that ….’ or ‘it is so that ….’ on the one hand and ‘it 
is as … says’, ‘it is as … expresses’ on the other are by no means synonymous 
and represent related but different concepts.61 In this place two footnotes 
might be apposite: 1) The account presented here indirectly supports the 
contention of a unitary conception of truth because it implies that variant 
truth-predicates which can be applied to linguistic units could be considered 
as pertaining to different ways in which linguistic expressions can be related 
to non-linguistic objects which could be true or untrue. 2) The present 
position does not disagree with the view that truth can be associated with a 
plurality of standards. A doctrine which says that employing ‘it is true’ 
attached to a ‘that’-clause amounts to the same as employing the clause 
appearing after ‘that’ as a sentence62 intimates a plurality of standards with 
respect to the applicability of terms of truth. This must be so if corresponding 
sentences not embedded under ‘it is true that’ can express thoughts which 
allow for vindication by different standards. If it is customary to ascertain by 
ordeals whether someone is guilty or not it is also customary to ascertain by 
ordeals whether it is true or not true that someone is guilty. Neither the 
above cited denial nor the position delineated in the preceding paragraphs 
disclaims the possibility of plurality in that specific sense. 
 
Formal reasoning and conceptual explication are not opposed but complement 
each other. On the one hand, systems of formal logic can embody 
explications of certain terms existing in natural languages and might more or 
less accord with common ways of employing those terms. On the other hand, 
formal mechanisms of derivation cannot themselves completely ban the 
danger of committing fallacies due to equivocation of terms. By explication, 
specifically by explication of terms which are not treated as logical constants 
in theories of formal reasoning, one improves the prospects of avoiding 
fallacies by exploiting formal rules of reasoning. Hence it should hold good 
that, the other way around, using formal means for the derivation of 
inconsistencies or absurdities is a fruitful method for the explication of terms 
and concepts. If this approach is relevant with respect to concepts playing a 
fundamental role in the humanities it ought not to be neglected by scholars 
working in this field. 

                                        
60  See Künne 2003:453. 
61  Only expressions of the latter sort arouse associations with the idea of 
‘correspondence’. 
62 This assertion is not committed to embrace the stance that ‘is true’ is always 
eliminable. 
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